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Killers and Demons Book I

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Devoid

	 

	 

	 

	I wish I had my eyes closed.

	Then I’d know why I can’t see.

	Everything is black, there’s no light, no shapes.

	I’m blind.

	And I don’t know where I am.

	 

	I’m sitting on a damp cold surface, my back against something hard; it feels like stone under my hands.  Maybe I’m in a basement.  I think I am alone, at least I can’t hear any sounds, in fact there’s no noise at all.  It’s a perfect silence.

	 

	I don’t know how I got here.

	Or where here is.

	I’m so scared.

	The last thing I remember is… being happy.

	I was with Jeremy.

	Jeremy, where’s Jeremy?!

	What if he’s been…?

	 

	I reach out and my hand touches a hard surface, more stone, I think.  I feel my way along the stonework to find four walls.  I think I’m in a very small room, but I can’t locate a door.  I try to stand, but my head hits a solid ceiling before I’m upright.   I sit down again, the dread slowly crushing my thoughts.   It can’t be true, I can’t be imprisoned!

	 

	NO! NO! NO!

	I’m trapped!

	I’m alone and I’m trapped!

	What happened!

	How did I get here!

	And how do I get out!

	Someone has to get me out!

	 

	I’m screaming now.  I can’t help it.  I’m in a nightmare and I don’t know how to wake up.  I claw at the walls in a futile attempt to escape, but all I manage is to bloody my fingers.  I stop and take a breath, to calm myself.

	 

	I need to figure things out.

	To remember last night.

	Was it last night?

	I don’t even know how long I’ve been here.

	Jeremy and I were celebrating our six-month anniversary.

	With champagne, in my apartment.

	I was laughing and drinking.

	Then…?  Wait, yes. I stumbled, fell and...

	Jeremy was smiling?

	Why was he smiling?

	I think I passed out.

	Why did I pass out after one drink?

	 

	“Hello, Anna.”

	“Jeremy?!”  Relief floods through me.  He found me; I’m getting out of here!  “I’m here, Jeremy!  Help me!  Get me out of here!”

	“Why would I do that?  After all the trouble I went through to put you in there?”

	“Wh-what?!”  The awful realization finally sinks in to my foolish mind.

	“I spent months constructing your little underground prison, planning how to get you inside.  I took great care in getting it all right.  I made certain the stone was thick enough, the hatch could be permanently sealed, that there was a wireless setup so we could talk this one last time.  I’m so happy.  Everything fell into place flawlessly.”

	“Why?!  Why did you do this?!”  I heard him laugh.  A twisted version of the sound I used to love.

	“For fun.  I like doing this sort of thing.  I like tormenting.  I like killing.” There was more laughter.  “Good-bye, Anna, and enjoy your new home.  For the rest of your very short life.”

	“No!  You can’t mean it!  Jeremy!  Jeremy, please!  Please don’t leave me here!”  I wait for an answer, but there is only silence.  “Jeremy!  Please, please!  Don’t leave me here!”  I pray he is still there, cling to hope he will let me out, strain my ears for any noise, but nothing.  He is gone.

	 

	I’m going to die.

	He locked me in a hole to die.

	He buried me alive and I’m going to die!

	I’m not getting out!

	There is no way to get out!

	Somebody help me!

	 

	All around me it is darkness, and it is so still, so quiet.

	I start screaming again.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	You Got To Have Heart

	 

	 

	 

	Some people wear their hearts on their sleeve, or have cold hearts, or wait all year for that chocolate Valentine’s heart.  Me, I prefer my hearts freeze-dried in glass jars, all lined neatly on shelves.  I have quite the collection now, nine in total; by the end of this Valentine’s Day I hope to have my tenth.

	Her name is Janelle, a beautiful twenty-five year old blonde, with a healthy, robust ticker.  I’ve wined and dined her, wooed her, until she gave her love, and figuratively, her heart to me.  Now, for my Valentine, I will take her heart... literally.

	 

	I open the door to my Janelle.  She is wearing a sexy red dress; how appropriate.  We share a lingering kiss.  I enjoy the scent of her perfume, the sensation of her body in my arms, her throbbing heart so close.

	“I have an unforgettable night planned, my dear.  Starting with a delicious dinner.”  I take her hand and lead her in to her last meal.

	I’ve set the table meticulously, with my best china and crystal, a small centerpiece of roses on the middle of the lace tablecloth.  A chilled bottle of champagne sits in the ice bucket and petite appetisers wait on our plates.  The remainder of our dinner warms in the kitchen.

	“Oh, Scott, everything’s perfect!”  Janelle smiles at me, and tilts her head, her hair bouncing against her shoulders.  “How did I get so lucky?”

	“Isn’t that supposed to me my line?”

	She laughs, a soft gentle sound.   She reaches into her purse and produces a little wrapped present.  “Here, I want to give you this before we eat.  Happy Valentine’s.”

	I unwrap the gift.  It’s an engraved pen.  To my Best Valentine.  How thoughtful.  I’ll use it to write her name on the jar for her heart.  “I love it, my dear.”  I lean in and kiss her cheek.  “I hope you don’t mind waiting for your gift.  I have a surprise planned and I don’t want to spoil it.”

	“I love surprises.  I can’t wait.”

	You poor deluded girl.  I doubt you will like my surprise.  “I’m certain you will be amazed.  Shall we sit down and eat.”

	We have a lovely meal, with intimate conversation, wine and good food, before I serve my specially prepared dessert -a chocolate trifle laced with sedative- to Janelle.

	“Oh, I love chocolate!  But you know that, don’t you?”  She giggles and willingly eats every bite as I wait.  In a few minutes the sedative begins its work.

	“I don’t feel well, I-I feel, feel... so, so sleeepy, seeppy, I-I...”  Her speech slurs, her body movements grow sluggish and my delightful Janelle collapses and crumples to the floor, where she lands with a thump.

	I smile.  “Surprise, Janelle.”

	~*~

	I take her unconscious body down to the basement and lay Janelle on my operating slab.  I strap her immobile to the table and bring over my instruments and paraphernalia.  I take a soft cloth from my kit, and stuff it in Janelle’s mouth; I seal the fabric with duct tape.  I take my shears and slice away her dress and bra, leaving her clad in only in lace panties.  I admire her lovely body for a moment; her skin is so pristine, so ready for my knife.

	I return upstairs and clean away the dishes and the remains of the meal.  I like to keep busy while I wait for the sedative to wear out of the system.   After a time I go back to check on Janelle.

	I see signs of her returning to awareness, so I put on my surgical gloves. Janelle slowly opens her eyes to realise she’s gagged and tied to a metal table with me hovering over her.  She struggles to free herself and the sheer panic in her eyes is exhilarating.

	“Wonderful my dear, you’re awake.  We can begin.”  Janelle tries to scream and she yanks in futility at the bonds that hold her down.

	“I know you are confused and frightened,” she’s crying now, and whimpering through the duct tape, “and this is very difficult to understand, so I’ll explain.  I’m going to operate on you to extract your heart from your body.  Happy Valentine’s, my sweet.”  She thrashes her legs and her head, straining against her restraints to break free, while making garbled noises through her gag.

	“Escape isn’t possible my dear.  Unfortunately you are going to die.  But you can take comfort your heart will be preserved in my collection.”  Poor Janelle.  She’s taking it badly, weeping and trying to shout, pulling uselessly on her straps.  Just like the others.

	“You should try and be still.  It will go quicker.”  I smile.  “I’m going to initiate now.  I’ll take my marker and trace where the incisions will go on your skin.”  I carefully draw the black marks on her chest and I can feel the fast beat of her panicked heart where I touch her body.  I stroke her skin with a trace of regret. I did find her so attractive and amusing.

	“I’m sorry, Janelle, this next task is going to be quite painful.  You see, I’m going to take my scalpel and cut open your chest.”  I pick up my lovely, sharp metal friend.  I can see the terror in her eyes.  This is always the best part.

	I suck in my breath as the sharp blade slices into the skin and the blood flows.  I can feel Janelle’s body twitch and contract from the pain, twist under my fingers as I pull the incision across her flesh.  Her muffled screams are pleasurable as are her fruitless struggles to escape.  Her body fights me as I rend down through the skin and muscle to peel back her soft tissue.  Her moans of pain are sweet music as her ribcage is exposed.

	She is barely conscious, but I smile at her.  “It’s almost over.  I just have to spread the ribs to get to the heart.”

	I haul out the rib spreader and crack her bones apart to bare the beauty of her wondrous beating heart.  During this procedure Janelle passes out.  Regrettable, I always enjoy it more when they feel the last moments of their lives.

	With surgical precision I detach the heart from its moorings and watch its last beats cease in my hands, while its former owner bleeds to death on the table.  I place the heart in a container ready to be freeze dried and strip off my gloves.

	“You were wonderful, Janelle.  I thank you for a delightful Valentine’s, my sweet.”  I smile and gently pat her corpse.

	 

	Now, there’s nothing left but to dispose of her body and clean up.  And dream about my next Valentine’s Day.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	London, 1888

	 

	 

	 

	He called himself Mr. Peters, but it wasn’t his real name.  He had changed it after one too many run-ins with the law as a youth.  He had bounced around the city after that, from job to job and pub to pub.  He had worked in a butcher shop, studied with an artist, been an orderly in a hospital, and had worked the cleanup at the city morgue.  He had liked the job at the morgue; one of the coroners had a fondness for port and they had often shared a bottle.  The man had even let him assist in the autopsies and taught him how to cut into people’s insides properly.

	He had never managed to hold on to a steady job due to his drinking and ended here in the East End, living with a woman who whored herself for extra money, doing backroom surgeries for the prostitutes and criminals.

	~*~

	The lodging room door closed and Mr. Peters looked up from his cheap bottle of gin.  Martha stood in front of the doorway reeking of ale and sex.  She wore a dark emerald skirt, scuffed boots and a long black jacket, her bodice undone three buttons too low.

	“Eyes off, you bleeding sod.  I’ve had bleeding enough for tonight.”  Her words slurred and she stumbled into the cramped room, tossing her bonnet onto the dirty floor.  She meandered past him, lurching, flopping into a tattered chair.  She glowered at the empty bottles scattered on the floor.

	“Spend the whole bleeding night drinking?  You had better saved some gin for me.”

	“Course I did.”  Mr. Peters passed his bottle to her; she took a long swig.

	“Big Jim got himself in a scuffle.  I spent tonight cutting a bullet out of his guts.”  Mr. Peters glanced over at the blood-splattered knife and the stained leather apron he had used to take care of Big Jim.  “Most of the gin got doused on his injury, before I stitched him up.  The rest we drank, after.”

	“Bloody hell!  Damn, Big Jim got himself shot!  He’ll live, though?” A soft note of concern crept into her voice; Mr Peters clenched his jaw.

	“Maybe.  Depends whether the wound festers.  If the fever takes him, well, I wouldn’t count on fucking him anymore.”

	Martha stared at him.

	“Don’t look shocked, Martha, Big Jim is a talkative drunk. I know all about what you’ve been doing with him, what you been saying about me, what you were planning.”

	Mr. Peters reached over and wrenched the gin bottle out of her hand.  He drained the last of the liquor down his throat.  He stood and began to pace the tiny room.

	“You’re nothing but an ungrateful whore, Martha.  I took you away from that man, Turner, made him pay for beating you, and you want to run off with Big Jim, make me a pathetic nothing?” He stopped his restless movement; he looked down at his leather apron, fingering it.

	Mr. Peters turned and smiled at her, his bloody knife in his hand.

	“It ain’t going to happen, Martha.”

	She tried to flee, but his knife stabbed her in the throat.  Blood gushed, she struggled to scream, but all she could do was gurgle.  The knife plunged repeatedly, in her throat, chest, abdomen and genitals, slicing her flesh, bleeding her; thirty-nine wounds, one for every year of her sad life.  Her body lay in a messy heap, in pools of wet, scarlet blood. 

	Mr. Peters placed the knife carefully near her body, moving away to get some rags.  He sopped up most of the blood, laying the rags next to the knife.  He put her bonnet back on her head and carefully wrapped her body in a faded, coarse wool blanket.  Then he washed, and changed his clothes; he tucked the knife, his bloody clothes and the rags inside a sack.

	He quietly left their common lodging house, carrying her wrapped body and the sack, meeting no one.  Even if he had encountered someone, they would have given him no bother; not all his patients survived his surgeries.

	Mr. Peters dumped her body on a landing at George Yard, as if he were disposing of rubbish. He tossed the blanket away a few streets over; some vagrant would retrieve the stained covering without a second thought.  In his sack, he placed a brick, went for a night stroll along the Thames and flung the bag in the river.

	Mr. Peters meandered home unnoticed.

	 

	Mr Peters stayed at the lodging house another week, after Martha’s body was discovered, accepting hollow sympathies from his few acquaintances.  He waited for the police to come knocking at his door, but they never arrived.

	So, he moved, disappearing into the slums of London, a darkness growing in the back of his mind. Mr. Peters could not remove the reaction, the craving, the heady scent of the blood.  He had truly enjoyed the way it felt when he sliced through her flesh; it had been far better, sweeter, more satisfying than the tingle of joy he knew carving into his patients.

	He bought himself a new knife, spending each night fingering it, remembering.  Late in August, he made his decision.

	 

	Mr. Peters took his knife and went into Whitechapel.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Victorian Shadows

	 

	 

	 

	From her doorway, Sally watched the gas streetlamp flicker in the darkness; she pulled her shawl around her shoulders to ward off the cold.  The fog rolled in off the Thames to fill the London streets with soft grey obscurity.  Sally wished she could melt into the mist and vanish forever.

	I’m so tired of being hunted.

	She scanned the street, looking for a potential mark so she could lift a billfold; she needed a pint and a meat pie down at the pub.  She spied a tipsy gentleman toddling along the street, probably headed home or to another pub for more ale.  She smiled; fate was being kind tonight.

	She waited as the man drew close and then sauntered towards him.  She took care to keep her head lowered -her eyes downcast, but alert- and timed the stumble at the right moment.

	Sally lurched into the man, falling against his chest.  Her nimble fingers plucked the billfold from his inner pocket, tucked it in her reticule purse, all without his awareness.

	“Sorry, guv’nor, didn’t mean to thump into you there.  Took a bit of a trip on the cobbles.  You all right, then?”

	“I’m fine, luv.  No harm done.”  The man smiled and tipped his hat as he staggered away.

	Sally walked along the street and around the corner, before ducking down an alleyway.  She counted out the money and tossed the billfold into a nearby rubbish heap.

	“Five quid.  Bloody windfall, that is.  I can have a nice meal or two on that.”

	Sally grinned and strolled over to her favourite pub, The Iron Kettle, to fill her stomach and quench her thirst for ale.  She opened the creaky door onto the dim, warm interior and felt at home.  She melted into the boisterous environment, wishing she could hide here forever, that he might never find her again.

	~*~

	Balthazar enjoyed his work; being a demon and a tracker in the employ of Hell had advantages.  He took pleasure in the stimulation of the hunt and the intricacies of stalking his intended prey.  He enjoyed the terror, the suffering, the blood and the begging when he captured his victim.  Furthermore, it kept him on Earth and far from the roasting torments of hellfire.

	Yes, Balthazar loved his work, but he found this latest assignment vexing.  That this thief, this slip of a girl somehow managed to elude her fate, escape Hell and resurrect herself from Death, annoyed his sensibilities.

	Sally, my elusive, inexplicable Sally. 

	For months he chased her, so close, then nothing.  He should have her by now, back in Hell where she belonged, not still pursuing suspicions and trailing her possible acquaintances.

	Balthazar sighed and checked his silhouette in the full-length mirror; he approved of the image reflected back.  The long black coat gave his tall, thin frame some bulk and a menacing aspect.

	An appearance to inspire fear.  Perfect.

	He smiled, his mood cheered.  He picked up his silver-tipped cane and black hat from the bed and left the seedy hotel room into the London night.

	~*~

	He waited, hidden by familiar darkness.  An hour had passed already, but he was patient.  He sniffed the air and grinned.  The unmistakable scent of his quarry wafted sweetly on the air.

	Balthazar twisted the top of his cane, muscles tense, as footsteps grew closer.  A shadow passed his vision, and in one strike he buried the knife housed in his cane deep in the back of a man.  Balthazar stood quietly and watched his victim’s lifeblood slowly pool on the cobblestones.

	He sighed.  “Too easy.  He didn’t even scream.”

	Balthazar removed his knife, admiring the line of the steel.  He brought the knife to his mouth.

	“Now, to find out what I want.”  He casually licked the blood off the blade, his tongue lapping every drop.   As the warm liquid flowed down his throat, the memories of his victim slid into Balthazar’s mind, the blood feeding him the facts he needed.

	Balthazar grinned.  “I am coming for you, my darling Sally.”

	He slid the knife into the cane and walked away, back into the night.

	~*~

	The cold night air hit Sally sharply and she shivered.  She glanced back in the warm, boisterous tavern, wanting to stay, but let the door close behind her instead.  The faint hiss of the gaslight and the click of her shoes on the cobblestones were the only sounds in the darkness.

	“It is dangerous to walk the streets of London alone, Sally.  Especially at night.”

	She stopped, fear clawing at her gut.  She knew that voice.  Shadows shifted in front of her, holding her still in morbid fascination, as a man formed out of the gloom.  They looked at each other, a frozen moment under the glinting streetlamp.  Sally backed away, a few steps.

	“Balthazar.”

	“Hello, Sally, my sweet.  It is time for you to come home.”

	Sally fidgeted with her reticule.  “How’d you find me?”

	“Your friend, the little thief Jones.  I killed him yesterday and fed on his blood.  All the information I needed was in his precious fluid.”

	Sally balled a hand into a fist, bile rising in her throat.  “You killed Jones?  He never hurt nobody!”

	Balthazar shrugged.  “He was more useful to me dead.  A tool to locate my prey.”  He walked across the distance until she could feel his breath on her face.  Sally spat, the glob of spittle smacking Balthazar’s cheek.  He wiped it off and smiled.

	“Such futile defiance.”

	Sally snorted.  “Bloody demon!  Nothin’ but unfeeling and smug.  Too smug.”  Her fist flashed out of her reticule and hurled a handful of dark blue powder in Balthazar’s face. He screamed, his body contorting in agony, while Sally ran.

	She hiked her skirts, her legs pumping, lungs burning, as she fled down the street.  Demon shrieks and curses marked every swift step that put distance between her and Balthazar.  She turned the corner and vanished into the black city.

	Balthazar crawled into the shadows, every fibre of his body in pain, whispering to himself.  “Demon’s bane.  The bitch used demon’s bane.  I will flay her alive.” 

	He curled into a tormented ball and gathered the black gloom around him to wait until the poison razed through his system.  Misery pulsed through every second he lay on the ground, until he climbed back upright on shaky feet and vivid fury.

	“That fucking bitch!  I will find her and roast her, bloody and screaming!”

	He took a deep breath, crushing his rage into cold, cruel intent.  Sally would wait; he needed to turn his focus to other matters; he recognized the magic that made the demon’s bane.

	“I deal with the spell-caster first, and then I will deal with Sally.”

	He disappeared in darkness and smoke.

	~*~

	Sally trembled, cold and panic chilling into her bones.  She could not go home; she needed a dark hole to crawl into until she could figure a way out of the city.  Balthazar had her scent now.

	She closed her eyes to think.  Bloody hell, there has to be one place... oh, damn, he might help, if I can get there in one bloody piece and convince the git.

	Sally pulled her shawl around her head and shoulders.  She glanced behind her and started walking, headed east.

	~*~

	A foul stench floated off the river, a mix of rotting fish and mouldy decay.  The faint sound of water lapping at the shore mingled with the squeak and scurry of the rats as their claws clattered over cobblestones.  A figure flowed out of the indistinct shadows and the rodents fled at the echo of his approaching footsteps.

	The air crackled around Balthazar, humming in disturbing reverb.  Sulphurous wind gusted in his wake; the dust of the street swirled and the folds of his black coat flapped against his thin body.  He sauntered into the world with purpose, angry and proud.
He walked to the end of the street where cheerful illumination beckoned and strains of conversation and laughter tumbled from a rowdy pub.  A drunken man staggered out into the night to wander home, loudly singing a sea shanty off key.  Balthazar smiled and followed the man to a small bookshop, where he disappeared within, Balthazar trailing behind.

	As Balthazar walked into the decrepit shop a tiny bell rang above the door and the man he followed turned around in surprise.  Balthazar shut the door and rested both hands on the silver tip of his cane.

	“Hello, Jacob.”

	The man paled.  “Balthazar.  I-I... please, no.”

	Balthazar closed his eyes. When he opened them they were on fire.

	“Beg if you wish Jacob, but you should not have helped that bitch, Sally.  You know what I do to spell-casters that interfere with me.”

	Demon fire erupted in the shop, engulfing the interior in a raging inferno.  Jacob only had time to scream before his body burned.  Balthazar stood quietly, untouched in the midst of the blaze, watching Jacob writhe and shriek, as he roasted in unholy agony.

	The fire burned Jacob to bone and his shop to ash, leaving nothing else scorched.  Balthazar bent and scooped up a handful of cinders that was once Jacob.  He put it into his pocket and left, pleased with his night’s work.

	~*~

	Sally found him in an alley across from a crumbling tenement, rolling a drunk for his money and pocket-watch.  She waited until he was through and then caught his attention.

	“Get the bloody hell away from me, Sal.  You are all kinds of trouble.  Balthazar is after your sorry hide.”

	“And you bloody well hate Balthazar, Azasel, same as every other low-level demon.  You know you’d love to show him up, make the bastard look bad.  I just need to scarper some place safe.”

	Azasel grunted.  “Serve him right, if you did get away.  Try the old pub, The Black Dog.”

	“The Black Dog?  I thought that burned?”

	“It did, but the cellar’s still there.”

	Sally smiled.  “I take your meaning.  Thanks.”  She nodded and took her leave of Azasel.

	~*~

	A silver bowl rested on the floor of Balthazar’s cheap hotel room filled with the fresh blood of the hotel’s proprietor, whose corpse now lay discarded on the bed.  Six demon sigils encircled the bowl, inscribed on the floorboards in more of the man’s blood.

	Balthazar knelt beside the ritual, a silver plate in his hands that held Jacob’s ashes.  He sprinkled the remains of Jacob into the blood and set the plate aside.  Balthazar rolled up his shirt sleeve and plunged his hand into the bowl.  The mixture of blood and ash began to boil.

	“Sing to me blood and bone.  Find me the one I seek.  Where are you Sally, my sweet?”  He pressed the spell and the blood bubbled and splashed on to the floor.

	Then Balthazar laughed.  “There you are, you naughty girl.  Not as clever as you think.  You should have rid yourself of the demon’s bane.  It was too easy to find, with Jacob’s stench all over it.”

	Balthazar swirled the blood and removed his hand from the fluid.  He collected the bowl, rose to his feet and walked to the far wall.  He painted the wood in demon symbols, using the blood as pigment.   When he finished, the wall was primed to serve as a mystical doorway.

	“Perfect.  You are mine now, Sally.”

	Balthazar closed his eyes and summoned his power.

	“Aper porta!”

	The words flew off Balthazar’s tongue to imbue the room with energy.  The wall sparked, shimmered, and the air around it imploded, cold and silent.  The portal opened and a body burst through to plunge onto the floor in a heap.

	Balthazar smirked.  “Hello Sally.”

	“Oh, no.”  She stared at Balthazar in fear.

	Balthazar stared back, a look of satisfaction on his face.  “Inferia.”  The space in the room shredded as a gate to damnation tore open.  “Time to go home, Sally.”

	Sally screamed as the darkness swallowed her and pulled her back to Hell.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Advent of Night

	 

	 

	 

	Soon it would be night.

	Edward watched the last light of the day, the beauty of sunset flicker through the stained glass of the chapel.  Splendour is sweeter seen for perhaps the last time.

	For soon it would be the night and in the dark the demon would arrive.

	~*~

	Edward, Knight of St. Michael, knelt in prayer to his god, to cleanse his soul before the battle.  He wished a priest stood before him, to absolve his sins, but no other man -priest or pauper- would enter this place past sunset.  He bowed his head, one hand resting on his sword and made his peace with his maker.

	“I beg forgiveness, your mercy, my Lord.  I have taken life and shed the blood of men, in war, in anger, sometimes in your name.  I have been cruel, unthinking to some, neglectful of others.  I have partaken in too much drink, caroused and fornicated.  I repent of my sins, Lord, and ask you for your salvation.”  Edward made the sign of the cross.  “I ask too, that you grant me the strength that will see me through this trial, grant me the strength to slay this demon.”

	Edward knelt in quiet contemplation as the shadows lengthened and the light faded away.  With another sign of the cross, he rose to his feet at last, his joints protesting, echoing the fact he was past the bloom of youth.

	“Finished listing your sins, Knight?  So soon?”

	Edward turned toward the delicate voice, staring at the edge of the shadows creeping into the chapel.  The figure of a shapely woman stood in front of him, looking at him with red-eyes and a fanged grin.

	“Introductions are in order, I believe.  I am Imaria, the demon you have been waiting for.”

	“What trickery is this?  What fiend are you that you come to me in the guise of a woman?”

	“You are discontented in my semblance?  I am hurt.  I thought this appearance would be pleasing to your eye.  After all, you like your ladies comely and buxom.”  Imaria laughed.  “You even listed it among your sins.  And speaking of such, were they not a small list?  Murder and drunken behaviour is all you offered?  There are far more sins in your past, Edward.  Did you not loot and pillage?  Swear and curse at your God?  Maim a few poor souls for your amusement?  Come now, you can renounce a few more wrongs, surely?”

	Edward’s jaw tightened.  “Of what interest are my sins to you, demon?  He fingered his sword.  “My transgressions are between me and my Creator.”

	“Perhaps, but your transgressions amuse me.   We could add to them, you and I, tonight.”  Imaria moved forward, her hips swaying.  “We do not have to be enemies, Edward.   Join with me and forget this quest of yours, this salvation you seek.  Turn away from this battle and return to your corrupt ways.”   Imaria stroked Edward’s cheek.    “I can make your descent so gratifying, and we can spend this night engaged in pleasure, not conflict.”

	Edward’s gaze slid across Imaria’s ample, tempting body, even as he pulled away from her presence.

	“I would not sully myself with your vile charms, demon.”

	Imaria hissed, and the reek of sulphur stirred in the air.   “Your words are strong, knight, but your eyes betray you.  You are lured by my offer.”

	“It will never happen.  I will cleanse this place of your foul stench!”

	“Such conviction, but it lacks your heart, Edward.  You want to be the pure soul, but you enjoy the wicked delights of life too well.  You love the appeal of debauchery when it beckons.  You trust that you have changed your behaviour, but is it enough, my Knight?  Are you so repentant that you believe you can vanquish me?”

	Edward frowned.  “I do not take your meaning.”

	“Ah, no one told you.  How delicious.  I wonder why they said nothing.  Perhaps they were unaware, or perhaps they simply neglected to impart the knowledge.  Maybe you are their little sacrificial lamb?”  Imaria grinned, her teeth bared.

	“Allow me to enlighten you as to what is truly at stake with our confrontation, Edward.  Only a man redeemed, a true repentant soul free of the burden of sin, can slay a demon.  Any other man who tries will falter and die.  If that happens, Edward, you will forfeit your soul to me.”  Her grin grew wider.  “Are you still willing to try, Knight?  Are you confident in your salvation?”

	“I am.”  Edward drew steel and advanced.  He swung a blow at the creature’s head that Imaria nimbly dodged.

	Imaria laughed.  “Such bravado, but you must do better than that, Knight!”  She slashed at Edward with sharp claws, tearing the edge of his tunic.  “Are you certain you wish to fight, Edward?  You may still reconsider and save your life.  There are so many other things we might do together.  I would promise you a memorable night.”

	“Never!”  Edward swung his blade again, and again struck empty air. He grimaced.  “Save your taunts.  I will rid this place of your tainted presence!”

	“I am offended Edward, but your words are true, knight.  Either way I will be gone by morning’s sun for I will be dead or I will have reaped your soul.  That is why I came here, to claim a soul.”  She jumped away from another swing of Edward’s sword.  “And I will so enjoy taking yours.”

	They circled each other demon and knight, hunter and prey, beast and slayer.  Edward’s sword hacked and sliced at his foe repeatedly, Imaria always out of reach. 

	The demon laughed.  “Come let me show you how it is done!”  Her swift claw caught flesh and drew first blood; a scratch across Edward’s cheek.

	Edward winced.  “Bitch!”

	“Watch your language, now.”  Imaria licked her talon.  “You have tasty blood, Edward.  Come closer so I might have more.”

	“I would rather spill your blood!”  Edward lashed out wildly and caught his foe with the edge of his blade.  Black ooze seeped from the wound.  “So you can be injured.”

	“So it would seem.  But can I be killed?”

	“We will find that out!”  Edward lunged at the demon, engaging once more, and the battle raged on through the night.

	~*~

	In the morning the priests entered the chapel and found it empty of life, a patch of its floor burned in the rough shape of a human.  A pile of ash lay where the heart should be, with Edward’s sword impaled through both ash and wood.  The holy men stood transfixed, and whispers passed among them.

	“God save us, what happened here?  Where is the knight?  Is that the remains of the demon?  Did he vanquish it?”

	“Not quite.”

	The priests whirled about at the sound of the strange voice.

	Before them smiled Imaria, the demon.  She held a dimming orb of light -Edward’s captured soul- in her hand.  She waved at the priests and vanished in a wave of sulphurous vapour, the sound of laughter left in her wake.
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	The Killers

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Hunting

	 

	 

	 

	Wade walked through the seedy parking lot, the shadows lengthening with the setting sun. Glass scattered the ground from broken streetlights, and he smiled; he liked the dark. Figures moved next to one of the cars, and he heard a man yelling for help. Not an uncommon occurrence in this neighbourhood, but Wade stopped, curious.

	He watched two men punch and hit a third, then shove him to the asphalt. They kicked their victim repeatedly as he covered his head and begged them to stop. When they tired of their sport, they stole his wallet, cell phone, and watch, then ran off, laughing.

	Wade moved to the injured man, and stood looking down at him. Wade saw the quality suit he wore, the nice haircut, the leather shoes. He hated people who dressed like that.

	“You get lost or something? The likes of you down in this neighbourhood?”

	The man reached out a bruised and broken hand.

	“Help me. Call 911.”

	Wade tilted his head. “No. I don’t think I will.”

	He took a pair of leather gloves from his pocket, put them on, and strolled back to his parked car. He opened the trunk and took out a crowbar. Then he went back to the injured man.

	“This isn’t your night, fellow.” Wade swung the crowbar and broke the man’s right kneecap. The smack and crunch of the metal hitting flesh and bone thrilled Wade.

	The man screamed, and kept screaming as Wade continued to swing the metal bar. He smashed the bones in his legs first: the kneecaps, then the ankles and feet, the tibias and the femurs. Then Wade used the crowbar to pound on the man’s chest, breaking ribs, and then moved on to the arms, shattering more bones.

	He paused, listening to the man’s moans and whimpers. “Please, no more, no more.”

	Wade smiled at the man. “Don’t you worry. The pain will stop soon.”

	Wade brought the metal down on the man’s skull, once, twice, three times. Bone fragmented, and blood and brain matter splattered and oozed out onto the pavement. He gave the corpse a last kick before he sauntered back to his car with a little skip in his step and humming a tune.

	Wade released the trunk lid, tossed the bloody crowbar inside, and picked up a rag. He wiped his face and clothes, scrubbing at the sweat, spatters, and stains before tossing the rag back where he found it. Then he shut the trunk and walked away, whistling.

	He removed his gloves, stuffing them back into his pocket as he crossed the parking lot and continued down the street. His little diversion gratified him with a high, but not what he came out to do tonight.

	He came to hunt. He picked out his quarry weeks ago, stalked him, learned his habits, his routine, and then decided on the time and location. Tonight he’d bag him. Tonight he’d get himself another trophy. He kept walking, thinking about all that awaited until he came to the house.

	The residence was small—home to a man who worked at a factory and his family—with a dilapidated fence and the street on one side, and a neighbour who worked nights on the other. Unlikely anyone would see or hear. One of the reasons he chose the place.

	Wade checked his watch and then put his gloves back on. He wasn’t worried about getting in; the house had no alarms and not much in the way of locks. He drew the lock picks from his pocket, cracked open the back door with simplicity, and entered. He pulled a gun from his waistband and crept upstairs, straight to the main bedroom.

	He eased the door open and skulked into the room. He stood at the end of the bed and watched the sleeping couple. He noticed the empty whiskey bottle resting on the floor and sneered.

	I’ll be doing the world a favour, getting rid of these drunks. Lord, I hate drunks.

	He raised his gun and shot the man and his wife as they slept, leaving behind the slight smell of gunfire and blood as he moved to their son’s room.

	Wade placed his gloved palm against the frame. He needed to savour this moment, the instant before the capture. No matter how many times he snatched a kid, he always felt the satisfying rush, the thrill. His heart beat rapidly, adrenaline sliced through his body, and he came alive.

	“I hope the kid is hiding. I love it when they hide.”

	Wade turned the doorknob and pushed through the doorway, brandishing his gun. He found the boy, all of ten years old, awake and sitting up in bed. The kid screamed when he saw Wade.

	“Shut up! No screaming!” Wade backhanded the boy across the mouth, making him bleed. The child’s screams dissolved to whimpers. The kid curled into a ball and scrunched against his pillows.

	Wade stared and sucked in his breath. The image of the trembling boy sent a shiver through his skin. Wade stared at the small, huddled mass of brown hair and blue eyes in superhero pajamas.

	Oh God, look at him. He’s already terrified. Oh, he’s going to be a good one.

	He knew he picked right. All those weeks of stalking, making sure the kid was submissive, not one to sass his elders. Just what he liked, obedient and fearful. Especially fearful. The terror in their young eyes got his juices flowing.

	A soft moan from the boy broke his rapture. Wade grunted and waved his gun. “Get dressed.”

	The kid scrambled off the bed. “Where’s my mom and dad?”

	“Dead. Now, get dressed or you’ll join them.”

	The kid trembled and cried quietly, his hands shaking as he pulled on jeans, a T-shirt and some sneakers. Wade grabbed his arm and pulled him out of the bedroom.

	“Where are we going?” The boy’s hushed voice quivered.

	“No questions. Just keep moving or I’ll shoot you.”

	Wade forced the child downstairs, knocking his small body against the railing as they moved, smiling when the boy sobbed. The child stumbled and nearly fell as Wade dragged him out the back door. He could hear the faint sound of police sirens in the distance. Then Wade put the gun to the boy’s head and compelled him to march up the street to the parking lot. He dragged the kid past the broken corpse of the man he killed.

	“I did that. Do what I say or you end up like him.”

	They kept moving until they reached Wade’s car. He popped the trunk and stuffed the boy inside. Wade took a roll of duct tape and bound the child’s hands and feet, and gagged his mouth. He noticed the boy’s jeans were wet at the crotch.

	Wade laughed. “You peed yourself, kid. I like that. Means you’re scared. I like my kid scared.” He leaned in, his grinning face inches from the boy. “We’re going for a long ride now. You stay still, no movement, no kicking about, no noise.”

	He watched the kid nod.

	“Good. It’ll go easier if you behave.” Wade traced his finger over the boy’s cheek, and then licked the salty tears from the tip. “Cry all you want, but you’re mine now. We’re going to spend some quality time together.”

	He slammed the lid down.

	Wade smiled. Like clockwork. He checked his watch again. He’d finished in less than fifteen minutes. A good night’s work he could relish on the drive out of the city into the mountains to his hunting cabin. He wondered how long this boy would last, how much glorious time they’d spend together. Hopefully weeks, months even. It had been ages since he had kid stay with him that long, not since his first snatch. But this boy might be the one. He had a good feeling about this kid.

	Wade shivered, anticipation causing his nerves and skin to tingle. He chuckled and patted the trunk lid.

	“You and me, kid, we’re going to have some fun.”

	As he started the car and pulled out into the street, Wade licked his lips. He imagined the boy hanging on his meat hook, a scared, wiggling animal waiting to be carved with nice, sharp knives. He smiled. He’d even let the boy scream.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	One Night in London

	 

	 

	 

	Hannah stood shivering, waiting, half-sheltered from the rain under a storefront outcropping, and wishing she could go home. But home was well over two years gone, buried in the ground with her mother.

	She could hear the faint hiss of the gaslight mixing with the melodious patter of the rain, and at the end of the street, a shutter banged in the wind. The diffused orange glow from the streetlamp barely lit the black night—refracting off the wet cobblestones and casting shadows into the adjoining lane—so Hannah kept a sharp eye to her surroundings. The area was new to her, having never plied her trade here before, and that could cause problems.

	Footsteps echoed from the lane and she glanced over to spy a bespectacled gentleman approaching. She gave him a quick going over, noting the high quality of his coat, hat, and his brass-tipped cane. She hiked up her skirts, flashing her calf, and loosened a button on the front of her dress.

	Hannah gave the man her best scarlet-rouged smile. “In need of some company, sir?”

	He glanced at her, hesitated, and then stopped. “How old are you, girl?”

	“Sixteen, sir. Old enough to show you a fine time.” She tilted her head and flicked her skirts. “I know how to pleasure a man, I do.”

	The gentleman smiled and raked his gaze over her body’s full curves, his eyes lingering on her bosom. He licked his lips. “I wager you do at that. How much?”

	“A shilling, sir, and worth every cent.”

	He dug his tapered fingers into the pocket of his waistcoat and held out a silver coin. Hannah took it and tucked it carefully into her small purse.

	“How do you want it? Fast and quick in the alley? Or back to my room and take your time?”

	“The alley will do.” He reached out and coarsely fondled her breast. Hannah faked a soft giggle of pleasure.

	She took his hand and led him into the alley, the cold rain falling over them both. She leaned against the brick wall and unbuttoned her bodice to flash her bare breasts. Her leering customer squeezed them with a grin and sucked at her nipples while she unfastened his trousers. She grabbed his cock and slid her hand around it, massaging him. He panted and groaned as she rubbed until his cock grew hard.

	“Enough, girl!”

	He roughly grabbed her wrist and thrust her hand away. He kept hold of her wrist, twisting it, and shoved her skirts above her waist, pressing himself against her body. He slapped her a few times and Hannah closed her eyes against the pain.

	She tried to think of something pleasant as the man callously took what he paid for and fucked her in the rain. His demanding body pushed and grated against her and his coarse grunts and groans echoed in her jaded ears. Hannah moved her hips with his rhythm and pretended to enjoy it with sham moans and sighs. With a final cry, he was done and pulled out of her. He yanked her forward by the arm and she stumbled, nearly falling.

	“Don’t you go anywhere, girl.”

	The gentleman turned his back to adjust his trousers. Hannah stood there, waiting, wet and chilled.

	“You’re a nice little tumble, girl, but I’ve had better. Think you owe me, you do.”

	Hannah unclasped her purse. From its folds, she snatched her knife and stabbed the man several times between the shoulder blades. He cried out, turned, and fell to the ground. He lay there twitching, blood and garbled choking sounds pouring from his mouth, red pools seeping from under his body. Hannah wiped her blade on his fancy coat, smiling at the shock on his face before returning the knife to her purse. She watched him bleed to death on the cobblestones as she re-buttoned her bodice.

	After he died, she rifled through his clothes, taking his money—twenty pounds—and his valuables: a gold watch and chain, a ruby ring, silver shirt studs and cufflinks, and a diamond tiepin. She deposited her illicit gains in her purse and gave his corpse a kick.

	“Should’ve been nicer to me, you git.”

	She walked away, moving to a new doorway, a new alley two streets down.

	She settled in, still on the early side of midnight, with rain slowly thinning to a fine drizzle. Two ne'er-do-well drunks accosted her and paid their shillings. She took them into the alley and let them have their fun. Not worth killing, she waved them on, and they left happy, giving her a slap on her ass and a joke in parting. 

	As she walked back to the street, a shadow crossed her path. She looked up to see a dour-faced, yet handsome young gentleman standing in front of her, blocking her way. He wore a long, buttoned, black coat and a black derby hat. He carried a carved wooden cane and wore black leather gloves. Hannah could see his clothes bespoke of quality, and she smiled. He was money, and a good-looking bloke; she might even enjoy herself with this one.

	“Are you looking for some company tonight, sir?” She reached up and unbuttoned the first two buttons on her bodice. “I can make you happy for a while, make a fine gentleman like you less lonely tonight.”

	“Can you now?” A half smile blossomed on his face. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

	Hannah nodded.

	“I thought as much. I didn’t think I missed an appealing, choice piece like you.” He reached out and stroked a stray lock of her hair. “You are lovely, my dear, and delectable. You are very tempting.”

	“You can have what I’m offering, sir.” Hannah loosened a few more buttons and tugged at the front of her dress to show him the hint of a nipple. “You’ll enjoy yourself. I won’t disappoint.”

	She saw his eyes staring at her dishevelled clothing and she pulled her dress lower. A breast tumbled out on display, and he cupped it, running his thumb across her tight nipple. Hannah moaned softly and thrust her hips out.

	He laughed. “You are a brazen one. I like that. Do you have a room? I’d prefer a room.”

	“Yes.” Hannah knew she hooked him. Gents never asked about a room unless they were interested.

	“Good. I like to take my time.”

	Hannah smiled. “It’s not far. But the money’s first.”

	“Of course. What’s your price?”

	“A shilling, sir. I’m a right bargain.”

	“Oh, no doubt of that.” The man produced three shillings from his coat pocket. “Here’s your shilling, and a little extra.”

	Hannah looked at the money with suspicion. “What do I got to do to earn the extra?”

	“Nothing, my sweet one. I’m simply feeling generous tonight. A lovely girl like you deserves a treat. Don’t you agree?”

	“I suppose.” Hannah thought the man daft for giving money when he didn’t have to, but she held out her hand for payment. He dropped the coins in her palm with a faint clink and a grin. Hannah placed the money in her purse and pulled her dress back into place. She escorted him back to her rooming house and took him upstairs. She shut the door behind them, and they were alone.

	He removed his outer coat and sat in the room’s only chair. “I’m Mr Greeley. Now tell me your name.”

	“I’m Hannah.”

	“Good. Introductions are now done. Would you please sit on the bed and face me?”

	Hannah did as asked, folding her hands in her lap.

	“So biddable, so demure. Like you were in a parlour waiting for tea.” His voice sounded amused, but kind. “You’re such a lovely girl. Too lovely to be on the streets. It pains me that a pretty young thing has fallen so low. Tell me your story, Hannah. Tell me how such a pleasing girl sells her favours to strange men.”

	She looked at him. She wouldn’t have pegged him for a talker. “Nothing much to tell. Probably nothing you ain’t heard before. My father abandoned me and my mother when I was eight, but he weren’t missed. We got on well enough without him. Mum kept the bills paid and stayed one step ahead of the debt collectors. About two years past, though, she got sick and died. I still miss her.”

	Hannah paused, determined not to cry, and then continued. “I was fourteen, no relatives to take me in, no place to go but the street, and little money to bury her. Then the vicar from the church where my mum and I attended Sunday service said he’d help, he’d pay for her burying. As long as I did a little something for him.”

	“So tragic. Deflowered by the debauched vicar.” Mr. Greeley reached over and patted her hand sympathetically. “Was it this horrid man and his lusts that set you on this path of moral decline?”

	Hannah snorted. “Not hardly. I barely gave the old fool another thought. What I did got my mum buried and that was that. I never planned on more, I thought letting the vicar have his way would be the last time, I did.” 

	She sighed. “Trouble is, the world don’t always let you have things you want. I got regular work, but it didn’t pay well, and a few months later, money got tight with the rent due. I knew how the landlord looked at me, so when he came round to collect, I offered myself in trade instead. He was more than willing to accept. What surprised me was that I enjoyed it with him. He knew how to please a woman, unlike the vicar. Until he decided to whore me out to his friends.”

	“So practical, so put upon. You poor, poor girl.”

	Gazing into his kindly eyes, a feeling of unfamiliar intimacy welled inside Hannah. She didn’t often get decent gents with a bit of tenderness.

	“You’re a nice man, Mr. Greeley.”

	“Why thank you, Hannah. I do try. But, please, finish your story. I’m curious, why didn’t you simply run away?”

	She shrugged. “Nowhere to go and no other prospects. Besides, that’s the way of the world, ain’t it? I wouldn’t find it no better anywhere else, and after a while, I got used to it, men coming to my room and using me. I had money to spend on things, more than I ever had before. And that’s what you need to get by. Money.”

	Mr. Greeley tilted his head and smiled. “Perhaps you do, my cynical darling. Money certainly helps one along life’s path. However, there are certain essential, aesthetic enjoyments that cannot be purchased.”

	Hannah laughed. “That’s a bit rich, seeing how you bought me for an evening’s tumble. You can pretty it up with posh words, but everything comes down to money in the end.”

	Mr. Greeley frowned, his expression turning stern. “Who are you to laugh at me? You think you’re clever, but you know nothing, girl. And if you believe what you say, why are you here and not still with your landlord? Surely the profits were better with the steady clientele he provided?”

	Hannah fidgeted under his severe gaze, uneasy, wary again. “He got himself killed and I left. Took to the streets and ended here, on my own. But things ain’t so bad, and I don’t plan on doing it for much longer. I’m saving up to leave this place.”

	“Such a sad little life, such sad little choices. And yet, you still have plans, how quaint.” He reached across again, but this time his fingers tightened painfully over her wrist, and he snarled, “Do you truly believe you will be anything more than a whore?”

	“Bloody right I do!” Hannah glared and yanked her hand away. She unconsciously balled her hands into fists. “One day I’ll leave London, go someplace and find something better. You’ll see.”

	Mr. Greeley chuckled and rose to his feet. “What rare spirit you have. Remarkable.” He swung his hand and slapped her face, knocking her to the floor. “Whatever stupid, little plans you may have, you are still a whore tonight, my dear. My whore, Hannah.” He snickered. “Now do as I say. Take off your clothes and lie on your back in the bed.”

	Crouched at his feet, rubbing her cheek, she glared at him, any empathy now vanished.

	You bastard. You’ll get yours.

	He stood there, looming over her, sneering. She took a breath.

	But not yet.

	Her anger deflated, and she stripped, placing her purse on the nightstand by the bed and her clothing in a pile on the floor. She lay down and stared at the wall, preparing herself, waiting for him to begin. She heard his footsteps and felt his weight as he sat on the bed.

	Mr. Greeley moved her head so she faced him.

	“Such a charming little thing.” He stroked her reddened cheek and moved his hand slowly down her body, his fingers pressing and pinching her skin. Hannah gritted her teeth against the pain he inflicted. “You are so lovely. Will you be my special girl, Hannah?”

	She nodded and gave him her best counterfeit smile. “Of course, whatever you want.”

	“Good girl. It will be over soon.” He kissed her gently. “I’m sorry, Hannah.”

	Then he put his hands around her throat and squeezed.

	She tried to scream, but all she managed was a choking sound. Mr. Greeley straddled her body, using his weight to hold her down as he strangled her. She pulled and pushed at his hands, her eyes locked on his maniacal, joyful smile. She thrashed and kicked and clawed at him, struggling for air. 

	“That’s right. Fight me, fight me. I love it when they fight.” He laughed and squeezed harder. “Be my special girl. My special, special girl. Show me that spirit of yours, Hannah. Show me. I want to see that fire in your eyes right before you die.”

	She flailed with one hand and grappled to reach her purse, her vision shifting into haze and blurred images. Terrified and desperate, she scratched at his face with her fingernails. He cursed and yanked her upward by her neck. For a moment, his hold loosened and she gulped precious air before he shoved her back onto the bed.

	As she fell back, she grabbed a handful of fabric. Her purse. Hannah pulled out her knife, slid the blade under his ribs and twisted, then yanked the weapon out and stabbed him again. His grip on her throat fell slack and she felt the weight of his body on hers, his sticky, warm blood on her skin. She rolled his body onto the floor, her blade sticking in him like a needle in a pincushion.

	“You bastard.” The words came out a hoarse whisper. “I’m not sorry.”

	A coughing laugh came from Mr. Greeley, and Hannah knelt beside him. She pulled her knife out and watched him bleed.

	“Let me finish my story, Mr. Greeley.” Her voice issued out, no more than a low rasp. “I killed him. My landlord. He was the first. I got tired of being used, so I picked up a knife one day and stabbed him. It felt good, it did, sliding the blade in, standing over him as he died. Like I feel now.” A thought dawned in her mind. “You were talking about killing, weren’t you, when you spouted off about enjoyments?”

	Hannah saw her answer in his eyes and stroked Mr. Greeley’s cheek. “Then maybe you were right a little, about those other things in life, other pleasures. But sometimes them and money can go hand in hand.” She smiled. “I started killing my customers, you see. Taking my fun after they took theirs. But just the ones with a bit of cash and baubles I could steal. A girl’s got to be practical. Like I told you, I’m saving up to get out of London. I always wanted to go north to see the lakes.”

	Blood gurgled in his throat as he tried to laugh, drops spitting over his chin. “Oh, sweet Hannah,” he whispered, “I knew you were special.”

	Then he died.

	Hannah wiped the blood from her hands with his coat and inspected his corpse. She found money, several hundred pounds, in his billfold and smiled. She kept searching and plucked out a silver watch and fob. Then she removed his gold cufflinks, tiepin, and a diamond signet ring. Hannah put her night’s salvage with the rest of her money in the tin under her bed.

	She covered his body with the bloody sheet from the bed and washed herself properly. Then she wrapped a blanket around herself, crawled into bed, and slept. She awoke late the next morning, dressed, packed her few belongings, and walked out of the rooming house, leaving it all behind. She went to the train station and bought a ticket north with some of Mr. Greeley’s money.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Breakdown in Communication

	 

	 

	 

	"The city council approved the zoning laws."

	"I could care less."

	I looked up from my copy of the newspaper and frowned at Zoe. "It's could not."

	"What? What are you babbling about?"

	"You said, 'I could care less.' The correct phrase is 'I could not care less.'"

	"Simon! C'mon, do you always have to be the fucking grammar police? I swear some days I just want to smack you for being such a know-it-all ass. Why can't...?"

	I stopped listening to her rant and turned back to my paper with a secret smile. I loved to wind her up; it was my only satisfaction in our sham of a marriage. My pretty wife was a mess of insecurities, and she resented the fact I was smarter and better educated.

	Therefore, I corrected her sloppy vocabulary and internet-speak. She insisted it was “just the way people talked these days,” but I knew better. Language should flow, be eloquent, not this new devolution that promoted laziness and shortcuts over grace. Language should promote beauty, philosophy, inspiration and ideas, not acronyms.

	Yet, she refused to listen. Her ignorance irritated me greatly.

	When we met, her lack of intellect seemed charming, and I suppose I fancied myself a Professor Higgins to her Eliza Doolittle. After ten years of marriage, the charm metamorphosed into disgust, and I took my pleasure in her persecution. However, even that game grew tiresome.

	That is why I decided to kill my wife.

	It was the easiest decision I’d made in a long time.

	A drastic step, but the idiotic woman deserved to die. Her vacuous brain matter and her mind-numbing rants about pseudo-celebrities and reality shows drained my own vast brilliance. I could divorce her, as our prenuptial agreement precluded her taking my money, but I did not wish to admit my failure of a marriage to the world.

	Moreover, she made murdering her easy with her severe allergy to dairy. I added some milk to the porridge I cooked this morning, and she consumed it like a ravenous wolf. She’ll find her EpiPen missing from her purse as well.

	Her demise will appear as nothing more than an unfortunate accident, and I will be happy again. The thought of her dead filled me with a joy I had not felt in ages.

	~*~

	"It's could not."

	I glared at Simon, those words bouncing around in my head, wishing I could hit my prick of a husband over the head with a blunt object like in the movies. I grumbled when he mentioned a tidbit from the newspaper, and he went off on me again. Then ignored me when I complained.

	I married such a jerk.

	It still amazed me that I dated the guy, let alone got hitched to the lout. He was, still was—even after all these years—handsome, and I had found his intelligence sexy, but not anymore. Simon went from smart to cruel, and my love twisted into hate.

	A deep, gut-churning hate. The kind where you make a voodoo doll and stick pins in its head. The type of hate where you spit in his food, rip pages from his precious books to use as fire kindling, and sleep with his boss for revenge.

	Oh, yes, I hated my husband. Enough that I wanted him dead.

	That’s why I decided to kill my husband.

	It was the easiest decision I’d made in a long time.

	I considered divorce, but our prenup would leave me with nothing, and I earned some severance pay from this guy. I’d lose the insurance money this way, but our bank account more than makes up for it.

	So, I poisoned his coffee this morning and watched him drink it. The suicide note waited on his computer for the police to find. I faked his pretentious crap and gave a perfect reason for him to end it all. His job. He thinks he’s so loved, when really he’s a pompous breath away from being fired. Lucky for me, his boss was a chatty sort.

	I couldn’t be here when he died, though, that might seem suspicious, not calling for help. I grabbed my keys.

	“I’m heading to work, Simon. See you later.”

	Well, your corpse, anyway.

	As I headed out the door, I heard him cough. I smiled as I shut our front door; that stuff worked fast. I got in my car, feeling a little itch in my throat and my eyes. I wondered if I was catching the flu.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Crumbs

	 

	 

	 

	Norman loved his life. On a good day, he even called it flawless.

	He had his routine, a nice job, and a happy, docile wife.

	Perfection.

	Today was his day off, so he sat in his recliner, and watched the late morning news with his wife. He frowned as the reports of another murder sensationally splashed across the screen. He barely paid attention to the details, just let the audio wash over him. He hated violence.

	“This killing is definitely the work of the so-called ‘Cookie Killer,’ his fourth victim so far. As with the others, he carved the word ‘cookie’ into the forehead of his latest target, his motive for this strange behaviour still unknown…”

	“Did you see that, Norman dear?” The cheery tone of his wife’s voice cut through the sound of the TV announcer. “Such horrific things on the news these days. So… vicious.”

	“Don’t you fret, Mabel, just ignore it. That’s what I do.” Still frowning, Norman picked up the remote and changed the channel, settling on a sports program.

	His wife protested. “But, Norman, dear, I was watching that news program. I wanted to see—”

	“It’s nothing worth seeing, and you know that. Too shocking. It’s unhealthy for your delicate sensibilities, Mabel.”

	“Turn it back, Norman.”

	Ignoring the note of exasperation in her voice, Norman held firm. “Absolutely not. We’re not watching the news. And that’s enough on the subject, Mabel.”

	His wife lapsed into silence, and Norman smugly settled in to watch his sports. He liked sports, any sports. The very idea relaxed him. He wished his wife liked them, but she called them “too aggressive.”

	“Must you watch that? If we can’t watch the news, then perhaps a game show?”

	“No. They’re all so phony. Shush now, Mabel. I want to enjoy my TV.”

	“Fine. I’ll go start lunch.”

	Norman grumbled when his wife crossed in front of the TV, but still cast a glance at her swaying hips and the curve of her backside. He shouted after her as she went into the kitchen, his demand mixing with the brisk, staccato click of her heels.

	“Bring me in a cup of coffee and a cookie!”

	An answering, irritated shout echoed back. “You’ll ruin your appetite.”

	“You say that every time, and don’t I eat what you put in front of me? Now bring me my coffee and cookie. And make it quick.”

	“Yes, dear.” Norman ignored the heavy sigh that accompanied her acquiescence.

	He smiled. Yes, a little snack would sooth his ruffled demeanor and would make the morning ideal, for Norman liked his sweets. So much, he insisted on Mabel baking a steady supply of his favourite cookies. Like a good wife should.

	A few minutes later, Mabel carried in a steaming cup of coffee and a fresh-baked chocolate chip cookie. Norman smiled and said the same tired line he always spouted.

	“A cookie from my cookie.”

	Mabel didn’t answer.

	“You’re not sulking now, are you? A sulking woman is not attractive. And a good wife is always attractive.”

	“I wouldn’t dream of sulking, Norman dear.”

	“That’s my girl.”

	As his wife set his food down in front of him, he ogled her cleavage. As she straightened, he noticed a smudge of something red on her sleeve, near the elbow.

	“What’s that?” He pointed to the smudge. “You’ve got a stain on your arm. You know I can’t abide a dishevelled appearance.”

	She stared at it for a moment. Then she stared at Norman. She didn’t answer.

	“What is it, Mabel? Tell me.”

	Still no answer.

	Norman felt his anger rise. His jaw clenched. He gripped the arm of his chair, his knuckles turning white. How dare his wife ignore him?

	“I demand you tell me this instant!”

	Mabel tilted her head and smiled. “You won’t like it.”

	“I’ll be the judge of that,” Norman harrumphed. “What have you been up to, Mabel? Where did you get that stain? Have you been feeding those annoying stray cats again?”

	“No, Norman dear, I haven’t been feeding the cats.” She giggled. “It’s blood. I must have missed a spot when I washed up last night. After I killed that man. You know, the one they were talking about on the news.”

	Norman stared at his wife as his face morphed into a shocked expression. His orderly world suddenly tipped on its side. He started heaving and sputtering.

	“My—what—such—are you…? That’s not funny, Mabel. In fact, it’s in terribly poor taste for a joke.”

	Mabel smiled again. “I’m not joking.”

	She turned around and walked back into the kitchen.

	Norman gawked at her retreating form, his mouth hanging open slightly. Then he scrambled to his feet, his TV and unspoiled morning forgotten, and hurried after her. His gentle, pleasant wife had gone mad.

	He hastened into the kitchen and found her standing next to the kitchen counter. She turned towards him, her fingers thrumming on the edge of a plate of cookies.

	Norman threw up his hands in frustration. “What were you babbling about, Mabel? Have you lost your mind? Talking about killing people, that’s crazy.”

	“Possibly, but it’s the truth. I started killing men five months ago. Arrogant, horrid men that deserved it.” She smiled ever so sweetly. “But they were substitutes, you know. For you. You’re the one I really want to kill.”

	Norman scowled, both unbelieving and furious. “What! Preposterous! You couldn’t hurt a fly, let alone kill someone. I demand you stop talking this nonsense immediately!”

	“It’s not nonsense.”

	Slowly, a dark, incensed look blossomed on his wife’s face and glared maliciously at Norman. He blanched. Unexpectedly, his wife became a stranger. He never saw the slap coming.

	“I want you to shut the hell up, Norman!” She smacked him again across the face and he stumbled against the counter. “I’m finally done obeying your puling, nit-picking orders!”

	He watched in disbelief as Mabel plucked a kitchen knife from the counter in one smooth motion, and stabbed him in the chest. He gurgled, blood bubbling into his mouth and gushing from his injury. Norman fell to his knees, his hands clutching at the blade and the bleeding wound in a frantic effort to stop his life from flowing away. He collapsed onto the floor, face gaping incredulously at his wife. Norman groaned as Mabel grabbed the plate of cookies and sat down by his dying body. Shock raced through him when she placed the cookies in her lap and started laughing.

	“It’s over! It’s finally over!” He shrieked and moaned as she pulled the knife from his chest, waving it like a trophy. “Time for that finishing touch. Because a good wife always takes care of the details. Isn’t that the drivel you prattle, Norman?”

	Norman cried out as she seized a handful of his hair, jerked his head back, and bored the knife into his forehead to painstakingly carve the word “cookie” into his flesh. His arms thrashed feebly in an attempt to stop her, but she shoved his weak efforts away. Then she tossed the knife, and Norman heard it skitter across the kitchen tile.

	“Please, Mabel.” Norman coughed, spitting blood, his voice barely audible. “Please call 911.”

	She shook her head. “I don’t have to listen to you anymore. Not one word of your whiny, nasal voice telling me what to do like I was your dog and not your wife.”

	“Mabel. You can’t… Don’t… I don’t want… Don’t let me die.”

	“But I want you dead. I’ve wanted you dead for years.” She picked up a handful of the freshly baked cookies and crumbled them over his body.

	“There you are, Norman, all the cookies you can eat.”

	Mabel laughed, a brash and strident sound of glee that ushered Norman into his last breath.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	How Do You Take Your Tea?

	 

	 

	 

	“My condolences, my dear. I hear your husband has taken ill. It must be a trial to see such a fine gentleman unwell and abed. I hope it isn’t the grippe? My great aunt Matilda suffered with that malady only last year, and it fair did her in, poor thing. She hasn’t been the same since.”

	Sunbeams sprinkled through the window and scattered prettily over the china as Mrs. Millicent Grey nodded over her tea, and feigned the expected air of sadness and commiseration for her guest, Mrs. Rowley. The third attendee—Millicent’s companion, Jane—demurely smiled and nodded. They gathered in Mrs. Grey’s sumptuous parlour for the visit, surrounded by all the creature comforts and a lavish spread of food and beverage.

	Mrs. Grey fluttered her eyelids as if she held back tears. “His illness is quite vexing, but not the grippe, thank heavens. His doctor believes it’s severe dyspepsia and has dispensed a tincture.”

	“Good to hear. It’s odd though, it coming on so quick. But it happens like that, don’t it? Hopefully he will be well soon. Illness can be such a trial. Such a trial.”

	Millicent sighed to maintain the acceptable social demeanor. “Yes, it’s been an anxious and worrisome time.” 

	She sipped some tea to hide a slight smile. In fact, she felt relief in her spouse’s sickness, and barely gave him a stray thought other than to rejoice in his absence from her daily life. She married a most tedious man who could scarcely hold a thought in his head, let alone carry on an enjoyable conversation. Nevertheless, a woman must make the best of her situation and take advantage of her opportunities. Even if it meant tiresome husbands.

	At present, though, more noteworthy things occupied her thoughts. Such as Mrs. Rowley. It positively boggled one’s mind how Dora stuffed her fat bulk in those stylish muslin gowns she favoured. Her bosom alone nigh on busted at the seams.

	Mrs. Grey glanced up, catching the look of the vivacious and attractive Jane. As her companion rolled her eyes and puffed out her cheeks, Mrs. Grey nearly spit out her tea, but managed to contain her laughter. Leave it to clever Jane to know what she was thinking.

	A slurping noise from Mrs. Rowley’s direction interrupted the pair’s silent joke.

	“Jonathan and I went to Drury Lane last evening to view some awful spectacle of a play with a dreadful murder plot. The story revolved around a woman poisoner. Can you imagine?”

	Mrs. Grey paused over her tea, and quirked an eyebrow. “Really?” She exchanged a glance with Jane.

	“Yes. Prudence Barrow recommended it. I swear that woman has no taste. The whole evening was quite horrid.” Mrs. Rowley slurped more tea, then stuffed a morsel of cake in her mouth, chewing rather loudly. “It’s a shame you and Gregory couldn’t accompany us.”

	Millicent Grey smiled and nodded, sublimely aware of the absurdity of that statement. She answered politely as Mrs. Rowley continued to chatter, pretending to revel in the inane gossip while staring in fascination at the copious amounts of seed cake and buttered bread her friend consumed. Millicent feared she might lose a finger if she dared try for a piece of cake.

	When the food was eaten and the tea drunk, her friend rose to leave. Millicent and Jane rose as well and saw the woman to the door.

	“I had a lovely time, Millicent. Perhaps soon we can go on an outing, perhaps for an ice. When your husband is well, of course.”

	“Of course. An outing sounds delightful.”

	Mrs. Grey smiled as she shut the door, then turned to Jane.

	“The woman is insufferable with all her prattle. Did you see the amount of food she ate? And now she wants to go on an outing? Being in a confectioner’s shop with her, I dare say, is a frightening idea.”

	Jane giggled. “She is a prig, but you must keep up appearances.” 

	Millicent nibbled her lip and glanced down the hall to see if they were alone. Then she took Jane by the arm and escorted her back into the parlour, shutting the doors and sealing them away from possible prying eyes and ears.

	Jane frowned. “Millie, I don’t think this is the time for—”

	“Oh, I don’t want that.” Mrs. Grey trilled a laugh. “It’s tempting, but I need to discuss our plans. I simply can’t endure this anymore: the pretense, the socializing, the sympathy.” She took a breath, then exhaled gently. “I think it is time to administer one of your special mixtures to my husband, and have this all done. I’m tired of the charade, and besides, we can’t risk arousing anyone’s suspicions with a prolonged illness.”

	“True. And I grow weary of playacting as well. Perhaps it is time.”

	“I say it’s past time. How will you do it?”

	Jane looked pensive for a moment, and then smiled. “I suggest sudden heart failure. The doctor should attribute his earlier symptoms to a bad heart.”

	Jane then pursed her lips and scrunched her face into a serious mien. “An unavoidable tragedy,” she proclaimed in a deep, pompous voice.

	Millicent giggled. “Oh, what a wonderful imitation of the doctor. Lucky for us he’s a bit of a twit. He’ll believe our lies easily.”

	“He certainly has so far. When do you think?”

	“Is today too soon? In his afternoon tea?”

	“I believe I can manage it well enough.”

	~*~

	Millicent stared at the row of dresses hanging in her wardrobe. She picked two and held them in turn to her body for scrutiny in the mirror. Her deliberations were interrupted by the opening of her bedroom door. Jane walked in, shut the door behind her, and sat on the bed. Millicent felt a thrill of exuberance.

	“So is it done? Did he drink the tea?”

	“Every drop. He should be dead by day’s end.”

	“Excellent. Were there any problems?”

	“Not a one. I even washed and rinsed the tea things myself to be sure there’s no evidence.”

	“You do think of everything. You’re so efficient. Now, can you put that resourceful brain of yours to my new problem and help me decide?” Millicent held up the two gowns for Jane’s inspection. “Which one would be best for the funeral? After they’re dyed black, of course.”

	“The one with the lace trim, I think. Elegant, yet respectful. But you may want to consider getting an entirely new gown for the funeral. As you will be wearing black for a year, some new gowns would be advisable.”

	“Yes, that might be best.” She tossed the dresses on her bed. “It’s a shame I couldn’t keep my mourning clothes from last time.”

	“True, but it would have looked a bit odd to have kept them. Especially with no mention to anyone of being a widow.”

	“Well, we couldn’t have people prying into that last debacle. At least we’ll be able to afford a new wardrobe, and much more. There’ll be no sharing the inheritance with annoying children this time.”

	“Marrying a man with grown children was a mistake. We made a better choice in Mr. Grey.”

	“And soon he’ll be dead, and I’ll be a wealthy widow. Which means we’ll be wealthy.” She smiled. “Where should we go this time after the mourning period?”

	“Perhaps to Bath—or Brighton for a while?”

	“Excellent suggestions. A tranquil destination to enjoy our money.”

	Millicent reached out and grasped Jane’s hand, bringing it to her lips. She tenderly kissed Jane’s fingers.

	“You are a treasure, Jane. I fear I would not have prevailed in this without you. I would have mucked things up without your guidance, and been caught after the first death. But here we are at three dead husbands and no one the wiser.”

	“And I think that’s where it should stay for a while. We don’t want to push our luck or raise misgivings.”

	“Oh, I agree. It will be nice for it to be just the two of us, alone.” Millicent caressed Jane’s cheek. “I’ve missed spending nights beside you in bed, your arms around me. Our stolen moments aren’t enough.”

	“No, but they are enjoyable.”

	Jane smiled wickedly and pulled Millicent onto the bed, kissing her passionately. Several minutes later, they untangled, clothes and hair dishevelled.

	Jane squeezed Millicent’s hand. “Soon, my love. We will be living as we’ve dreamed. Wealthy and together.”

	Millicent grinned. “Just one dead husband away.”

	Jane laughed and pulled her partner in for another delicious embrace.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Alice in the Basement

	 

	 

	 

	I’m Alice, and today’s my birthday. I’m six.

	I wanted a party, but I didn’t get one.

	My daddy’s mad at me. My mommy too. Again.

	They say I was bad. That I did something horrible.

	I don’t think I did a bad thing, but nobody tells Daddy he’s wrong.

	He shook me and hit me on my bottom. It hurt, but I didn’t cry. I never cry when he spanks me.

	He made me go into the basement with him and he locked me in the small, dark room. I don’t like the small, dark room. It smells funny.

	Daddy uses it to punish me anyways.

	I don’t like it. I don’t like being alone in the dark.

	I don’t want to be punished. I want to play with my toys and eat birthday cake.

	I hate it down here.

	This is all my dumb baby brother’s fault.

	Stupid, dumb brother.

	He’s two and annoying. He smells and he cries, and he steals my toys. I don’t like him.

	I just tried to fix things.

	Mommy asked me to watch him when the phone rang at bath time. I didn’t want to, but I had to. I had to watch him sit on the bathroom floor and drool. I stuck out my tongue, and he laughed at me. So I splashed water at him from the tub. That’s when it just popped in my head. My idea.

	I told him we were goin’ to play a special game and I helped him into the tub. But he had to go and cry before I finished.

	That’s why my mommy came running back and caught me.

	But I had fun before she stopped everything.

	I liked sticking his small head under the water in the bathtub.

	I just wished I could’ve finished, and then he’d be dead like the rest.

	Like the mean stray cat that tried to bite me, or that nasty, slimy frog, or that noisy squirrel. And the two puppies Mommy and Daddy bought me. They peed and whined and smelled. Just like my brother. Mommy and Daddy don’t buy me animals no more.

	Too bad I didn’t get to make my brother dead.

	After Mommy stopped me, she called the doctor people, and they took my brother to the hospital. She told them he had an accident.

	But she told my daddy the truth.

	They yelled at each other, ‘bout what I done. And shouted lots of naughty words. Saying they don’t know what to do about my doing bad things.

	But I wasn’t being bad. I was just being me.

	I told Daddy that. I shouldn’t have.

	He got mad. Real mad. He yelled and called me awful names. Said I was wicked and evil. He said I was sumthin’ called a bad seed and locked me down here.

	That was three days ago. It feels like lots longer.

	But I heard Mommy and Daddy talking last night. They said they can’t keep me down here no more.

	That’s good. I got stuff to do. Maybe even finish my game. ‘Cause I’m sorry my nasty brother’s not dead. I hate him. And I hate my mommy and daddy, too. They keep telling me I can’t do stuff. Like play games with my brother.

	I think I’m goin’ to kill my daddy and my mommy some day, and anybody else I want, too. Anybody that tells me I can’t do stuff. Then they can say I’ve been bad.

	‘Cause it’ll be true.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	The Demons

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	The Skeleton

	 

	 

	 

	I’m Amanda Miller. I’m seventeen and my family keeps a secret in the upstairs closet. A secret we’ve been guarding since the year 1812, the year my ancestor, Joshua Miller, killed his sister, Annie.

	Poor Joshua wasn’t a murderer, no. He killed her in self-defence, but under rather unusual circumstances—she being possessed at the time. Regrettably, her death was not entirely effective, seeing that Annie died but not the thing inside of her.

	Which brings everything back to the closet.

	That’s where Annie’s kept, you see, in our upstairs closet. Her black skeleton wrapped in a faded quilt, tucked away in a trunk, stored behind the Christmas ornaments. It sounds crazy, I know, but it’s true. That’s the family secret.

	Trouble is the secret doesn’t want to stay hidden anymore.

	~*~

	It started a month ago with whispers coming from the closet, mostly late in the evening when I was alone in my room. A soft, sweet sounding voice murmuring, pleading to me.

	Let me out. Let me out.

	The same words, over and over again, often for hours. I was terrified at first. Scared I was going crazy, and scared it was real. I hid under my covers, tried to ignore the voice, prayed it would stop, but it kept getting louder, more insistent. I didn’t sleep well. And I didn’t tell anyone. Not my parents, not my brother. I don’t know why, but I didn’t. Maybe I liked that someone, something, paid attention to me.

	Then one night, the whispering voice called my name. Very faintly, but I heard it.

	Amanda.

	At first, I thought I imagined it, but it kept repeating.

	Amanda, Amanda, Amanda.

	I trembled. It knew my name. The thing in the closet knew me, forgettable, ignorable Amanda Miller. I stared at my bedroom door, wondering, a foot dangling off the bed.

	I need you, Amanda.

	That scared me, and I shoved my pillow around my ears, but the voice kept whispering.

	Please, Amanda. Please let me out.

	Amanda.

	Where are you, Amanda?

	I need you, Amanda.

	Amanda, please. Amanda, please. Please let me out.

	Pillow smashed against my head, face buried in my covers, I tried to ignore it to the point I couldn’t deal, until I needed to scream. Until it started to bargain.

	I can help you, Amanda.

	Give you what you need.

	I know what you want.

	You can have what you want.

	Just let me out.

	Then I sat up in the bed. Could it really know?

	I know.

	I scrambled out of bed and yanked my bedroom door open. I stood there, staring at the closet.

	Come, Amanda, you can do it. Let me out.

	I snuck from my room and made a mad dash to the closet and flung open the door. I didn’t care if someone heard; I only wanted to make the whispers stop. At least that’s what I told myself as I crossed the hall.

	No one came. It was just me, standing in front of the jumbled mess of storage, peering into the dark corners. Sure enough, the whispers drifted out from the trunk. I stared, gawked, at the murky shape behind the plastic Santa and the tinsel, and shivered. Shaking in fear, in disbelief, I still stood there and listened.

	Let me out, Amanda. Please let me out.

	It’s so dark in here. Amanda? Are you there, Amanda?

	Let me out. We can be friends, Amanda.

	If you just let me out.

	I can set you free, Amanda.

	I know you want be free.

	Just let me out and back into the world.

	As I listened, I wanted to open the lid of the trunk. I wanted to open it so much, to tear past all the crap and yank that lid wide, to free what was inside. To take what it promised me. But I didn’t. I was too afraid.

	No, I shut the closet door instead and went downstairs for a glass of water. I could still hear the whispers, though. All night as I tried to sleep. All night as I fought the desire to go back to the closet.

	Then the whispers stopped. For a week.

	For one glorious, silent, disappointing, nerve-racking week.

	I missed the voice and was relieved it left. My life went back to its boring, pain-in-the-ass normal.

	Until the night of the get-together.

	A stupid idea, I know, but I wanted some fun. I wanted to forget. To stop thinking I’d lost my one chance to be special, to be important, to be noticed. That night my parents went out to dinner and a movie, and my brother was on a date. So I invited my two friends over to watch DVDs and eat pizza.

	For a couple of hours, it went great, everything normal. We laughed, watched a superhero flick, ate too much pizza, and washed it down with ginger ale and some beer my friend Sandy brought. Then we settled in to watch a horror movie. Five minutes in, the whispers started again.

	Let me out, Amanda. Come upstairs and let me out.

	We can be together if you let me out.

	I think you want that. Don’t you?

	I stopped breathing for a second, and a tingle raced through my body. It was back. It hadn’t left me. It still liked me.

	I’d never leave you, Amanda.

	Giddy relief seeped in, and pride. It still needed me. I wanted to shout and laugh, but I couldn’t. My friends would’ve thought I was crazy.

	Who cares what they think?

	You don’t need them. You have me.

	I did? Maybe, but did I want it? Did I really want this? Oh, god. This wasn’t right. Shit, I was crazy for listening.

	Why, Amanda?

	Why is it crazy?

	Why shouldn’t you get what you want for a change?

	I tried to concentrate on the movie, but its words swirled in my head. Why shouldn’t I get what I wanted? Everyone else did. Sounds of fake screams pounded out from the TV, but all I heard were the whispers inside my head, like a drumbeat.

	Let me out, Amanda.

	You want me out.

	Let me out, Amanda.

	We can be together.

	I wanted that.

	No, what was I saying?

	The truth. With me, you’d be exceptional.

	I tried to watch the film, tried to ignore my thumping heart, my desire as the voice battered in my head. But I liked the idea of being exceptional.

	Let me out, and you will be.

	Be everything you dreamed.

	Just let me out.

	You want me out.

	You want what I can give you.

	You want to be special.

	You want to be powerful.

	Let me out.

	You want me out.

	Oh, I did. The desire to do what it asked burned inside. I felt hot and light-headed, and my skin prickled with an itchy sensation. I stared at the TV, hoping to make sense of what I saw on the screen, but it was no use. I just heard the whispers, welcomed its all-consuming awareness.

	Let me out.

	You want me out.

	You want me.

	You want me, Amanda.

	You want me out.

	You want to be special.

	You want me to help you.

	You don’t want to be ignored anymore.

	You don’t want to be treated badly, pushed around.

	You want the power to push back.

	Come upstairs and I’ll give you what you want.

	My heart raced. I nearly jumped off the sofa. I curled my fingers around the cushions and willed myself to stay. My insides churned, my skin seemed as if it was on fire, and I could barely breathe.

	Come upstairs.

	Come upstairs.

	It will be so easy.

	Come upstairs and let me out.

	I’ll give you what you want.

	Just come upstairs.

	I wanted to scream “yes,” but I bit my lip to stop the word from tumbling out. I grabbed some snacks to distract myself.

	Give in, Amanda.

	Come to me.

	What was stopping me? Sure, my parents told me stay away from the closet. They said it was dangerous. It didn’t feel dangerous. It felt exciting.

	They lied to you, Amanda.

	They wanted to hold you back.

	That’s what they do to you, isn’t it?

	Hold you back?

	Anger surged inside me. The voice was right. They always hold me back. And I’m supposed to do what they tell me? They always ignore me; they never listen to me.

	I’d listen to you.

	Let me out, Amanda.

	Please, let me out.

	I want to be with you.

	Come upstairs.

	Come be with me.

	I will show you things.

	Wonderful, dark, powerful things.

	You’ll be so special.

	We’ll be so special together.

	Come for me, Amanda.

	I sat there on the sofa, my hand wrapped around a glass of ginger ale and beer to keep it from shaking as the soft, unrelenting voice crammed into my head. I wanted to pretend, to deny, but I knew it told me the truth. I wanted to go upstairs, wanted to desperately. I needed to follow its seductive, alluring voice wherever it led me. My mind and body screamed to embrace it, to fall into whatever it offered and give every part of myself to its being. And sitting there, I couldn’t come up with one reason to stay put.

	I excused myself, my friends barely noticing, and climbed the stairs.

	Yes. Yes. Come to me, Amanda.

	I smiled at the eagerness in its voice. With each step, my stomach fluttered, excited, nervous, but ready for whatever would happen. Yet, I paused when my hand touched the cool metal of the doorknob.

	Hurry, Amanda. I’m waiting.

	I’m waiting for you.

	Its voice scattered my doubts, and I opened the closet door. I pulled the clutter away from the trunk and lifted the lid. I reached down and unfolded the quilt from the skeleton.

	Hello, Amanda.

	My world exploded in a dazzling burst of red colour, tinged with the darkest black, and the sweet smell of smoke. I felt rapturous, every inhibition I knew released in a single instant, and I heard laughter. It took me a moment to realize it was my own. Inside I could feel it, living, merging with me. It felt… perfect.

	I told you we would be together.

	That you wanted me.

	“You were right. So, so right.”

	Do you want me to show you the rest?

	“Yes. Please.”

	Euphoria and pain shot through me. I dropped to my knees moaning. I could feel it, no him, penetrating, shredding, exploding the boundaries of my mind, my body, awakening every synapse, every impulse, and setting me free. When he finished, I felt formidable, strong, ready.

	Shall we go play?

	I giggled. “Yes, oh yes. What do you want me to do?”

	This.

	My breath quickened and I licked my lips as he showed me what he wanted. A thrill chased through my nerves. “This will be fun.”

	Yes, Amanda. It will.

	I walked calmly down the stairs and into the kitchen. I chose a nice sharp kitchen knife. The grip felt wonderful in my hand. I stared at the sharp blade, imagining.

	Don’t imagine anymore, Amanda. Do.

	I smiled. “Yes.”

	I went into the living room and stood behind the sofa. I stared at my so-called friends, thought about all the crap I suffered, all their stupid jokes at my expense. Then I stabbed them repeatedly with the knife and sliced bloody, marvellously horrible wounds into their necks. I revelled in delicious ecstasy as they slumped lifeless on the cushions, and I licked the blood from my weapon. It tasted good.

	Yes it does.

	However, we have more work to do.

	An image flashed in my mind. I nodded. “You’re right, but we need to clean the mess first.”

	You’re so clever, Amanda.

	I rejoiced in his compliment. I loved him. He was so good to me.

	“Thank you. For everything.”

	Oh, it’s my pleasure, Amanda.

	I could feel his delight as I got sheets from the closet, wrapped the bodies of my friends, and stashed them in the basement. I scrubbed away most of the splatters and covered the bloodstained sofa with my grandmother’s knitted afghan. I sat down on the sofa and placed the knife beside me, hidden by a magazine.

	Soon, Amanda. Soon.

	I smiled and grabbed a slice of blood-spattered pizza. Might as well be comfortable as I waited for my family to come home.

	By the end of the night, there would be no one left to put another skeleton back in our closet.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Runner

	 

	 

	 

	The thief smiled as he ducked in the back alley off a London street. He opened his hand and stared at the gold watch and fob he nicked.

	“You’ll be worth some money. Enough to buy my mates a few beers.”

	He shoved the watch into his pocket and glanced out into the lane. As the gas light cast shadows over the cobblestones, he saw no sign of the bobbies. Still, he decided to wait a few more minutes, leaning back against the brick of the alley wall. He shifted uncomfortably and wiped sweat from his brow. The air had turned warm and muggy.

	“Hello.”

	A tall, lanky gentleman stepped out of the gloom, and a wave of searing heat washed over the thief. He collapsed, wheezing, his lungs burning from the air he breathed. His clothing smouldered and his skin blistered, flesh peeling off his body in crisp, black patches and he smelled the acrid odor of his own roasting flesh. The thief screamed before his vocal chords cooked as his body slowly sizzled.

	The gentleman smiled as he watched the thief’s pain. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Balthazar, one of Hell’s demons. I believe you stole my watch.”

	With a flick of his hand, the watch flew from the thief’s pocket and landed neatly on Balthazar’s palm. “You’re good, but you didn’t quite escape my notice. Unfortunately for you.”

	Balthazar snapped his fingers and the thief’s body erupted into flames, swallowed by demon fire. His final moments ended as a pile of soot, bone, and ashes.

	Balthazar moved quietly to the street, glancing back briefly to enjoy the sight of a Collector dragging the thief’s soul to Hell. He sighed. As entertaining as he found killing the pickpocket, it distracted from his goal: finding the runner.

	He opened the retrieved watch. No hands or dials greeted him, but a facet engulfed in a swirling mass of shimmering emerald miasma: a spirit tracker. The altered timepiece pulsed and hummed, warming slightly in his palm.

	Balthazar sighed. He detested using the crude means of spirit chasing to track a soul—the utilizing of an object imbued with a rudimentary spell to anchor on to what remained of a life force. He preferred his usual methods, but nothing about this job could be deemed usual.

	Normally, he hunted souls escaped from Hell, be they disembodied sprits or ones clever enough to hijack the recently dead. Tracking such beings was straightforward, for each essence held a unique scent of Hell, their own personal stink of brimstone and sulphur. Sniffing out those signature traces was simple.

	This runner, however, eluded his Collector and never made it to Hell. Balthazar stalked a rare creature indeed, one of the unclaimed. Of course, that also made the hunt more difficult. Without that distinctive residue to track his quarry, a soul named Rob Jessop, Balthazar resorted to elementary magic.

	“Where are you, little runner?”

	Balthazar focused on the watch. A tendril of green mist snaked and spiraled into the air. It danced on the breeze and burst outward in a grandiose spray of fog, scattering on the wind.

	Balthazar breathed in the night air, inhaling deeply of the magic. He shifted his head to the right and caught a scent. He turned his lanky frame, his overcoat flapping against his leg, an aura of jade coloured vapour surrounding him. Dust stirred from the street with a whiff of sulphur as the magic lit the darkness. Balthazar spied the faint trail of the spell leading him directly towards Marylebone.

	“You’re mine, little runner.”

	Balthazar sighed, slightly disappointed. He expected more of a challenge from prey that eluded a Collector. Balthazar made a note to review the competency of the Collector involved in the escape.

	Confident of his destination, Balthazar dispersed in a noxious cloud of stinking smoke and embers, and rematerialized in front of a small, rundown, two-storey home. It looked familiar. Balthazar furrowed his brow. A memory surfaced, of an incident a few years ago with a coven. And a witch named…

	“Viola. And she had a son, if I recall.”

	His elusive runner. He remembered now. Rob Jessop. The man had fancied himself quite the charmer, wooing ladies with a captivating smile. Really he had been nothing more than a spendthrift possessed of the unfortunate habit of robbing well-to-do spinsters and widows of their jewels and coin.

	But the bond had been strong between mother and son. Strong enough that she might have orchestrated Jessop’s escape.

	Balthazar hesitated. It wouldn’t do to rush in blind if a witch was involved. He sniffed the air and a delectable scent filled his nose, the wonderful stench of blood. He salivated, and he inhaled, drawing in a full, delicious breath. As he breathed in, a pungent whiff of necromancy slid across the air. He grinned.

	Witchcraft.

	He was right. Viola had helped. He recognized the stench of her magic. Balthazar licked his lips in anticipation; he loved killing witches. Perhaps this soul was worth his time after all.

	First, however, he must be prepared. Balthazar reached into an inside pocket and withdrew a circular charm—about the size of a silver dollar—made of human bone, and inscribed with elaborate runic scrimshaw. He placed the talisman on his palm.

	“Notu fidea vulti abshe.”

	As he whispered the words, the disk of bone glowed. It shimmered and was absorbed into Balthazar’s hand. He then waved that hand and blew open the front door of the house.

	The door squeaked, quaking back and forth on bent hinges, as Balthazar entered the empty foyer. An eerie radiance illuminated the hallway from somewhere upstairs. He climbed the steps silently and beheld a strange and macabre scene through an open bedroom door.

	Jessop’s naked body, smeared with symbols painted in dried blood, hovered horizontally four feet in the air, surrounded by iridescent light. Sprinkled over the skin lay a mixture of herbs and a yellowish powder. A foot above the corpse drifted the soul Balthazar sought. It shimmered and glistened, emitting a blue-tinged aura.

	An older woman, a lace shawl pulled around her head and neck, stood behind the floating cadaver. Viola. Balthazar scrutinized her, this tall, thin woman with a wrinkled face, who reeked of magic. She seemed oblivious to his presence, intent on completing her ritual.

	She pressed a hand against Jessop’s forehead and softly spoke. “Cyodenad, acyn doadref. Cyoda, dyhweydofi cawsocheich geniac. Cyoda dychwelydyr, wyfyn eiorchymyni ti. Dychweydby wydoddiwrth ymeirw.”

	As Balthazar watched, the soul of his runner was sucked back into the remains.

	The body convulsed, the back arching into a bow shape, and the limbs flailing. A discordant gasp escaped the throat as lungs inhaled and then exhaled. The eyes opened, and the head thrashed back and forth. Gently the woman lowered the twisting body to the floor.

	Balthazar clapped, the sound echoing.

	“Impressive, most impressive for a human. Not many can master a re-animation spell.”

	The woman raised her head and looked at him. At her feet, the newly revived Rob Jessop moaned.

	“Hello, demon.” She gave Balthazar a gap-toothed grin. “I remember you.”

	“Hello again, little witch. I take it you’re the one responsible for Jessop’s eluding his Collector?”

	“Yes, indeed. I saved my son from his evil clutches. And you won’t be taking him, neither.”

	“We’ll see. Shall we chat?”

	Balthazar walked forward into the room, stepping over the groaning man on the floor. He sat down in a chair by the wardrobe. Viola circled as he moved, keeping him in her sight. She slipped her hand into the recesses of a pocket of her skirt.

	“We haven’t nothing to chat about. You ain’t taking him. He ain’t dead no more. He ain’t yours no more. He’s mine now.”

	“He belongs to Hell no matter what you did or say, my dear. All the magic in this misbegotten world will not change that fact. I came here to claim him, and I will. Your choice is to let your son go quietly, or share his fate.”

	“I choose neither, demon!”

	She yanked her hand from the dark folds of her pocket and threw a piece of black stone at Balthazar. In one swift, smooth motion, he caught it. Sparks snapped around his hand and an incandescent discharge of miniature lightning snaked across his arm to explode in a flare of cobalt scintillation. His body went rigid and he froze in place.

	Immobilized, Balthazar glared as Viola helped her weakened, but alive, son to his feet. She cooed over her boy, smoothing his hair, and assisting him into a nearby chair.

	“There, there. I told you I wouldn’t let nothing happen to you. I promised to take care of you. I won’t let anyone hurt my boy.”

	Forced to watch this macabre display of motherly love, Balthazar saw Jessop smile and grasp his mother’s hand. She cradled his head, slowly rocking him back and forth as she sang a lullaby. A certain esteem for the witch brimmed within Balthazar as he observed the intimate maternal moment. He didn’t understand love, but he could respect her determination. But his regard didn’t last.

	Viola wrapped her shawl around her son’s shivering body. “We got to go, Rob.” She turned and looked straight at the demon. “But first we finish taking care of things.”

	She moved forward until Balthazar could feel her breath on his face. She spit, and the phlegm dripped down his chin to land on his trouser leg.

	“You ain’t so tough. And soon enough you’ll be back in Hell.”

	A slight smile tugged at the corner of Balthazar’s mouth and his fingers twitched. His hand twisted, and he opened it to show her the stone resting on his palm.

	She shrieked, and stepped back.

	“No! That ain’t possible. You should’ve absorbed that stone, been trapped in that spell! You shouldn’t be moving!”

	With a crackle of energy, Balthazar stood, and stepped out of the magical snare. He smirked and twirled the spelled stone in his fingers. As he twirled it, the rock crumbled to dust.

	“It should have worked, I grant you, and I applaud the effort. An excellent bit of dark magic. Too bad it’s fairly useless against a blood protection spell.”

	Balthazar showed her his palm, where one could see the faint glow of a circle, about the size of a silver dollar.

	“Now it’s my turn.”

	With a wave of his hand, the air blazed in a ball of hellfire, careening towards the witch. With surprising speed, she dodged it; the fireball smashed against the wall and dissipated. Then she yanked a pouch from her pocket and flung the powdered contents at Balthazar.

	He roared, “Initius,” and moved his arm in a violent gesture. Flames erupted from his fingertips, igniting the powder, and it turned to a harmless shower of embers and ashes.

	As the cinders fell, Balthazar dashed forward and seized the woman, hurling her body into the air. With a flick of his finger, he pinned her to the wall.

	Viola screamed her rage, a nightmarish wail that rattled the walls. “Damn you, demon!”

	Balthazar laughed. “Too late for that wish.” He advanced a few steps and felt a hand pawing at his trouser leg.

	“Don’t hurt her.”

	The hoarse plea cut across the thick air of the room, and Balthazar looked down into the pitiful eyes of Jessop. The man struggled out of the chair and knelt at Balthazar’s feet.

	“Please don’t hurt her. She just wanted to save me. I’ll go with you. Just please, please leave her be.”

	Balthazar brutally kicked him in the side, and Jessop landed on his back, wheezing for air, his face turned to the wall. He reached a hand out to his mother.

	“I’m so sorry, Mum. I love you.” Tears dribbled across Jessop’s cheeks.

	“I love you too, son. I don’t regret nothing, no matter what happens. I’d do it again.”

	For a moment Balthazar hesitated, fascinated by the display of human emotion. For once it didn’t make his skin crawl. The helpless beauty in Jessop’s earnest, wretched sentiment and the mother’s devotion stirred something akin to pity. He shifted his gaze back and forth between the pair, before he closed his eyes.

	When Balthazar opened them again, their depths burned with the torrid flames of Hellfire. He stared at the woman, this witch, and their eyes met. Understanding passed between them, a momentary unity of adversaries, born of power and hate.

	She parted her lips, and one subdued word escaped, “Mercy.”

	Balthazar nodded and smiled, according Jessop’s mother some grudging respect. “A shame. Truly, madam, but I have no mercy.”

	Balthazar relished the fear his words imprinted on her face. He clenched his fingers into a fist, summoned his powers, and watched gleefully as her body burst into flames.

	She screamed, her son screamed, and the room stank of sizzling flesh and smoke. Her body shuddered and twitched, restrained to the wall, trapped, as a firestorm of roasting flames consumed her flesh but left everything else untouched. In minutes, what was flesh became no more than a ruined, broken skeleton and ashes scattered on the floor. Her soul, however, remained fastened to the wall like a strange scientific specimen. Its ethereal essence, charred at the edges, throbbed a deep, red colour and flapped helplessly.

	“No, no, no. Mum, no. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

	Balthazar regarded the babbling lump of flesh weeping and moaning at his feet with disgust. The fleeting understanding he experienced evaporated.

	“Stop your caterwauling, Jessop. What’s done is done.”

	“Why? Why? She was only trying to help me. You didn’t have to kill her.”

	“No, I didn’t have to end her life, but I wanted to do it. She made her choice. She should not have interfered. Besides, it does make a nice windfall for me. Two souls for Hell instead of just the one. Time for you and your mother to go, Mr. Jessop.”

	Balthazar smiled and barked, “Inferia.”

	The air around them crackled and spun, and the fabric of space breached, splitting open to reveal the entry to perdition. Unholy screams cast out a discordant welcome, and flames clawed at the edges of the world.

	Balthazar arched his wrist, and Viola’s soul flew from the wall into the hungry fires, chased by the heart-breaking howls of her son.

	“Your turn, Mr. Jessop.”

	Balthazar reached down and shoved his hand into Rob Jessop’s chest. He yanked the man’s soul out in the most painful way imaginable, shivering in delight at the timbre of Jessop’s gruesome screams. Balthazar held the soul in his grasp, joyfully feasted on the panicked emotion, and savoured the terror as he dangled Jessop’s spirit above the gate.

	“No one escapes Hell, Mr. Jessop. Now have a dreadful trip.”

	Balthazar let Jessop’s soul go, and watched him descend shrieking into the fire to join his mother.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Family Trait

	 

	 

	 

	Sarah sat in a coffee shop, staring out a window. She didn’t want to think about what happened with Jason, about why she was single again, or why he was gone. Sarah thought she found her home with him, that they belonged together, but it fell apart so badly. She wanted to act as if it were just another breakup, except this time things were different.

	“God, I acted like a crazy freak. I bet Jason thought so too before…” Sarah closed her eyes, blocking the memory of that night.

	That’s why she sat here drinking a latte instead of going home. She didn’t have to face her troubles here, just stare out the window and pretend. In her apartment, the reminders lingered.

	“I know I’m going crazy.” She whispered her fears into her half-empty coffee cup. “I’m turning out like Mom.”

	Sarah could still hear that phrase in her head.

	The strong don’t break; they snap.

	That’s how her mother’s problem was explained to a five-year-old Sarah by her Aunt Rachel.

	And here I am at twenty, wondering if I’ve snapped too.

	She didn’t know how else to explain the things she wanted, the thoughts in her brain, her behaviour for the last few weeks. She drained the last of her coffee and sighed.

	Hiding isn’t going to help me though. I need to find answers. I just wish I knew where. I wish I had someone to talk to. I wish I didn’t feel so alone.

	She certainly couldn’t count on her mess of a family. Her father moved out of the city last year, but even before, they had never been close, never connected after her mother went away. And her Aunt Rachel drifted out of her life after high school. She was on her own, the same old pattern.

	Sarah sighed again. She knew she couldn’t put it off anymore. She trashed her disposable coffee cup, left the shop, and drove home.

	Inside her apartment, Sarah gazed over the stylish space that used to be her sanctuary, her refuge. She walked across the tile to the kitchen, trying not to look at the pale, scrubbed spot with its still-visible bloodstain. She opened the refrigerator and took out some of the raw meat that used to be her boyfriend Jason. She preheated a frying pan, added a little olive oil and seasoning, and fried part of his arm for supper. After that, she watched some TV and went to bed, dreading the next day.

	Sarah woke late the following morning. The sun streamed in her bedroom window, illuminating the whole bed. The warmth felt nice on her face and her toes that poked out from under the covers.

	I should just stay here, spend all Sunday in bed.

	She considered the idea, smiling at the thought until she turned and saw Jason’s empty pillow. She shifted her gaze to the window and stared miserably at the beautiful day.

	He loved to sleep in on Sundays.

	She tossed the covers aside and hopped out of bed. She showered and dressed before moving to the kitchen to make breakfast.

	She took a couple of Jason’s fingers from her refrigerator and fried them like sausages, with an egg. She made some coffee and buttered toast then ate her meal, crunching toast and bone with equal gusto. After eating, she rinsed her dishes, added them to the dishwasher, and went for a stroll to the nearby park.

	Sarah stopped at the coffee shop on the way for another jolt of caffeine, getting a specialty cappuccino to go. She crossed into the lush, green park and sat down on a well-worn park bench. She relaxed, sipping her mocha cappuccino and stared at the hub of activity around her.

	She slouched on the bench, wandering her gaze across the scenic park. She smiled as she noticed the kissing couple near the trees, envied the brunette jogger her figure, and giggled at the group of mothers trying to wrangle their energetic kids. She wanted what they had: companionship, love, family.

	One of the children, a rambunctious boy about six years old with blond hair, captured her attention. She watched him kick his soccer ball, screaming “Goal” as he punted it past a bush. Sarah smiled at the boy’s antics. She wanted a son like that someday.

	I wonder how he’d taste roasted with butter and oregano? I bet he’d be tender and juicy.

	Sarah licked her lips, the thought making her hungry.

	I wonder how hard it would be to get him away from here and back to my kitchen.

	The thought of his small blond head waiting on her table to be carved made her stomach rumble.

	For a brief moment, she considered leaping forward and snatching the boy, until the call from his mother broke the spell. Sarah watched him run to the safety of his parent’s side, her dreams of a feast vanishing. She finished her coffee and left the park.

	~*~

	That evening, Sarah stood in a grimy alley, the bottom of her high heels smeared with something sticky. She shivered in the chill night air and checked her watch; the digital glow read 1:46 AM. Part of her wanted to be home in bed, but her hunger wouldn’t let her sleep.

	Is this how it was for Mom, standing on street corners, stalking people? Are we really the same crazy? Can this sort of madness be inherited?

	Across the street under the glow of a blinking neon sign, a young man loitered. Sarah studied him from the shelter of her shadows. He was tall, well-built, nicely muscled. Sarah's stomach rumbled. She emerged and walked over to his side of the street. She drew in close to him and smiled.

	“I want you to come home with me.”

	“You’re forward, aren’t you, lady?” He smirked. “Sure I’ll come home with you. For fifty bucks. For a hundred I’ll do anything you want.”

	Sarah reached into her purse and drew out the money. “Deal.”

	They walked back to her car and got in her vehicle. Once seated, Sarah leaned over, stroked his cheek softly, and snapped the young man’s neck with one clean, quick motion. She took the blanket from her back seat, wrapped his corpse, and put it in her trunk. Then she drove home.

	An hour later, she sat on her sofa and sipped a glass of blood mixed with Merlot, trying to make sense of everything. Six months ago, she was normal, had a boyfriend, went to work, and came home like everyone else. Sure she had issues, had problem trusting people, difficulties with emotional connections, but she’d been sane, and reasonably ordinary.

	Now she felt strange and chaotic. Physically she was different, her body stronger—her instincts, vicious and ravenous. She could break a man’s neck like a twig and craved the delicious, succulent taste of human flesh. And in the middle of the night, she snuck bodies into her apartment and carved them up in her bathtub. Something was seriously wrong with her.

	Is this how a psychotic break feels? Or maybe I've got a split personality or something. God, I feel like two people. One minute a normal person, the next a killer. Shouldn't I feel worse about what I've done? Be more afraid I'm losing my mind? I should be freaking out, seeking psychiatric help, turning myself in to police, something, but all I want to do is find answers.

	The answers that resided with her family tragedy. She needed more than the overheard whispers, snatches of arguments between her aunt and father when they thought she wasn't listening. She wanted a way to fix this. Sarah sighed. She knew what she had to do. She needed to talk with her mother.

	~*~

	Two days later, a nervous Sarah sat across from her mom in the visiting area of the psychiatric hospital. Sarah hadn’t seen her mother in years, and an awkward silence hung between them. They stared at each other, the stylish young woman and a pale lady with greying, unkempt hair and a far-away look in her eyes. Finally, Sarah mustered her courage and leaned in towards her mother.

	“Mom,” Sarah whispered, keeping her voice low, praying not to be overheard, “strange things have been happening to me. Lately, I've been different. I-I think I'm like you."

	She glanced over at the attendant and then leaned in closer, her voice barely audible. “I killed my boyfriend, and I ate his corpse. And another guy too. I don’t feel bad about it. In fact, I enjoyed killing, and I want to do it again. Something’s wrong with me. I need help.”

	"No, you don't. You're just fine." Her mother smiled. “Did he taste good, Sarah? It’s been so long since I ate a human, I can barely remember the flavour.”

	Sarah closed her eyes and sucked in her breath. It was true.

	“He tasted delicious, Mom. Best food I ever ate.”

	She lowered her head, her eyes opening when her mother reached out and patted her hand.

	Sarah raised her head. “I-I knew it. I’m like you, aren’t I? I’m crazy. Tell me what happened to you. Can I stop this from getting worse?”

	“No, dear. Neither one of us is crazy. We’re just acting on our nature.” She sighed. “I tried, you know, to be good, to act like a human, like a mother and a wife. But it was so hard. I kept needing a little taste here, a bit of a nibble there, until I got careless and was caught. That’s how I ended up in this place. But at least in here, the drugs curb the cravings.”

	She brushed a tear from Sarah’s face. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you to explain things, to tell you what you are. I was rather hoping the change would skip you, it does sometimes. We’re demons, you and I, and what you’ve been doing lately is perfectly natural, sweetheart. At least for us.”

	Sarah sucked in her breath. "Oh lord, you're completely delusional. Shit, is this what I have to look forward to? Am I going to end that way?"

	She pulled away, upset. Sarah half rose from her seat, ready to leave, but her mother grabbed her arm. The attendant rushed forward, but Sarah waved him back.

	"I don't blame you for not believing. I didn’t think you would. That’s why I called Hartley right after they told me you were coming. Hartley’s going to fix everything for you. I won’t let you make the mistake I made. Hartley will take care of you. Then you'll understand. Then you’ll accept."

	Her mother let go of her arm. Sarah turned and left, confused and upset.

	As she crossed the institution parking lot, heading to her car, she glanced back over her shoulder. She had the oddest feeling someone followed her.

	Now I’m paranoid, to go with psychotic.

	She dug into her purse for her keys, skirting around a grey van, her mind preoccupied. With a sharp clang, the side door of the van slid open, three huge men jumped out and surrounded her. Before she could scream, one man grabbed her from behind, covering her mouth with his meaty hand, and the other two lifted her off her feet. She kicked and fought, but they threw her in the van with little effort and slammed the door shut behind them. They tossed Sarah on her stomach, trussed her limbs with stout rope, and gagged her with duct tape. Sarah heard the engine roar to life, and the van lurched forward.

	Oh God, I’m being kidnapped.

	Something sharp jabbed her in the arm, and the world went slowly black.

	~*~

	When Sarah regained consciousness, she found herself staring at a pale blue ceiling, the feel on a soft surface beneath her body. She sat up and stared around an extravagant bedroom and at a good-looking, middle-aged gentleman in a black suit.

	“Ah, you’re awake. Excellent. Allow me to introduce myself. I'm Hartley. I believe Martine, your mother, mentioned me.”

	Sarah blinked. “What? You’re real? I thought she was making you up.”

	“I’m quite real. And I’m here to help you.”

	Reality dawned back onto Sarah. “By kidnapping me?” She snatched up the nearest object she could use as a weapon—a stylish lamp. “Get the hell away from me!”

	"My apologies for the rough invitation to our sanctuary." His smooth voice sounded more amused than sorry.

	“That was not an invitation! It was a damn kidnapping!”

	“No, it was an intervention. The Guild cannot have new demons running around stirring up chaos. It endangers us all.”

	“New…” Sarah dropped the lamp as the shock of his words sunk into her brain. “Oh my God. You’re crazy. I’ve been abducted by a crazy person.”

	Hartley smiled an unsettling grin. “I’m many things, but never crazy.” He held out his hand. “Come with me."

	“I’m not going anywhere with you!”

	“Yes, you are.”

	In an instant Hartley moved across the room, grasped her arm and pulled her out of the bedroom. He dragged her with ease—despite Sarah’s screams and struggles—along a hallway and into another room. Sarah tumbled to the floor as he let her go, and stared at red walls covered in weird and creepy symbols.

	"Look in the mirror."

	Sarah turned her head and saw what he mentioned. A large, brassy, full-length mirror. And in the glass, her reflection.

	She screamed. Looking back at her was an abnormal face and body, the colours of olive green and crimson with scales instead of skin, claws and fangs instead of teeth and fingernails. And worst of all the eyes, her eyes staring out, the darkest black, rimmed in red.

	"What the hell kind of trick is this!"

	"No trick. This particular mirror allows you to see a reflection of who you are inside. You know what you're seeing is the truth. That is who you are, Sarah."

	"It can't be. It can't be true. You drugged me, right? The stuff that knocked me out, and it’s making me hallucinate. It's just a freaky, drug-induced hallucination, a hoax. You’re just sick, or…” Sarah paused. “Maybe it's just part of what’s wrong with me, my crazy."

	“You really need to stop labelling everything as crazy, Sarah. You’re quite sane, and so am I. The mirror is showing you who you are inside.”

	“No. No, no, no.” Sarah closed her eyes, trying to block out the image.

	This can’t be real. It’s a lie, a trick. I know it's a lie.”

	“Stop resisting, Sarah.”

	She opened her eyes, and faced the image in the mirror. Something stirred within her, and she felt whole, maybe for the first time in her life.

	What I'm seeing is real? How can it be real? But I don't feel insane. I feel right.

	She turned back to Hartley. "I shouldn't be accepting any of this. I should be headed to the nearest metal hospital. Why do I want to believe you?"

	"Because a demon can't deny her own nature.” Hartley’s voice softened. “You’ve felt alone all your life, haven’t you? Felt separate, disconnected? This is why. You are different, Sarah. The fact you're still questioning simply means the change isn't quite complete yet."

	Sarah frowned. "The change? Mom mentioned that, too. What is it?"

	"We demons are a sub-species of humans, a quirk in the DNA if you will. Demon bloodlines run through the human race like water, and when this blood manifests itself, a demon is born. Whatever passed as human falls aside, and your demon nature asserts itself. Although ostensibly, our physical appearance remains the same, we can make our demon countenance known to others of our kind.”

	Hartley moved closer and put a hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “I know you must be bewildered, with your change not occurring in the usual manner. The transition generally happens around the teenage years, but sometimes it can happen a few years later. As it did, apparently, in your case."

	"I think freaked out covers it better. Are you saying anybody could turn into a demon?"

	"Not just anyone. We do try to keep the bloodlines within certain families and areas, and we do keep careful records. Sometimes we get anomalies or demons born outside the families, but not often. We have more of a problem of children staying human with demon parents, than demons born to unsuspecting humans."

	"So how did I stay off your radar?"

	"You didn't. We simply assumed you weren't going to change once you passed your teen years. You are obviously a late bloomer. My fault really, I should have had your Aunt Rachel keeping a closer watch on you."

	"What? Aunt Rachel is—?"

	"A demon, yes. One of our best. She was invaluable in cleaning up after your mother's breakdown."

	“Mom?” Curiosity and pain thumped at her brain, and she asked, “Was her breakdown because of this? What happened to her, my mom?"

	"A sad story, Martine. She was one of our brightest. Lively, funny, and a beautiful demon in every way, save one. She always had a soft spot for humans. They’re the reason she went rogue.” Hartley shook his head in a sad, sympathetic gesture. “Your mother fell in love with a human, your father. Not the normal thing—not unheard of either—yet she took the love affair a step farther. She decided to abstain from eating his kind, and left our ranks and protection.”

	“You can do that? Just give up eating people?”

	Hartley smiled indulgently. “You can try. Your mother tried. She converted and lived for quite some time as one of them. Frankly, I admire the fact she controlled herself for as long as she did before snapping."

	“So how’d she do it? How did she stop?” Sarah’s face blossomed with eagerness. Maybe she had a way out.

	Hartley sighed. "You aren’t listening. Your mother failed. Every demon that goes rogue fails. In your mother’s case, it was a massive, near-catastrophic failure. A public, violent outburst that nearly disclosed our existence to the world. She attacked a child in a mall, biting the girl’s arm, raving on about how she would taste."

	He shook his head again, a brief, sorrowful look flickering across his face. “Her mental collapse was such a waste. We contained the situation, covered up the worst of what she did, but we couldn't stop the authorities from having her committed. After she was locked away, we thought it best to leave you with your father and observe you from a distance."

	"Yeah, why make it worse, right? Don't rock the boat."

	"We did the best we could."

	"Maybe. So, what's next? What do you do about me? I haven't been exactly playing by whatever crazy rules you have. Am I going to be contained, too?"

	“We are not your enemy, Sarah. I want to help you, prevent you from making the mistakes your mother did. So, yes, you will be staying with us until you adjust to your new circumstances, but as our guest. How long you stay depends on your co-operation, and what messes we need to clean to protect you.” He smiled, not unkindly. “Which brings me to this question. What have you done, Sarah?"

	“I—I did…” Sarah hesitated, realising she almost confessed to murder.

	What do I know about this guy? And I was going tell him I killed two people?

	“It’s fine, Sarah. Whatever you’ve done there will be no repercussions or judgement. We’ve all been a bit reckless in our youth.” Sarah gasped as Hartley’s face changed, turning a pale salmon, and sprouting scales and spikes. “You see, we all have our secrets. No need to be afraid.”

	She took a breath and let the words spill from her mouth. “I killed my boyfriend, and some guy I picked up outside a bar. I ate most of Jason, but the other guy's still in my freezer."

	"Rather tame. I expected more.” Hartley shrugged. “I take it no undue attention has arisen over these two men? No one has been poking about looking for them?"

	"Not yet. Jason didn't have much family, and he was between jobs. He worked as a freelance artist. The other guy, I don't know much about, but I think he may have been a hustler. Some kind of sleaze anyway."

	"Then it shouldn't be a problem to put order to your situation, and make certain their disappearances do not trace back to you."

	"And how will that happen? Jason was my boyfriend. If he's missed, I'll be the first person questioned."

	"Only if he's missed. I believe your Jason has moved out of town to take a new permanent job far, far away."

	"I-I… You can do that?"

	"Yes. Don't worry about the consequences of your actions. Everything will be taken care of. Men will be sent to your apartment to erase any lingering evidence and the remains brought back here to our freezers."

	"Um, thanks." Sarah gawked at him, feeling bewildered, and slightly frightened. She felt as if she’d fallen into a weird conspiracy movie. “Maybe I should’ve asked this earlier, but where exactly is here? And you keep saying ‘we’ like you’re part of something big. Who exactly are you people?”

	"Of course, you must be quite confused. Explanations are in order. Let me show you around.” Hartley held out his hand and Sarah curled her fingers around his palm.

	“Shall we, my dear?” He led her out of the mirror room, and towards an elevator.

	“We’re currently in the penthouse suite of the Archfeld building. The guild owns the building and it is operation headquarters.”

	As they reached the elevator, Hartley pushed the button and they waited. Sarah took advantage of the momentary silence to ask, “The Guild?”

	“The Demon Guild. That’s what we call ourselves. The humans know us as the Archfeld Corporation.”

	“Wait. I know that name. It’s like a global business enterprise or something.”

	“That’s correct.” The elevator doors opened and Hartley escorted her inside. “Come, I’ll give you a quick tour.”

	Sarah gripped the rail as the elevator moved downward. Her mind spun with the information, trying to process it. Part of her still held the belief she was crazy. Somehow that concept was easier to comprehend than the truth she witnessed.

	“All this, it’s unbelievable. Are you some sort of secret society?”

	“In a way, I suppose we are, but I prefer to see us as an ethnic sub-culture with a strict need to maintain our privacy.”

	“Oh yeah, sure. If you look at it like that, kidnapping, body disposal, demon guilds, it all seems perfectly logical.”

	Hartley chuckled as the elevator doors opened. “I believe you’ll adapt to your new life quite well, Sarah. Now let’s show you around.”

	A jolt of alarm shuddered through Sarah.

	New life?

	She clutched Hartley’s arm. “What if I don’t want a new life? I could barely handle my old one.”

	He ignored her question as they stepped off the elevator into a busy hybrid of an office and control room, decked with humming banks of security monitors, cubicles and an impressive display of electronic technology. A brusque, well-coiffed woman walked up to the pair.

	“Ah, Mr. Hartley. Welcome.”

	“Thank you, Ms. King. This is Sarah, our new changeling. Sarah, meet Ms. King, the highly efficient person who runs our nerve center.”

	“Nice to meet you, Sarah.” The woman held out her hand and Sarah shook it cautiously.

	Hartley beamed. “Now that introductions are done, Sarah will need an intervention package for her apartment, and a grade-three cleaning. See to it, Ms. King, while I give our young guest the tour.”

	“Certainly, sir. I’ll get right on that.” She smiled and nodded. “I hope you enjoy your visit, Sarah.”

	The woman hurried away, and Hartley ushered Sarah forward. She craned her neck to get a good look at the workers, the computer screens, the security monitors, and any scrap of information she could see. The place reminded her of a scene from a spy movie, with hush-hush operations, and secret missions.

	“What is this place?”

	“This is our hub, the nucleus for Guild business. Our entire North American operations are run from here. It’s part call center, part corporate office, and part surveillance headquarters.”

	“Surveillance?”

	“We monitor each of our members, keeping track of emails, Facebook pages, Twitter accounts, things of that nature. Plus their general whereabouts and movements through GPS tracking and their cellphones.”

	“So you have a whole Big Brother set up, spying on all your members? That’s creepy.”

	“I prefer to think of it as cost-effective. It certainly is a vast improvement over the old methods of branding members with eldritch runes.”

	“Branding with… oh, that’s gross. I think. What the heck are eldritch runes?”

	“Eldritch runes are a form of magic. Some demons have a certain amount of control over magical elements. It made things easier back in the old days before technology.”

	“Magic? Demons can do magic? Like we’re wizards?”

	“Not as you mean. More manipulators of supernatural elements. It’s nothing you should concern yourself with, though. That trait does not run in your bloodline.”

	My bloodline.

	Those words snaked through the remaining vestiges of her denial, and crashed terrifying awareness down on Sarah.

	“Oh crap. I’m part of this now, aren’t I? This whole mess? I’ll be registered or something and then you’ll keep track of me? No, no. This is too much. I don’t want to be here! I want to go home!” Sarah’s voice rose in pitch, hysteria clawing at the edge.

	“Calm down, Sarah. You’re among friends here.” Hartley placed his arm around Sarah, rubbing her shoulder, his serene, relaxed voice infiltrating the boundaries of her angst and soothing her panic. “Why don’t we go down to the kitchen and have something to eat. You must be hungry, it’s well past lunch.”

	Sarah took a breath. Food sounded nice. “Okay.”

	She allowed Hartley to lead her back to the elevator and they travelled down to the building’s kitchens.

	Sarah gaped as the elevator doors slid open. The huge, spacious kitchen purred with activity, noise and industrious staff. Delicious smells wafted through the air as Sarah hungrily eyed the food preparation—succulent body parts being sliced, diced, pureed, and sautéed. Her mouth watered and she licked her lips.

	Beside her, Hartley picked up a tray of canapés—a lovely assortment of human eyeballs, drizzled in sauce.

	“Care for a snack?”

	Sarah enthusiastically snatched one and shoved it in her mouth.

	As she munched, Sarah asked, “What’s all this for? It can’t be just for the people upstairs?”

	“This is one of our delivery kitchens. We can’t have demons wandering the city, killing at random, so we have a food distribution system in place to curb the appetites to manageable levels. We also have certified hunting grounds, and feast days. It’s a large part of our operations, keeping demons well-fed and appetites satisfied.” He smiled. “Once you’ve been through your orientation, initiation, and have been inducted, your needs will also be taken care of by our system."

	Sarah grabbed two more eyeballs. "That sounds—wait. What? Inducted? Inducted into what?"

	"Into the Guild, of course. We require all demons to be members if they wish to benefit from the system.”

	Sarah felt a cold lump in the pit of her stomach, and her anxiety levels spiked again. She didn’t like this fast track into the demon world. She started out to get rid of her problem, not make it bigger.

	She turned to Hartley. “What if I don’t want to be inducted? What if I want all this demonic stuff to go away, to make my cravings and behaviour disappear?”

	“That is your choice of course, but as I warned you earlier, being a rogue demon never works out. We can only suppress our nature for so long before it resurfaces. Then you’ll end like your mother, or worse. There have been a few times the Guild put rogues down to protect our society.”

	“Put down? As in kill?”

	“Yes.” Hartley gave her a sympathetic look. “That is never an easy decision, but having a demon running about unchecked, devouring any human that catches its fancy would be disastrous.”

	Sarah gulped. Her options were crap. She laughed thinly, trying to sound carefree, stuffing her dismay and horror in a deep, dark corner of her mind.

	“Maybe I should give you guys a chance, then. Couldn’t hurt.” She crammed the eyeballs in her mouth and chewed, hoping to calm her nerves.

	“A wise decision. I understand you’re overwhelmed, but you’ll have a better feel for our organization once you’ve been through orientation.” He smiled. “I think that is enough for today. I’ll escort you back to the penthouse. You can acclimate yourself while we wait for your things to arrive from your apartment.”

	“My things? What? I’m not going home?”

	“No. As I said before, you’ll be our guest until your initiation.”

	Sarah shivered. “Oh, yeah, right.”

	What the hell have I gotten myself into?

	~*~

	Sarah stared out the penthouse window at the magnificent view of the city. The twinkling artificial lights of the skyline spread out against the darkness in radiant beauty as she stood above it all looking down.

	I could get used to this view. The rest though, that might be a problem.

	She sighed. Her orientation ended this afternoon after two weeks. Two weeks of learning proper food preparation and storage, which take-out places were owned and run by demons—and delivered very special orders. She learned how to use her heightened senses to recognise fellow demons, learned to control her new strength and agility, and visited one of the human game preserves operated by the Guild to practice proper hunting techniques. They gave her a list of phone numbers for guild-run crisis hot lines, support meetings, and even had a demon-friendly new job ready for her at one of their companies. They handed her everything she could possibly need to start her life as a demon.

	Too bad she still couldn’t decide if she wanted this life.

	Hartley was visiting this evening to talk to her. Her initiation was tomorrow night. She still had no idea what to tell him. At least she had a nice dinner of fried heart and spleen, simmered in a white wine sauce, to offer him.

	Hartley arrived on time, and she put off any shop talk until after they ate.

	It wasn’t until she served the coffee and chocolate blood cake that he steered the conversation to her induction.

	“Are you nervous about tomorrow evening?”

	“I don’t think I want this!” The words blurted out of her mouth and poured all her anxiety and trepidation into the air.

	Hartley put down his cup and stared at her. Sarah saw the disappointment in his face. “I was hoping you were different from your mother.”

	His words stung, hitting a raw nerve, and she raged. “My mother! I lost my mother because of you and your organization! I grew up alone because of you people!”

	Sarah clenched her fists, her breathing rapid and fierce. “What do you expect from me! This whole situation is nuts! And I’m supposed to embrace it? Embrace being a demon? My life has been ruined by what I am! I had a boyfriend, I was happy, I finally belonged, and then this happened! This made me kill Jason! And you want me to accept it with open arms! No! I can’t!”

	“Ah, so that’s the problem.” Hartley settled back in his chair and smiled. “I’m sorry for your losses, I truly am, but we’re not responsible for your mother. If she had stayed with us, she wouldn’t be where she is today.”

	“You could have helped her. You abandoned her.”

	“You can’t have it both ways, Sarah. Either we’re horrible and to be avoided at all costs, or we’re your salvation.” Hartley shrugged. “And as for your current love life, you only think you were happy. You believe your demon nature ruined your life? That’s a lie, Sarah. A pretty lie to hide the fact you’ve always felt detached, not quite a part of the human world. You probably blamed the feeling on your dysfunctional upbringing, and thought this Jason would solve your feelings of separation.” He suddenly leaned forward, startling Sarah. “If you truly loved Jason, you wouldn’t have killed him. Demons never kill loved ones, not even humans.”

	Sarah shook her head violently. “You’re wrong, you’re wrong. I loved Jason.”

	“No, your feelings were an illusion. Didn’t you ever wonder why your father’s alive? Why your mother didn’t kill him when she lost control? It was because she loved him. Demons psychologically and biologically bond when they truly mate, making it impossible to kill those they love”

	Sarah caught her breath. “No, no, it can’t be.”

	She felt like crying. Somewhere inside her she knew Hartley was right. She had just been playing house with Jason, playing at being normal. She wanted him more for food than a boyfriend. That realization didn’t make her decision any easier. She was still scared.

	Petulantly, she relented a bit. “Okay, maybe you’re right, but that doesn’t mean what you’re offering will be better.”

	“Sarah, I know you are finding this transition challenging, but you haven’t seen enough of our community to judge. Come to the induction tomorrow. See what it’s like to be a part of our world, and meet everyone. I’ll grant you right of refusal there. If you truly cannot join us, then you can leave.”

	“I don’t know…”

	“Just come, Sarah.”

	She stared, bewildered and upset, but she nodded.

	Hartley smiled and lifted his coffee to take a sip.

	~*~

	The next night, Hartley picked her up as planned; they got in his car, a black Bentley, and left. As they drove through the streets, Sarah stared out the passenger window and fiddled with a strand of her hair.

	"I'm still not sure I want to be a part of all this."

	"I understand. You’re confused and afraid. My advice, stop fighting your nature. Let go of your stubborn fear. Embrace us, and we'll welcome you with open arms. Being a human wasn’t working for you, Sarah. You’ll have so much more as a demon."

	She turned her head. "What if I liked being human? What if I just want to be normal?"

	He didn't answer her question. "We've arrived."

	Hartley pulled the car into a hotel parking lot, then escorted Sarah inside the structure. She glanced around the lobby, nervous.

	Hartley seemed to sense this. "Don't worry. We own this hotel. Everyone who works here is one of us, and tonight, every guest staying here is a demon."

	He led her to the elevator and they ascended to the third floor of the hotel. The doors slid open and they crossed the hallway to one of the hotel banquet rooms.

	Hartley put his hand on her shoulder. “Trust me, Sarah, you don’t want to be normal.” He flung open the doors and Sarah stepped into the lavish room packed with people. She gasped at the size and scope of the event.

	“All these people are here for me? And they're all demons?"

	"Indeed they are, my dear."

	Sarah scanned the room as Hartley guided her forward. She saw several familiar faces and recognized people from the news: businessmen, city council members, local well-known figures. She shivered, scared and thrilled at the same time.

	As they stopped and greeted people, these strangers all smiled and welcomed her, some with well wishes, some with hugs, some with warm handshakes. It felt pleasant, friendly, loving; her picture-perfect fantasy of a family gathering.

	She leaned in and whispered to Hartley, “Why am I such a big deal?”

	“Because you’re family.”

	“I’m… really? Do they really consider me family?”

	“Yes, my dear. That’s what I’ve been trying to teach you. Once you join, you’re one of us. We’ll always be there for you. We’ll always take care of you.”

	Sarah fought back tears, her emotions tumbling in freefall. “I’ve never had that before. I’ve never really had anyone looking out for me before.”

	“Well, you do now. If you want it. If you accept it.”

	Sarah looked out at everyone, each person one of her kind. They wanted her, supported her, and it felt wonderful. She smiled.

	“Maybe I do want it. Maybe I do belong here.”

	“Then come, you need to see something.”

	Hartley took her hand and led her to the front of the room. Sarah gasped. Trussed up and laid out on an ornate wooden table was a small, crying child.

	"Is something wrong, Sarah?" Hartley's tone took on an edge of menace and a carving knife appeared suddenly in his hand.

	Sarah looked at him, and then back to the child. Something clicked in her head, and she turned back to Hartley.

	"No. There’s not a thing wrong." A grin lit her face as her stomach rumbled. "Is he dinner? He smells delicious."

	Hartley matched her smile. "He's just the appetiser. We have several plump gentlemen for the main course and some young girls coated in chocolate for dessert."

	He extended the knife towards Sarah. "Would you like the honour of the kill?"

	Sarah grabbed the weapon eagerly, her mouth salivating. The child started screaming, but she paid him no heed and slid the blade effortlessly across the child's throat. She dipped her fingers in the gushing blood and licked, then brandished the dripping knife to the cheering crowd.

	"Let's feast!"

	As she looked out on the exuberant hoard, she saw them for the first time in their true forms. Sarah revelled in a sea of demon faces—a wave of multi-coloured scales, claws, spikes and teeth—and she felt elated. A comfortable glow infused her, and for the first time in her life, she wrapped herself in a true sense of belonging.

	Hartley stepped beside her and placed an arm around her shoulder. “Well done, my child, well done.” He took the knife from her hand and sliced off an earlobe, handing it to her. “First bite goes to you.”

	Sarah popped the morsel in her mouth and chewed. She felt giddy, and wanted to shout her joy from the rooftops.

	She was home.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Suffer a Witch

	 

	 

	 

	Emmeline knew she had died. She remembered the abrasion of the rope around her neck, the choking, her body twitching and twisting, the pain. They hung her from the town gallows for being a witch. She never practised witchcraft, but she died for it all the same.

	Except she didn’t feel very dead. She felt the grass under her fingers and the cold night breeze on her face. She could see the starlit sky and the fullness of the moon, and smelled the scent of rotting leaves.

	My neck hurts.

	Emmeline placed a hand to her neck and her fingers felt scraped, raw skin and dampness. As she pulled away her hand, it felt sticky and smelled of blood.

	They did hang me. Why did I not die?

	“You did, my dear. You died quite horribly. I enjoyed watching the whole spectacle.”

	A shadow passed over her and then coalesced into the form of a wrinkled old man, short of stature and eyes a coal-black colour. In one hand he carried a gnarled, wooden staff.

	“If I died, am I in Hell? You are most certainly not a heavenly angel.”

	The old man laughed, a high-pitched cackle that made her shiver. “No, I’m far from an angel, but you’re not in Hell. I brought you back from the realm of the dead.”

	“Why?”

	“I thought you might wish to harvest revenge against those who wronged you.”

	His answer surprised her, but she thought about his words. Swirled them in her mind, tasting them like forbidden wine, before replying.

	“Yes. I believe revenge sounds quite lovely.”

	“Then get up off the grass and take it, my dear.”

	He laughed, a baleful, cavernous chortle, a hideous sound to induce chills, and disappeared, nothing to mark his passing but a wisp of black mist.

	Emmeline clambered to her feet, light-headed and wobbly. She wondered idly if she dreamed, but it didn’t seem to be important. She had a purpose, a goal. She started walking, the strange man all but forgotten. He didn’t matter, the strange circumstances of her resurrection didn’t matter, she simply wanted her vengeance.

	She wandered south in the direction of town, meaning to find the men who killed her, but her steps first led her home. Back to her house, her sanctuary. The place where her nightmare began.

	Her front door hung open, swinging from one hinge, the other hinge still broken from when the men broke into her home. She pushed it aside and entered. Overturned chairs and broken bits of her possessions were scattered over the floor.

	“My things.”

	She crouched down to finger a piece of broken pottery. A tear seeped at the corner of her eye, squeezed out by the waste of her life. These belongings, her belongings, mattered once, but like her existence, now lay in ruin. She rose and kept moving, following the trail of ruin into her bedchamber. She stopped in the doorway, the flare of memories overwhelming.

	 

	She heard the crash of the door first, then stomping feet. She sat upright, afraid, and then screamed as several burly men dragged her from her bed. Her nightgown bunched around her thighs as her feet flailed and their fingers dug bruises into her arms. They hauled her outside, across the smashed remnants of her life, struggling, terrified, and shouting for help.

	 

	Emmeline retraced her steps, moving back into the night. She clenched her fists to prevent the tears, but not more memories.

	 

	They tied her hands, the rough rope chafing her skin raw. They shoved her, and battered her, forcing her to walk barefoot to town. The rocks scraped her feet, and the cool night air made her tremble, but the shouts of the men were what made her soul freeze.

	Her ears reverberated with their screaming, “Kill the witch!”

	 

	Emmeline shook off her melancholic recollections. She turned and marched towards town. The same path she took that morning. She howled her anguish to the night.

	“How could they do it? They were friends, my neighbours! There wasn’t even a trial. They never let me defend myself! They simply brought me to the town hall to be denounced and declared guilty of witchcraft. How could they?”

	Her unsettled mind relived the turmoil, additional memories spinning as she walked, her mood preoccupied and sour until she passed the millpond. In the bright moonlight, she noticed her reflection. She still wore her lace-trimmed nightgown of blue, now dirtied and torn. Her skin and hair had turned stark white, her eyes an inky black, tinged with an eerie glow at their edges. Her fingernails seemed more like sharp claws, and pointed teeth filled her mouth. The vision shocked her mind, and she stumbled back in horror.

	“What has been done to me?”

	In her anguish, she turned her gaze eastward, to the hill where the gallows stood. She saw the silhouette of the rope dangling, and rage cracked through other emotions, supplanting her pain, her doubts, her fear. She again felt the rope around her neck, the weight of her body strangling away her breath, the sea of faces lined in judgement. The memory of one particular face slithered forward, a face she trusted once.

	“Elias.”

	The whisper of the name felt like fire on her tongue, and she knew where to start, who would be the first to reap for judgement. His home was outside of the town, a small farm by the creek. She knew the way by heart, and it didn’t take her long to walk there.

	She pushed at the locked front door and felt it give way, the bolt fracturing from the wood. The now open door hung askew, much like her own, and she walked into the house. The first thing she saw was a jacket draped over the back of a chair. She walked over and gently fingered the fabric; the cloth felt strange under her fingertips. She lifted the coat and inhaled the scent of the man that still lingered in the textile.

	Emmeline sighed and the softest of whispers wafted past her lips. “This used to be my place of happiness. I laughed here, held you in my arms, kissed your lips, listened with joy as you promised me we would marry. What happened, Elias?”

	Clutching the clothing to her chest, she felt something in the pocket. She reached in and pulled forth a small bouquet of wilting bluebells tied with a blue ribbon. Her fingers constricted around the stems, crushing them. Emmeline knew of only one woman in the town who used blue ribbons to tie flowers. The Widow Ames.

	She gnashed her fangs, understanding dawning. Abruptly and fiercely, her jealous rage bubbled, a seething inferno of hate and betrayal. It sizzled within her, roaring for vengeance. Emmeline tossed the flowers to the floor and ground the petals under her heel until they were nothing but a blue smudge on the wood.

	“Damn you, Elias.” The words hissed from between her teeth. “This is why you condemned me? You promised me. You swore you did not pursue the Widow Ames to make her your wife. You swore I would be the one you married. You lied to me and you will pay.”

	She moved with turbulent purpose until she found the man she sought sleeping in his bed. A slim man, brown hair greying at the temples, stretched out in peaceful slumber. Emmeline stood at the foot of his bed, watching and smiling.

	Finally she spoke. “Wake up, Elias. I’ve come back to you.”

	Elias Martin, pillar of his community, opened his eyes and looked at her. The moonlight shone through the window onto her face. He screamed.

	“Lord save me! What manner of beast are you?” He snatched the Bible from his bedside table and held it out in front of him. “Away from me, demon!”

	“God will not save you, Elias. There is no pity in his heart for liars and murderers.” She moved to the side of the bed.

	“Emmeline? Heaven protect me. Your spectre has risen to haunt me?” He waved the Bible. “Back to your grave, you unclean spirit, you foul witch.”

	Angered, Emmeline grabbed the book from his hands and tossed it aside. “I was no witch! You knew I was innocent! Liar! Murderer!”

	She reached out and wrapped her hand around his throat, squeezing. He clawed at her fingers, trying to loosen her grip, gasping as she strangled him.

	He choked out his next words. “Mercy, Emmeline, grant me mercy.”

	She let go, laughing. “Mercy? Like the mercy you gave me? I told you, there will be no salvation for you.”

	She smashed her fist into his face and he lay still, barely conscious.

	“You should not have cast me aside, Elias, and served me up to slaughter. I deserved better. I loved you. Now, I’m back to collect what you promised me. Your heart.”

	Emmeline shoved her clawed hand into her former lover’s chest, ripping flesh as he shrieked in agony. Her appendage shredded and tore, boring down to his beating heart, where her fingers clutched, constricted, and crushed the life from him. She cackled as he died. She withdrew her hand and looked down at the corpse. It didn’t feel finished. She wasn’t satisfied, yet.

	Emmeline left the house, blood dripping from her fingertips. She strode into the town, smiling. If they wanted a witch, she’d give them a witch.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Up From the Ground

	 

	 

	 

	Nine days after I left my home, they found me wandering the hills surrounding a neighbouring village, my wits barely intact. I knew, though, I knew they must be told. 

	“Take me to see a priest.” I begged the shepherds who found me.

	The kind-hearted men must have thought me a lunatic, but they did as I asked. They took me to their church and I cried out as I entered their holy place, the pain intense, but I persevered.

	I knelt before the altar, ready to reveal my secrets and give my confession to the priest and three other men. I looked at these stone-faced men, a dark piece of me wanting to rip out their pious hearts, and poured out my shame and fear.

	“Good men, hear me, for this is my unfortunate story...”

	~*~

	It started with a whisper. The day we, the men of the town of Muro, gathered on church property and dug into the earth for the new well. It began with a voice rising from the dark, cold ground.

	Wait for us. We are coming.

	Most of the workers, myself included, laughed, called it the wind, but some—the wise ones—made a sign of the cross. The work continued for the day without incident, but with some unease. Talk of what happened spread, as gossip does, but by sunset, the incident seemed forgotten. We shuttered our windows and bolted our doors, and thought ourselves safe in the refuge of our homes.

	We were wrong.

	I was wrong.

	As the ensuing night proved.

	It started simply enough, with a dream. I stood alone in a dark place. Hearing the gentle noise of unintelligible whispers at the edge of the darkness. Trembling in ghastly fear as the sounds grew closer and closer. Always closer.

	I screamed into the black gloom, but the whispers swallowed my terror, feeding on my voice until they invaded my head, surrounded me as the sea drowns a shipwrecked sailor. I fell to my knees in my dream and let the whispering darkness consume me.

	I awoke tangled in my bedclothes, shaken and afraid with the morning sun shining its light through my window. Its radiance did nothing to banish the memory of my nightmare.

	My unease and dread stayed through the morning meal and my walk to the churchyard to help with repairs and the well. As I arrived, I noticed tired faces and too much quiet among my fellow workers.

	Yet, I smiled and hailed them, “Greetings to you all.”

	There were but a few answering hails, and more than a few grumbles. I broached my friend Enrico on the sad, prevailing mood.

	“What ails everyone?”

	“Bad nights were had by most here, Guido, and restless sleep.”

	A foreboding prickled at my thoughts. “And perhaps disturbing dreams, whispers in the dark?”

	“You too?” His voice held surprise and fear. “Oh, evil things are happening. Evil things.”

	~*~

	I looked at the skeptical faces before me in that church. Such innocence in that doubt.

	“Do not disbelieve me for worse is to come, and you must listen…”

	~*~

	Such true words my friend spoke that day. For evil had come to our village. Poor Enrico would be the first to die.

	Three days after the voices in the well, it happened. After three nights of peculiar, disquieting dreams. After two nights of being devoured by the sinister refrain of the whispers, and one where the sounds were joined by hideous red eyes that peered from the darkness. Three nights terrible enough to drive a man crazed.

	On a sunny morning, to the crowded marketplace, he came. I was not the first to notice him, but when I did, I pushed my way through the gathering to his side. I gasped at the sight of him.

	His pallid skin enhanced the dark shadows in his sunken cheeks, and he appeared a thin and ragged spectre of the man I knew. His limbs shuddered, his head swayed, his body quivered like a tree in a storm, and tears drenched his cheeks. In his hand he held his knife, the sharp one he used to carve wooden toys for the children.

	“Enrico”—I spoke with a soft, calm voice—“you are troubled, my friend, but I will help. Come, we will find some wine and talk. Drop the blade and come tell me your sorrows.”

	“No, no. No one can help. I am not troubled, I am lost. They have eaten my soul.”

	He wailed, a sorrowful, haunting noise that bespoke of profound anguish and despair. In compassion, I took a step forward.

	“Stay back.” He brandished his knife. “Stay away from me, my friend. I am cursed. We are all cursed!”

	He stared at me, and I saw, not eyes, but fathomless depths of a dark abyss. I saw agony, torment and, I believe, Hell itself.

	“Forgive me, Guido, and pray for my damned soul. For all our souls.”

	In one swift motion, he took the knife and sliced the blade across his throat.

	Something wet and warm hit my face, and I knew puzzlement until I realized it was his blood, sprayed from the wound. I stared down at his body, the gaping hole in his throat, smelled that foul copper stench, and listened to the screams and shouts around me, but I could not comprehend that my friend had died. One moment he stood, and then… dead, by his own hand. The world turned mad in a solitary second.

	The worst, though, came after as the priest arrived with the town constable. When the whispering laughter echoed on a wind that smelled faintly of sulphur. The priest recoiled and grasped his crucifix.

	“The Devil! The Devil comes to claim the soul of this man. Drag the body from the town, lest the evil infect us all. Do it now!”

	I watched my fellows and friends swarm Enrico’s body and drag it ignominiously through the town. I followed the macabre procession, knowing it would do no good. For the evil already corrupted the town; we set it free days ago. Still, I pursued them and stood as they cut the head from my friend’s corpse and buried him in an unconsecrated grave at the crossroads. And I remained as the rest fled back to town to mount Enrico’s head on a pike over the town gates to say the prayer he asked of me.

	After my prayers and good-byes, I journeyed back to Muro, averting my eyes to the bloody trophy of Enrico’s head atop the town gate. I went to work at the church, spending a solemn day among my unusually silent friends and associates. I think none of us felt the need of company that day.

	Following my day’s work, thankfully uneventful, I went home. I locked my doors, shuttered my windows, and ate a cold supper by candlelight. I feared the coming night, the invasion of my sleep, and most of all, I feared I would end as Enrico.

	I was right to fear for they came for me that night. They came for all of us. No one escaped the voices or the crimson eyes that stared from the darkness of our minds. Caught in our dreams, we endured the whispers, and then the horrific shrieks, watched those unholy eyes until we succumbed to madness. These horrors descended to plague every man, woman and child, and we transformed into a town of insanity. We all awoke, screaming into the longest, blackest of nights…

	~*~

	I took a breath, pulling myself back from the past, my resolve crumbling as the darkness tore at me. I would not last much longer. Yet, I must finish this. They must hear it all.

	“You see me on my knees. I am a broken man, bereft of God, with no hope of deliverance. My sins have consumed me, my soul claimed by demons. I am beyond saving, but I bring you warning. My town of Muro is a cursed place. No soul must again cross into its shattered remnants. The spirits of the damned walk that place now, gathered by the demons that rose and devoured its people.”

	I pitied the disbelief on their faces. “You can scorn my words, but at the cost of your own souls and sanity. Something evil lives in the very earth upon which Muro stood, and we set it free. I can only pray it will not spread beyond my town. I have done my best to see them contained.”

	“Them?” 

	The soft word from the priest made me smile. A man of sense.

	“The demons. That is what we set free. Corrupting creatures to be feared. We could not escape them—no, for when the night fell, they crept into our dreams, and clawed at our sanity. It was whispers, just whispers that turned into a multitude of voices, screaming in our heads, giving us our nightmares, visions of blood and death. Begging us to join them, to give our immortal souls into their keeping. You cannot imagine the agony, those vile voices inside our heads, bombarding us with unspeakable temptation, screaming our sins to us again and again as we wept. We fought, but no one withstood them. We all gave them what they wanted. We gave them our souls.”

	I shook, my body convulsing, no longer caring if I was believed. The memories of what I saw, of what I did, of what I still want to do, too much. 

	“We went mad. We killed, we maimed, we tortured our friends and neighbours. The strong took their own lives before committing atrocities. The rest of us… I remember sticking my knife in a child’s throat. A child who cut off his mother’s ear.”

	I paused, the last vestige of shame welling in me at their gasps. I continued, hoping they would understand, could forgive.

	“There was no salvation left for us. No hope. Even in my madness, I realised there would be no release from their hold, from the torment. We could not save our souls. We all succumbed to the bloodlust. There is no return from that kind of horror.”

	I groaned, pain wracking my body. The darkness inside of me hated this place.

	“Heed my words. Do not go there. Leave it be. Do not disturb the remains. Do not disturb them.”

	I began sobbing. I could not help myself. They scratched at my mind, clawing their way to the surface. I moaned as a wave of pain, of hate, burned through me. I clutched at the air and collapsed on the cold stone floor. I heard voices and felt hands grasping at me. I saw the concerned face of the priest peering down at me, the poor fool. Perhaps not a man of sense after all.

	“I’m sorry, Father.” I took the knife from my belt and stabbed him in the heart. I felt their elation and my own joy at the kill. Then I pushed the other men from me, and scrambled to my feet amid their outraged and fearful shouts.

	I stood there facing these men, my knife dripping the priest’s blood and laughed. The frenzied sound echoed off the walls of the church, and even I heard the hysteria locked inside the noise.

	“You cannot know, you cannot. I am not strong enough to resist. I have killed, and I will kill again until I die.”

	I looked at their shocked faces in pity and regret, but there was no going back. I must tell them all before more died by my hand.

	“Do not judge me harshly for I managed one virtuous deed. For that one last act of defiance, remember me. I cleansed my town. Yes, I did. To ensure the people of Muro would be persecuted no more, I set it on fire. I left the madness to burn before I fled. It may be burning still. I burned the bodies, burned some still alive. I could hear their screams as I ran into the hills. I burned it all, and left the ashes for the demons.”

	I laughed again, and for a moment feared they would prevail, but I kept control. I looked with compassion upon the men in that church, my witnesses. I wished their souls a better fate than mine.

	“I will join them now. Join them in death. It is the only way to stop the killing once they come, once they take you.”

	My confession done, I closed my eyes and prepared. I summoned the last of my will, raised the knife, and plunged it in my heart.
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	The first time she saw them she screamed. One ear-piercing shriek before she closed her eyes and prayed.

	God in Heaven, please don’t let them be real. Please don’t let them be real. Please forgive me, God. Please don’t let them be real.

	She opened her eyes, wishing it all to be a dream or a hallucination, but they still sat there. Faceless, featureless beings woven from darkness. Five, pitch-black human forms sitting silently on her sofa.

	Shaking, Gabrielle retreated to a corner and hunched herself into a ball on the floor.

	“What are you?” Her tiny whisper broke the sombre hush.

	A word screamed in her head. A soundless word that thrust itself into her thoughts, boring into her brain.

	“Remember.”

	Gabrielle cried out as pain stabbed across her skull. Light radiated behind her eyes and memories slashed through her mind; a rapid slideshow of the times she spent with her cousin Denise. Scurrying images of childhood games, the family picnics, high school… the sailboat. She pounded her fists against the floor.

	“No, no. Don’t make me remember. Stop it! Stop it!”

	The memories ceased, but the shadows didn’t leave.

	Gabrielle was afraid to move, almost afraid to breathe. She stared at the shadow beings for hours, whimpering, until exhaustion set in and she fell asleep. In the morning, the creatures were gone to Gabrielle’s relief.

	She called in sick to work that day and spent most of it in bed. She made herself some soup in the afternoon, a feeling of dread tickling at the back of her mind. They would be back, she knew. She sensed it from the depths of her soul, tumbling out from the bleak pit of her terror. It made no sense, but somehow she knew. In the darkness, they would return for her.

	At sunset she flicked on all the lights in her apartment in hopes they would be repelled. She checked the sofa every five minutes, until…

	Gabrielle shivered as the room temperature dropped slightly, and she stared at the couch. In-between blinks they emerged. Sitting, waiting.

	“Why are you here?”

	She asked the question that never received an answer, but she knew why. They came because of Denise.

	An image of the sailboat flashed against her mind’s eye.

	“Stop it. It’s over and done.”

	Another image of the boat and Denise at the rail, her hair being tossed by the breeze, just before…

	“She’s dead. Nothing can bring her back.”

	More memories of the boat, of it bobbing calmly on the water, of the two girls laughing.

	“Why are you making me relive this?”

	Gabrielle picked the nearest object from an end table—a ceramic figurine—and threw it. It flew through the beings and bounced off the sofa cushions to the floor where it cracked.

	“Just go away. I don’t want to think about the accident!”

	In unison, the five shadows shook their heads.

	“Go away!”

	Again, they shook their heads.

	Gabrielle retreated to her corner, mumbling. “Why won’t you leave me alone, let me forget?”

	Eventually, she fell asleep, sitting on the floor, propped against the wall.

	In the morning, the figures dispersed, leaving Gabrielle alone and disconcerted. Somehow, she managed to get ready for her workday and ventured to her job. A few people remarked on how tired she looked, but her day unfolded in its ordinary manner. As she left work, she thought of running, but she went home to face her night, her demons. The shadows came, and she cowered in a corner, afraid. Waiting.

	“Remember.”

	The memories came on the wake of the unspoken word, drowning her like a summer thunderstorm, and she cried.

	She saw her cousin’s smiling face, hair blowing in the wind, arm outstretched, pointing at a seagull. She remembered stopping the boat and putting it at anchor off the secluded cove. The glasses of champagne, the picnic lunch, her cousin’s dizzy steps toward the rail…

	Submerged in the forced recollection, Gabrielle wept for her sanity, her emotions as raw and fresh as the day it happened. Her voice pounded at the back of her throat, threatening to choke her. Culpability clawed at her, scratching holes in her thoughts until she wanted to shout the truth to the world.

	That Denise died because of what she did.

	But she stayed silent, locked in the carefully constructed lie she lived. She cringed from her faceless horrors, wrapped in her secrets until fatigue overwhelmed her.

	In the morning she found herself alone again. She picked herself from the floor and started another day, wondering how long her nightmare would continue.

	~*~

	Day after day, her world became repetition. Go to work, come home, and spend the night facing the memory. Each day and night the words bubbled into her throat and lay there, stuck, unable or unwilling to free themselves.

	Not until she was ready, not until she had enough silent judgement. When all her hope shattered, when she couldn’t stand another night staring at her shadows, she broke.

	Before sunset she prepared. She left work early, came home, and ate a quick dinner. She changed into a pretty, red dress, brushed out her hair, and freshened her makeup. She turned off all the lights one by one, save a lamp in her living room. Then she pulled a chair in front of the sofa, sat down, and waited.

	At twilight they came, forever punctual.

	She smiled, experiencing euphoria, not fear.

	It’s nearly over. I’m almost free.

	For a time she contently stared, letting the finality sit with her like an old friend. Then she offered them her confession.

	“I murdered Denise. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

	Gabrielle smiled at the silent chorus of nods.

	“I’m not sorry. I’m not sorry I killed her. Not even now. She was the one, the favourite. The one everybody loved. I came second, constantly second. The happiest day of my life was when I drugged her champagne and pushed her overboard. No more perfect Denise.”

	Gabrielle laughed.

	“The best thing… Do you want to know the best thing? All the attention I received after the accident. The family, her friends, they felt so sorry for me, for my trauma. For being there when the tragedy happened. And I played them, I pretended, oh yes I did. I pretended sorrow, guilt that I couldn’t save her, anguish she was gone. But after a while, I believed it. Believed the lie—that Denise drowned by an unfortunate mishap. It was easier, I suppose.”

	Gabrielle lapsed into stillness, memories drifting through her head. A reverie of her childhood, all the scenes of Denise, of her, of what started as a close friendship. She danced them through her head, a kaleidoscope of forgotten sound and sight. One memory in particular surfaced.

	“Ashes, ashes.” Her whispered words of an old rhyme smashed through the silence as thunder, and in unison, the shadow figures answered.

	“We all fall down.”

	Gabrielle giggled.

	A shadow held out its hand.

	Gabrielle grasped it and held tight. Through the pain she held it as her heart seized and her brain stopped, and her corpse fell to the floor. Her fingers only released their grip when the void opened to swallow her soul.
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	Lila absently hummed as she walked along the sidewalk, the song from the coffee shop still playing in her head. She sipped her mocha latte and enjoyed the sunshine. She felt content, staring down a perfect day stretched out in front of her.

	She passed an alley; the rhythmic click of her heels on the sidewalk abruptly disturbed by another sound. The faint, melancholy murmur of a child crying. Lila looked back and peered around the corner into the alleyway. A small figure crouched at the far end. A dark-haired little girl wearing a pink dress and rain boots.

	The oddness of what she saw niggled at the back of her mind, but Lila took a few steps toward the child, concerned. “Are you lost? Hurt?”

	The sobbing sound grew louder, and the child spoke. “I’m scared.”

	Lila moved closer, walking farther from the street. She held out her hand. “Don’t be afraid. I can help.”

	The child promptly raised her head and stared at Lila, a strange smile on her face.

	“Yes. You can help.”

	The deep, raspy voice that sprang from the girl made Lila flinch instinctively, and she shivered as a cold breeze swirled in the alley. She wanted to turn away, consumed with a sudden impulse to run, but her limbs felt heavy, and her foot barely moved an inch. Her hand dropped the coffee, and it spilled over the pavement. As she stood there, an eerie red fog crept into the alley, surrounding the pair and hiding them from view. It slithered along the brick and through the air, hanging like a blood-soaked, translucent curtain.

	“What the—? What’s going on?”

	“I don’t want you to go. Stay with me.”

	The child’s voice twisted into her mind and Lila felt compelled to stare, her vision filled only with the small, strange figure. The girl stood upright, her right foot tapping against the pavement, the rubber boot creating a slapping, echoing noise. Her adorable face held no sorrow, only glee.

	“There. That’s better. You’re going to play with me, Lila.”

	“Play with—wait. You know my name? How do you know my name?”

	“I know everything about you. I’ve been watching you for a very long time.”

	The child giggled.

	“I know how your puppy died when you were six, that your first kiss was with the boy who lived across your street, that you like to listen to classical music, and you have a crush on Joe who works at your coffee shop.

	Lila whimpered, dread curdling in the sour pit of her stomach. “I don’t understand. How do you know all those things?”

	“I told you. I’ve been watching.” She twirled, her arms outstretched. “Watching, watching, watching.”

	“This is crazy. This can’t be real. This is a dream or I’m freaking out. It has to be. Somebody put something in my coffee, right? I’ll wake up and it’ll be okay. Everything will be okay.”

	The child smiled and shook her head.

	Lila wheezed, panic making her hyperventilate. “Who are you? What do you want with me?”

	“You’ll find out.”

	Terrified, Lila tried to struggle, tried to run, but her body refused to respond. “Why can’t I move? Don’t do this to me! Let me go! Please, I just want to go home.”

	The little girl jumped about, her boots loudly smacking the asphalt.

	“Oh, you won’t be going home, never, ever, again.”

	The child laughed, once, and then chanted a rhyme, her voice full of joyous malice.

	“Arms and legs move and sprawl. Bend and lean to make my doll.”

	Lila’s limbs jerked of their own accord, contorting at painful and strange angles, until she posed like a morbid marionette. She tried to stop, to resist, but her body no longer responded to her. When it was over, she stood there, stationary, unable to move or shift from her distorted posture.

	The child clapped her hands. “I like it. Now smile for me.”

	Lila felt the corners of her mouth tug, and her lips spread and opened into a wide and permanent toothy grin.

	“We should all smile more, shouldn’t we, Lila?”

	Lila wanted to shriek, but her voice refused to respond. The only reaction she could muster was tears.

	“Tears, little Lila? Why are you so sad? Don’t worry. I’ll wash away those tears.” The child giggled and chanted again.

	“Rain, rain, come out to play. Fall, fall, from the clouds so grey.”

	Above Lila’s head, the sky darkened with clouds, and then the rain fell.

	And the rain burned. The droplets hit her flesh and sizzled, scorched smouldering holes in her clothing. Lila wanted to scream in agony, but her mouth remained frozen in its macabre smile, her vocal chords paralysed. She wanted to run, to escape, but her limbs stayed motionless, splayed out and tilted at those strange angles, her body a ghoulish, immobile sculpture of searing flesh.

	All the while, the little girl—unaffected by the deadly downpour—clapped her hands, laughed, and danced around Lila, splashing water. Lila’s eyes pleaded with the child. “Make it stop,” but no release came.

	The relentless precipitation tumbled down, drop after drop, splattering over Lila like fire. It liquefied her clothing, singed her hair, corroded her eyes, and dissolved her skin and muscle while bits of her tissue slowly melted into the accumulating puddles of coffee-flavoured rainwater. Lila suffered continued agony, pain, and torment long after her nerves shut down and the blood poured from her veins to colour the water scarlet. She suffered past the point where her heart stopped beating, her lungs ceased breathing, and her bodily functions shut down. Through each moment she languished, held captive and aware inside her own ruined body, her soul trapped in nothing more than a statue of blackened bones and clinging morsels of charred meat.

	Then the child smiled and chanted, “Rain, rain go away. Come again another day.”

	The rain ceased, and the sun peeked out from behind the clouds. The little girl reached out her hand and gently touched Lila’s corpse and prison. With that touch, a sulphur-scented wind gusted, beckoning forward the crimson fog. It encircled them in wisps of warm mist, and they both disappeared.
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