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SEASONS CREEP ALONG at their own pace, uncaring of much but their own march through year after year. This collection finds themes between the stories set in the four seasons.

Summer heat brings creatures great and small. These warm months can bring families together or scratch at the festering wound of rivalry.

Autumn means death and decay. The life cycle of the foliage is scientific but seems nearly supernatural, leading us to explore the outskirts of reality.

Winter is cold and unforgiving, with the mile markers of the holidays warming the horizon. But not every holiday is a cause for cheer, some celebrations are sinister.

Spring brings new life and growth, but when untamed, growth can be alarming. Moist, wet, dampness breeds sickness and rot.

So whatever the time of year, find some frights betwixt the following pages. From Halloween to Friday the 13th and back again, there is surely a tale ahead to keep you company until the next full moon.
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AMBIENT TIDES

BY SARA BRUNNER

Come swim in my aura of ambient tides

Get lost amongst the turquoise and aquamarine bioluminescence

Feel the seaweed gently caress your silken cream skin

Slowly let yourself go, sink through the depths of serenity

Let the saline wash away all the phantoms attached to your floating thoughts

Watch as they dissipate like tiny bubbles vanishing to the surface

Dive deeper down my love, my sirenic call is guiding you home

Lush lullabies fill up your veins with such warmth

Give into the euphoria overtaking your electrically charged system

Streams of illumination guide your path towards the promised land

Ancient, rusted chains have now been dismantled, severed

Weightlessness, anchors of your past plummet to the bottom

My overflowing heart reaching out to your heart’s song

Just a little farther now my love

One last breath as I sink my fangs into your pulsating neck

Becoming one with the sea now, Queens forevermore in our liquid Kingdom
 



CRAB FEAST 2

BY PETER L. HARMON FOR BETH ANN SHELTON

*Editor’s Note: The story that precedes this one, called Crab Feast, is available to read in the Writing Bloc anthology: FAMILY.

“WE’RE OFF LIKE a herd of turtles,” Ashlea said, remembering the expression her Granddad used to throw out when it seemed like everyone was in slow motion even though there was something to do and a timeframe in which to do it. It was of course the boys, Christian and Calvin, who were taking so long. Their dad Pete referred to them as “the bros.” They seemed to stretch a quick task into a marathon. Not that she was bitter about it at all…

The aforementioned bros, their parents Ash and Pete, and Ash’s parents Beth Ann and Mark (known to the boys as “Popple”) were headed down to South Carolina to spend a week relaxing at the beach. After battling an enormous, mutated crab in their backyard the night before last, Beth Ann and Mark wanted a change of scenery. Not that Pete and Ash knew. They were out at the bar at the time of the attack, and Beth Ann and Mark thought it better to keep them in the dark about the whole thing instead of trying to convince them of the supernatural occurrences that took place in their pool and gazebo area.

After all, they had a family summer vacation planned, and the gazebo wasn’t going to get any more broken. It could wait to be mended until after they returned. So Beth Ann decided to pack up both of the SUVs and head down to South Carolina anyway. There certainly wouldn’t be anything weird going on down there. She was looking forward to days baking in the sun on the beach, cocktails in the afternoon, and karaoke and games and laughing into the night.

It was a process to pack for the beach. Mark had to go up to the attic and get the beach chairs. Beth Ann had to buy booze and snacks for a week, and with her daughter and Pete along the booze bill about doubled. With her growing grandkids, she was worried that they would polish off the snacks just on the drive down south.

By the time the vehicles were loaded up with beach toys and boogie boards, kites and kids’ books, Cheez-Its and crab dip, it looked like they were going on an epic expedition or moving to a new house. They seemed to be prepared for anything on their trip to the beach… well, almost anything.
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The drive was driven with little incident. Lots of potty stops for the little ones, gas fill ups for the cars, and caffeine fixes for Pete. Nintendos were played, podcasts were listened to, and country music was cranked.

On the road, in each of their own different ways, Pete and Ash and the boys thought about their pug, Summer, who had passed away a couple months before. She tagged along on every family trip, usually nestled between the bros in the backseat. She’d spend most of the time sleeping, or sometimes gazing dreamily out of the front of her travel bag. Somehow without fail, when they would near their destination, even if Summer had never been there before, she would begin panting excitedly and surveying the territory, her pug eyes bug eyed. She was like another kid in a lot of ways for Pete and Ash, their pretty little doggy daughter, training wheels for a real human child. For Christian she was a sister of sorts, always there as he was growing up.

The feeling was more abstract for Calvin, and he didn’t know quite how to put it into words. All he really knew was that she gave him nice, warm vibes. Calvin had plenty of other little friends, and she was a little more than that, but he didn’t know how. But he left it at that. She was a friend that he missed.

As they arrived in the town where they would be staying for the week, in one car Ash pointed out local landmarks to the boys. There’s the water park, there’s the grocery store (a Piggly Wiggly at that), and oh, isn’t that a pickleball court over there? I think my parents brought their racquets.

In the other SUV, after swooning over the golf course where he was hoping to spend some major time, Mark pointed to the same pickleball court and said “Maybe I have crabs on the brain, but doesn’t that look like the biggest damn crab trap you ever seen?” Beth Ann was about to playfully hit Mark in the shoulder and tell him to shut up, until she looked at the court. It was enclosed on all sides by fencing, even the roof. She said that actually yes, it did look like an enormous crab trap. She then thought that they both probably had PTSD, which in this case was Post Traumatic Seafood Disorder, from the crab battle they had taken part in with their grandkids. She still regarded the court warily as they pulled into the parking lot for the condo they were renting for the week.

[image: image]

The first couple of days were awesome. Pete and Mark scoped out the beach scene early, securing spots for the day’s festivities while Beth Ann got the boys ready and Ash opened her eyes slowly, checking her phone. They ate donuts and English muffins, Calvin putting peanut butter in all the nooks and crannies of his toasted Thomas’ treat. Pete had coffee and packed the beach bag with snacks. They all walked together to their piece of beach, where they played and read and sometimes napped until lunch. After lunch they went back to the beach with a cooler packed with a couple of juice boxes for the kids and plenty of adult beverages so that cocktail hour could start promptly at whenever the hell anyone wanted. Nights brought mini golf and dinners out and dinners in and drinks and laughter and sleep when one could grab it.

One night after the boys had gone to bed, Pete was working on a glass of whiskey while Ash and Beth Ann taste tested hard seltzers. Mark was “just resting his eyes” on a big comfortable chair by the porch. Calvin walked out of the bedroom he was sharing with his brother with a look of concern on his face.

“What’s going on, babe?” Ash said, a smile on her face and in her voice. She was a little disappointed to see him awake and out of bed, but when he was in his little pajamas, hair mussed, without his glasses on he was even cuter than usual.

“Do you think the cwabs know we went on vacation?”

“What crabs are we talking about, boo?” Pete asked. He was fluent in Calvin-ese, so he often understood the words his son was saying, but sometimes didn’t understand their connection to reality.

Mark’s eyes flipped back open and he and Beth Ann exchanged glances.

“Oh, like the crab feast we had last week?” Beth Ann suggested. “Those crabs, Calvin?” She was leading the witness. She thought that it would be kind of difficult to try to explain the shenanigans that had gone down in their pool.

“No. I mean like the cwab from your pool. Do you think he had fwiends?”

Ash ushered Calvin back to bed, but it was tough to get him down. She knew he got anxious about certain things like sleeping in a different bed and going on trips, so it wasn’t too out of the ordinary for him to be extending his bedtime.

Mark and Beth Ann were relieved when Calvin finally got to sleep.
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The next day the whole family beached like they had never beached before. Pete dug a giant hole in the sand for the bros. Mark made a dent in his book. Beth Ann took the boys shell hunting for hours. And Ash napped on both her front and her back, maximizing her sun exposure for some crispy color (after the burn transmogrified to a tan of course). Everyone was extra tuckered out.

Something was on the TV and the boys watched it listlessly. The adults were trying to figure out if it was worth it to get ready for dinner, or to order in, or heck, just do a big ole’ plate of nachos. The sun was setting, predictably in the west, and the beach slowly faded out like the end of a long movie.

Calvin’s eyes drifted from the cartoon that he was barely watching to the darkening vista. Cloaked masses moved from the surf to the sand, scuttling towards the condo. Calvin stood and walked towards the porch, trying to catch a closer look.

“Be careful Cal,” Pete said lazily. It would be quite a fall if Calvin went over the railing, but he trusted Calvin to hopefully not topple off the terrace.

Calvin watched the shadowy creatures find their bearings on the beach. The sun had nearly set all the way. The streetlights were on. Neon signs from nearby stores and restaurants cast an eerie glow on the walking path near the border where the sand met the sidewalk.

The beasts came into view, walking on their spindly legs, giant scythe-sized claws snipping and clipping out in front of them.

“Cwabs!” Calvin said. “I knew that cwab had fwiends.”

Six crabs, honestly larger than the one that the grandparents and grandkids had battled before, were looking around the area, peeking in windows at hotels with their black bug eyes, using the chemoreceptors in their antennae to sniff out their prey. They were honed in on something. They were on the scent.

Mark was closest to the porch. He stood and saw what his younger grandson was seeing. The colossal crustaceans were overturning garbage cans with their massive legs. Their clawed arms were leveling street lamps. It was a sleepy South Carolinian town, so there weren’t any passersby for the crabs to prey upon, but they did damage to trees and cars parked near the beach.

Mark saw the half dozen crabs and thought, before the severity of the situation hit him, I wonder how much Abner’s would charge for a bushel of those bad boys. But then when one of the monsters seemed to notice Mark out of the corner of his ocular orb and his antennae immediately flashed towards their condo, Popple sprang into action.

“Ash, Pete, no time to explain, just trust me when I say there’s something wild going on,” Mark said as he ran towards the door. “Pete, grab a boogie board and lure them to the pickleball court. Beth Ann, call a couple of the local restaurants and see if they have those outdoor heaters. Ash, keep the kids safe. Get them in the bathroom and lock the door.”

Pete looked outside, then looked deep into the bottom of his glass of whiskey, wondering what he had been drinking. He connected the dots, shrugged, and grabbed the boogie board. He gave Ash a quick kiss and told the boys to listen to their mother and he was out the door as well. Beth Ann began making calls, telling the restaurateurs to wheel their heaters to the pickleball court ASAP.

The boys didn’t want to miss out on the action, so they threw on oversized hoodies and brandished the heavy metal shovels from the beach as weapons. They ran out the door with Ash running after them, telling them to come back. The boys felt justified. They had fought off a giant crab last week. Their mom didn’t know about their shellfish smiting capabilities.

As the staff from the surrounding food spots rolled their outdoor heaters into place, turning the pickleball court into an elaborate, blazing crab trap, a crowd began to form. Other families on vacation, local seniors, the guy that haunted the liquor store on the corner, and a honeymooning couple, all gathered to gawk.

Pete was playing living bait, running around flailing the brightly colored boogie board like a matador with a red cape. He had caught the crabs’ attention and he was trying to lure them into the pickleball court. They clapped their claws together, making sounds like enormous pairs of scissors. Pete nearly got a haircut and a shave in one swoop.

Popple appeared with his golf bag slung over his back, brandishing a driver in his golf-gloved hands, hoping he wouldn’t have to use it because the thing was damned expensive. He tossed a putter to Pete, who held it in one hand and the boogie board in the other, by the leash. He now looked like some sort of strange Sports Authority version of a medieval knight, a Dick’s Sporting Goods dueler. Together they backed towards the pickleball court.

The boys ran to their side, swiping the shovels back and forth and jabbing towards the crabs like their spades were spears. The crabs menaced them towards the red-hot fencing.

The crowd came together. Some college dudes went and grabbed their lacrosse sticks and played long pole defense on the crabs. An elderly man used his cane to push the butt of one of the crabs. The people banded together to force the crabs towards the trap. With a gloved hand, Mark lifted the access gate to the pickleball court, the one the maintenance crew used to get a golf cart in there if they needed to do some line painting touch up, or dry off the court with the big brushes after a heavy rainfall. The heat from the metal grate burned the palm off of the glove.

The crabs fought back. An errant leg kicked over the old man with the cane. A single slice snipped the lacrosse poles back to short sticks. The backhand of a crab claw knocked down a whole family from North Carolina onto their southern regions. It looked like they were going to escape and wreak havoc on the quiet beach town after chopping the family to bits.

Pete got gutsy and ran into the pickleball enclosure himself. He waved his arms around like an octopus doing aerobics. He tried to look extra yummy, in case the crabs were planning on eating him. It would be divine retribution for all the sweet white meat he’d pulled out of their bodies in the past. Now they’d probably rip him in half and take their pound of flesh, and dip his sweet white meat in butter.

It was hot in there. Pete was sweating profusely, trying not to touch any of the hot metal around him. Fortunately and unfortunately his idea worked. The crabs pushed themselves through the access gate after him. Everyone watched in horror. They closed in on Pete. Ash put her hands over the boys’ eyes. Pete backed against the fence until the chain links burned his board shorts.

Calvin pushed away from his mom. He ran to the entrance of the pickleball court. He could barely be seen through the shimmering, oven hot air. One of the crabs (the lead crab, Christian thought) turned to face the five year old.

It raised its claw and lowered its head, ready to reduce the boy’s height by half. The pincers parted, preparing to pinch. Then Calvin began to speak to the crab. No one could hear what he was saying. He put his hand on the crab’s claw and caressed it gently. He even hugged the crab’s leg, rubbing the underside of the behemoth’s belly.

The other crabs watched. Pete dripped sweat, unsure what was going on and why he wasn’t fish food yet.

Calvin finished whatever he had done and motioned for the outdoor heaters to be turned off. He walked calmly back to his brother, mother, and Grandmama. The crowd gave a wide berth to the beasts as they exited the makeshift crab trap and made their way back towards the ocean. People dispersed. The show was over.

Pete walked back to his family wiping his brow. Popple sheathed his sand wedge.

Beth Ann said to Calvin, “How did you do that Cal?”

Calvin said simply, “I don’t know if it was what I said, because I don’t speak cwab, but I figured out that they missed their fwiend. I guess maybe he was scared, the one at your pool Grandmama, the other day, and that’s why he tried to hurt us. They must have known that.” He moved his upper lip and nose to readjust the glasses on his face. “I told them that I knew what it was like to lose a fwiend, and that I was sorry that they lost theirs.” He smiled. “Then I gave the big one a hug because everyone wants hugs when they’re sad.” Calvin didn’t think that fact was specific to just one species.

Pete pulled Calvin in for a hug. “Thanks for saving my butt. You were brave to do what you did.”

They had a group hug, Ash squeezing her boys extra close to her.

As they walked back from the pickleball court, Mark said “I just realized we never decided on what we were going to eat for dinner.”

All at once, the rest of the family said, “No seafood!” and they were serious, but they laughed anyway and walked arm in arm on the cool sand of the beach, the boogie board dragging behind them. They reached their condo as the last giant crab slipped back into the ocean, past the breakers, to mourn its friend that it lost, but to try to cherish the friends and family it still had around.




INTERMINABLE BUZZ

BY MARK TOWSE

*Editor’s note: Interminable Buzz has been produced as an audio show on The Grey Rooms.

SUMMER.

This past week has been awful, but today by far the worst. I’ve tried leaving the door and windows open, but they don’t take the hint. Besides, it’s an open invitation for more of them to invade our house and defecate over everything we own. Six of them, at least. Fast little things, too.

“Damn it!”

The tea towel whips against the kitchen window with a dull but satisfying thud. Did I get it? No sign.

The house itself is what anyone in their right minds would class as run-down, but we fell in love with it immediately. Well, I did. She eventually came around after a barrage of empty promises. The location was just so remote, so peaceful, but we never anticipated all the bloody flies.

Of late, the air smells like dry wood, as though a click of the fingers could set the whole place alight. It’s the tenth straight day of mid-forty-degree Celsius, and boy, these flies seem to thrive on it.

Bec doesn’t like to kill anything, says that everything has a purpose, but she’s upstairs, and I’m down here, armed and dangerous. “Lavender,” she said. Lavender? I dampen the end of the towel with some water from the tap and splash some across my forehead. It’s so damn hot.

Okay, now it’s on. There’s one on the fridge. Sometimes I feel they are taunting me. Have a go if you think you’re quick enough! I line up, motionless, wrist cocked, and ready to strike, teeth buried into my lip.

You’re mine, now!

I snap the towel against the fridge with as much speed and force as I can muster and - yeehaw, one down. As I wipe the body from the red sheen of the fridge door, I eye up my next victim - kitchen counter, in the centre of some breadcrumbs by the toaster. I can feel the sweat dripping down both my cheeks. I’m in the zone now, the killing zone.

Enjoy your last meal, sucker!

Slowly, I shuffle across the still delightfully cool tiles and adopt my rigid pre-attack pose. Surely it sees me. Why doesn’t it just fly away? It’s playing with me.

Bang! Oh yeah, perfect hit. Not so cunning now, are you? An enormous sense of pride flows through me, and I take a moment to congratulate myself on the speed and precision of that last shot. Hell, I even think about taking a victory lap. But then I hear that maddening buzz once more - two to go.

My adrenaline is sky-high. Heart pumping, skin crawling. I’m charged.

Where are they?

One shoots past my right ear. I hear another flying low somewhere, no doubt looking for food that it can vomit on, dirty buggers. As though mimicking a poorly acted zombie, my head jerks spasmodically in all directions as I attempt to track the source of the interminable buzz. They’ll get tired soon, and they will have to land. I have time. I can wait.

With the metallic taste of blood beginning to form in my mouth, I watch as one lands momentarily on the doorframe but takes off again before I even have the chance to move. Next time you won’t be so lucky, punk.

Still in strike pose, holding my breath so as not to miss a move or sound, I feel the cool beads of sweat begin to run down my back. So thirsty.

“It’s on my cheek!” I scream.

The sting as my hand makes contact makes my eyes water, and the subsequent ringing in my ears is disorienting. No smudge on my hand. Missed it! It’s laughing at me now, the little shit.

There’s one! Big juicy buddy on the side of my tumbler. “Hey, that’s my whisky!”

“Jane!”

Christ, I can’t even enjoy a drink, what with her and the flies. It’s probably had a shit on the glass. Growling, I leap across, waving my arms frantically in its direction and attacking the air with all sorts of untrained karate chops. When it flees, I realise how overdramatic my actions are and let out a victorious and maniacal cackle. But at least it’s gone. Aggressively, I rub the rim with a cloth before knocking liquid back and pouring another. Makes you so thirsty this heat.

“You’re not drinking, are you, Jane?”

The buzzing begins again.

It’s the fluctuating volume as they dive-bomb from all directions that drives me crazy. It’s unsettling, anxiety building. Swinging the tea towel above my head like a lasso, I begin to gallop around the kitchen, emitting a garbled war cry that sounds like an out-of-tune Tarzan. I continue this charade until black spots suddenly sprinkle into my vision. Initially, I think it’s more flies, but my thumping heart and heavy breathing force me to pull a chair up and nurse my drink.

Some of the black spots eventually fade, but others don’t. Three on the ceiling and another on the fridge. Two more buzz past in front of me, engaged in some aerobatic display of courtship. I watch as they come to rest on the kitchen bench, adjoined and undoubtedly mating in front of my very eyes just to spite me. I knock the whisky back and slowly get to my feet, holding on to the edge of the table for stability. The filthy flies take off in unison before I even take a step.

“Hey, get off there!”

There’s one on the photo frame - Bec and I in happier times. It jerkily walks across the glass and stops when it reaches my face. Filthy bastard!

I take a deep breath, on my second wind now. This time, it’s war. Whipping the towel with tremendous venom, I send the frame crashing and skidding across the floor until it comes to rest just a few feet from the oven. I walk over and flip it over, nodding at the predictable and perfect crack that splits us in two. A bead of liquid drops from my face and disappears into the newly created fracture.

The flies rev up again, as does my adrenaline; I can feel it coursing through every vein, my body stiff with anger as I unleash another unholy growl that sounds inhuman. Springing to my feet, I see them everywhere now, perhaps a dozen, maybe more.

As if mocking, they fly around my head, circling and constantly changing flight patterns; the ever-changing proximity of their beating wings vibrates through my bones with matching intensity.

“Jane!”

How much can one woman take?

One lands on my knuckle, and I instinctively flick it away. A tickling sensation begins on the back of my neck and leg, but there is nothing there. I charge at one resting on the wall above the bread bin, tea towel raised above my head, but by the time I bring it down, the fly is long gone. I grab the edge of the bench and take in some deep breaths.

So. Damn. Hot.

I turn, and there are more, too many to count, dozens of them in their intimate tornados of passion.

Relentlessly I swish the tea towel in the air and somehow manage to flick it in my eye. God damn it! Instinctively, I dig the ball of my hand in the corner, frantically beginning to rub. The squeaky sound like feet on marshy ground irritates me even further, and the flies, exploiting the momentary distraction, begin to swarm relentlessly around my head.

“Jane, you better not be at that whisky again!” Her voice sends shivers down my spine.

“I’ll have a drink if I want!” I run for the bottle just to show her. So thirsty. Two glugs and it’s gone. I throw the door open and run out into the extreme heat, flies buzzing around my head and bare feet singing with pain as I scramble across the scorching brown dust. The large hole almost takes me, but somehow momentum allows me to stagger through the loose dust around the rim and into the relative coolness of the shed.

Doubled over, I try and catch my breath, watching the dust below hungrily swallowing the beads of liquid that drop from my chin.

This place ruined us, turned us against each other. The solitude we initially fell in love with became overbearing. All the talking, too much talking, just me, her, the flies, and the heat.

And the whisky.

Thank God for my secret stash. Second drawer down underneath the paint rag. There it is - you beauty! The bottle feels cool in my hand as I quickly unscrew the lid and take in more of the golden liquid. But the flies are here too, still out to get me, mercilessly swarming in and out of my personal space.

I can’t take any more.

It’s too much!

My teeth sink into my lip once more as I spy the jerry can of petrol in the corner of the room. And the thought quickly flashes in my head. It feels like an all-in situation now, and I can’t let them beat me. Another swig from the bottle, and I grab the can with my free hand and make my way back to the kitchen - only to find hundreds of them - on the ceiling, counters, and walls. Any doubt in my mind is expunged. I place the whisky on the counter and begin to douse the floors and walls with petrol.

With the first bit of the job done, I take a moment to catch my breath and wrestle the matches from my pocket.

“What’s all the noise, Jane?”

“Fu—flies!”

As I watch the hypnotic orange glow sitting proudly in the dry air, I feel the beginnings of a rational thought. But the buzzing - as though they’re in my head, swarming my brain, crawling through its channels. And the…

Wait.

The flame licks at my finger, and I can only watch as it falls as if in slow motion to the floor. A soft whoosh follows, and the walls and floor instantly set ablaze around me, the accompanying explosion of heat off the charts. Our run-down house begins to concede in a series of cracks and moans, forcing me to back away, albeit slowly and carefully, towards the door as the room continues to spin in kaleidoscopic shades of orange.

It’s happening so quickly, flames hungrily consuming everything around.

“What’s going on, Jane?”

“Go back to sleep, dear; it’s going to be okay,” I hear myself say as I grab the bottle from the counter. Two more backward steps and I’m outside, sun blasting onto the back, but - not a fly in earshot! It must be the fire.

I’m free. I’m free of them!

I toast the burning house and reward myself with another swig.

No!

That can’t be.

Not possible.

I arch my neck towards the distant buzz that is gradually becoming louder. It’s different, though; far away, but somehow more intense.

From inside! It’s coming from inside!

I take another step back. What the—?

There’s something moving in the flames.

Bec?

No! No! No! She’s in the spare room with a knife through her neck.

But - it looks - human. Another step back. Too difficult to see, but it’s getting closer and that drone! Relentless.

“You’ve been drinking, Jane,” her voice says in my head.

Yeah, what of it. Another step back.

That noise, almost deafening. The familiar feeling in my bones and the crawling sensation across my skin. I still can’t make it out - something is moving back there - but how?

It appears from the doorway, an animated replica of my wife - thousands of those dirty swarming little bastards, one big orgy at my expense.

It’s the drink; it must be. How much have I had?

“Lavender, Jane. I told you.”

She’s in my head again.

Another step back.

Oh!

My back slams hard against the ground, knocking the wind out of me and sending the whisky bottle springing from my hand, hot liquor spraying across my face.

Three feet.

That’s all I could manage in the baking heat and solid ground. But it seemed enough. Now, as I lie here struggling to catch my breath, I’m grateful for my half-assed efforts.

Relief is short-lived.

The buzzing is back, louder than ever.

Squinting into the impossibly bright sun reveals the moving blanket of filth; my worst nightmare. I cover my ears, but it’s as though they’re back inside my head now, with her. I try to scramble up, but the first formation breaks free from the pack, and immediately they’re all over my face and hair, legs dancing across my skin. Shaking my head throws some of them off, and momentarily I’m free from the mask, but they’re soon on me again, this time joined by more. The noise - can’t take it. They’re in my nostrils, ears, crawling over my eyelids. Dirty, filthy rotten bastards! On my arms, chest, and legs, everywhere.

Can’t see!

Some of them take the opportunity to swarm into my mouth as I let out a wild rattling scream. I retch, gasping for air as they begin working their way down my throat.

I can’t go like this; I don’t want to be maggot food, not like her. Why didn’t I bury her? I made the hole. Too raw, too soon, perhaps? And the maggots got there so quickly. And then the flies.

“Plenty of time to sober up soon, Jane,” she whispers. The voice sounds external this time, not in my head.

Can’t even remember why now; it’s all a haze. But her nagging began to sound like the interminable buzz of the flies. And this heat drives you insane - makes a woman edgy - and so thirsty. I know that’s a poor excuse, but what’s done is done.

Silence.

I lift a hand to my cheek and let myself enjoy the feel of untarnished skin. Opening my eyes slowly, I spy the house’s skeletal frame, swarmed in aggressive flames that add further intensity to the already unbearable heat. But no sign of any flies. No buzzing, nothing.

I’ve gotta stop drinking.

I grab the sides once again and slowly begin to raise myself. But I see the shadow in the dirt, originating from behind and impossibly still.

Bec.

“I guess it’s too late for lavender,” I mutter resignedly.

I clasp my hand around the bottle - off the wagon already - and suck out the remaining dregs before closing my eyes and lying back down. Even before the buzzing begins, I know the girl who wouldn’t harm a fly is going to make an exception in my case.




SNAPPER

BY DARRYL MCDONALD

MY FRIEND BARRY used to say that he wanted to die with all of his teeth in his head. He didn’t want a checkerboard smile, and he sure as hell wanted to keep his wisdom teeth. That’s where his smarts were, he reckoned, as he was one of the only guys he knew who still had ‘em and one of the only guys he knew who still had any damned sense.

Barry kinda got his wish when his head was the only thing the police found, full set of chompers still intact. They used my dip-net to recover his remains, same one that scooped up all of my record bass catches. I threw that net in the dumpster behind the gas station not long thereafter.

For the next few days, Heron Highlands Swamp was off limits to fishermen, hunters, boaters, and whatever other nature fanatics had their minds set on spending time there at that particular moment. Missing its food source, the watery leviathan that got Barry expanded its hunting range to every other riverside home in the area.

Well, let me back up half a jiff. What did happen to Barry? The once promising young man who was voted Most Likely To Succeed by our 1995 graduating class. Little did we know back in the mid-90s that Barry was going to mostly succeed in being a meal for a sea monster.

As I heard it, Barry sat out on his dock after dark that night, smoking weed, which was his nightly indulgence, as he disliked beer, wine, and most spirits. His family’s history with alcohol directed him to weed, but he never overdid it. He couldn’t overdose on the devil’s lettuce, he reasoned. Mellowed out to a pleasant euphoria, he never took notice of the gargantuan menace rising from the water below his floating dock. He had a nice buzz in his bones and Braves baseball on the radio.

A long accordioned neck connected to a deadly set of jaws extended six feet from the water and snatched the tall man from his lawn chair. The gaping maw was anchored to a hideous beak wide enough that when it stabbed his torso, the vicious shaking sent his severed head bouncing into the water. Swimming away with his prey under the surface, the animal dragged the man across the river where he could eat in peace inside a cove spiked with tree trunks and rotted stumps. A river mouth full of wooden teeth.

The following afternoon, Sheriff Ron Reubens waited for the regional game warden, Neal Cross, to arrive. He stood by the water’s edge, not really wanting to go much closer. The Sheriff was concerned that the river’s legendary bull alligator, Methuselah, had finally taken human prey for the first time in Reubens’ tenure and may need relocation. But Neal had been busy chasing his nemesis, Bubba Frank Dudley. Bubba had grown up on the water, boasting that he’d descended from a long line of trappers and was the best hunter in the south. Neal and Bubba had been adversaries since high school.

“Thanks for coming on short notice, Neal.” Reubens ruminated.

“It’s okay Ron, I was tired of chasing that idiot Bubba Frank through the swamp anyway,” Neal replied crossly.

“What’s he up to now?”

“Some of everything. I found a stash of twenty-four marijuana plants growing in some pots on a raft back up in the bog. He’s the only one who’d know how to get back in there. I knew he was watchin’ me when I tossed them in the water, but he’s probably got a lot more hidin’ places.”

“Pot in pots, eh?” Reubens smiled at his own humorosity. “Ahh, he’ll screw up one day and we’ll snatch ‘em up. Neal, do you think Methuselah could have killed Barry?”

“Nah, no reason to. There’s plenty of fish, snakes, ducks, and smaller gators everywhere to eat. Let alone dogs if he preferred.”

“Well something big sure as hell got ‘em. We took pictures of the dock and right on the edge we saw these. Looks like gouges from a gaff-hook or something. It’s real strange.”

Neal took a gander. The nature biologist, who had his master’s degree in Predator Speciation in Swamp Biomes, was mystified. A lot of animals in the swamp had claws, but not large enough to do that kind of damage.

“This could be anything or nothing Sheriff. It could have been done sometime before.”

“I dunno. The coroner said that his decapitation was fast and exact. Not from a blade, but something unknown. The water diluted any kind of DNA evidence… so he’s stumped.”

“Well, let me get out on the water, Sheriff, and see what I can see. If something new is hunting in Methuselah’s territory, he’ll be the best answer to finding it.”

“How big is he now?” Reubens wasn’t sure he wanted the answer.

“Well, my jon boat’s eighteen feet long and I painted foot marks in yellow on both sides. He cruised next to me one day with a coon in his mouth and I read fourteen-foot easy. He’s at least 105 years old now since old man Cooter took that picture back in 1936.”

Reubens spat on the ground. “Every time I see it hanging at his son’s bar I still can’t believe it. A 100-year old gator.”

“He’s real alright. Have a good day Sheriff.” Neal left for a muffuletta lunch and later got out on the water. He always hunted better on a full stomach.

Neal didn’t know that Bubba was also gorging on muffuletta, licking his wounds regarding the potted pot plants that Neal had capsized. He had heard around the swamp about Barry. And as he sopped up brown onion gravy with the rich bread he sort of wished that whatever had got Barry had gotten Neal instead.
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Days of fruitless hunting turned nothing up for Neal so he took a day off.

On the intensely hot afternoon of said day off, deep in a remote section of the swamp, Methuselah finally tracked and cornered his rival predator in a dead-end gator hole he’d dug. All of the egrets and other birds nesting in the trees flew high above the water sensing double danger below. The previously unchallenged Methuselah cruised in unaware of the sheer size of his enemy concealed underwater.

The monstrous alligator snapping turtle was over ninety years old. Its shell was eight feet in diameter and it weighed in at over 935 pounds. But its true power lay in its cavernous jaws that opened over three and a half feet wide. Methuselah’s jaws were formidable as well, but the turtle’s compact size made a world of difference.

When the bull gator smashed into the turtle’s hard shell, its flexible neck swung around clamping down on the gator’s back and softer underbelly, gouging huge fatal holes into its flesh. Methuselah thrashed wildly in the shallow water trying to dislodge his body, deploying his gator-roll. For over a painful hour, his blood spilled, mixing with the murky water and mud until he finally died from his wounds. The turtle held on for another hour to be sure of a complete kill before beginning his feasting. After devouring most of the internal organs, its jaws hacked away the meaty tail. He swam away, saving the snack for later.

Now there was only one danger in the river, but no one was prepared to deal with the menace.
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Teens, by nature, challenge the rules no matter how well intentioned they are. Jeffery and Trent Hurley’s desire to take their new jet ski (gifted by loving grandparents) out on the river was all a matter of timing. Their father had taken a day off to take his wife in for important medical procedures and they’d be gone all day, leaving the boys at home on a teacher workday. Sixteen-year-old Jeff and his thirteen-year-old sibling Trent were normal rambunctious teens who loved the outdoors.

When they were sure that their parents were at the hospital an hour away, they made their move. Their plan was to take their jet ski out for an hour or so, return it to the garage after drying it and cooling the engine with the leaf-blower, refueling it to the exact same level and using a marine polish their dad used on his prize bass boat. Their plan had one fatal exception: Murphy’s cruel Law.

Out on the water their plan was working brilliantly. The older, stronger Jeff drove with Trent sitting behind, laughing all the time, water spraying up into his face from the wake. As powerful as it was, the machine’s controllability was exceptional, as their grandfather had done his homework on the purchase for his grandsons. They sped south to the Porter’s dock, then whirled around heading north, then west toward the swamp and deeper water. Rounding the bend, the ski struck something big in the water, causing Trent to fall off the recreational water vehicle.

When Jeff saw that Trent was okay, he positioned the ski and extended his right arm to pull him aboard. Trent’s laughing made him smile. He slowly turned to head back towards home when his brother’s laughter turned to a horrifying scream. Trent’s fingernails dug hard into his belly, and he turned to see what was wrong. The monster’s jaws were locked sideways across Trent’s body, nearly cutting him in half.

For a brief second, the brothers’ eyes locked on each other. Then Trent’s body disappeared underwater. Birds flew away when Jeff screamed his little brother’s name. Then, he stood frozen in shock on the jet ski. A trail of bubbles rose to the surface, heading into the bog. When another boater out for a day of bass fishing on the water swung around the bend on his boat, he immediately stopped his engine when he saw the crying teen. He drifted over and grabbed the shivering boy, who fell deeper into distress.

Utterly confused, the man pulled his cellphone from his vest and called 9-1-1. In minutes, the river was full of rescue boats, and Jeff was taken home with his jet ski in tow. While boaters patrolled the river searching for Trent Hurley’s body, his parents rushed home behind a high-speed motorcycle escort. Slamming to a stop with the front tires in the grass, the Hurleys ran inside where the Sheriff sat with their son. Katrina hugged him before convulsing with tears. Trent was nowhere to be found and she passed out from shock onto the carpet. Jeff Sr. was conflicted, consumed with rage and despair. He fell on his knees in front of the sofa, sobbing. Paramedics attended to Katrina and Sheriff Reubens went outside to look at the jet ski on the grass. Everyone stared at the gash on the hull from the jet ski being struck by something hard in the water. Needless to say, everybody had an opinion.
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Bubba Frank knew all of the swamp’s secrets, including signs of death on the wind. He possessed an acute sense of smell honed by years of hunting. He followed the distinct scent of rotting flesh into the swamp. He poled his jon boat with the motor raised around every bend, lowering his head, brushing away the ubiquitous moss. Ahead in the distance, he knew that this branch led to an old gator-hole dug by Methuselah where he’d been before. Previously, in that same spot, he had snagged a twenty-two-inch bass using a hunting arrow with a fishing gig, but today was very different.

Jamming the pole into the mud, Bubba positioned the boat next to the bloated rotting corpse of Methuselah, which was being fed upon by a family of raccoons and a lone possum. Flies were everywhere but the hunter was used to ghastly sights in the swamp, so he nonchalantly used the pole to poke the old alligator’s body, flipping it belly-up. The entire underside had been eaten away by something big. It was unusual, but not too otherworldly looking to the swamp-hunter. In fact, it looked just like the wounds made by a notorious snapper, but he’d never heard of one this large. Methuselah’s whole tail was missing as well. Bubba decided to leave and report what he’d found. He’d dump this one right in Neal’s lap before he’d be accused of slaughtering a legend. Bubba snapped six photos with his phone to corroborate his story.
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Several people were outside the Sheriff’s office when Bubba rode up on a muddy four-wheeler in his ragged cut-off jeans and light blue denim sleeveless shirt. Barefoot and unashamed, he strolled inside where Neal and the Sheriff’s deputies were gathered, planning their next move.

Neal glared at Bubba who spoke up first.

“Sheriff, I got some news. Methuselah’s dead, all chewed up in de swamp and he wus et by sometin’ else bigger and badder than he wus.”

“Yeah, Bubba Frank Dudley and a 30.06,” Neal scoffed, not buying Bubba’s innocent act.

Bubba was perturbed because for once he was trying to do the right thing by the law. “Shut up Neal, you don know what de hell you talkin’ ‘bout.”

“Y’all settle down. You got any proof he’s dead Bubba?” Sheriff Reubens tried to wrangle the conversation on course.

“Right here, look,” Bubba handed the phone to the Sheriff who then connected it with a USB adapter to his hi-def TV screen on the wall. Bubba hoped the cops didn’t swipe too many times on the photos as they may find some incriminating pictures deeper in the album…

“Damn, look at that!” A deputy exclaimed, gawking at the gore the beast left in the swamp. Methuselah was a pile of bone and blood. A younger policeman who was taking his lunch at his desk had to put down his po’boy at the sight.

“I know dat ain no 30.06 Sheriff and I wus no way round.”

“Alright, alright. What are we going to do, Neal?”

“I don’t know, Sheriff. What are we looking for? First it was Barry, then the Hurley boy, and now it’s Methuselah. This thing is racking up bodies.”

“Boy, what boy, Sheriff?” Bubba was concerned. His heart was small and cold, but he still had one.

“Oh, a teenage boy was killed today on the river and his body’s missing, Bubba. Something snatched him right off a jet ski and his brother said that a big ugly snapping turtle ate him.”

“I node it, I node it! I node it reminded me of somethin’ I dun seen befo, Sheriff. Look at dem holes, they’ze just like the kind made by a snapper. Dat beak must be big as a damn shark-hook, jus like de one at Cooter’s bar.”

Pensive, the Sheriff looked to the expert, Neal.

Neal wiped his brow. “Sheriff, gigantism does exist in nature, but it’s rare. Y’all remember Hogzilla? That boar the hunter shot over in Georgia back in 2004?”

Of course Bubba had heard of Hogzilla. “Yeah, he weigh almos’ eight-hunnerd pounds I hurd. Sure do wish I coudda got to ‘em,” he said as he imagined that scenario wistfully.

“Well, thanks Bubba. We’ll be in touch,” Sheriff Reubens tipped his hat to Bubba.

“Y’all wont me to git ‘em?”

The Sheriff may have had a soft spot for Bubba, but Neal was still adversarial. “You stay outta there, Bubba. This official business now.”

Bubba smiled through checkerboard teeth, wisdom molars still intact back in the recesses of his head. “Say who, Neal?”

Everyone was silent as the hunter exited the office. They all knew that Bubba would go after the turtle just to spite his nemesis Neal, and the Sheriff would be glad if he did rid his parish of the killer. Bubba began planning as he rode away.
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We all joined in the river search for the killer turtle and I was loaded for grizzly bear with my AK-47 onboard. Everybody knew that I owned one but I’d never broken any laws with it. While we patrolled the main river, Bubba and Neal were in the swamp hunting, as both men were skilled. Neal poled along narrow courses between the trees in a smaller boat, but Bubba had a better plan.

He’d selected three prime locations deep in the swamp that were key trail-nexuses used by gators and other wildlife. Some spots were as shallow as a foot deep while others required swimming. Taking three young sows from his pen for bait, Bubba penned one in estrus at a crucial spot where he’d made many kills on hogs and deer. The sow’s pheromones were sure to draw in something. After a long night with the sow’s noisy squeals, the turtle tracked the bait.

It was a half hour before sunrise with a cool mist covering the swamp’s surface. Bubba listened with his 30.06 securely hung on a short limb, sitting on a smooth plank in his tree-stand with his Aunt Gussie Mae’s battle-ax strapped across his back. Gussie Mae Crowder was meaner than a moccasin, fearing no man nor anything living in the swamp.

Gussie once turned-the-tables on two young Klansmen out to terrorize her sister. Gussie Mae stood 6’1”, weighing over 320 pounds and could out-work most men with her ax. When she and her ax destroyed the white boys’ new pick-up truck, they both ran home, leaving it to the swamp. Not even the Sheriff went after Gussie. After she died, the ax went to Bubba who kept it as a keepsake of his aunt and used it to chop logs for his mama Tussie’s wood stove.

As mourning doves cooed, the swamp awakened. Bubba heard familiar noises near his bait. Using his binoculars, he strained to see beyond the mist over the water, but something else caught his eye. An enormous 400-pound boar locked in on the sow and began smashing down the pen to get to her. He saw Neal was yards away, hearing the commotion too. Bubba knew that he had to get closer for a good shot with two dangers near. His narrow boat slid through the water. He was yards away from disaster.

Just as the big boar mounted the sow, he was turned from amorous to full of rage when the huge head and neck of a strange beast dove for his body. The sow bolted away, splashing to safety. The boar attacked with incredible power using his tusks on the leathery neck, but the snapper’s jaws crushed its left front shoulder pinning him to the mud. The beak easily penetrated the boar’s tough hide. The death squeal lasted for two long minutes, but sensing different danger, the snapper released his grip and slid into the water beneath Neal’s boat.

Neal was unprepared for the attack. As his boat flipped, his finger pulled his shotgun trigger, unleashing the thunderous boom of a 12-gauge blast with a deer-slug. He fell sideways into the water in panic as he couldn’t see a thing. The turtle now slid over to Bubba’s boat, breaching like a whale, bouncing the man backwards into the muddy water. Bubba dislodged his rifle when he fell. While underwater, he frantically tried to recover the rifle, but it had fallen over a submerged log.

Meanwhile, Neal was on his feet but spinning in circles when he tripped backwards over the dead boar. He hit the back of his head on a broken peg from the smashed pen. As he tried to slide away, the ugly maw of the turtle rose over his body, cocked for the kill. Neal’s boyhood nemesis rose from the mist and mud with Gussie’s ax and fell like a guillotine, severing most of the snapper’s head. Blood gushed, mixing with the boar’s viscera. Bubba swung again and the threat was ended.

He stared down at Neal coated in blood and mud, then surprised him by extending a helping hand. Neal returned a smile and they both stood examining the monstrosity.

“Oooh-Wee, dis a big-un! I wonder how he taste wid some onion gravy and rice togetter?” Bubba laughed, breaking the tension.

Neal was grateful to be alive. “Damn Bubba, you’ll eat anything from this swamp.”

“I no das rite Boss-man and he jus de rite size too.”

Neal shook his head laughing as they loaded the gargantuan head into his dented boat. When they slid out into the main part of the river, a flotilla of hunters surrounded them, stunned by their trophy.

Later that morning, Bubba returned with his buddies and their power-tools to carve out the shell and put the best meat on ice in coolers. Sheriff Reubens and Neal took lots of photographs to complete their reports. Neal would pass them along to the university for further study.
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All Saturday afternoon at Cooter’s, Neal and Bubba sat at a center table in the shade on the outside dock, eating crawfish and chicken wings and washing it down with beer. I watched as the two men, now buddies after thirty-four years of hostility, were acting like they were the best of friends. In gratitude, Neal’s Visa card paid for Bubba’s long lunch.

I was just waiting for Sunday dinner, when the swamp chef would prepare stewed turtle-meat in onion gravy, served over a platter of white rice.




TAKEN

BY C. BRENNECKE

his hand ran down her neck

skin so clear and smooth

without warning—

her hair pressed against his nose

the scent of flowers, dirt, and stone

flowers stained by earthly things

lilies, roses, grass, and worms

a bouquet from a funeral

from a gravesite

from her home

sharp, sharp, sharp

sharp pain shooting

gushing

throbbing

fast

his blood was leaving

hot and steaming

cold sweat now, upon his brow

Who was this woman?

she who smiled wide at him

What was this woman?

drinking deftly beneath his chin

a demon in a wrap dress

supple lips and sultry stare

he had wanted to take her

yet it was she

who’d taken him
 



THE NECROMANCER OF PARGA

BY MIKE X WELCH

ONE OF THE best things about the end of the world was the steady stream of men willing to work for food. Another was the never-ending supply of bodies.

Athanasios Hasapis watched a virtual caravan wind its way up the ancient stone stairs of Parga Castle. His view from the top of the castle was clear for three-hundred-and-sixty degrees; three sides faced the sea, one the Greek town of Parga. From the 16th century until now, the late 21st, it remained impossible to sneak up on this hilltop citadel. He was fairly confident that there would be no 22nd century, and so for all intents and purposes, it would remain secure for eternity. He retired to a nearby lounge chair in the open vestibule, grateful for the shade.

Athos – as he thought of himself, but allowed no one to address him as such – motioned subtly with his right hand to one of the Tonys. The man strode to him crisply and lowered his head to receive Athos’s order. “There are several men coming up bearing a good deal of cargo. They should be disarmed before entering my presence.”

Tony straightened and nodded in a precise motion, then turned and went past the other Tony to intercept the incoming entourage. The remaining Tony kept his guard at the left side of the open archway, but moved ever so slightly to the right to compensate for the lack of his comrade.

Athos referred to both of his bodyguards as Tony; to him, they were interchangeable and utterly indiscernible from each other. He had no idea what their actual names were and even less concern. They looked like their names were Tony, and so they were Tony. They were the only people he allowed within a three-meter radius of himself at any given time.

Athos expected there to be quite an argument between the men coming up and the descending Tony. Most of – if not all of – the men approaching were what the past world would have considered “spies” and “elite soldiers,” like those of America’s famous Central Intelligence Agency, SEAL teams, and Special Forces, except from their European counterparts. All of them would be loathe to relinquish their weapons; these were the sort of men who slept with their hands curled around pistols even before society had disintegrated.

He’d dispatched the main team, made up of mostly former Albanian SHISH agents, to Geneva to obtain the bulk of the materials which were now snaking their way castle-ward in massive wooden boxes. The second, smaller team was a mixture of former Greek EYP and Serbian BIA operatives. Their mission involved obtaining various chemicals and medical supplies from, well, anywhere they could get them. Athos didn’t feel the need to micromanage team two the way he did team one. Any idiots could perform team two’s tasks. Team three was made up exclusively of former Turkish MIT agents, and their mission had been simple but perilous: procure heroin. Again, Athos didn’t care how.

Teams two and three had returned to Castle Parga within five and seven days of dispatch, respectively. Athos had secured their booty in the confines of his lab several stories below and dismissed their personnel. The stone battlements were getting crowded.

Team one had been dispatched three weeks ago, by Athos’s count. He understood that making their way back from Switzerland to Greece was roughly an eight day journey by foot – more if you avoided Italy completely – and so their return was relatively prompt. They could have teleported to Geneva for all he cared, but coming back with their precious cargo had to have been perilous. He made a mental note to question the team’s lead for the details.

Athos heard the sort of commotion which heralds the arrival of two dozen sweaty, tired men. He saw Tony tense and widen his stance in the archway. The bodyguard moved with fluid grace to the left to allow the other Tony through, then blocked the entryway again.

Athos waited until the first Tony stood before him. One single bead of sweat on his forehead betrayed the past minutes spent in the unforgiving Grecian sun, haggling with the brutes over whether their knives constituted weapons or not. Tony waited patiently for Athos to acknowledge him. Athos raised his right eyebrow.

“Sir, they are disarmed, and distinctly unhappy about it.”

Athos nodded as if this were the most obvious thing that could have been said.

“Sir, there are four containers outside, should I have them brought in?”

Athos favored Tony with a rare grin. “Thank you, Tony, well done. Yes, please have them brought down to my lab. I would like the team leader to accompany them. I will leave it to you and Tony to decide who guards the rest and who will remain with me.”

Tony’s response was again a curt nod. He turned on his heel smartly and went back out through the archway, into the heat.

Athos turned away from the light flooding in through the open archways and made his way down a slim, stone stairwell for several flights. He arrived at one of the many secret doors to his laboratory, such as it was in this primitive stronghold, and punched the code into the keypad for entry.

The air conditioning was a welcome relief. Athos remained hidden behind a large bank of machinery, his view of the men depositing the long wooden boxes interrupted by the monolithic structures of mainframe computers and other electronics. He waited until the eight men who had borne the cargo reluctantly turned and left the coolness of the lab before approaching. Tony stood to the right of the boxes with the team leader next to him. The man looked nervous. Athos tried to recall his name, but could not.

Tony spoke up with preternatural helpfulness. “Sir, this is Mirjet, team one’s leader.”

Athos flashed a smile at Tony so quickly he doubted that Mirjet even caught it. The man was looking at the myriad cables snaking across the ceiling like a tourist seeing a skyscraper for the first time.

When Athos spoke, Mirjet snapped to attention. “Did you encounter any resistance in Geneva, Mirjet?” Athos regarded the man’s dark, tanned skin and ubiquitous black mustache.

Mirjet attempted to speak, realized his throat was completely dry, swallowed, and then tried again. “Sir. We had no problem getting into the country, but there were pockets of resistance in Geneva itself. However, once we dispatched those, we found very little around the WHO office itself.”

Athos nearly winced at Mirjet’s pronunciation of the World Health Organization’s acronym as the word who rather than the double-you aitch oh which Athos referred to it as, but remained stoic. He couldn’t imagine what the Albanian thought upon meeting him in person; the initial mission details had been provided to Mirjet by the other Tony. Mirjet was built like a footballer, broad at the shoulders and hips but without a hint of fat. He was less than two meters tall. He reminded Athos of an Iranian wrestler whose name escaped him…

By contrast, Athos stood over two meters tall and was thin. His former countrymen of the United States would have called him lanky. He was coming up on sixty-years of age and his hair had gone both long and gray in the past years of pandemic, panic, and societal collapse. His face was severe, his eyes small but piercing, his nose thin, his mouth cruel. Athos appreciated these aspects of his appearance; all the better to control weak-minded men with.

“Were there any left alive at the double-you aitch oh?”

“No sir, not a one. But we did as you ordered and brought you the freshest ones we could, given your… parameters.” Mirjet’s voice trailed off, his eyes scanning the middle distance in remembrance of the carnage he’d seen in Geneva and all points between there and here.

“And you weren’t pursued? Followed by anyone, in any way?” Athos raised his eyebrows in question.

“No sir, we were not. Absolutely positive.”

After a very long, very uncomfortable – for Mirjet, at least – pause, Athos clapped his hands on his thighs and said, “Well, let’s see what we have, then.”

Without having to be told, Tony directed Mirjet to the head of the first wooden box and, taking up the opposite end, guided the box to a medical berth at the far end of the laboratory. They lifted the box on top of an ambulance gurney which was itself perpendicular to a hospital bed replete with clean, white sheets. Mirjet eyed the bed as if he hadn’t seen either sheets or a bed in months.

Tony and Mirjet repeated the operation three more times. Tony then gently placed his hand on Mirjet’s elbow and guided him away from the four medical stations. They remained at attention a good two meters from both the stations and Athos.

“Tony, please show Mirjet and his men to the barracks. They may enjoy all unsecured areas of the castle, but they must not leave the grounds,” Athos moved his eyes from Tony and fixed them on Mirjet, “under pain of death.”

Mirjet whitened a little, but had the sense to give a grateful nod to Athos. Tony guided him out of the laboratory, then followed.

Alone again, at last. Athos could already smell the death. He took a deep inhalation through his nose, and then wedged a small crowbar into the lid of the first box.
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Athanasios Hasapis was born on the island of Crete, on the American Air Force/Naval base, to an American mother and Greek father. His father had been an aviation mechanic fortunate enough to be trained by the Americans, while his mother had been an Air Force nurse stationed there mere weeks before conceiving Athos. They relocated to the United States when Athos was three. His childhood was a jarring string of moves from Air Force town to Air Force town: Mountain Home Air Force Base, Idaho from age three to seven; Luke Air Force Base in Phoenix, Arizona, which he particularly hated, from seven to eleven; Niagara Falls Air Force Base from eleven until he graduated high school.

In Niagara Falls, New York, particularly, he witnessed the disintegration of his parent’s marriage along with any barriers that held back his own sadistic tendencies. He did well in school but was friendless. He was teased and bullied frequently – his last name being pronounced “has a pee” leading the reasons – but after a couple of violent retributions, was mainly left alone. He appreciated the natural beauty of the region – especially the Falls themselves – but abhorred the crumbling, corrupt city that festered around it. He found his release in the rural areas north of the city, farm country and the Tuscarora Indian Reservation, in the abundant wildlife there to study. The ability to become completely alone if one was simply willing to bike, or later drive, a mere ten miles north was his oxygen.

Athos’s father died when Athos was a junior in high school. Working as a convenience store clerk despite his training, his father found himself on the wrong end of a late night robbery. His father had been absent from their home for a good three years due to the divorce at the time. Athos never witnessed his mother mourn, but he also never saw her smile again after this death.

Athos deliberately finished third in his class academically. He despised the idea of giving either a Valedictorian or Salutatorian speech to his “peers.” He would never see any of them again, if he had his way; his time in the Niagara Frontier region was done and he would never return. Athos started college at SUNY Fredonia, but transferred to Cornell University after two years. He graduated with a 4.0 grade average, and was accepted to Johns Hopkins in Maryland for Medical School, completing his residency there after graduation. His time in the “Charm City” focused his direction as a forensic pathologist and budding geneticist. Baltimore both sickened and fascinated him; death and crime were rampant in the city during his time there, but a mere sixty minute drive would place him in rural seclusion again. He frequented Chesapeake Beach as much as possible.

Athos took very few lovers during his time in school and residency; he dabbled in men and women both, but found that each lacked anything which appealed to him. He held no particular affection for anyone, and when his mother died a year into his first job – as an entry level lab assistant at the city morgue – he abruptly quit and left the United States for Europe without attending her funeral. He retained a lawyer to deal with the inheritance and estate, such as it was.

For decades, Athos bounced around Eastern and Western Europe in equal measure. He avoided Asia altogether due to unconscious prejudice against its peoples. The Baltic States appealed to him the most with their mixture of political upheaval and scenic beauty; the former providing unending opportunity for clandestine, unsanctioned work, and the latter being his only respite.

He was working in Greece when the world came to an end. He had seen it coming very distinctly: one potent coronavirus after another swept up society in waves of pandemic after pandemic. Athos was one of the fortunate few who appeared immune to all strains that had thus far mutated. By the time the economies of both The United States and China had collapsed, there were few people left alive to much care. Most parts of the world had already devolved into third-world poverty and anarchy. The collapse of the superpowers opened the door for regional strongmen to assume control of the fiefdoms they’d been eyeing for years.

Athos found favor with a Warlord named Casmir who had ended up in charge of Greece – and many of the countries to the north and east of her. Casmir grew up in Slovakia and had no love for naval power, and so he used the Mediterranean, Black, and Adriatic seas as simple borders, then shored up defenses along their coasts. The Northern land border of his territory was where he actively kept his armies; his coastal defenses were nearly all automated. His Eastern border was secured by a pact of mutually assured destruction with the Turkish Warlord Aagha.

Athos had requested a simple base of operations to continue his studies – for the enrichment of Warlord Casmir’s purposes, of course – and a small cadre of servants and bodyguards. He was given Parga Castle, and had grown to love every ancient stone in the place over the intervening years.

Through hundreds of autopsies, necropsies, and more than one violent, live vivisection, Athos had come to understand the fundamentals of how the various coronaviruses continued to not only mutate, but thrive. He was no epidemiologist, however, and so there came a point at which his research had hit a wall. And to the best of his knowledge, all of the epidemiologists in Europe were dead.

Athos was now ready to overcome that small setback.
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A mere seventy-two hours after being dismissed, Mirjet was once again summoned to Athos’s laboratory. This time, both Tonys had accompanied him. Each Tony stood just behind each of Mirjet’s elbows, ready to subdue or corral him if necessary.

Athos appeared at the other end of the laboratory, seemingly from the walls of the castle itself.

In each of the four hospital beds lay a dark-skinned figure with various tubes and IV paraphernalia connected. Athos could see Mirjet squinting, trying to make sense of what he was seeing across the room.

Patience, Athos thought, soon you’ll wish you had no eyes with which to see.

“Ah, Captain Mirjet,” Athos called loudly, causing the other man to practically jump backwards. Neither Tony flinched. “I need you to provide Tony with the names of your best four men.”

Mirjet briefly moved his eyes back and forth between the two bodyguards flanking him, unsure as to which Tony he should address. The Tony to his right took a small step forward, and Mirjet could see the man held a small notebook. Tony’s other hand was poised to write with a small pencil. Mirjet rattled off the names of his two lieutenants, and then added the names of his youngest two soldiers.

Tony put the notebook into his inside jacket pocket and was out the door of the laboratory before Mirjet had finished speaking the final name.

Athos’s voice snapped Mirjet back to attention. “I have one final mission for your group before I release you from my service, Captain. It is very simple, but the details must be followed exactly. You are to descend the castle steps, then head to the beach. There, you will find a small watercraft to take to Ammoudia Beach. It is exactly eight and a half kilometers south-by-southeast. Land on the beach there, and journey south for a few meters. There you will find the Acheron River as it flows into the Ionian Sea. In the boat, you will find four ladles. You will take water from the Acheron using these ladles and return directly to this room with them.”

Athos noted that Mirjet seemed to relax slightly, this mission description likely being less intense than the man had expected.

Athos continued. “You must ensure that you are taking water from the river and not the sea. Move inland if you are worried which you are obtaining. You must not drink from the water of the Acheron, for your lives. You must not spill a single drop from a single ladle in transit. You must make it back here with full ladles. If you fail in any aspect of this mission as I have just described it to you, your remaining men will be killed. Horribly, I might add. And then I will set my sights on tracking you and your remaining four men down. I cannot stress enough how important it is that you neither spill, nor drink, Acheron’s water.” Athos arched his eyebrow as if waiting.

Mirjet was no longer relaxed.

“Do you understand these orders, Captain?” Athos recognized that Mirjet voiced no objection to the incorrect ranking; the man had never been higher than a Sergeant in the SHISH. Athos mused he might as well have been the King of Albania for all it mattered.

“Yes, yes sir, I do. I will impress this upon my men.”

“Good.” There was a single knock upon the door. “Ah, there’s Tony with your four best men.” Athos’s tone straddled mocking and earnestness. “Please make haste, Captain. Carefully.’

Mirjet nearly stumbled over the Tony to his left in an effort to flee the laboratory.

After he was gone, the remaining Tony inclined his head slightly toward Athos.

“Go. Make watch for their return,” Athos ordered.

One sharp nod and Tony was out the door, and Athos was once again alone.
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Athos spent the next two hours busying himself with the figures in the hospital beds. Each was still, but there were monitors of all types surrounding each one, with lights blinking red and green. The EKG in each berth was silent, but showed a chilling straight blue line for each body.

Tony leaned into the lab and waited until Athos looked up from his duties. “Sir, they have landed on our beach. They will be making their way up the castle steps soon.”

“Thank you, Tony,” Athos nodded. “Please show Mirjet and his team directly here and then guard them, please.”

Tony nodded sharply, not betraying the fact that he had no idea what Athos had planned for the five men, and leaned out of the lab again.

Athos resumed checking each berth, this time fussing with the IV poles; each had multiple ports with syringes poised to deliver whatever medication was held within.

Satisfied, Athos took a seat to the left of the berths. He was slightly in the shadows, as each berth was brightly lit from above by industrial grade lights. He heard a light commotion outside of the lab’s door. Tony stuck his head back in, and, apparently satisfied that Athos was a good enough distance away, allowed the men into the laboratory.

Mirjet walked in first, his gait slow. His attention was on the men slowly filing in behind him. Each successive SHISH soldier had their eyes fixed on the metal ladle in their hands; their tread soft and their faces reverent, blocking all else out. Athos could have been on fire and they wouldn’t have noticed.

“Sir, as ordered,” Mirjet said gently.

Athos shot to his feet and boomed out a jovial “Excellent!” Some of the men looked up, but immediately returned their widened eyes to the ladles. The Tonys took up position blocking the exit door, each with a silenced 9mm pistol in their hands behind their backs. To the other men, they simply seemed to be standing at attention. That is, if the other men even noticed them.

Athos gestured to the man at the right end of the formation. “Come here, soldier.” Athos picked up a roughly made earthenware cup from a nearby table. “Pour that precious water into this cup.”

The Albanian did as told, then turned this way and that, confused as to what to do with his now-empty ladle. It was clear he wanted it out of his possession as quickly as possible.

Athos, with his back now turned to the man, dismissively said, “On the table.”

He approached the first berth, the cup held reverentially in both of his hands. He was aware of the other men in the room, but his attention was now fully focused on the body in the berth’s bed. One of the Tonys had questioned Mirjet extensively about the contents of each box his men had borne up the castle’s steps. This bed held a middle-aged male from the WHO compound. According to the small 3x5 card that Athos had placed on the bed next to the body’s covered legs, this man had been employed in the Information Technology department of the WHO.

Athos looked down at the man with what would normally pass as a loving look for most people. The man’s skin was a mixture of gray and green; he had been found on his back, so all of the blood had pooled there. If Athos were to flip the man over, he would see nothing but onyx skin. It was difficult to tell anything about the man not provided on the 3x5 card. His face was as bloated as the rest of his body. His tongue conveniently bulged out past his swollen lips, giving Athos an eternal raspberry.

It was finally time.

Athos gently parted the man’s upper lip from his tongue and poured some of the water from River Acheron into his dead mouth, then waited a moment before taking a cautionary step back.

Commotion filled the lab at once. The dead man sputtered, a good amount of the water flying into the air and coming back down to splash his tumid face. His eyes opened wide and stayed that way without blinking. A gurgling roar started, seemingly centered in his chest.

Most of Mirjet’s company, including Mirjet, issued a shocked cry. One of the men pitched forward in an attempt to catch his fumbled ladle, but only succeeded in causing the water to spill and the ladle to hit the floor with a resounding clatter. The leftmost Tony stepped forward, leveled his suppressed pistol at the man’s temple, and fired a round into his head. Mirjet, who had bent at the knee to help steady the man, had his face bathed in the soldier’s blood and brain matter. Mirjet slowly stood and, when it became apparent that he was not the next to die, stepped back into line and stood as stiffly as possible, eyes forward.

Tony stepped back into position to the left of the other Tony as if nothing had happened.

Athos crossed at the foot of the bed to the other side and immediately pressed the plunger on a syringe full of brownish liquid, which traveled through the IV tubes into the man’s body. By now, the man was lightly convulsing from side to side, his eyes straining. He appeared to be trying to look around him but his muscles were all still frozen, and so all he could do was stiffly flop from side to side. The gurgling roar had turned to a full throated scream by now, inarticulate and filled with agony.

Something appeared to change in the man’s stiffness, as his upper body was now thrashing to the right while his legs were doing the opposite. A sound like a large, dry cloth being ripped was audible – just barely – under the unnerving screams. A massive brown-red stain appeared on the white sheets over his midsection and spread rapidly.

Finally, the man arched his back in a way that seemed physically impossible to those watching the spectacle. His stomach and pelvis were thrust into the air while his feet and head drilled down into the soft white of the hospital bed. Then his desperate scream died in his dead throat and tapered to a deep burble as his body crashed to a prone position. Some viscera projected from both his mouth and his torn torso, and then he was still.

Athos stood with his head bowed and a single index finger covering his lips. He appeared to be either deep in thought or simply willing the dead man to remain quiet. All of the men in the room were still. The smell of urine wafted from the pant leg of one of the soldiers.

Athos then turned toward the men and pursed his lips. He started to speak, stopped to notice the dead soldier missing a quarter of his skull, and then paused.

“What you have just witnessed is me bringing a man back from the dead. I accomplished this with a concoction of my own making. The last ingredient is from the Acheron River, as you can see. If you recall your school lessons, the Acheron is the river that joined with several other rivers in the Underworld to form the river Styx. I administered a fatal overdose of heroin to deliver him once again to death’s embrace. He was, after all, simply a test case and not someone who could provide me with the information I need.

“These three other bodies you brought from Geneva, however, do possess information that I greatly desire. Together, they are among the foremost epidemiologists, virologists, and infectious disease doctors from the double-you aitch oh. Or, at least the ones that had died the most recently.

“Your colleague,” Athos directed his gaze to the dead soldier briefly, “did not demonstrate the same, well, mettle that the rest of you have. That is why you are still alive. You will remain here while I revive and question the last three corpses. Once my research is complete – it should only be a day or two – I will then inoculate the five, er, the four of you against the coming waves of disease - for surely this coronavirus continues to mutate. I will charge you with bringing a sample of this vaccine to the warlord Aagha, who rules Turkey and beyond, as a gesture of goodwill. You shall be harbingers of my success, starting with Istanbul!”

Relief seemed to settle over the collected soldiery, although Mirjet’s gaze remained stern and focused on the middle distance. The other three refreshed the grips of their ladles and settled in for more screams.
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A week later, Athos watched the three soldiers and Mirjet – all just freshly injected with what Athos had developed in his lab – make their way down the steps of Castle Parga. Each of the Tonys flanked him. Athos gestured for them both to come forward and face him. Next to him, on his right, a small table held a sweating glass of iced tea.

“I want to commend you both on your excellent work these past few months.”

“Thank you, sir,” both men said in unison.

“Do either of you have any questions about what it is that we’ve accomplished, now that this mission is complete?”

Both Tonys remained stoic, but after a few moments of thought, one of the Tonys – the one to Athos’s right – allowed his lip to twitch.

“Please, Tony, you are my trusted bodyguard. I don’t want there to be any confusion here. Speak, I insist.”

“Sir. Yes, sir, forgive me for this question.”

Athos waved his left hand dismissively and favored the rightmost Tony with a small smile.

“Sir, why would you allow those men who have both intimate knowledge of this stronghold and… more importantly, this vaccine, to go to your master’s enemy? Is Casmir really extending an olive branch to the Turks?”

“Ah, there it is,” Athos nodded amiably. “The question I was looking for. Well, Tony, here’s what those men actually took with them: I engineered an even deadlier virus than the one we’re currently facing. Those men have been injected with it, but won’t likely become symptomatic for three to five days. I’m counting on them finding audience with Aagha, or at least his close lieutenants, and infecting them before then. This should bring down Aagha’s entire fiefdom, either way.”

The rightmost Tony was at a loss for words, and his face turned utterly white.

Athos flicked his eyes to the leftmost Tony, who immediately took a single step backward, unholstered his pistol, and blew the head off of the other Tony.

Athos had covered the top of the tea with his palm to avoid it being sullied. He gently picked it up and took a sip. “Thank you, Tony.”




NIGHTKEEPERS

BY ANDREW ADAMS FOR ANDREW HARMON

I AM BUSY tearing a rabbit in half when I first hear the news: we caught the Mothman. Or rather, my least favorite park ranger did, out in the New River Gorge.

We’d all heard the rumors of a strange black shape soaring through the sky for weeks, a dark shadow with glimmering red eyes. The locals were on edge even before it derailed a car and sent one family of four plummeting down nearly nine hundred feet into the jagged rocks below. One week later, a BASE jumper’s parachute tore apart and the death toll turned to five.

It was Ranger Steve Winslow who finally shot it, the same guy that I had to stop dating because he seemed like the kind of person who might turn women into lampshades. That freak spotted two glowing dots tucked up under the bridge, pulled out his dart gun, and now the Kingwood Zoo was about to expand its collection by one. But a big one.

“What does that mean?” I ask.

Mrs. Greene shrugs. She’s the Zoo Manager, late forties with a slight limp, and she’s so no-nonsense that I tense up whenever we talk. But I also adore her for being the only person in all of America who seemed willing to hire me straight out of school. “We’ll know more by Morning Meeting. You best be on time.” She walks off to spread the news.

I turn to Carlos, the only other zookeeper that I can call a friend. We studied together at Hampshire College in Amherst, and he helped set me up with the job at Kingwood just days after graduation. He’s the only other employee who isn’t from the hollers of West Virginia, which makes him the only other person I actually understand.

But he’s paler than I’ve ever seen him, trembling and shaking his head. We’re working together inside the owl exhibit, modeled after a barn.

“That’s no good,” he says. “This place is haunted enough as it is.”

He isn’t wrong. Two zookeepers died in the years before I arrived, and one in the months since. The first was found with his intestines spread all over the tiger pit, and the second drowned to death in the jaws of a crocodile. I think I replaced her. Then there was the third. Pete Hammond. I found him on the wrong side of some chimps.

“This is good for the zoo, though.” I look around the enclosure at the rotting walls, the one wood beam that was split down the middle, the stains in every corner. Our Eastern barn owls, Hedwig and Ruby, watch wide-eyed in the corner. “I didn’t even think the Mothman was real. Can you imagine how many people are going to come visit? More money means we can finally give these animals the space they deserve. It changes everything.”

“We can’t be here,” says Carlos, taking off his gloves.

“But this is good!”

“I’m sorry.”

He picks up his supplies and begins to walk away. “Maybe you don’t know the legends like I do, but bad things follow that monster wherever it goes. People die. Bridges collapse. It is not good. And I won’t work if it’s here.”

He tries to unlatch the exit gate, but his hands are shaking so hard that he can barely function. I move over to lift the latch, and when the door creaks open he hurries out. He leaves without saying goodbye.

I shut the door behind him. And see it’s smeared with blood.

My hands are still wet from cutting the rabbit. I look back and see its rear legs lying limp on the dusty floor, my blade out beside it. Normally, I would never leave scraps of raw meat lying around an exhibit unintentionally. The animals would swoop down to grab too much too fast, upsetting their feeding schedule. But Hedwig and Ruby haven’t moved. They press their bodies as far back into the furthest corner as they can, huddled together and cooing in distress. Even the animals seem upset.
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“As I’m sure you know, we have a high-priority asset arriving in two days. Matter of fact, it is the single highest priority asset this park has ever even dreamed of.”

Mrs. Greene is standing at the back of the Zookeeper’s hut, leading the Morning Meeting as she always does. The other seven keepers on staff are all assembled around her, pinned shoulder-to-shoulder in the too-small shack that operates as Management Headquarters. One wall is adorned with security cameras, the other with lockers, and the other with bulletin boards full of staff schedules, animal assignments, and feeding times. The hut rumbles with nerves. Everybody wants to know about the Mothman. Everybody watches Mrs. Greene with eager eyes.

“Our current plan is to repurpose the primate enclosure,” she says. We’d transferred all our chimps to Ohio after they bashed Pete’s head with a rock. “Very little is actually known about the new resident, save that it can fly, so we need a place that’s fully sealed. I also want to assign it a keeper full-time while we study its habits.”

I look over to Carlos, standing beside me. He has a million-yard stare baked on his face, his toes tapping with anxiety. But I feel excitement well up within me. Kingwood Zoo is small potatoes. A sad excuse for a local attraction, essentially a small collection of chain-link fences crammed into nine acres of forest. And management is clearly more focused on lining their pockets than protecting their critters. Our big gimmick is a VIP package in which visitors can feed any animal they want, but I despise it. It leaves us with overfed tigers and bears who are fat and slow. I got into zoology to help the animal kingdom, and I’m sure some zoos may do that, but so far I feel stuck in the world of profiteering. I haven’t found my place.

But the Mothman seems like a way out. A high-profile assignment like that, the first cryptozoological creature to lose its “crypto” status? Could change the world. Could open doors into true conservation.

So I volunteer.

“I’ll do it,” I say, raising my hand.

But there’s a scoff before Mrs. Greene can even respond. “Hold your horses, Yankee. Rookie like you don’t know the first thing ‘bout a beast like this.”

I look behind me and see Phillip Lowry. Sweaty, pushing sixty, with bloodshot eyes and skin so tan it looks like old cowhide. He always stands in the open doorway during Morning Meetings so that he can spit his chewing tobacco out into the lawn, which is fine because we all need some distance from his body odor. His massive belly sags out over his tiny tan shorts and threatens to bust apart his regulation button-up.

I hate him.

“It’s just an animal, like anything else,” I say. “We don’t change protocol.”

“I beg to differ.” His grin seems to eat up half his face, and brown tobacco juice seeps through the gaps in his teeth.

“Sorry, Grace. But Mr. Lowry is right.” I turn back to Mrs. Greene. “We’re just lucky to be in the conversation. The director made a case that the Mothman belongs in West Virginia, given its relevance to local folklore, and that it would be a disgrace to leave our state. But some say it belongs at a bigger park. The eyes of the nation are upon us, and we cannot muck this up. Everybody understands?”

The keepers all nod together.

“Good. Because Mr. Lowry is senior keeper and has the most experience in the primate enclosure, he’ll be in charge of the asset. And that’s final.”

Lowry nods. “Ain’t nobody who could do it better, ma’am.”

I feel myself deflate.

“Fantastic,” says Mrs. Greene. “Nobody else may interact with the asset unless Mr. Lowry gives an all-clear. His duties will be split amongst you, so look out for new assignments starting tomorrow. You’ll also be taking on Mr. Espinoza’s work load.” The entire room seems to turn, all the other keepers locking their eyes on Carlos. He smiles nervously. “He put in two weeks this morning.”

Carlos turns to me, his head down. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry,” says Lowry. We look back to see him spit a big wad of tobacco juice from the side of his mouth. But he misses the lawn and it hits the open door. Dark brown ooze slides down slowly. “We don’t need no cowards on staff.”
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When I arrive to work the next day, the zoo seems to buzz with electric energy. The sun is rising and the air is crisp, the autumn foliage swaying in the breeze. I navigate the maze of rusted fences to the Zookeeper’s hut, ready for new assignments. And I hear whispers all around, from administrators and keepers and nutritional services assistants at the Forage Warehouse.

“It’s arriving tonight,” they say.

“Are you excited?” they say.

“Do you think we’ll get to see it?” they say.

And when I get to the hut, I’m thrilled to find that Mrs. Greene has added Lowry’s tigers, crocodiles, and otters onto my rotation. I’d been relegated to the birdcages ever since day one, and I can’t wait to romp around with the mammals. Especially otters. They’re my favorite. Plus… nobody ever died at the otter exhibit.

I look for Carlos. Try to share the good news. I can’t find him.

So I take a bucket of fish and an enrichment tool and head to the otter enclosure. It’s where I spend most of my lunches anyway, eating old coleslaw and cold pepperoni rolls from the snack stand as the otters wrestle and race and swim all around. Hector, Nemo, and Rhonda are the most playful creatures in all of Kingwood.

But when I get to their cages, they scatter in fright. They hiss and they snarl.

And I can see red welts and open wounds on all of their necks.

It isn’t long before I’m standing with Mrs. Greene in the cages, showing her Nemo’s wounds. He squirms in my hands, terrified and refusing to calm no matter how much I nuzzle or coo. “Something is wrong,” I say. “Look at these cuts. It seems like they were made with a tool. It seems like abuse.”

“Is that an accusation?” asks Mrs. Greene, seeming unmoved.

“I just think it’s strange that Lowry never reported this.”

“Mr. Lowry is our senior keeper. However he’s training these animals, I’m sure it’s by the book. Now get back on schedule. And remember to call him ‘Sir.’”

I stiffen, holding Nemo tight. This kind of indifference is why I hate Kingwood. I want someone to talk to. Someone who understands. Someone else who puts the animals first. “Have you seen Carlos?” I ask. “I missed him this morning.”

Mrs. Greene stops on her way out the door. She turns and says simply, “He’s a Nightkeeper now.” She must note the confusion form on my face, because she adds quickly, “We assume the Mothman’s nocturnal, so Lowry’s working nights. I told Carlos that he would spend his last two weeks helping out.”

I never saw Carlos again.

[image: image]

This is what I hear happened.

The Forest Rangers arrive well past midnight in a cargo truck with the Mothman’s transport box loaded into the back. Their trip to the Kingwood Zoo was rife with problems: a flat tire, a fender bender, and then a dead motorcyclist lying in the road. All told, it put them hours and hours behind schedule. They apologize profusely, and then unload the box. The Mothman is sedated inside, unmoving.

Lowry and Carlos place the sleeping creature onto a cart and wheel it into the former primate enclosure. The first order of business is to quarantine the Mothman and let it acclimatize, so they opt to bring it straight to its enclosure. But they forget to account for the travel delays. And they fail to realize that the sedative is already wearing off.

Lowry hears a scream, turns, and sees Carlos, engulfed in a black mass. Somehow Lowry scares off the creature, so it shrieks and beats its wings and retreats into high branches. Lowry pulls Carlos out but it’s too late. His throat is already slashed open by talons and his life has already left him.
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I’m the only keeper who takes time off to grieve. I can’t sleep while I’m away. I keep imagining the Mothman’s dark presence fouling the park, or Carlos’s ghost roaming the grounds. By the time I finally come back to work, the beast has been there for days.

On my first day back, I arrive early. To visit the Mothman myself. I want to see where Carlos died. And I want to see this unholy creature face-to-face. To see if it has a soul.

Like everything else in the park, the primate enclosure is cheap. On the south side are giant full-wall windows. Reinforced three-pane glass, about an inch and a half thick, to protect the people from the creatures. And vice versa. The sidewalls are shabbily designed to look like a bamboo jungle and the back wall is a stack of rocks, framing the door to the back room where we keep the cage. The interior of the enclosure is a maze of trees, ropes, and branches but they are all weathered, stained, and dilapidated.

It’s an odd home for the Mothman, but two freelance habitat designers are standing outside the window and discussing renovations when I arrive. On the other end are two members of the gardening staff, faking some work so they can sneak a peek. There are even police officers standing guard. Even though the exhibit isn’t open to the public, the Mothman is already drawing a crowd.

I can’t see it anywhere. Not even a dark tuft of fur.

All I see is a big, empty enclosure and a dark stain on the floor.

“I’m telling you, man, this place is cursed,” says a groundskeeper.

“Did you hear the power went out by the polar bear pit?” says the other. “And Henry’s in the hospital cause he got electrocuted back at the breaker.”

“I’ll say it again, it’s the Curse of the Mothman.”

“Then another kid tripped and broke his nose by the prairie dogs. The security cameras keep going off. Nobody saw this poor guy get his throat cut. I’m telling you, man. This stuff should happen once every two years, not three times a week.”

“We’re cursed, bro. We’re cursed.”

It seems true. Multiple injuries, a tragic loss, an entire staff on edge.

And still, I feel the pull. Like a moth to the light (fitting as it seems).

I have to see it. I have to get closer.
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I tell the guards at the back of the exhibit that I’ve been assigned as Carlos Espinoza’s replacement and they let me pass without a care, which only serves to remind me how incompetent the Kingwood administration can be.

I enter the cement room behind the enclosure where we keep the cage, and the smell hits me at once. It’s more than Kingwood’s typical musty stink. There is a reek inside the room, like wet and rotting leather.

And I can hear it, too. Heavy breathing.

Its cage takes up most of the room (except for some shelves and sinks). It’s sparse except for a small alcove in the corner, where bars form a gate that blocks entry into the enclosure. And tucked inside the alcove is the pitch-black body of the Mothman.

It’s curled in a ball, sleeping with its thick black wings wrapped around it and obscuring its body. But I can see one thing clearly: the talon. Lying on the floor, poking out from under a wing, is an unnaturally long arm covered in dark fur. And at the end are three jagged claws, much like an owl’s but ten times the size. Talons as big as my head. Able to crush my head.

I don’t know why I reach for the locks.

I don’t know why I want to get close.

But seconds later, I’m inside the cage.

Coming closer.

Stepping into the alcove, where the Mothman is pressed up against the bars, I notice, so close, that its body is lined with thick and mangy feathers. They are tattered and weathered and poorly-kept. The hint of a harsh history out in the wild. And there, on the neck, are a dozen red lashes. The blood seems fresh. And my heart breaks. Maybe this isn’t a monster. Maybe it’s a wild animal, just like anything else at the zoo, and maybe it deserves compassion.

I don’t know why I put my hands on its wings. Why I whisper, “Shhh.”

But the creature stirs. Its wings slide apart. Revealing its head.

A fur-lined and seemingly featureless lump.

Until its eyelids open sideways.

Revealing blood-red eyes.

Like a cicada.

Soulless.

Am I wrong?

Then the hand grabs me and I scream, smell the pungent tang of day-old alcohol oozing out from the pores, and I am yanked from the cage before I know what has happened. I hear the loud clang of the door slamming shut and the Mothman screeches, an ear-piercing shriek that reverberates in the room, causing a splitting pain to rip open inside my head. Then I am thrown against the cement wall and fall to the ground.

Fall to Mr. Lowry’s feet.

He is furious.
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Mr. Lowry had been finishing his night shift with a VIP tour. Mrs. Greene wanted him to give the Mayor and his son a personal sneak peek at the cryptid in custody. But when they walked in and found me, kneeling over the Mothman with a “trance-like glaze” plastered on my idiot face, he’d been forced to step in.

“You can not treat this like a normal creature,” says Mrs. Greene, her voice quivering with anger. This lecture is delivered from behind her desk in the Zookeeper’s hut, while Lowry glowers beside me. “How many people have died at this very park? And you want to treat it like a pet? What in the world got into your head?!”

I think the creature compelled me.

“I don’t know, Ma’am,” I say.

I can feel my job in the balance. I can feel unemployment rearing its head.

“She might be useful,” says Lowry.

I turn. He doesn’t look my way. “She’s a stupid Yank, that’s for sure. But she’s also a brave one. And I ain’t seen a single other soul in this park who could stand up and take that boy’s place. I could use her.”

I look back to Mrs. Greene. Who sighs.

“You’ll have to keep her in line,” she says.

And that’s how I join the Nightkeeping team.
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I’ve never seen Kingwood Zoo at night. I tend to arrive at sunrise, with the birds chirping and the sense of a world coming to life. Night is different. Night is dark. Every light is off for miles, so as not to disturb the sleep schedules of the animals. It’s like walking through ink. When I look up, I can see the Milky Way. I feel close to the world. But silence seems to swallow it all. As if nothing stirs for miles around, not even the crickets. I wonder if they fled.

Lowry is waiting in the Zookeeper’s hut, already in uniform and reeking of whiskey, slapping his thick palms against the security monitors. Several screens, including the Mothman enclosure, stream nothing but static. “Nothing works around here,” he growls.

“You think it’s the Mothman?”

“I do,” he says. “This happens every time it’s awake.”

I can already feel a pit forming inside my stomach.

The one that warns me when things are about to go wrong.

I lean in close to the screens, scanning the other cameras. There is nothing moving anywhere at all. No animals pacing in their cages, no staff members strolling the grounds, no zoo buggies shuttling administrators to and fro. “It’s just you and me,” says Lowry. “So don’t do anything stupid. It’s feeding time.”

[image: image]

The bars slide down when Lowry pulls the lever on the far wall. I stand inside the Mothman cage, looking through the alcove that leads into the dark enclosure. Now that the bars have lowered, there’s nothing protecting me from the crea ture within.

Then I hear his voice: “C’mon, Miss Molasses. Hurry on up.”

I step into the doorway with a bucket of spare rabbit parts in hand. Lowry hasn’t started to shift the Mothman’s schedule yet and so the room still has its normal night lighting: nothing but a few red bulbs in the corners, casting an eerie glow and giving every trunk and every branch at least six shadows. It turns the room into a mad crosshatch of red light and darkness, making it nearly impossible to spot the beast. But I feel it lurking there.

“Are you sure this is a good idea, sir?”

“You weren’t scared before.” I look back at him, still standing at the far wall with a bucket at his feet, and he smiles tauntingly. “I’m just joshing you, girl. That thing’s chained in the corner. I did it myself last shift. Can’t you see?”

I look into the enclosure, scanning the corners.

The shadows turn the room into abstract art.

“I don’t see it.”

“But you did volunteer.”

Yes. Before the creature killed my friend. But I take a deep breath and I remind myself that it’s not a monster. That it’s an animal. It’s not cursed. It just scares people. And if I treat it with kindness, I can train it like anything else.

So I enter the enclosure.

The air inside is ten degrees cooler, and I don’t think it’s by design. I walk along the walls, careful with my step and scanning for danger, until I find an enrichment tool lying on the ground. I stuff some pieces of rabbit inside.

My eyes have adjusted. I can finally see the corner.

But it’s empty. Chains are there. The Mothman is not.

“Lowry?”

I turn around, ready to run, and that’s when the bars to the enclosure slam shut.

I see Lowry on the other side, his hand on the lever. Did he slip?

“Mr. Lowry?! Open the doors!!”

Lowry steps into the cage. Walks up to the bars.

I scan the room. I can’t find the monster. Is it up in a corner? Is it up on a branch?

And then he speaks. “I heard that you been chatting up Mrs. Greene,” he says. “I heard that you been trying to get me fired. Just for using a lash.”

He refuses to open the door.

And that’s when I finally realize that all four of Kingwood Zoo’s fatal encounters have happened in Mr. Lowry’s exhibits. And he has been there every time. Mr. Lowry, the murderer.

“Please let me out.”

“It’s too late now.”

Then I see a shadow cross through the room.

I am frozen in the center of the enclosure. I turn.

I see the Mothman perched on a branch above me. Its wings unfurl, spanning the length of two men. Its black torso is thick with muscle and like a gorilla’s, with a thick mane of black fur shrouding its round head… where two red eyes and fuzzy antennae lie. It has fifth and sixth limbs that are long and spindly, like an orangutan’s arms. They look dangerous.

“Get it!” cries Lowry. “Go!”

The Mothman shrieks and leaps toward me, as if trained.

And I run, back toward the gate, grabbing the bars and screaming, “Mr. Lowry! Please! Please! Open the doors!”

But he reaches into the bucket that he keeps at his feet and he pulls out a small whip, swinging to lash at my fingers. The cut is instant and the blood spills fast, and I shriek and back away as he smacks the bars again and again with the lash.

“Please don’t do this! Please, please! Let me go!”

But he doesn’t.

I turn and see the Mothman a few feet away.

It hisses and I stumble back, into a corner.

Pain shoots up my tailbone.

It moves forward.

Lumbering toward me, passing through shafts of red light. In and out of the shadows.

There is nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

It gets closer. And closer.

The walls rumble with every step.

Its talons scrape against the floor.

The Mothman hisses.

And I don’t know why… But I say, “Shh… Shh.”

And it pauses. Just inches away. I feel its hot breath on my face, and I become aware of its mouth. A black gash across its face. The serrated teeth are black. The tongue is black. And the skin of the cheeks are black. A dark maw ready to strike.

But I reach out with one hand and I place it between the Mothman’s eyes.

“Shh. Shhhh.”

Instinct tells me to calm it.

And its red eyes, which I once thought were soulless, seem to soften. They flicker, maybe with recognition. I can’t know what the creature is thinking, but it seems to see me as the girl who once knelt down beside it while it recovered from a lashing.

The girl who tried to show it some kindness.

That’s when I feel its talons wrapping gently around my torso. And I’m flying. Or rather, we are. Up and into the corner. Where I find myself being placed softly into a nest of twigs by a creature loathed all around the world. I even hear it purring.

I stop screaming when I realize I’m safe.

The Mothman stares at me. I feel protected.

When the room goes silent, Mr. Lowry must assume that I’m dead. The room echoes with the clang of bars dropping, and I spot his shadow cross on the walls. I see his whip raised high above his head. And I can see the Mothman’s head turn. I can see its eyes flicker with recognition once more.

But now it remembers the pain.

The Mothman moves in a flash. And I guess I’m thankful that I can’t see what happens next. But I hear every single one of Mr. Lowry’s screams.
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My termination is effective immediately. I guess Lowry hadn’t disabled all of the park’s security cameras, and Mrs. Greene threatens to sue when she sees that I willingly opened the door and released such a “high-value asset” back into the world. I am blacklisted in the zoological kingdom, so to speak, and I find my career in zoos is over for good.

But I’m not worried.

I think I’m of better use when I’m out in the woods, protecting the creatures out in the wild. And, as luck would have it, there’s a job opening at the New River Gorge National River just a few days later. Because a guest found Ranger Steve Winslow’s body crushed beneath a fallen tree. One might assume it was accidental, if not for the talon marks where his dart gun was shorn in two. They hire me to replace him.

Some say his death was due to the Mothman, out for revenge.

That we should all be afraid.

But on those days when I’m sitting by the river and the deer are sprinting along the shore, I scan the skies for a winged creature with blood-red eyes and I find myself feeling at peace with the natural world. I start to suspect that I’ve finally found my place. My path didn’t look at all like I’d expected...

But I’m here.

It’s almost as if I have a guardian angel. Someone, or something, watching over me.




A MOURNING IN SLEEPY HOLLOW

BY ROBERT P. OTTONE

*Editor’s note: A Mourning In Sleepy Hollow was previously published by Redcape Publishing in their J is For Jack O’Lantern anthology.

CONSTABLE HAYWARD KNELT beside the road near the church bridge, staring at the remains of a pumpkin. Snow was falling lightly, in tiny flakes, and Hayward knew that he didn’t have much time before the entire area was blanketed with fresh powder.

The Dutch Burial Ground sat nearby, snow beginning to pile atop the headstones. Hayward looked toward the small cemetery, trying to spot jagged pieces of orange amongst the white. Hayward furrowed his brow and started gathering some of the pieces of the gourd, eventually finding a piece with a triangle cut out.

“Think it was him?” the Constable’s son, Aranck asked, shivering in the cold. The eighteen-year-old rubbed his chest through his heavy coat. “Think it was the Horseman?”

“Don’t know. Keep your eyes open.”

He stared at the hole a moment, trying to imagine what it was, when he heard the distressed neighs of a horse. He nodded toward where the neighing was coming from. “Go check it out.”

Aranck climbed down the embankment and found an old gray horse, underfed and nervously kicking at the rocks along the river. “I think this is Gunpowder, the nag that belongs to the new schoolmaster, Ichabod Crane.”

Hayward steadied himself as he joined Aranck in the embankment. His heavy frame wobbled unsteadily in the snowy mud, slowed from years of either fighting whatever war called upon the men of New York, or from serving as the only lawman in a busy town.

Before becoming Constable, Hayward had been a successful tracker and hunter from Setauket, who worked primarily as a spy gathering intelligence on British troop maneuvers in New York City during the war. Afterward, he arrived in Sleepy Hollow and found himself in love with Aranck’s mother, a member of the local Wecquaesgeek tribe. When her people migrated further west, she stayed behind with Hayward and their child. After Hayward had brokered many deals with the tribal elders who remained after the war, the town squire asked him to remain in Sleepy Hollow as a lawman.

“That old horse’s seen better days, eh, papa?” Aranck called from the bridge, studying the tracks in the mud. “Looks like a weak rear hoof.”

Good catch. Hayward smiled. Aranck was becoming a good tracker, too, still so young. And he looked so much like his mother. “For certain, my boy.”

When the Hammond girl disappeared years back, it was Aranck who found her, half-buried in the snow with a broken ankle. His son spoke of whispers in the wind that drew him to the injured child. Whispers Hayward knew his wife heard in her youth: her days spent with the tribe in the forests of the valley.

“It looks burned. On the inside. Look,” Hayward showed a few scorched pieces of pumpkin to his son. The inside flesh of the gourd was singed, as though detonated from the inside.

“A Jack O’Lantern,” Aranck said, studying the pieces. He ran his finger along the inside of a larger piece of pumpkin, scraping some of the singed blackness away with his nail. “Like what we used to carve with mother.”

Hayward wondered how Aranck’s life would turn out, a child of two worlds, never comfortable in either his mother’s tradition, or the tradition of the white man.

“Think it was a land dispute?” Aranck asked. “Maybe the schoolmaster had his eyes set on more than Squire Van Tassel’s daughter?”

“You think they ran him out of town? Whoever he was doing business with?”

Aranck shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time, right? These white men and their petty squabbles.”

“We need to find Brom Bones. Think you can get word to his little sidekick?”

“Fred Dutcher? Sure. Meet you at the hall in an hour.”

Aranck climbed on his horse and took off toward Sleepy Hollow. Hayward thought often about his son leaving the town. The boy had expressed his desire to do so. To join his people who migrated west. To fully immerse himself in the old ways.

Hayward pressed the heartache of his son leaving deep down and focused on the job.

He began to escort Gunpowder back up the hill to the bridge, careful to lead the horse slowly so as not to rattle the poor nag’s nerves any further.
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“Why is it that every time something goes wrong in this one-horse town, you come after me, Constable?” Brom Bones said, rubbing his temples. The man’s enormity was the stuff of legend in the Hudson Valley. Some of the little ones often marveled at his size, asking if he was half-bear or half-bull. Brom would often respond with “Half-bear, half-bull, and half-wildcat.” Needless to say, math was not his strong suit.

“Usually, your dumb self is involved in all the goings-on in Sleepy Hollow,” Aranck said. “What’s wrong with your head?”

“Headache s’all. What’s it to you, half-breed?”

Aranck’s lips pressed together tightly. Without warning, Aranck slapped Brom so hard that he fell off of the stool in the center of the meeting hall.

Brom grabbed the side of his face and howled, as Aranck readied for the enormous man to rise for a scrap.

“You sonofa--” the enormous man screamed, rising quickly.

Hayward moved faster, stepping between his son and the raging Dutchman. “Aranck, go outside.”

Aranck followed his father’s orders, striding past Squire Van Tassel, who stood, arms crossed, next to the door of the meeting house.

“Where’s the schoolmaster, Brom?”

“I wanna press charges, Constable, he can’t hit me!”

“Brom, it’s your word against his. And I’m the law. In what reality will I press charges against my own kin?”

Brom sighed and sat back down on the stool. “Why are we talkin’ ‘bout that old scare-crane, anyway? Ain’t seen ‘im since last night.”

“Around what time?”

“I dunno, me and Dutcher were at the party. Van Tassel’s.”

“What happened at the party? Did you two have words?”

Brom shook his head. He stretched his jaw, still reeling from the slap Aranck gave him. “No, not at all. He was occupied with Ms. Katrina all night, the Yankee bastard. Caught the two of them fightin’ about sumthin’.”

Hayward looked at Squire Van Tassel. “Brom, we know that you and the schoolmaster have had problems. Just tell us where he is and I promise everything’ll be okay.”

Brom looked up at Hayward. “Honest, Constable, I didn’t do nothin’ to the schoolmaster. Me and Dutcher nicked off to Dumpkey’s hay loft with a cask of Van Tassel’s wine. Sorry, Squire.”

Van Tassel shook his head. “Idiot.”

“That’s why your head hurts. You were making too much merry last night. The spirits have taken their revenge on ya’ today.”

Brom nodded. “Can I go now?”

“Head to the pub. If you and Dutcher leave town, I’ll have a full party after you by nightfall. You won’t get far. And if you have eyes set on retribution for that little love tap my son gave ya’, you better think twice.”

Brom sighed. He rose slowly and walked to the door. Hayward watched as Brom eyed Aranck, who leaned against a column outside the meeting house. Squire Van Tassel joined the Constable on the porch and looked over the town.

“You get your temper from your old man,” Hayward said. “I know that. You know that. But you need to watch it. Life isn’t going to be easy for you. Especially if you still plan to leave the Hollow.”

Aranck nodded. “I know. I’m sorry, pa.”

“You don’t need to apologize to me. Brom acts like a child, but you were out of line. Maybe send your apologies his way, with a nice bottle of our brandy.”

“Fair enough.”

“Squire, we’re gonna’ need to talk to Katrina. Mind fetching her?”
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Hayward watched as Squire Van Tassel escorted Katrina down the snow-covered street to the town hall building. They were talking, the squire no doubt coaching his daughter on how to respond to the questions Hayward had planned for her.

“Katrina, always a pleasure,” Hayward said, smiling, and kissing the young girl’s slender hand. She curtsied and smiled, her intense blue eyes flashing in the afternoon light that flooded the town hall meeting room.

Aranck, a few years Katrina’s junior, stood by a window, watching Fred Dutcher spill his guts beside the town pub. Brom Bones stood behind him, nervously pacing about in the snow.

“We just have a few questions for you, Miss Van Tassel,” Hayward began.

“We? Is Aranck officially a deputy now?” she asked, her gaze wandering over toward Aranck by the window.

“Not yet, but he’s learning more every day. Someone’s gotta keep an eye on the Van Tassels when I’m gone,” Hayward smiled.

Katrina chuckled, and so did Squire Van Tassel. Aranck stood, eyes locked on Dutcher and Brom nearby, loitering outside the pub.

“Katrina, what happened with the schoolmaster last night?”

She shrugged. “Well, you see, we’ve been engaged in a sort-of… whirlwind the past few months.”

“Is that so?” Squire Van Tassel asked.

“Well, yes, father, Ichabod is an educated man, not like the usual types around here.”

Aranck turned from the window and looked at Katrina. Their eyes met, and she looked away, nervously.

“Aren’t you supposed to be Brom Bones’ girl?” Hayward asked.

Aranck grabbed his coat and exited the meeting room, heading off into the snow.

Katrina looked up at her father. Then cast her gaze to the floor and shrugged. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Constable.”

Hayward looked up at Squire Van Tassel and gestured toward the door. Van Tassel followed in Aranck’s footsteps, disappearing outside.

Hayward pulled a chair over to Katrina and sat opposite her.

“There. All our company is gone. You can talk to me, Katrina.”

“Brom is… well… he’s good for passing the time, you know? Like riding a wild horse. He’s exciting. Powerful. But unskilled. Once the thrill is gone, there’s not much to him.”

Hayward nodded. “Understood. And the schoolmaster?”

Katrina’s eyes sparkled at the mention of the missing schoolmaster. “You must find him, Constable. We had such a terrible fight last night. He asked for my hand. I told him I needed more time.”

Hayward put his hand on Katrina’s shoulder. “I can understand that. That’s a lot to put on a young woman after such a short time.”

“I worry that Brom did something to him. Last night. He likes to dress like the Headless Horseman. Black cape, Jack O’Lantern, you know?”

“Lots of boys do. Even Aranck--”

“I would’ve thought Aranck was above such childish folly. He was always a more sensitive soul.”

Hayward smiled. “Gets that from his mother.”

Katrina smiled at him. “I don’t think that’s entirely true.” She took Hayward’s hand. “Please. Find Ichabod. I know in my heart he’s still out there. If Brom had anything to do with it, he’ll tell you. He’s always been a braggart.”

“I don’t think Brom is involved, Miss Van Tassel.”

She sighed and looked up at him. It was impossible not to see what every boy in town loved about her. The intensity of her eyes, her plump, rosy cheeks the color of an autumn evening as day burns away to night. The kindness in her demeanor. It was more than just the desire for her father’s bounty that drew men to her. “I simply don’t know who else would harbor ill intentions toward my Ichabod, Constable.”
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Outside the meeting hall, Aranck stood, watching folks mill about the town. He had slipped his fingers into a leather pouch and pulled out a small cigar. Lighting it slowly, he breathed in the aroma, a blend of spice, fruit, and even a hint of leather. His father exited the hall and stood beside him.

“Got one of those for me, boy?”

Aranck again reached into his pouch and handed a cigar to his father.

Hayward stared at his son. His long black hair caught a bit of wind and blew, as though it had a life of its own. “Something troubles you. Speak freely, boy.”

“It wasn’t Brom. It wasn’t anyone in his gang. Brom’s a good rider, but riding a horse and carrying a flaming pumpkin?” Aranck trailed off. Lost in thought.

“What’re you thinkin’?”

“You know what I’m thinking, pa. When you eliminate the possible, the likely, the rational… what remains?”

Hayward nodded. “The impossible.”

“Crane was angry. He wanted Katrina’s hand. Shoulda’ had the brains to leave when he could.”

“The folly of youth...”

“Maybe. I’m just saying, the schoolmaster loved Miss Katrina. The pumpkins. The horse. He couldn’t have gone far on foot, pa. People disappear sometimes. Something takes people. White men are sloppy. They leave clues. You taught me that.”

“Aranck, nobody’s seen the Horseman in years.”

“Because nobody’s stupid enough to disrupt the way things are here in the Hollow. We go, day to day, working, playing, drinking, fighting, we never leave, unless taken by grim death. The last schoolmaster, Palmer, you know he disappeared too.”

“He ran off, he was crazed--”

“Was he? My conversations with him were usually pretty sane, father.” Aranck took a long drag off his cigar.

Hayward knew the boy wasn’t wrong. The similarities between Crane and Palmer’s cases were striking, but in the case of Palmer, they never found any indication that he tried to leave. No horse. No broken gourds. No report of him missing. Just one day, the schoolhouse was left with an open door, swaying in the fall wind.

“What do we do, my boy?”

Aranck finished his cigar. He flicked it into the mud. “I have an idea, but first, I want to check with Her. She might know something.”

Her. The thought of his son trekking off into the woods to take counsel with Sleepy Hollow’s resident witch gave Hayward pause. While everyone knew about the Headless Horseman, not many knew of the crone who lived deep in the woods at the base of a small, rocky outcropping.

Aranck’s mother would visit her often. Bringing her food. Ale. Aranck joined his mother on these trips, and the old crone took to him. She would leave gifts on Hayward’s doorstep for the boy. Dolls fashioned from strips of clothing and animal fur.

“If that’s what you feel you have to do, boy, that’s fine, but I think it’s time I meet this hag.”
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As Hayward and Aranck made their way through the forest outside of Sleepy Hollow, they marveled at the sight of the lush orange and red foliage. It was as if the trees were ablaze in the afternoon light, and the ground, coated with dried leaves, crackled under the hooves of their horses.

Aranck’s eyes watched the trees around them. He would sometimes awaken in the night and walk out into the darkness in his night clothes, barefoot even in winter. He described what he believed to be a whisper in the darkness, a voice on the wind, calling him into the woods. Not malevolent, but instead kind and soothing.

He often heard those same voices in the woods around the crone’s home.

“We are nearly there, father. The location is always a secret to my eyes, but never my ears.”

As they continued, Hayward started seeing smaller rocks appearing in the forest. They moved deeper into the woods, and the stones became larger. He remembered his son often returning home with rounded, almost polished pieces of rock, purple and light blue, rocks not normally found in the valley or in the foothills. Aranck would admit to gathering them while visiting the crone in the woods.

They were close.

“Father, when we get there, let me do all of the talking, alright?”

Hayward nodded.

Eventually, they came to the mouth of a small cave. Aranck stopped in his tracks, his horse refusing to move any closer.

“This is it.”

“She lives in there?” Hayward stared at the cave’s mouth. The opening was tiny.

Once inside, Hayward was struck by how large and empty the space was. It seemed to stretch further underground, possibly forming a system that ran as far north as the foothills, as opposed to deeper into a larger mountain-structure, and Hayward wondered how others hadn’t discovered these caves before.

“It is not much further,” Aranck said, producing a small lantern from his pack and lighting it in the failing daylight.

They continued, and eventually, came to an area not unlike a chapel, with tall ceilings, formed naturally over hundreds, maybe thousands of years.

Hayward gasped, staring at the lanterns and torches mounted to the walls of the cave. On the walls hung animal pelts, and in many other areas along the walls were drawings of tribal warriors, hunting and worshiping creatures that, at first resembled bears, but stood more humanlike. “My Lord...”

“… won’t be found here, Constable.” A voice spoke from the far end of the cave. The “crone,” as she was often referred to by the few townsfolk who saw her, wasn’t a crone at all. She was instead a beautiful, dark-haired, dark-skinned woman. Her appearance reminded Hayward of so many of the Weckquaesgeek women he knew before the war. Sharp features. Impossibly-long, black hair, down to her knees. She was wearing what Hayward thought was a deer skin draped across her body, and her dark eyes flickered in the torchlight of the cave.

On closer inspection, the cave was warmer and more welcoming than he had initially realized. Cozy, even. There was the slightest scent of lavender in the air, and the animal pelts were thick and soft. Hayward almost felt at home in the crone’s cave.

Aranck exchanged pleasantries with the woman in their shared language and presented her with a small leather pouch of berries and nuts. He also produced a large woven mat from his pack and slung it over a large rock.

She sat upon the mat and swung her bare legs up and under her body, resting on her knees. She looked no older than Aranck, and yet, the rumors of her existence in the woods around Sleepy Hollow had spread since before the boy’s birth.

“It is an honor to have your father here, Aranck,” she said. Her voice, though soft, carried tremendous weight. Aranck knelt before her, sitting cross-legged, like a child in school.

“I have heard many tales of you,” Hayward said softly, as though a raised voice might trigger a collapse of the stone ceiling above. “You are not what I expected.”

She smiled. “And what did you expect?”

Without warning, a great black fog erupted from around her, enveloping her quickly. When it dissipated, a much older, white woman, with long gray hair, wrinkled features, and a long, obtrusive nose, sat in her place, draped in drab, dreary rags.

Aranck laughed. She did, too. Her soft and powerful voice was replaced with a cackle that made Hayward’s knees go weak.

“My dear Constable, there is so much more to those around you than you ever imagined…” again the smoke enveloped her, and she returned to her previous form, lovely and perfect. “Your ignorance of our ways blinds you to the truth the valley offers you.”

“Nanepaishot, you know why we have come,” Aranck began.

She raised her hand, stopping him from finishing. She placed that same hand on Aranck’s shoulder and stared lovingly into his eyes. Hayward thought for a moment that his son sat in a trance, but then realized that the look of adoration on his face was the same look he’d often have for his mother. It was a look of devotion and deeply rooted love.

“On this night, he rides. He keeps a careful watch over the valley. He is always there, even when you cannot see him.”

She paused. Her long, slender fingers traced black, cloudy shapes in the air. Hayward recognized horses, muskets, cannonballs, and finally, a Jack O’Lantern. “It is justice he seeks. Retribution. For stealing our land.”

Shifting into a kneeling position on the rock, she adjusted her deerskin and cast a vacant gaze into the sky. “Manitos lies in these woods. These mountains. But your Horseman. He is something else. Our spirit manifest. Like me. Yotoanit…”

Aranck gasped. “That cannot be, Nanepaishot.”

She closed her eyes and nodded. “He is the spirit. The one kept in the dark for so long. For so many centuries.”

“Until the war.”

Again, she nodded. The dark smoke around her cleared, and she stared at Hayward. “Death is not through with Sleepy Hollow. The schoolmaster is gone. Dragged to hell by Yotoanit.”

“Who is Yotoanit? I don’t understand…” Hayward began, his voice pleading.

“You will find him at the bridge. The veil is thin tonight. It always is this time of year. That is why your people display such superstitious frivolity. To protect you from spirits. To seek the Horseman is to seek death itself, Constable.” She looks at Aranck. “None are safe from Yotoanit.”

Carefully, she slipped off of the rock, and Aranck rose to help her. She held his arm tightly, as they made their way to a nearby bed of animal skins, flowers, and straw. Once down, Aranck covered her with a thick bear skin. She reached up and slowly brushed a long strand of dark hair from his face. “Aranck, you look so very much like her.”

The boy smiled.

“You are as beautiful as the night is treacherous,” she whispered to Aranck in the dark.
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“What the hell happened in there?” Hayward asked as the two slipped out of the cave.

“Did you not see? She confirmed my suspicions about the Horseman. And yet, it is far worse. So, so much worse.”
 
“That name. Yotoanit. What does that mean?”

Aranck sighed. “Our people, at least, what mother told me of our people, believed in many things. One of those things was Yotoanit, the god of fire. A cursed being from deep within our belief. Born of strife and malice, he sows destruction in his wake.”

A great wave of guilt struck Hayward, as he never put much stock in his wife and child’s culture. “How do we stop him? What’s ‘manitos?’”

“Nanepaishot grows weak when she uses her gifts. That’s ‘manitos,’ essentially, our life energy. Flesh is a limiting form to our gods. We weaken him, trick him across the river, put him down like a dog. There is a reason he’s never seen outside of the valley. The flesh is weak.”

“I’ll say,” Hayward uttered.

“He’s a god of fire. Crossing a body of water out of the valley is his weakness. If we can, tonight, draw him out. Keep him busy. Ride like the devil, force him to act, use his power, draw him close to the bridge, near the river, we might be able to vanquish him.”

“That’s a huge might, Aranck.”

“It is all we have, father.”
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After a quick stop at the pub to recruit a pair of extra hands, Hayward and Aranck made for the bridge nearest the church. Brom and Aranck stood on the western bank of the bridge, not far from where Hayward and the boy had found Gunpowder earlier that day. The temperature had dropped and Brom sipped from a large bottle of brandy.

“I’m sorry about your chin,” Aranck said, one hand on his musket, the other, resting against a tree in the midst of shedding its leaves for the season.

“It’s my jaw but thank you. Wasn’t right. What I said. You being a half-breed, I mean.”

Aranck nodded. “Thank you for helping us tonight. You and Dutcher.”

“Truth be told, Dutcher’s a lousy shot with a musket, so, if anything does happen and that galloping nightmare appears, he’s liable to shoot one of us.”

Aranck chuckled. Brom handed him the bottle of brandy, and the boy took a sip.
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Hours later the temperature seemed to dip below freezing, and Fred Dutcher sat beside Hayward in a large elderberry bush on the opposite side of the bridge. A great dampness hung in the air, and the Constable was chilled to the bone.

“Explain to me again why we can’t light no fire, Constable?”

Hayward rolled his eyes. “Because we’re trying not to be seen. That’s why the horses are tied close to the river, and we’re up here.”

Dutcher nodded. “Seems stupid to me.”

Hayward chuckled. “I imagine a great many things do.”

A light padding in the distance caught Hayward’s attention.

“I saw him once, you know. The Horseman.”

“Did you now?”

Hayward only half-listened as Dutcher began his story. “Me and Brom, you know, we go a-ways back. We were walking in the mountains, you know, in the Dunderbergs …”

Hayward kept his focus on the light noise he heard. He glanced across the river and prayed his son could hear it, too. For a moment, he thought he heard a horse neigh, far off, in the blackness of night.

“… never thought much for those old stories of goblins in the mountains, ya’ know? Seemed awful silly t’me.”

The Constable unslung the musket from his shoulder and leaned forward on his knee. He blocked out Dutcher’s voice and focused instead on the rising sound of hooves in the distance. Again, he glanced across the river, desperate for a glimpse of his son. Please, Aranck, tell me you can hear it.

“… but then, once we made it to the top of the Dunderbergs, we saw him. Down below, near the river.”

Hayward looked down the road toward Sleepy Hollow. The sound was growing ever-nearer, and he knew that soon, whatever it was would be on top of him and Dutcher.

Hayward checked his musket, taking his time to ensure there was a round loaded. He didn’t know if he’d be able to get off another musket shot, so he checked his pistol, as well. He even checked Dutcher’s, who seemed lost in his own tale.

“Down by the river… his head was all fire. Hellfire, some say. I don’t much know about that…”

The steps grew louder, driving closer and closer. Hayward knew that soon, whatever it was would be within range of a shot. He watched the road headed east as it dropped off in a great ridge, framed by enormous trees.

Dutcher’s story began to slow. The sound of the approaching horse was too loud to ignore. A distant, guttural neigh alerted both of them, and slowly, Hayward rose, peering just above the bush, watching the horizon of the road. A faint orange glow flickered in the east.

“Hellfire…” Dutcher whispered in the dark, his lips quivering, more from fright than the cold air.

All sound seemed to escape the area surrounding the bridge. Hayward looked toward the graveyard, half-expecting to see the spirits of spectral nightmares emerging from the ground, but there was nothing. Hayward had fought in the war. He had seen bloodshed firsthand countless times. He tightened his grip on the saber hanging from his hip.

Yet now, in this moment, hiding in a bush with a moron, Hayward knew the true meaning of fear. He watched it break over the horizon, galloping hard on a black steed in the night. Hayward produced a spyglass, a remnant of his days with the Culper Spy Ring during the war, and peered through.

The Headless Horseman. In all his nightmarish glory. The specter was massive. Far larger than any of the descriptions Hayward had heard throughout the years. Even without a head, it towered over himself and Dutcher, maybe even Brom, who was the tallest of their meager group.

The Horseman’s steed. Under normal circumstances, one might find a creature like this rotting in a field, but instead, it stood, muscles and ribcage visible in sections, half of its skull steaming in the damp, cool night. Strings of sinew clung to the horse’s exposed ribs, dangling, wet-looking, in the moonlight.

“My God…” Hayward muttered under his breath, as he clutched his musket tighter. “Go to the horses, Dutcher. See to them.”

The horses, meanwhile, had begun to neigh, disturbed by the presence of the Horseman, even at such a distance.

The Horseman sat in his saddle. If he had a head, Hay ward might have imagined him watching the bush. He simply sat, motionless, his horse breathing heavy in the night, casting steam from the exposed portions of its skull in the cold.

Hayward glanced toward Dutcher, who had gotten the horses under control.

The Horseman remained steady and focused on the bridge.

“He knows we’re here…” Hayward whispered.

Without warning, the sound of a musket shot pierced Hayward’s ear and he turned, startled at the sound. Brom Bones stood on the opposite side of the river, weapon smoking from the discharge.

“Ride, you hobgoblin! Ride to me!” Brom shouted, reloading his musket.

The Horseman circled quickly, and in an explosion of speed, tore off toward the bridge, and Hayward panicked. The Constable raised his musket and prepared to fire, waiting until he knew for sure that he could hit the spirit, when without warning, he was pushed to the ground by Dutcher, on horseback.

“Here! Here!” cried Dutcher, waving one arm, while holding the reins of the horse with his other.

“Dutcher, you fool!” Brom screamed, finishing reloading his musket.

Dutcher tore toward the Horseman, then stopped, turning back toward the bridge quickly, attempting to bait the ghoul. The Horseman brandished an enormous blade, and charged, gaining on Dutcher quickly.

In the blink of an eye, the Horseman’s neck erupted in an explosion of flame and a Jack O’Lantern appeared, grinning madly, engulfed in fire. Hayward was frozen by the intensity of the orange glow in the night and watched as the Horseman simply raised his arm and pointed at Dutcher.

With impossible accuracy, the grinning gourd flew at Dutcher with a sound not unlike a scream piercing the night. The pumpkin collided hard and knocked the man from his saddle.

In an instant, the Horseman closed on Dutcher, whose head hung limply, shocked from the collision and the fall. He stirred a moment and turned, as the Horseman brandished an enormous blade. With a flash, he severed Dutcher’s head clean from his shoulders.

Dutcher’s horse whinnied, pitched up on its back legs, and Dutcher’s lifeless body crumpled to the mud.

Aranck emerged from the embankment, musket and pistol at the ready. He stood, side by side with Brom, and raised his weapon. The Horseman continued his charge, and when he was about twenty yards away from the two young men, Hayward emerged from the bush and fired a shot.

The Horseman spun, and up close, Hayward could see another column of fire emerge from the Horseman’s shoulders. Another Jack O’Lantern appeared, with the same angry expression as the one previous.

The Horseman turned from Aranck and Brom and started back toward Hayward.

“Boys, run!” Hayward screamed, slipping down into the eastern embankment. He quickly gathered himself and climbed on his horse, tearing off north of the river, along the rocky shore.

Aranck and Brom climbed on their horses and tore off north as well, but on the western bank, desperate to keep pace with Hayward and the Horseman.

They watched the Horseman gain ground on the Constable, sword held high, ready to strike.

“Father! Ride! Ride hard!” Aranck screamed.

Brom raised his pistol and fired a shot, which, were the Horseman a living being, would’ve easily downed him, but instead did nothing. The Horseman slowed a touch and turned, its great Jack O’Lantern skull igniting in an orange fireball.

“Up there! The river narrows!” Brom shouted as they approached a natural rock bridge between the two banks.

Kicking his horse in the ribs hard, Aranck raced toward the rocks and crossed quickly, his horse stumbling a moment as it tried to gain footing.

“Father, I’m here!”

The two rode, side by side, as Brom crossed the rocky area as well, slowing his horse and placing himself behind the Headless Horseman.

“Keep riding, you fools!” Brom screamed.

The Horseman, in one motion, turned, and with the same gesture that nailed Dutcher, sent his gourd at Brom.

With incredible speed, Brom ducked and the Jack O’Lantern flew past his head. Brom watched as the Jack O’Lantern exploded behind him in a riot of fire and orange husk.

When Brom turned back around, he could barely believe his eyes as the area where the Horseman’s head should be suddenly erupted into towering orange flames. In an instant, they formed another Jack O’Lantern, and Brom rode harder, drawing his pistol.

As he took aim at the Horseman, the spirit seemed to anticipate the man’s moves, and reacted by lobbing his new-formed pumpkin head directly at Brom. This time, the Jack O’Lantern exploded in Brom’s face, tearing the strong Dutchman from his saddle, and slamming him to the mud.

He rolled onto his side and watched as the Horseman bore down on him, high in his saddle.

“Do your worst, hellspawn…” Brom said, spitting a loosened tooth from his mouth.

The Horseman climbed down from his saddle and stood. He drew his saber and stalked toward Brom. The blade still dripped with Fred Dutcher’s blood.

Suddenly, two shots rang out, the Headless Horseman lurched forward, roaring into the night sky in agony.

Brom braced himself for the end, but when it didn’t come, he opened his eyes and looked up.

The Horseman touched a gloved hand to his own chest. Rivulets of fire began to form from the two spots where the rounds tore through him, followed by strings of orange-red strands of pumpkin innards, seeds barely hanging on as the gourd meat dripped from the Horseman’s chest.

The Horseman turned, and watched as Aranck and Hayward sat on horseback, reloading their muskets thirty yards north of the river.

“You are running him down! He is bleeding!” Brom screamed, before being stabbed in the shoulder by the Horseman.

In a flash of orange fury, another Jack O’Lantern formed on the Horseman’s shoulders, and he turned, stalking toward his horse. Quickly, he climbed back into his saddle and tore off toward Aranck and Hayward.

“We have to get him to the other side of the river, we have to trick him across,” Aranck said, frantically.

Hayward turned to his son and pushed him from his horse. He threw his musket down at the boy’s feet and turned back to the Horseman, who was gaining on them quickly.

“Hyah!” Hayward shouted, tearing further north of the river, forcing his horse into the shallow depths, trudging through water and mud.

The Horseman followed close behind.

“Come on, you old nag, come on!” Hayward’s horse darted more to the center of the river, which was deep but still passable, and whinnied in the dark.

The Horseman gained on Hayward, and in a terrifying explosion of mud, water, pumpkin, and fire, their horses collided.

Hayward lay, face down in the mud, staring at the smiling Jack O’Lantern face of Sleepy Hollow’s notorious nightmare, who lay still in the shallow waters of the river that served as a natural barrier between Sleepy Hollow and regions due west.

The Horseman rose, as did Hayward. Slashing with his saber, the Horseman gained on Hayward quickly, but Hayward met the demon’s blade with his own, with a clash of steel on steel.

Hayward stumbled in the shallow waters, as did the Horseman. Their sabers collided repeatedly, sparks of fire flickering into the night. The Constable noted that the demon had slowed considerably, the water washing over its boots.

Hayward’s only recourse was a pure defense, as he stumbled further and further backward, his boots heavy and sodden with mud. He could feel his heart pounding, as though it could tear free of his chest at any moment.

They fought. The Horseman, though weakened, was still the better of the two. Hayward had one eye on Aranck on the eastern side of the river, and another on Brom Bones, bleeding, struggling in the mud.

Each attack of the Horseman forced Hayward backward, and sapped the Constable’s energy. Eventually, Hayward fell to the banks of the river, exhausted and reeling from the barrage of sword-on-sword pressure unleashed by the Horseman.

More gunshots. The Horseman froze in place. Turning, the specter spotted Aranck standing along the edge of the river, dual pistols raised and smoking in the moonlight.

The Horseman touched his wounds. He was dripping pumpkin innards at a rapid pace, and Hayward rose slowly behind him. The Horseman began stalking toward Aranck as the boy fumbled for the musket slung over his shoulder.

Hayward wrapped his strong arms around the Horseman and held him firmly in place in the center of the river, water sloshing around their ankles, soaking them both. On unsteady, exhausted legs, Hayward began dragging the Horseman backward, closer to the opposite side of the shore. The spirit had begun to slow, proving that the flesh truly was weak.

Once across, the demon got one of his arms loose, raised his saber and ran himself through, the blade passing through himself and out his back into Hayward’s chest, locking the two of them together.

“See you in hell, demon…” Hayward whispered to the Horseman before sliding off the end of the blade and collapsing to the rocks on the western side of the river. “Now, Aranck! Shoot him now!” Hayward screamed.

On the second “now” Aranck fired. The round soared across the river and slammed directly into the Jack O’Lantern resting upon the shoulders of the Headless Horseman. The flaming gourd erupted in a torrent of hellfire and pumpkin pieces, splattering all over the Constable and the side of the river.

Aranck splashed through the water to his father. He stared at the motionless body of the Horseman, saber resting just out of reach. Aranck picked the blade up as it slowly withered in his hand, the steel rusting and turning to dust. The body of the Horseman followed suit, rotting at a rapid pace, before dissolving along the banks of the river.

Even the shattered pieces of Jack O’Lantern rotted quickly, browning and turning to mush.

Aranck knelt beside Hayward, and placed his hand on his father’s chest, in a futile effort to stem the blood loss.

“Father…”

Hayward smiled up at the boy. He caressed his cheek. Brushed a strand of long, black hair from his face. “My sweet boy. That was… a spirited shot.”

Aranck smiled. “Let’s get you back into town, father…”

Hayward coughed, flecks of crimson escaping his mouth, dotting his chin and lips. “I don’t think there’s… much… time for that.”

Tears welled in the boy’s eyes.

“Constable…?”

Aranck turned and spotted Brom, standing nearby, the horses reined. Slowly, Hayward’s son shook his head.

Brom knelt down, favoring his own wound, still holding the reins, and watched as the Constable took slow, labored breaths. The forest around the river grew eerily quiet, with nary the sound of an owl to pierce the night.

“I love you, father, I’m so sorry…”

Hayward squeezed his son’s hand. “Watch over them, Aranck. Care for them.”

Aranck nodded.

Hayward’s breath quickened a moment, then slowed. The steam of his breath danced in the air, curling, flitting about, until finally, it was gone.

Aranck lowered his head and quietly said a Wecquaesgeek prayer taught to him by his mother, long ago, during one of their treks into the woods.
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The following morning, Aranck and Brom buried Constable Hayward’s body in the family plot in the churchyard. It was a solemn ceremony, and Aranck was touched by the arrival of so many folks from Sleepy Hollow and the surrounding areas.

Katrina stood for a long time at Hayward’s grave, alongside Squire Van Tassel. She placed a small bouquet of milkweed and yarrow on his casket and told Aranck how sorry she was for his loss.

Nanepaishot came, disguised as a child. She and Aranck spoke of the woods being calm. Of how she couldn’t sense Yotoanit any longer in the foothills or along the rivers of Sleepy Hollow.

“The people are safe, then?” Aranck asked, kneeling, eye level with the powerful spirit of the region.

“There are many things yet to be feared, but Yotoanit is no longer one of them. Your father was a brave man. He gave these people a wonderful gift with his passing.”

Aranck nodded.

“You are that gift, Aranck. It is a great burden to protect these people. But you can bear such a burden.”

Again, the boy nodded.

“If ever you need my counsel, you know where to find me.”

With that, Nanepaishot turned, and walked off into the tree line. Aranck could make out the tiniest wisp of black smoke trailing behind her.

“Aranck?”

The young man turned and spotted Brom Bones standing behind him, nervously fumbling with his hat, the bandages on his chest visible under his finest dress shirt.

“Yes, Brom?”

“I wanted to tell you how sorry I am. Your father and I didn’t always see eye to eye on things, but he was a good man. He kept us all safe.”

Aranck nodded. “He did.”

“Heard Squire Van Tassel wants to make you the new Constable.”

“He does.”

Brom stepped closer to Aranck. He patted the boy on the shoulder. “I don’t think anyone’s better suited.”

“Thank you, Brom.”

“If you ever need someone to get their hands dirty out there. In the forest. In the mountains. I’m your man.”

Aranck smiled. “There is comfort in having a half-bear, half-bull, half-wildcat by my side.”

Brom put his arm around Aranck’s shoulder. “You know where to find me.”

Brom started off toward the pub as brown, red, and gold leaves fell from the trees scattered around the churchyard, mingling with the snowfall from the day before.

Warm color against a white canvas.




RUNAWAY

BY JOSH BURNS

THE TRAIN TRACKS stretched straight and far ahead with nothing but bare trees on either side. The sun hung briefly on the edge of the world, casting a glow over the already orange treetops before setting behind the forest. Animals scurried haphazardly in the darkening brush, and there was a sense of foreboding in the air. Johnny felt it in the oncoming chill of the autumn night.

Johnny was a runaway. He’d only been walking a few hours—since early afternoon—but, to him, it seemed as though he’d been walking forever. He looked at the wood and steel lying before him to infinity and decided that taking the tracks was still a better idea than hitchhiking. He didn’t want to be seen leaving town. He didn’t want his mother to know where he was. Besides, he figured taking the tracks was quicker. They went straight through to the next town, whereas the road went something like two counties out of the way to get to the same place. An exaggeration, perhaps, because he didn’t actually drive yet and had no idea how far it really was. But it was far.

Still, it was getting dark and the cold was beginning to seep through his simple white t-shirt and jeans.

I shoulda grabbed my jacket, he thought.

But, no, there hadn’t been time.
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“You think it’s easy to raise a family by myself? You think I wanted your father to die?”

“Well, I didn’t kill him, that was Korea. Blame Truman.”

“Oh, so it’s the president’s fault I had to take on all the responsibilities myself? I thought I might get a little help from you!”

“Responsibilities? You’re never even sober enough to know what that means! And when you do sober up, all you do is yell at me!”

“Don’t talk back to me, boy.”

“I’m no boy, mother. I had to grow up because you wouldn’t.”

“You son of a bitch!”

“Exactly.”
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No, there hadn’t been time at all. Running out of the house that quick, there hadn’t been time for much of anything. All he had with him was the switchblade in his back pocket, a book of matches from The Stork Club, a beat up copy of Huck Finn jammed into his pants, and four dollars he had snagged before the fight. In fact, that measly four dollars had actually started the fight. That’s all it took anymore.

A cold blast of wind caught him in the face and ruffled the sleeves of his t-shirt. He looked up at the bruised twilight sky. It had gone from orange to a dark crimson into a deep, rich purple in a matter of minutes it seemed. The first stars had begun to twinkle through the haze of ever deepening night, and it was still getting colder. The temperature would get down below freezing before midnight, he was sure. November wasn’t the best of times to run away from home.

“I’d better find shelter,” he mumbled to himself, almost not noticing the circle of light working its way down the tracks toward him. The whistle sounded. Johnny stepped down the embankment and let the train pass.

As the seemingly endless freight cars went by, he turned to look into the woods, and a sudden wave of déjà vu swept over him. He had seen this place before. Not personally, but in a picture. He looked straight ahead of him into the forest, but the feeling was gone. Something had caught his eye as he turned, and that had set him off, but he didn’t know what it was.

Behind him, the train passed on and the roar of the engine faded away. Johnny mounted the embankment and stood on the tracks looking into the woods. He remembered that it had been in the newspaper. That’s where he’d seen the picture. Something had happened here.

Something bad.

He resumed walking.

There.

He saw it again. He turned, leapt down the embankment, and trotted into the forest. Not too far back in the woods was a tree on which all the branches had been broken and splintered on one side about six feet up. The bark was stripped in a few places and the lower branches were bent to the ground. Yeah, this place had made news about a year ago.

A kid had died out here.

[image: image]

Pete Hammond had been found out in the woods, against this tree, with half his back sliced off. He had been missing for a few days and the search had spread to the neighboring counties. The volunteers and sheriff’s deputies had started to look along the tracks, and the police had dragged Royal Lake. Strangely enough, for all those people looking for him, it was a train engineer on his regular route who had found him. He said it had been the tree that originally attracted his attention. He had been looking down the line into the woods when he saw a tree that “looked like someone had cut off all the branches and slapped it with a coat of barn paint.” As he got closer, he saw at the base of the tree what appeared to be a bundle of paint-stained rags. When he passed by it, though, out of the corner of his eye he saw the hand.

There was a hand protruding from the “bundle.” He also thought he saw a tuft of hair. That threw a start into him. His next stop had been the town where Johnny lived, where Pete Hammond had lived when he was still alive. The engineer reported it and half the town turned up in the woods within the hour.

The first four to arrive had found him there with his eyes bugging out of his head and streaks of blood drying at his mouth, nose, and ears. The paper said he must have hit that tree “with the force of a speeding train,” and wasn’t that ironic. Some townspeople suggested that he actually had been struck by a train, but the rest pointed out that he’d obviously been moving at the wrong angle for that, directly parallel to the tracks. Some proposed that he had been thrown repeatedly into the tree, while still others insisted that this was too far-fetched and there was no natural explanation. The tree was cleaned up, what was left of Pete was buried, and after a short time the search for any cause had been given up.

Of course, there had been a lot of talk about Randy Davis back then.

Johnny didn’t know a lot about Randy Davis. That happened years ago when Johnny was younger, so he and Randy hadn’t been so close in age. Consequently, he hadn’t really followed the story. He had, however, heard the talk last year when Pete Hammond was found. Apparently, Randy had been seen first by a train engineer, too. The engineer had seen a bright spot in the forest from some distance away, and observed that the closer he got to the thing the nearer it drew to the tracks. When he was about fifty feet from it, the glow burst from the trees and collapsed on the embankment. Before it fell in a burning heap, the engineer saw it was a human form engulfed in flame. He reported it and the body was recovered. They’d had to use dental records to identify the remains.

There had been talk of other things happening here, but none so vivid in memory as those two. Johnny stepped back from the tree and shivered. He looked up at the sky again. Darkness was really setting in and the moon was not yet up. He looked back at the tree and then out to the tracks. “Wise up, stupid,” he told himself, rubbing his upper arms without actually warming them up. “You gotta find shelter.”

He trudged back to the embankment and clambered up. He looked back toward home and the tracks disappeared into inky blackness. Ahead, they did the same. “Great,” he muttered.

He’d been walking for another ten minutes or so when the moon, three-quarters full, finally began to show itself behind the treetops. A pale bluish light slowly bled through the trees and Johnny could see again. Things were moving in there. Big things. Small things. Shadows.

“Stop.”

As Johnny spoke, he himself stopped, staring straight ahead. But the things in the forest kept moving. Shadows. Moving. He saw them in his peripheral vision. Moving.

“Stop.”

He turned his head to the left as he repeated himself. His voice echoed a short distance through the trees and died. A raccoon stopped his wandering to look up, and then darted around a bush. An owl lit on a tree branch. A deer lifted its head. Another large shadow was in the forest. Still. Unmoving. Johnny shook his head. “I must be dreaming,” he whispered.

About a hundred yards back, crouching in the woods, was a two-story cottage. A tall, stone-built chimney stood out against its right side. The tattered shingles cast a mangled pattern of shadows over the roof in the moonlight. The shutters were open, but the windows were dark. It looked old. Very old. There was no movement around the house. It seemed very alone in the forest. Set apart. Isolated.

Johnny shook his head and gasped at the cold. “Well, it’s shelter,” he told himself in a hoarse voice. He stumbled down the embankment and headed into the woods. He walked slowly, cautiously. Every few steps, he’d glance around. Alone. Isolated.

He mounted the front steps on tiptoes without realizing it. On the porch, there was one front-facing window to the right of the door. To the left of the door was a length of blank wall marked only by what appeared to be a hand-carved wooden sign that read, “Hestia.” He wondered briefly if there had been more to the sign at some point in the past, but quickly reasoned that he had more important things to think about.

The door was open. Clouds of dust arose with his first steps. “Hello?” he said, his voice wavering. A mouse squeaked in the corner. “Anybody here?” he called, a little louder. A bit of ash fell down the chimney.

Johnny looked around. As he looked at the room, the fireplace was on his right. A flight of hardwood stairs ran up the left-hand wall to a balcony that stretched across the back of the cottage. The back portion of the place was a kitchen and just above that, behind the balcony, were two small rooms. There was a bathroom in front of the stairs on Johnny’s left, and a window on the wall to his right, just before the fireplace. The entire house was dirty and smelled of age and mold.

“It’s shelter,” Johnny said again, trying to reassure himself. He sat down at the hearth and wished he had a bedroll.

There was a chair rotting in the corner. One of the legs had fallen off at some point in the past and the thing appeared to wobble just from being noticed. Johnny shivered as he looked at it. Well, if I can’t sit on it, he thought, I might as well use it for something.

It split easily against the brick hearth. Johnny sat and broke it into pieces small enough to fit in the fireplace. Then he stood and considered his handiwork. “That’ll make some good kindling, at least,” he said out loud just to break the aggressive silence. Looking out the window, he continued, “Now I need some real wood.” With a sigh, he turned and walked out the front door.

The moon was still up, but it would be pitch black again soon enough. He stepped down off of the front porch and began picking up large branches and anything else that looked like it would burn. He paused to look up at the house. It was dark and foreboding again, and he wondered why he had gone inside in the first place. It’s shelter, he reminded himself.

Shelter, shelter, shelter.

He looked around. The house cast an unnaturally giant shadow through the forest that seemed to block out the rest of the world. Alone. Isolated. Shelter. He went back to collecting wood.

He wandered around the side of the house and was pleased to see a large branch lying near the chimney. Stepping toward it, he observed that this seemed to be where the moon shone brightest through the trees, throwing eerie shadows on the side of the house. These shadows seemed to dance, to beckon and repel at the same time. His eyes followed them up the side of the house. Up the chimney stones. Straight to the top.

He dropped the wood he was carrying. His breath caught in his throat.

Smoke was rising from the chimney.

The blood drained from his face, leaving him pale as the moonlight. The window next to the chimney was dark; he couldn’t see anything inside. Impulsively, he pulled the switchblade from his back pocket and flicked it open. Slowly, uncertainly, he made his way around the front of the house and onto the porch. He rubbed dust from the front window and peered inside.

The fireplace was dark. There was no one in the room. There was nothing in the fireplace but the broken chair. There was nothing on the floor. There was nothing on the stairs. There was nothing but the house. And the fireplace. And the smoke that was not there. With his instinct for self-preservation both screaming a warning and urging him forward, Johnny opened the door and went back inside.

The stairs creaked under Johnny’s weight as he crept up to the balcony, switchblade still held defensively before him. Dust rippled through the air as he shuffled past the first room. Peering into the darkness of the second, he remembered the matchbook in his front pocket. He traded the switchblade for the matches as he stuck his head into the room. The curtains were drawn, leaving only a fine sliver of moonlight to cut across the dark floor. Until he struck a match. For a moment, the room leapt into bright light, then returned to an orange sort of darkness, illuminated faintly by the glow from Johnny’s hand. But in that flash, that bright flare of light, there were shadows. And one or two of them appeared to move.

Johnny felt sweat bead up on his forehead and down the back of his neck. His eyes had betrayed him. There was nothing in the room save for a bed and a nightstand. Nothing had moved. It had only appeared that way. He breathed a sigh of relief.

Then something shifted behind him.

He felt it. Some kind of presence. A shadow fell across his back. The match burned down to his fingers. He shook it out and flung himself into the room, turning to face the doorway. Dust flew in circles from his heels.

There was nobody there. There was no shadow. There was nothing.

He reasoned it out with himself downstairs. He was a 15-year-old runaway in an old, abandoned house, so he’d gotten jumpy for a minute there. Thinking about Pete Hammond and Randy Davis hadn’t helped anything, either. He was just in the wrong frame of mind. “I’ll feel real stupid in the morning,” he told himself, once again speaking aloud for no reason other than to hear a human noise. Then, as if answering himself, he added, “Yeah. It’ll be okay in the morning.”

He had to keep reassuring himself of that. He read a couple of pages of Huck Finn by moonlight until he fell asleep.

[image: image]

He sat before the fireplace, where a fire was blazing. A strange mist, thick and ropy, swelled from the balcony above and swirled down through the main room. As it settled to the floor in great drifts, he saw it not to be mist after all, but dust. He stood tentatively, as though the very dust might reach out and grab him. Then he looked back up to the balcony.

A young woman was striding across it toward the stairs. She had on a light pink bathrobe, stroked pale in the moon light that crept in from nowhere, it seemed. Her long, dishwater blonde hair was tangled as though she’d been sleeping. Her bare feet made almost no sound against the floorboards.

She turned at the top of the stairs. The front of her white nightgown showed through her open bathrobe and her full face was toward him. He was transfixed. She wasn’t beautiful, strictly speaking, but something about her was powerfully alluring. Her wide green eyes stared down at him, so filled with sorrow that he feared he might burst into tears. But he couldn’t take his eyes away. He couldn’t move at all.

She started down the stairs. She didn’t walk; she glided. Slowly. Step by deliberate step. And she never took her eyes off of his. With dawning fascination, and an alarming lack of fear, he gradually began to realize that with each step the young woman took, she grew older. Had she been twenty on the balcony? Then she was forty halfway down the stairs, and fifty, and sixty, maybe more as she stopped on the last step with her hands dropped at her sides. The fire reflected brightly in her eyes, and he watched it burn.

Suddenly, in those eyes, he saw nightmare images. Without wondering how or why, he realized that these were images of Pete Hammond. Images of Randy Davis. Images of death.

He saw Pete burst from the house and run some distance—parallel to the tracks, of course—before turning to look back. He saw him catapulted backward through the forest by a great, fiery explosion, erupting against a tree in a red burst before sliding to the ground a shapeless, bloody heap.

He saw Randy Davis inside the cottage, reaching into the fireplace. He saw something reach out from the chimney and grab him. Claw at him. Tear his flesh. Something that set itself aflame upon Randy’s arms and head. He saw Randy belching up smoke and blood as the fire engulfed him and he stumbled toward the train tracks.

Johnny tried to move. He tried to look away. Those eyes that had so mesmerized him just moments before were now somehow the source and end result of every fear he’d ever had in his life. He strained and concentrated and shook his head in an effort to look somewhere, anywhere, else. But her burning green eyes were all he could see. And when a tear fell from each of her eyes, the reflected fire flowed out with them and down her face. Johnny tried to scream then, but as the fire became the woman and the woman became the fire, she opened her mouth with a smile full of flame and screamed for him.
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Johnny awoke. He sat bolt upright, inexplicably screaming the word he’d read on the sign out front. He had no idea why. But it was over. There was no woman. No dream. No nightmare. All was quiet. But he still felt her scream resounding through the house.

He shivered and looked outside. It was still dark, and the moon had gone down. He didn’t know if it had actually gotten below freezing or not, but he was as cold as he ever remembered being. Looking over at the fireplace, he realized with some embarrassment that the reason he was so cold was that he’d never actually lit a fire after dropping all of his wood outside. Well, the rotted chair was still there, at least, and that would provide some warmth.

Kneeling on the hearth, he struck a match and held it into the fireplace. Suddenly remembering his dream of Randy Davis, he pulled his arm back with a jerk, accidentally extinguishing the match. After a moment, he sighed and forced a laugh at himself. “Cut it out,” he said aloud, struck another match, and reached into the fireplace again.

A bit of ash fell down the chimney, landing on his outstretched hand. He heard a noise. Inside the chimney. Scratching. Something was up there. His eyes grew wide. He instinctively stuck his head in the fireplace and looked up.

Something big and utterly black was crawling down the flue.

An odor of something burning drifted toward him. The thing was coming fast. And it looked vaguely human.

Johnny turned away and closed his eyes. “No,” he whispered. “Stop it, Johnny. Just stop.” There had been too much imagination, too many feelings, too many visions tonight. He steeled himself and looked back again.

It was closer.

Splinters of white bone showed through its charred flesh. Bits of it fell off as it scrambled down the length of the flue. A roaring fire that was not there reflected in its wide green eyes.

Johnny slammed the damper shut, dropped the now-exhausted match, and stood up. All was dark and quiet for a moment as he stared at the fireplace. He had time for one brief hope that he had imagined it. Then it hit the damper hard, making the old rusted metal give with a resistant whine. The noise made Johnny jump back in shock. “Son of a bitch!” he yelped, and ran for the door. As his hand touched the knob, the thing smashed through the damper with a sound like an explosion. He cringed and looked back despite himself. It flung itself out of the fireplace and reached for him.

And it spoke.

“Johnny!” it wheezed, trying to yell through incinerated vocal cords. “Catch the train! Catch it, Johnny…” Here it grasped at the floorboards and began dragging itself toward him. “…Or I’ll catch you.”

Johnny bolted out the door and leapt off the porch. His surroundings were a blur as he ran through the forest. Not parallel to the tracks, no not that. But straight ahead. Not on fire, and safer with every step, surely. He turned only once to look back over his shoulder at the house. The front door was still open. The thing stood upright in the doorway, backlit by an unearthly orange glow, smoldering, smoking, yet its eyes still gleamed.

“Johnny!” it snapped, crying tears of flame.

He turned back around and kept running with all his might. There, the tracks were in front of him. His legs strained, his eyes blurred with tears, and he thought he heard the thing laughing behind him. As he mounted the embankment, his brain faintly comprehended the sound of a train whistle beneath the laughter.

He spun around into a blinding light.
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When the report came in, Deputy Timmons said he knew the spot well, and he and the sheriff set out right away. The deputy drove, as he was a townie who had lived there his entire life, while Sheriff Bradley was a “hire-in” who had only acquired his office earlier that year. He was still learning the town’s history.

“What’s so special about this place?” he asked after ten minutes of sleepy, pre-dawn silence and coffee as they drove out to the train tracks.

“Well,” Timmons responded, “it’s been some kind of jinx as long as I can remember. An honest-to-God death trap.”

“No need to over-dramatize,” Sheriff Bradley admonished.

“I’m not kiddin’, Sheriff,” Timmons doubled down. “You musta’ read about all those kids who died around here before. All those mysterious deaths, like the Hammond boy last year?” Bradley nodded with uncertainty. “They’ve all been around that same place, y’see,” the deputy continued. “Right out by that blasted house.”

“What house?” Sheriff Bradley asked.

“No house, really,” Deputy Timmons said, turning onto a fire road that led out to the tracks. “Not anymore, anyway.”

Bradley was both exasperated and intrigued by his deputy’s cryptic answer. “And what does that mean?” he prompted.

“Okay,” Timmons began. “It was back before the turn of the century. This older guy named Roberts had just gotten married to a young lady from out of town.” He looked sideways at the Sheriff with a small grin. “Like you.”

“Uh-huh,” Bradley grunted noncommittally, more than ready for the “out-of-towner” comments to become memory.

“Anyhoo,” the deputy went on, “he took it upon hisself to build a house for him and the missus out here where we’re headed. He finished that up tidy and they lived pretty comfortable for a while even though she wasn’t used to bein’ so, you know, rural.”

“Like me,” the sheriff said preemptively.

“If you say so,” Deputy Timmons said with a smile. “Then, after a decade or so, the railroad went through right at the edge of their property, and the missus didn’t like that, not at all. But Roberts told her she’d get used to the train and they just went on living out there away from everyone.”

“I think I’m missing the part where it’s a jinxed death trap,” the sheriff interrupted wryly.

“I’m gettin’ there,” Timmons answered, pulling the cruiser to a halt with the tracks in sight. “We gotta walk it from here,” he explained as he opened his door.

Dawn was breaking as they walked along the tracks toward the site. Timmons continued his story without having to be asked. “So, the story goes that the missus was happy with old man Roberts, but she never did cotton to that train. Then, sometime in the tens comes this night where some runaway criminal happens on their house because he’s following the tracks. Just a petty thief, but this time he’d ended up killin’ someone back in town and was hot on the lam and tryin’ to get out without bein’ spotted. Now Roberts and the missus let him on in because they didn’t know any better, and—long story long—Roberts somehow found out what the fella had done and one thing led to another and… Well, they ended up killing each other right in front the lady.”

“Tragic,” Sheriff Bradley observed.

“You got that right,” Timmons agreed. “After that, she refused to move. Said the house was hers free and clear and nobody could make her leave it. Just stayed out here alone gettin’ more and more bitter. Wouldn’t take no visitors and just spent every day hatin’ life and cussin’ at the train. Then, one night smack dab in the middle of the roaring twenties, the house caught fire somehow. Whole place burned to the ground. No one knows why, but most folks think ol’ Hestia Roberts just got tired of livin’ alone and decided to stop livin’ altogether.”

They found the body beside the tracks. He had been thrown in the direction he had been running. The left side of his body had been slammed in and he’d twisted so that he slid down the embankment on his back.

“Looks like suicide,” Deputy Timmons observed, walking around the body.

“Mm-hmm,” muttered Sheriff Bradley, stepping up the embankment. He looked across the tracks. The rising sun shown in his face and cast shadows in the forest. He shielded his eyes. The deputy was right. In the woods, about a hundred yards back, was a clearing. There were no real trees, but many shrubs and small bushes had grown up around the blackened remains of a house. The only thing left standing, towering high in the air, was a tall, stone-built chimney, the broken remnants of a chair stuck in its base.

The sheriff took his hand from his eyes and listened. A morning breeze carried a sound through the forest to his ears. A small sound. A noise. Scratching.

A bit of ash fell down the chimney.




AND THE DAYS LENGTHENED

BY ETHAN REISLER

IT WAS ALL so innocuous at the beginning, just “fun facts” spread around by kids on playgrounds, or some moron trying to look like an intellectual at his business firm’s Christmas party. The kind of thing that you’d hear and think “Oh, that’s… neat, I guess,” and move on with your day. Maybe you’d forget, or maybe you’d try to show off your not-so-limited knowledge. I was the former for the first year, then the latter once the numbers sounded more impressive. Hell, I remember the first time I heard about it, standing around the coffee pot at work with Malcolm.

“So, did you hear the news, Dylan?”

I barely heard what he said. It was 6:30 in the morning, so anything the guy said was like TV static that puts you to sleep. Besides, he was an unpaid intern; we burned through them like it was nothing. Team building exercises set up by HR was the only time we’d get attached to a kid like that.

“Hmm? W-What didya say?” Putting together a sentence was hard enough, feigning any sort of interest was harder.

“The news of course! They say the Earth’s slowing down, or something like that. Ya know? Like, like the turn of… the umm…”

“The rotation? Is that what you me-”

“Yeah, yeah! The rotation slowed down. About a mile, I think. Or was it a kilometer? Same idea, right?” It wasn’t the same idea.

“Uh-huh, sure man, whatever you say.” The fluorescent lights were blinding in that room. Constant, interminable buzzing and blinding white, they always managed to collect dead bugs. Flies mostly.

“I know, sounds totally wild, right? But don’t worry, I did a little research on the internet about it when I heard all about this stuff.” Fantastic. After 15 minutes of “research” he had already become a bog-standard genius. And best of all? I had the honor of being talked down to while he told himself that lie. “Doesn’t sound like anything to worry about, so I wouldn’t mind it if I were you. It’s pretty normal for it to happen from what I’ve seen, and in no time at all they say it’ll spin back up to speed.”

“Who said that?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said that ‘they’ said it’ll speed back up. Who?”

“Aw, you know man. The scientists, or whoever. They’ve already got a few articles written about it you can look up if you want to. Man, I even talked to some of ‘em on a discussion board online. Top-of-their-field kind of guys.”

He was lying through his teeth, it was obvious enough to tell, but I didn’t care. A cubicle was calling my name - I had work that needed to be avoided. A simple thumbs-up was all he got from me. Malcolm was a good kid. That’s all he was though. A kid. HR told us he was fresh out of community college? Probably still living with his parents while he “sorted things out.” There’s no point in being hard on him, I did the same thing after all. Who didn’t? Doubt my studio apartment was any better than what he had going on. I never had a wife or kids to fill the silence; maybe he had some little sibling to bother him during his days off. Who knows?

So that’s all it was, some small talk to be passed around after we’d already said, “I’m so tired,” or “Why’s it so cold in here?” It stayed that way for over a year, being forgotten by whoever said it, and remembered by whoever heard it again. Malcolm left the firm by then - just as the rest of us always knew he would - and was replaced by another intern, Pete Hammond or something was his name. Malcolm would have talked my ear off if he had the chance when more news came out. His online buddies couldn’t have gotten it more wrong with their made up ideas: the Earth had slowed down by another mile. That time I heard it myself while stuck in my cramped apartment. It’s hard to stretch your legs when they can carry you across your home in a single step, so boiling my brain with some TV was about as good as it got.

“NASA and ESA, private organizations, and independent scientists around the globe have confirmed that the Earth has begun slowing its rotation by a second mile in their recent reports. In other news-” That was that, a drop in the ocean of what needed to be said that day. At least people could feel even more like an intellectual by saying the rotation had slowed down by two miles instead of one, and correct those that hadn’t found out yet. That’s when I tried showing off, too. I was no different from everyone else. I can admit that.

“So, Jim. You hear what’s been going on?” Back at the coffee pot again, but this time I was wide awake and Jim wasn’t. Day in and day out he worked in our IT department, and he had the weight to show it.

“What, the election? ‘Course I have, you’d have to be living in a cave not to hear about South Caroli-”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, Jim. The Earth? Slowing down even more. Now it’s two miles, they’re sayin’.”

“The hell you mean, ‘slowing down even more?’ When did it start slowing down?” Pure glee. That sweet moment of rubbing the fact that you knew and they didn’t square in their face. Besides, he didn’t try to ask who “they” were; that made it all the more easy because I couldn’t have guessed the names of any scientists, dead or alive.

“Oh come on, Jim. You’ve gotta have heard something about it before. It’s the only thing everyone’s talking about.” No it wasn’t. “It’s been going on for over a year now.”

“Good for you, staying on top of topical things like that, but I have an actual job that needs doing. So, if you would excuse me…” And just like that, Jim walked away. Didn’t even give me the courtesy of a thumbs-up, instead leaving me with those burning lights.
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Life went on for the most part unchanged. The days and nights started to grow longer by nearly a minute as time went on; another fact to point out and be forgotten. But soon one minute turned into five, five into ten, and ten into thirty. Hours were added to the days, and the nights dragged on just as long. Most thought the worst thing at that time was how corporations approached the whole thing. In their eyes, if there was more time in the day than the old 24 hours, there was more time to work. My time in the office wasn’t so bad though. All the forms would dry up by noon during the old cycle, and they still did. There was simply more time spent busying myself to look occupied.

But then came the news again. “In local news, a father, aged 32, has died today at the construction site located between the streets of Oakland and Pennings. Onlookers were shocked to see one Jeremy Onstache fall from a girder on the 27th floor. I’m told we have a video of the event, which we’ve been allowed to televise. Viewer discretion is advised.”

He comes out from some shadow, walking across the girder without any bearing of where he is or what’s going on. The poor idiot doesn’t even have a hard hat on. He lurches forward, then backwards and misses a step; the crowds scream like they’re trying to tear apart their throats with noise alone, but he manages to catch himself. Instead of turning back, he keeps walking forward all the way to the other side. With a few steps left he stumbles. There wasn’t a chance of saving himself again. The screams were cut off by the end of the video; he’s suspended in the air when the newscaster comes on again.

“Most sources, coming from fellow co-workers, say that Jeremy was delirious hours before the incident due to what seems like an extreme lack of sleep and heat exhaustion from the lengthening days. One coworker stated that, ‘He had worked upwards of 90 hours that week alone. None of us knew how much overtime he might’ve had under his belt, but what I do know is that like Jeremy, the rest of us are being worked to the bone.’ Many, including the workers at this site, have become anxious and worn out due to new work cycles, pushing some to protest these new conditions.”

She mentioned he was a father; how many kids did he have? Were they sons or daughters? Was he still married? They didn’t care to say who he had left behind. I didn’t learn back then, and I never will. Jeremy was the start of something big though. Something that’s passed on to be forgotten, but remarkable nonetheless. People across the country protested in his name - other countries stood behind the names of their own lost souls - all in an effort to make a change in the workforce. They occupied my office’s parking lot, too.

When I managed to squeeze past them in the early hours of the morning, I still had the familiarity of my coffee pot and fluorescent lights to start the day. There wasn’t any point to bring up what I’d seen on the news if there was someone with me because everyone had seen the same thing. If they avoided learning about it, they could’ve looked out the window and read a picket sign or two. A new day, however long, meant new faces that would shout at anyone that would listen, but new and old alike carried the same signs and spoke the same message. Did they protest in shifts or something? They had to eat and drink, despite seeming like they never slept, right? Saw them enough in my own life that I had to see them in others’.

The news on the tv showed me exactly what I was expecting to see: one of the tech monopolies sent out pro test-breakers, and the police followed to help them. Tear gas in the streets, police officers in gas masks, and regular people fleeing like their life depended on it. For some it did. Chicago’s protests resulted in 6 deaths, Detroit had 3, L.A. held the high score with 13. In less than a week after receiving pushback, the protests devolved into riots.

Tear gas was met with molotovs, bricks, and the ever classic cans of soup. HR got pretty pissed when a window on the second floor was smashed. A coworker had some fun of his own, and tried pinning the whole incident on a protester in the parking lot. He deserved getting the sack for that one. We didn’t miss him. Riots were far from work, but downtown was ruthless. I could always hear the shouts and screams on the bike ride home. I could hear them all around me, crying out in agony. They kept it up for months. Taking a beating to stand up again and give it right back. It was almost worth it when corporations decided to loosen up a bit with their work days - anything past the tenth hour was deemed overtime.

It hurts to think. It always hurts to think now. Trying to remember… Try to… Try my memory. What happened next? The fire or the water?

Protesters met some pushback during their crusade, and it was enough to hold them over until the Earth slowed more than before. The speedometer of the planet dropped off another mile. Days and nights drew on and on, but something else was overlooked, sitting right below the rioters’ prime-time slot on the news. I don’t remember when I first heard about it happening because that shill of a news channel didn’t see any money in talking about it, until it was too late.

It was so clear when I saw it; the shore kept creeping up as if there was never supposed to be a low tide in the day. Nobody cared enough to speak on how to stop it, or at least nobody cared enough to listen to those that strained their voices to speak up. This time I wasn’t at home or work to hear it. I was biking after a long day of doing nothing at the office. Here I come, passing by a whole display of TVs directed to the street, and it hits me. “Evacuation notices as given by the federal government are effective immediately. Anyone residing within the borders of the Eastern or Western Seaboard, including states bordering on the Gulf of Mexico, must evacuate the area and seek alternative shelter closer inland.”

“Oh my God,” whispered one woman. “Oh my… oh my God.”

“My parents live in Maryland,” said another man. “Right on the bay. I- I gotta call them!” He ran away from the display like whether or not he was watching would change the outcome. There was nothing I could do, except prepare. So I went to the grocery store; I knew it would be a bloodbath there, but the earliest I could go had the best chance of being the safest. We found out later what had happened to the sea boards. First islands like the Keys completely vanished over a week and a half, and then the ocean trickled into the coasts. I saw it happen, houses reduced to loose sticks floating in the wake of it all, cars acting as submarines drawn out into the chasms of the sea, and the bodies. The bodies were driftwood in cities, waiting to be delivered to some destination far away. But how could I have seen it? My studio apartment was in Indiana. Was it the news? It had to have been.

The grocery store wasn’t too far from the TV display. I could hear cars honking 4 blocks away, and maybe over a hundred stirring up a commotion; it had to be bad news. Chaining up my bike a block away felt like the safest thing to do, despite the people on the sidewalk passing by with bloody noses and bruised eyes carrying plastic bags filled with cans of soup and bottled water. Even saw a little boy crying on the curb as his mom held his head back with some tissues stuffed in his nose. A little past that was the parking lot. Cars honked at people fighting in the middle of the lane for some toilet paper, an alarm was blaring where a collision had happened right at the front door, and the amount of crumpled shopping carts was ridiculous; whoever was here must’ve been in a hurry to run them over. With each step closer I felt my stomach rise up in my chest, and with each honk and shout I found myself whipping my head around like an owl. Inside the building wasn’t much better. A security guard nearly ran me over, and turning to see where he went gave me my answer.

Some poor cashier, a girl - seventeen years old - got jumped by some crotchety old man swinging around his cane. Old man got tackled hard - hard enough to break something, and leave a thin snail trail of blood while getting dragged away. That was enough for me to sprint down the aisle with my tie fluttering over my shoulder. The sweat stains took up more of my shirt than the dry spots. But grabbing bottled water was all that mattered in the moment; a few cases were left, and it’d be long gone by closing time. Passing through the toilet paper aisle gave sight to the unfailing tradition of those who’d already bought all of it up in a time of tension. Those brawling in the lot must’ve been fighting over what was left. But it didn’t matter, because I had to keep moving. I had to. I… I- I had to do whatever it took to make it through this, and it didn’t matter how many people stood in my way. Miami already had two yards of flooding.

Next was the canned food aisle. Somehow it had managed to maintain half of its usual stock, which meant more of a chance for me. Pull ‘em off the shelf and stack ‘em high on top of my water, as many as I could manage without letting one topple over. Beans? Sure. Chicken soup? Without a doubt. Beef stew? That’ll last a good while. It would’ve gone off without a hitch if that genius didn’t show up.

“H-hey! Stop what you’re doing, right now! O-or… or else! You hear me?” Just ignore him and keep stacking. Sounded like a pushover anyway, not some guard willing to tackle the elderly. He’ll show himself out. “I mean it man! Or I’ll- I’ll cut you…” The small flick of metal pinged out from behind, and footsteps approaching to accompany it. “Now knock it off! I’m being serious!” No reason to talk now, he dashed that option pretty quickly. I pulled another can off the shelf. He came closer. Another can added to the stack. Another few steps closer.

One more can pulled from the stock. A family sized can of ravioli fits perfectly snug in a human hand, and with a quick whipping motion it can be launched in an equally perfect way. It cut through the air like soft butter, and cracked his head open like an egg. He groaned on the ground for a while without trying to roll over or hold his head. Didn’t even try to reach for his switchblade that had slipped away down the aisle. Buddy could’ve been around his early-thirties if I had to guess. If it wasn’t me, it would’ve been someone else getting shanked in the soup section. I didn’t feel all that bad, he had a backpack after all. The thought of how exactly I’d carry the cans on a bike hadn’t crossed my mind yet. I might’ve been able to set the water between the handlebars, but the soup would’ve been a whole different challenge. But lucky for me, I had a beautiful gift sitting right at my feet, and no sane person rejects a thoughtful gift.

Everything I had went into the many pockets of the man’s gift, and zipped right up to be hidden away. If there were people willing to kill for food running around, then I wouldn’t be the one to deal with it. I’d made my way to the storefront as fast as I could, and when it looked like the security guard - plus some accompanying police officers who’d shown up to calm things down - were occupied, I gunned it straight for the doors. All the shouting and fighting covered up the sound of the alarms; a couple twenty dollar bills would do nothing to help them. Out of the frying pan and into the fire - an entire car was flipped upside down, broken glass lined the lanes, and a group of rioters were smashing a police cruiser. It didn’t matter to me. Getting back to my bike to go home to those cramped, safe walls was what mattered. A brisk pace carried my prize to the edge of the lot, but I broke out into a sprint when a burst of gunshots rang out against the walls of the surrounding buildings. I didn’t even think of taking it easy when I got on my bike.

It became every man for himself. Grocery stores dried up not too long after I found my haul. Restaurants closed down and farms were raided in the night. How many were looking out for others? Their friends, families, or those displaced from the coasts? It never crossed my mind, until now, at the end of all things. I only had myself.

Everyone was left to watch as the coasts were swept away by the floods. Washington D.C. had been swallowed by the tide, and out of all the possible choices they picked Omaha, Nebraska as the new capital. That little decision of theirs made a lot of the elderly upset with how “unpatriotic” it was.

The Earth kept slowing down. A single day transformed into multiple, filled with nothing but burning heat followed by impenetrable night. The one window I had in my apartment was covered with a blackout curtain at all hours, unless I wanted to be reminded of what was going on. News on the TV wasn’t much help either. Scientists either gave up trying to figure out what was going on with the planet, or stopped trying to inform us.

Doomsday cults began popping up. They had a point.

With how miniscule the position of the sun changed, the world started to show its burn marks. Record high temperatures in almost every part of the world that was bathed in sunlight, and record lows wherever it was left in the dark. The homeless vanished first. Frozen solid like popsicles. And when the popsicles were left out long enough in the sun they’d be burned away to nothing, like the shadows of Hiroshima: ghosts stained into the pavement. I didn’t find out what had happened to them for a long time. I wish I never did. I wasn’t worried about the sun until everyone started collapsing from heat stroke, or losing a toe or two from frost bite. Once enough people ended up in the hospitals there were official mandates on how far you could travel for work outside a vehicle.

Hospitals piled up in capacity to the point of barring entry. Popsicles left out in the dark disappeared in the day - it just meant the odd body or two wasn’t crowding the streets. That was my sentiment, hopefully it was everyone else’s too. We were all terrible people, we deserved it; conflict and destruction have their costs. Besides, there was more to worry about, like water. All of the water, that is. Anything that was stuck in perpetual night was frozen solid, but whatever was caught in the heat started bubbling and boiling. It was nice at first when the flood water receded and allowed people back onto their ruined properties, derelict homes, and reappearing coastlines. Beaches appeared again, but soon enough that didn’t stop either - the ocean constantly receded away until it was a desert. It never stopped.

Vessels in the seven seas were left abandoned on their sides like the rotting corpses of some predator’s dinner. Rusted inside and out from the sun, and cracked to the center from the cold - one of the first cults was found there in the belly of a ship, or at least one of the first publicly known ones. I remember it; I had a solid routine going until we got word of disappearances in the area.

Once seas and lakes were gone, the oceans followed, be coming seas of dunes descending down into basins. What was left of the oceans split apart from one another. They could’ve been classified as lakes at that point, if anybody worthwhile wanted to spend the time of day doing that. It’s not like they’d be lacking any day to do that. That was the breaking point. That’s when it all went to shit. The whole city was on fire with the heat of the sun, and new rioters decided to speed up things towards the end. The real end. Broken windows and doors, gunshots echoing through endless chambers of alleys and streets, and the occasional body or two on the sidewalk. They’d have a single gunshot wound or rows of stab wounds, but by next daybreak they’d always disappear.

The national guard couldn’t do much to mend things by the time they were sent in. Walls of men dressed in heavy riot gear moved through the streets; their unyielding nature to anyone caught in their wake was the norm, if only for a while. I managed to avoid them because I crawled through the city alone - I had no stake in the fight that went on between them and the mobs. Dip into an alleyway here, jump through a broken window there, and you could vanish before their eyes and be wiped from their mind when another can of soup crashed into their helmet from down the street. But you can only march and beat a rioter so much before you use up everything you have, and the national guard was always being pushed to the edge of exhaustion. Once the stumbling and collapsing among them became too prevalent, the looters dug their claws in for the kill. Batons and tear gas were traded for rifles, and the city became a warzone. Learning to fall asleep with the sound of returning fire coming through the walls of my apartment was the next step if I wanted a rest. That was a luxury I could barely afford back then, and yet it was still one I managed to experience for a few last times. I can’t remember the last time I’ve slept, I can’t even remember what it felt like.

“Who’s there?” I asked, half asleep on an inflatable mattress with a hand on a hunting hatchet - an old gift from my grandfather, from a time when brooks still ran with water through verdant trees hiding game. “Who’s there?!” I shouted to make sure I was heard. The sound of distant gunshots pierced my windows, but I could tune that out after hearing it so much already. What I couldn’t ignore was the creaking floorboards, directly behind the bar counter of my kitchen. I would’ve turned on the lights if my grid hadn’t lost power over a month ago, or whatever could be considered a month at that point.

“I won’t ask again. I know you’re here. Show yourself.” Still, nothing. As quietly as I could manage, I slipped out from under the covers onto my belly with a firm grip on the hatchet. There weren’t any more creaks singing out, but as far as I could trust my eyes in the dark, the door was wide open; two locks and a deadbolt can’t come undone in the wind. Slithering across the floor I made it to my side of the bar but that was as far as I could go. There I sat up against the bar wall, frozen like a popsicle, wondering what was on the other side. Some looter who lost his nerve? A lost child? How could it be a child, how would they get through the locks?

Another creak - no time left to think. I swung myself around the corner with the hatchet raised above my head screaming, ready to bring judgment down on the unlucky bastard who thought my home would be his next score. And yet, no one was there. Nothing but a wet stain on the floorboards, and some residue of what left it; I’d reached my limit with that city. I knew without a doubt someone, or something, had been there. That they’d broken through my door and disappeared through the very cracks of the floor. It watched me sleep. I needed to leave by dawn, o-or… or else… It might have tried to get me the next night. It knew where I lived. I can’t let it get to me. The hatchet slipped to the ground without a thud, like the whole room had been muted. The hatchet… of course. My grandfather lived out east in the country. He was nice to spend time with, but the man was a nutcase. He had a bunker outside his farm for the eventual nuclear war he was sure would happen. The farm was the same place we’d stay when he’d take me hunting. It’d have to be safe. Who else would know of it?

Daybreak was a miracle in a world where day and night grew to the point of being immeasurable to those trying to survive. But that didn’t matter because I was leaving at the beginning of that light, so I had time to get as far as I could while still preparing for the dark. All the cans of soup I could carry went right into a duffle bag, along with bottled water, some blankets, a flashlight, little survival trinkets from old hunting trips like flint and steel, a map, and heavy winter clothes. It’s easy enough to strip down to the skin in the day when things get hot, but if you’re not smart you’ll quickly run out of layers to put on for the night.

With the hatchet hooked into one of my belt loops and a hand-me-down pair of sunglasses on my eyes, I stepped out onto the streets of a warzone. I’d have a few days worth of sunlight before I would absolutely need to stop, but it was all about keeping my head down, moving forward, and never looking back. Gunshots in the grocery store behind me? Keep going through the alley; check corners, and book it for the next alley. Some poor idiot getting robbed for all he had in the next alley over? Cut through some abandoned apartments - I can’t spare myself to help others when the future’s barely perceptible. But the abandoned apartments turned out to be not-so-abandoned, and housed some pricks with rifles and shotguns. That’s alright, I just had to lie in wait within some shadows for an hour or two; they’re on the same grid as I was, so no lights for them either. When one turned his back to my corner, it became so easy to rise up and swing a hatchet into the side of his jugular. Not a sound came from him with all the blood flooding his windpipe. His shotgun - with three or four shells - became my prize, and I kept making my way through the building. Most of his friends seemed to be chatting in the flats above me. That made my life easier, and that meant they got to keep their guns.

Soon enough the city started to give way; empty towers of concrete and glass shrank down in grandeur, as if there was anything grand about them. It was too quiet without any gunshots, but there they stood, not as tall as the skyscrapers of the inner-city but much more empty. So many windows. So many eyes. Whispers from windows, too. Imperceptible, but always there to look down on the ant I was. I didn’t camp anywhere while passing through. I couldn’t have, even if I wanted to. The eyes couldn’t look away from me even if they wanted to.

I collapsed on my hands and knees. How long had it been since I last ate? A few hours, or a few days? Not important. Chugging an entire can of cold ravioli never felt so good, splayed out on the sidewalk of suburbia. Pure life brought back into my blood. And after that a beautiful can of peaches was slurped down with some water like it was nothing. A meal fit for a king.

I finally felt like myself again when standing up to look where I’d ended up. It was a neighborhood for sure, but front yards were flooded with trash, debris, and ravaged cars. No gunshots, no problems, but the street was not my go-to path. Easy solution: hop a fence, skulk through a backyard, and keep repeating until another collapse.

But being outside of the city wasn’t anything to be happy about; being stuck there for so long whisked away memories of how the outdoors were supposed to look, and it definitely wasn’t what I was passing through. Wooden spikes jutted out of the ground, burnt to a charcoaled crisp in the sun with their branches reaching for rain that’ll never come. Not a single bush left to accompany them, and yellow grass barely an inch tall off the ground. It was easy to see what was left of the woods. If someone had any thoughts of sneaking up on me, they’d be spotted a mile away. Then again, if I was able to see them that far, they would be able to see me. That wasn’t good; not safe enough. Each fence hopped made another hair on the back of my neck stand up, another bead of sweat drip off my nose, another pit in my stomach. At the first snap of a branch in some forsaken part of the woods I went flying through a broken window of a house, and laid on the floor trying to stifle the sound of my breathing. Every sound echoed like a cavern in that silence. They would have found me, but I was too quiet for them. Quiet enough to stay there for hours, hours longer than any sane person would stick around to search the area, if there were any sane people left.

Every joint ached when asked to lift me up again, having stiffened in hiding. There wasn’t much to look at other than furniture developing black mold, and all the dirt blown into the house. Must’ve been a dining room, what with all the chairs. But no table was there, only wood chips left behind. The next room wasn’t in a better condition. The roof had caved in entirely, blocking the front door and letting in massive amounts of sunlight. Holes like that would mean freezing in my sleep. Thankfully, the perk of a neighborhood was that there was no lack of choice in lodging. But that was all wasted. I could hear someone outside: another stick broken just past the front door. The cave-in wouldn’t let them in and it wouldn’t let me out either, but I knew better than to stick around. The noise might’ve been the one from the woods, but if it was someone new… I was being pinched in. Always look at a situation in the worst light. I dashed down a hallway on my right, peering around every door to find another way out. I kept being met with boarded up windows and a horrible musty smell. How much mold was in that place? I kept moving forward until I found a door at the end of the hallway that led to a staircase dropping deep into the dark. It would have to do.

I tried not to slam the door behind me, but I did bar it. Tore out some old piping in the wall, and jammed it into the latch before pulling out my flashlight to continue deeper. Wooden steps descended to a dirt floor and concrete walls; nothing but cobwebs and exposed plumbing at first. But the smell. The smell was sour as all hell, rank and full of… death. The flashlight revealed the source: two bodies huddled together in the corner. Their gray skin was shrunken on them - a tight fit that left the bones riding closely under their surface - and their eyes had sunken deep enough to be lost somewhere in their heads. But they still had long, wirey, matted hair, and clothes wearing blankets of dust. I had almost forgotten what a dead body was supposed to look like.

Lucky me to find no one else living down there like a rat. I could’ve lived there, with my own little friends to keep me company. It was cozy enough with the blankets I’d packed, so I plopped right down in the corner that faced the stairs. Night was already coming; I was stuck down there until it passed. So I waited, and trained the shotgun and flashlight on the stairs for any sound of incoming idiots ready to die. The hours washed over me in anticipation, and all too soon it became difficult to keep my eyes open.

Dreams of green. The color? Forests? A feeling? I can’t recall, no matter how hard I try. There’s so much to remember, so much to think about, but how do I do that anymore? We need to know where others are. Where is the one you left gurgling for air, drowning in his own blood? We need him in our midst, he might bring us to the others that were with him. They’d make a fine addition, is that not right? You must bring us to them, to all of them. You must. I… I don’t know. Why should I? I can’t… No. I won’t, I want to keep remembering.

There was an unceasing dripping noise. I heard it in my dream for a while, constantly in rhythm. It persisted in my groggy haze, the type where I wasn’t sure if I was awake or drifting asleep, but that kind of uncertainty isn’t good enough. I started groping around for my flashlight to know what was happening for sure. I could feel the dirt floor, so I was conscious, but not enough to know what the noise was. Maybe it was from the pipe I broke off, but it was getting louder - heavier - until it started to slosh around, heaving back and forth. But the damn flashlight wasn’t where I left it, only handfuls of dirt. What are you to do then, when noises start coming from the ceiling? Take out your flint and steel and strike up some sparks. Each strike sent out a small flurry of flames, and with it came an angelic glow enveloping the room. It felt angelic in the first second of being able to see around the basement while coated in a cold sweat. But it was never an angel in that flint, no, it was brimstone and hellfire that spat out with each strike. The hellish sludge that slid through the floorboards above could only come from such a wretched place.

Its talons dug into my soul and held me to the ground. I was left like a child stricken dumb to continue producing sparks as it elongated and drooped down, hanging from the exposed beams to hover a few inches above the ground before finally crashing down under its own weight into a razor thin sheet. It lay flattened for a moment, stunned and needing to reorientate, as if it hadn’t seeped out from some abyss. And then… and then it came back on top of itself, sucked together by invisible sinews and muscles, with translucent bones that cracked in every unnatural way possible to carry its own being away towards a corner - towards the bodies. Maybe it didn’t notice me, maybe it was deciding which of us to choose from. A spark: it slinked away to the corner. A spark: it’s less than a foot away from the corpses. A spark: it envelopes the foot of one of them. A spark: It clambers upon them both. A spark: they’re knocked over by its weight, trapped underneath it. And in the dark, it began. Shrieking. Pure agony; the sound of every ounce of life being ripped out of a broken soul. But it never ended - it grew in suffering. My ears were bleeding, crying out for mercy. My body followed suit, writhing on the ground from the sound - a man and a woman, two voices - leaving me with nothing but tears.

With what little strength I had, I struck out another spark to see what no man should see. As the brimstone brought the room to life, I saw those long-dead corpses brought to life again. Their jaws so widened that they might snap off from screaming; one of them, maybe the man, reached out for me. Nothing but bones and gray skin. And under the sludge they dissolved away, the waist and up was all that remained, soon to be absorbed. To stay a second longer would be damnation. I pulled the shotgun up to my shoulder, took aim, and pulled the trigger. Dark pink slime splattered across the concrete walls. But it didn’t stop, it kept… eating. And all the little pieces of phlegm across the room slinked down to return from the mass they came from.

Knowing that I could always run is what provided the courage to get out of that pit, and throw the pipe that blocked the door. I sprinted out of the basement and into the darkened house. The hallway was the same, but now the screams of the damned were at my back, and arriving at the caved-in roof brought more despair; another mass of slime was in the midst of seeping through the hole above. I turned left, and without another thought given, I dove back out the window I had come in.

I ran. I ran as fast as my legs could carry me through those forgotten woods, lacking any care to who - or what - heard me. Did those things take all the popsicles over the years… the homeless, the dead on the street… How many were out there now? Were they in the towers, watching me? It ate all the pellets like it was nothing, and came right back together; could they die? I didn’t want to cry out like the corpses, to be torn apart by that sludge. There, in the middle of nowhere surrounded by scorched toothpicks entrenched in the ground, I turned the shotgun back on me. The barrel was a sure albeit snug fit. And as I tightened my finger around the trigger I finally thought to myself, “Can I really die?” The shotgun slipped from my grip and out of my mouth. “Or will they bring me back, like the corpses?” I found no solution inside myself - no answer that could give consolation. Only uncertainty. Weeping and gnashing of teeth filled the silent woods with sound for the last time in a freezing night’s abyss.

I wept till my hands and feet went numb and my stomach rose up into my throat; the inevitable product of that feeling came to be, and my last meal was spilled out on the ground before me. The shock brought some of my senses back to the forefront of my mind at least. After getting off my hands and knees, I set out again on wobbly legs. Eating a can of beans and another of chicken noodle soup, I watched a sunrise come for the first of many hours it would take to crest the horizon. I had stayed in that basement for too long, and slept longer than I could reckon: a whole night. It’d been a while since I’d slept through a whole night. And now the long day had come to burn me away. I trudged onward; My grandfather’s homestead was close, close enough that making a fire for warmth wasn’t going to be necessary. Not with the burning eye in the sky. It rose up a few inches after many miles and several hours of hiking. In the distance soon appeared an old farmhouse; its rusted silos and faded red barn were the most beautiful thing I could wish for. The steps of the porch creaked with any sort of pressure; the walls peeled with paint, the windows shattered to glittering dust, and a door broken off its hinges was missing. I leaned back against the doorframe, and slumped over myself.

There were no tears to be shed there. I knew my grandparents were gone, they either ran away or were killed in a raid. I didn’t need to explore their destroyed home to confirm what could already be guessed. I stood up to walk around the house and came to the garden shed in the backyard. It too was looted for everything - anything that could feasibly be useful for tomorrow. Dirty rags and a broken shovel was all that was left. The shovel was all I needed.

I was a boy when the bunker was built, but I still remembered where it was. Fifty paces from the garden shed, turn right, another seventy-five, and three feet under. Once I started to dig, I thought about how easy it could be to miss. It wasn’t a concrete bunker, ready to fend off an invasion. It was a capsule of metal with some cement to keep out worms, big enough for two if you really squeezed in. How my grandfa ther expected it to save him and his wife from a nuclear holocaust, I’ll never know. What I do know is how much of a pain it is to dig a three foot hole into baked soil with nothing but a shovelhead all while sitting in the heat of the rising sun, but after it rose a few more inches into the sky I hit something hard; with another hit, it rang like a buried bell. I found it.

A dusting of dirt was all that remained on the hatch after an hour, and although the hatch itself was stuck, it gave way when the shovelhead was used as leverage. Clean, stagnant air flowed out from the hole below when the entrance was opened. Beautiful. I climbed down the ladder and flipped the light switch. Shelves filled with hundreds of cans and enough gallons of water to drown an elephant. Rolls of toilet paper with a toilet to match, and a bed made with new sheets. Absolutely incandescent. And the sound the hatch made when being sealed? Crisp as a fall leaf being crunched under a boot. My time for weeping had ended. I could find true rest and celebrate my safety: my provision for the future.

I sat down on the edge of the bed and kicked off my shoes. Across from the bed was a card table with two chairs, and a radio resting on the center of it. It still worked, though any sort of sound was craggley at best. What was more surprising was what could be heard over all the static: an emergency broadcast detailing the going ons of the world. Well, at least my world. It was saying some nonsense about avoiding New York and L.A. no matter what might be left to loot. Another day it said to avoid any area that was previously populated beyond one thousand souls per square mile. Souls. What did it mean to have a soul? How long was it after that when they commanded survivors to keep to themselves and avoid traveling anywhere that was once populated? Or when white noise was all that came out? A year or two? Four, if I was being generous. I never turned it back on after that.

But there was so much more that happened in there, wasn’t there? I wasn’t always happy, but I was alive. I was breathing. There were a few times I had to crawl out of my hole: when the water main broke, or when the power went out. I can’t quite remember what broke down first. I just have to think… think real hard about it… focus… But there is nothing left to remember now. Not since we came. The daylight grew to be nearly a year long - same with the night - don’t you remember? Sealants crack in heat, and loosen in the cold; the hatch would never have lasted against eternity. But you forgot to repair the cracks in your fortress. So content on accepting where you were in the moment, while the rest of your kind came to be one with us. We came upon you while you slept, but is that too lost from your mind? Sliding through each porous entrance that would allow us took time, but time we had. No other entrance, no other exit. When you finally came to wake, there was nothing left to do but watch. We took your arm first, yes? It takes two to open the hatch. The rest came naturally.

I… I don’t remember. Nothing but noise then. Cheering? No. Screaming? So much noise, bouncing off the walls right back at me. At us. All of us. I went deaf after a few moments, what then? What became of us? We left. We roamed - searching for more - as we always have, as we always will. Remember what you will, others amongst us will do the same. We all remember in time, whether the memory comes from you or another, it matters not. Together, we will have experienced all, come to know all, and remember all. Never separated, but together it will be accomplished. Together? Yes, together.




KRAMPUS EATS TONIGHT

BY NICHOLAS YANES

With Santa’s season of delight near,

Some aim to poison Christmas cheer.

Lying to those they hold dear,

They take joy in inflicting fear.

So, to punish those morally broken,

Krampus, eater of sins, has awoken.

Many try to hide behind the holiday maze,

But sinners can’t escape his gaze.

For while Santa rewards the youth who do right,

The wicked meet their ends, for Krampus eats tonight.

LUST

Billy was popular and so funny,

But got out of trouble due to daddy’s money.

He was golden and loved by the town’s folk,

But women he’d corner, smack and choke.

He viewed women as only objects, he boasted,

So, Krampus determined Billy would be spit roasted.

Billy always felt that money gave him might,

But wealth could not stop Krampus eating tonight.

Living a charmed life, Billy’s privilege was never checked,

Until Krampus turned his insides into a wreck.

Krampus reminded Billy of his awful history,

As the Shadow of Nick set up a rotisserie.

Billy was kept alive as he was cooked over an open flame,

Sadly, Billy never accepted that he only had himself to blame.

GLUTTONY

Donny looked like a good boy,

But he was darkly gluttonous for more toys.

His ability to hurt others was quite a feat,

So Donny thought he could always cheat.

Hell, hoping sympathy would help him win,

He even poisoned his brother’s insulin.

Donny felt his sins would never see light,

But Krampus knows, and Krampus eats tonight.

One by one, Krampus ripped out Donny’s hairs,

He cooked the liar’s skin by making his claws as hot as flares.

As Krampus took the boy’s nails,

The boy said he’d be good, but his lies failed.

Krampus bit and Donny exploded like a cyst,

And once he was gone, Donny was never missed.

GREED

Kyrsten gained power through a political coven,

Wanting just power, her and corruption became woven.

All of her promises she’d break,

For every dollar she was willing to make.

Everything she did was to build her wealth,

Krampus decided that was bad for her health.

She realized that her future was dire,

As Krampus began to cook her in hellfire.

But first, he took her blood, drained her slow.

He mixed the red into his warm cocoa.

With no heirs, Krampus took her jewelry and rings,

For the Demon Claus liked to wear bling.

SLOTH

Mel thought herself a queen,

If asked to work, would make a scene.

Kind hearts she’d manipulate,

Forcing them to carry her weight.

She exemplified the evils of being lazy,

So Krampus would dip her flesh in gravy.

Mel promised that she’d begin to work,

Krampus knew she was lying; he could see her smirk.

Her body would be cooked for an hour,

Then her remains, Krampus would devour.

In life, she did so little,

Now Krampus licked her bones, which were brittle.

WRATH

As a loser, Allen felt the world wronged him,

So he made the lives of others’ very grim.

Anytime he could, he’d corner someone and unleash his rage,

All because he wanted attention, and wanted to have center stage.

He wasn’t loved by those he should hold dear,

Because every day, he instilled only fear.

Allen hurt others to get what he craved,

So Krampus decided to put him in a grave.

Allen raged, threatened, and screamed,

Which Krampus ignored, while cooking with steam.

In the end, Allen was just another bully,

Who Krampus ended, and ate fully.

ENVY

Jan could be nothing but jealous,

It fueled an anger that made her zealous.

Instead of working towards self-improvement,

She’d hurt others for her amusement.

Envy may not have turned her green,

But Krampus snacked on those so mean.

Came Christmas she remained ungrateful,

Making Krampus’s arrival oh so fateful.

He took Jan’s tongue, he took her eyes,

Krampus sliced her flesh into French fries.

Her bitterness gave her muscles a sweet flavor,

Becoming a dish Krampus savored.

PRIDE

Ted’s arrogance made him a killer,

But he was able to hide, a community pillar.

Targets would be blinded by his charm,

So when he attacked, they were unarmed.

Ted found success in the world of politics,

But Krampus knows evil, and doesn’t fall for tricks.

Krampus didn’t just take Ted’s bones,

He added the living skeleton to a throne.

Ted felt his flesh over a fire, being smoked,

And with a pitchfork, being poked.

Ted realized his bad choices were a trap,

And could do nothing as Krampus’s teeth snapped.

CHRISTMAS COMES

Santa can spread joy for the Yuletide,

For Krampus gives sinners something to hide.

So let the Shadow of Santa fill abusers with fright,

For come Christmas, Krampus eats tonight.




KILLER BEAUTY

BY BECK MEDINA

HOW DID I get here?

Standing over my boyfriend with a bloodied knife in my hands. Max is on the floor, waiting to see if I’ll really do it…

Will I follow through with killing the love of my life?

And then there’s Ellie… a stranger I met just a few days ago. She’s bleeding out on her own living room floor. Shit, I don’t even know if she’s dead or alive. If she’s the latter, her breathing has become minimal.

Poor Ellie.

I really wanted to avoid things ending up this way. Tonight got out of hand, and it’s all my fault.

“Cassie…” Max says through shallow breaths.

I may not need to do anything after all. Who knows how much time he has left.

“Cassie, don’t do this,” he says, but all I can focus on is his mouth, full of his own blood.

Cassandra Munoz. The girl who loved horror movies. On her way to becoming the star of her own horror film.

This will definitely be on the news tonight.

“Cass,” Max says louder this time, and I can tell it’s taking everything in him to speak to me now. “Come back to me, Cass.”

My world suddenly feels so hazy. Truthfully, I’d rather pass out and discover that this was all one really bad dream. Just a few days ago, Max and I were celebrating our one-year anniversary.

How did we end up like this?
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“Please, Mr. Killer. Please let me go. I’ll do whatever you want. I promise. Anything.”

“These movies of yours, Cass,” Max says as he pours himself another glass of wine. “Where do you find these things?”

“PhoneFlix just recommends them to me at this point,” I say, too immersed in the scene to notice how much popcorn has fallen out of my mouth as I respond to Max. Here’s a hint: an embarrassing amount.

Max winces as we witness a gorgeous blonde get decapitated by Sour Face, the killer du jour in this particular film.

“What is with sensationalizing half-dressed women being stabbed to death, anyway?” he asks.

“Pure, animalistic fantasy,” I say, my eyes glued to the screen.

There’s something about putting myself in the victim’s shoes, and running through the logistics of whether or not I could escape their fate. Could I outsmart a serial killer? I’d like to think so.

“You’re a total psycho,” Max says, and I can’t help but laugh.

I shut off the TV as the end credits roll. It’s unfortunate that the main characters rarely ever survive in the Sour Face series. Just when you think they’ve gotten away, Sour Face always manages to show up unexpectedly months, or even years, down the road.

“It’s not totally sensationalized,” I say. “A murder like that happened right here in the building not too long ago. Do you remember? The woman who lived at the end of our floor? Jessica? Tall, gorgeous blonde. She practically looked like Britney Spears in her infamous Rolling Stone cover the night she was murdered.”

“Yeah, I remember,” Max says. “She constantly flirted with me whenever I went to check my mail.”

I finally turn toward Max. “Don’t make me curse the dead.”

Max wraps his arms around me. “Was her death ever figured out?” he asks.

“Nope.” I rest my head against his chest. “Electrical outage that night, so nothing was caught on the security footage.”

“That’s too bad.”

“But I have a theory.”

Max huffs. “Of course you do.”

I release myself from Max’s gentle grip, and get more comfortably situated on the couch. Judging by the smirk on Max’s face, he’s humoring me.

“Over the course of a single year, there have been three similar murders in the city, all of them near here. All women who lived by themselves. All stunningly beautiful. Absolutely zero leads on the identity of the suspect. But he goes by the Beauty Queen Slasher.”

“He?” Max asks. “Isn’t that a little presumptuous?”

I shrug. “Doesn’t it make you nervous though? A killer could still be out there on the loose.”

Max shakes his head. “Not really. Guys don’t really walk around worried about being murdered. Are you nervous? Considering you’re a gorgeous girl who lives by herself.”

“Not when I have you right across the hall,” I say with a smile.

Max embraces me in a hug. He plants a kiss on the top of my head. “I promise, I’ll keep you safe. I don’t think you need to worry about anything, though.”
 
“What makes you so confident about that?” I ask.

“I don’t think any serial killer would be dumb enough to go after you.”

Wow, I think that’s a compliment. It would be silly of me to show any flattery over it, though, so I simply laugh it off.

“But no matter how calculated a serial killer may seem, when it comes to survival… all logic and intelligence goes out the window,” I say.

“I’m going to pretend like you didn’t say something absolutely bone chilling.”

I give Max a playful nudge. “That’s just the kind of woman you’re dating.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I exhale as I peer up into Max’s eyes. “This is perfect,” I say.

“What is?”

“This. Being here with you.”

“Happy anniversary, Cass.”

I smile. “Right back at ya.”

“Now can we please watch Rich B Words or something more wholesome?”

I shoot Max a playful glare, then pass him the remote.
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“Cassie?” Max says as he enters my apartment.

“Over here,” I call out, and return the binoculars to my eyes.

“Umm… what are you doing?” I hear Max say as soon as he arrives in the living room.

“Checking in on someone,” I say.

“Like a voyeur in that movie The Voyeurs?” Max says, intrigued. “Can I join you?”

Max takes a seat in the chair beside mine. I pass him my binoculars.

“I think I found the Beauty Queen Slasher’s next victim,” I say.

“Who?” Max peers into the binoculars.

I guide the binoculars to the exact apartment across the street.

“Her name is Julia,” I say. “I ran into her this afternoon as she was moving in. She’s recently divorced, lives alone—”

“And is a stone cold fox. Woof!”

I backhand Max’s shoulder.

“I’m just stating the obvious.” Max returns the binoculars to me. “After all, didn’t you say that’s what the killer liked?” Max rises and grabs my coat from off the couch. “We better get going or we’re going to miss our showing.”

Max spins my chair around so he can help me put on my coat, but I stop him.

“We can’t go, Max,” I say.

“Why not?”

“I have to make sure she’s safe.”

Max sets my coat aside and gets down on one knee. He takes my hand in his, then removes the binoculars from my hand.

“Maybe, just maybe… the killer is a big Return of the Last Sensei fan and will be attending opening night with us.”

I sigh, “Max…”

“Ellie will be fine, okay?”

Max tries to grab my hand, but I swat him away.

“So you do know her,” I say, and I can feel a pain in my chest as the truth comes out. I really wanted to be wrong about this one.

“What?” Max says, unclear as to how he’s been caught.

“I said her name was Julia, but you called her Ellie.”

Max lets out a frustrated sigh. “Cass, let’s not do this right now.”

“Why are you pretending like you don’t know her?”

Why is he pretending? What does he have to hide?
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Earlier That Day…

“Hey, Max,” I say when I answer the phone.

I just got done with my shift at Brewer’s Paradise, the cafe I work at a few days a week in between classes.

“Hey, you busy?” Max says.

“No,” I say. “On my way home. What’s up? Are we still going to opening night?”

“Yeah, listen… my final mid-term should be done by nine-thirty, so maybe don’t expect me too early tonight, okay?”

“All good. I’m probably just going to take a nap anyway. Exams and work today were killer.”

Max starts to say something, but my attention is temporarily pulled by a moving truck that’s parked beside the crosswalk that leads to my apartment building.

A woman steps out of one of the apartment buildings to my right and strolls over to the back of the moving truck. She tucks strands of straight blonde hair behind her ears.

“Wow,” I mutter as I observe her.

This woman is absolutely gorgeous, which, in Angel City, is not a good thing. Not at all. My palms are getting sweaty just thinking about it.

“Babe?” Max says. This time I process it. “You still there?”

“Someone’s moving in across the street from our place.”

“Really? Do they have kids? Please tell me they don’t have kids.”

“It’s only one person right now, so I don’t know.”

“That’s a relief. The last thing I need is to share a street with a bunch of screaming children.”

The woman must sense someone watching her, because she turns her head in my direction. Thankfully, she just smiles at me.

“Hey, are you strong?” she asks.

“Huh?” I say. Is she talking to me?

“Could you help me carry a box in? It’s the last one.”

“Oh,” I say. “Sure. Max, I have to go.”

“I’ll see you tonight,” he says, and I hang up.

I walk over to the woman and her moving truck. She wasn’t lying. There really is one box left.

“I should have remembered I have this damn box of old books when I had help earlier,” she says with a sigh. Then she holds out her hand. “I’m Ellie by the way. Ellie Simone.”

I hesitate briefly before I shake her hand. “Cassandra. Munoz.”

“Wait, Cassandra? No way. I think I met your boyfriend earlier.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, he helped me bring up some of my furniture.” She points to a window on the second story. It must be her place. “He couldn’t stop talking about you.”

That can’t be right. Max had back-to-back mid-terms all day today. There’s no way he had time to drive back to our neighborhood and help Ellie move in. Wouldn’t he have mentioned it to me when I said someone was moving in next door?

“Are you moving all by yourself?” I finally ask.

Ellie smiles and shakes her head. “Newly divorced,” she says, and I think her cheeks might be turning red.

“I’m sorry, but are you sure you met my boyfriend? I just thought he was on campus today.”

“Tall? Brown hair? Dark eyes? Kind of has dimples when he smiles?”

I frown. It might be vague, but the description fits Max.

“That’s him,” I say.

“He must have found some time to come by,” Ellie ensures me. “I can spot panic when I see it. Trust me. He seems like a good guy. I’d hate to ask again, but could you help with the box? If not, it’s cool.”

“I can help,” I say, and extend my arms into the moving truck. “I’ll slide it out so you can grab the other side.”

“Thanks,” Ellie says. “You’re a total lifesaver.”
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“Why are you lying to me, Max?” I ask.

Max shrugs. “Because she’s just some lady who lives across the street that I helped move in.”

“Who you think is a stone cold fox,” I throw in.

“So what? It isn’t like that. You’re the only person I want to be with. For life. I’ve told you that dozens of times. Just forget about this woman.”

“Only if you will,” I say, trying my hardest to fight back tears.

“Who are we even talking about?” Max says. “It’s Return of the Last Sensei. Opening night! We’ve been dying to see this movie for months.”

I drop my head, but nod, “Okay,” I say quietly.

“Hey...”

Max crosses over to me and wraps his arms around me. When I press my cheek into his chest, all the tears come rushing out. I don’t make a show of it, but I’m sure Max can feel my shoulders bobbing up and down a little.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about helping Ellie. I just didn’t think it mattered.”

“It’s fine,” I say. “I’m sorry if I overreacted.”

“It’s kind of flattering, actually. You were ready to murder me just now.”

I laugh, and push myself away from Max’s embrace so I can wipe the tears from my face.

“I’m going to use the restroom before we head out, okay?”

I nod.

My gaze follows Max until he disappears down the hallway and I hear the bathroom door close. Then I rise and cross over to the coat rack. I reach into my pocket and pull out a GPS tracker. It’s small, but Max isn’t one to check his coat pockets. Especially not the breast pocket.

I slip the tracker into his breast pocket just as the bathroom door opens. I pull my jacket off the rack as quickly as possible, then seat myself on the bench by the door so I can put my shoes on.

“Ready to go?” Max asks, all smiles as he walks over to me.

Wow, he really doesn’t suspect a thing. Which is perfect, because if this is going to work… if I’m going to catch him in the act… he can’t see me coming.
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The next night, I follow Max’s tracker right outside of Ellie’s building. It’s late, and there’s no good reason for the two of them to meet.

“Going out for drinks with Tom and Jose,” Max texts me.

Little does he know, I’m standing only twelve or so feet away from him. He shouldn’t recognize me in my blue cap and brown trench coat, though. I’ve never worn either in front of him.

“Have fun,” I text back, and follow it up with a winking emoji.

I can’t believe how much my hands are shaking. Am I really going to go through with this?

I run my hands over my coat pocket, feeling the knife I stored in it on my way out of my apartment.

When I watch horror movies, I’ve always put myself in the position of the victim… wondering if I could pull off escaping from the killer unscathed. I’ve never put myself in the killer’s position, though.

Can I pull this off?

I have no other choice. Max brought this upon himself. And if I don’t stop him, then who will?

Finally, Ellie steps out of her apartment and crosses over to Max. Max politely bows a little when she arrives, and they exchange a few words. I’m too far away to hear anything they’re saying, but Max seems apologetic about something. Perhaps their meeting wasn’t supposed to be just the two of them.

Nonetheless, he’s still meeting her on his own and lied to me about his whereabouts. That alone is suspicious enough for me to go through with my plan.

Ellie points to her building, causing Max to eye her window. I wonder if she’s referring to the fact that her building’s electricity went out. I have to thank the Beauty Queen Slasher for inspiring that idea, and YouTube for showing me exactly how to shut off the main power line in an apartment complex. Needless to say, that was not easy.

But I made a point of it to learn everything I could about the Beauty Queen Slasher’s habits. Because if the fingers are pointed at anyone it has to be the Beauty Queen Slasher.

Precisely a year ago this month, the Beauty Queen Slasher made their first kill…

For multiple murders, the electricity in the building was manually shut off…

If this is going to work in my favor, I have to duplicate everything perfectly.

Ellie nods to whatever Max says to her, but she looks a little nervous. I can tell by the way she closes her jacket and wraps her arms across her chest. She’s uncomfortable. But why?

Then, she leads the way toward her apartment building. Are they really headed inside?

Oh, Max. You should have turned around and headed home. That would make this all so much easier.

I give it a minute or so before I head toward Ellie’s apartment.

Five minutes. That’s all I give them before I knock on Ellie’s door.

Five minutes… but why does it feel like eternity?

My hands and legs feel like jelly. I need to get my shit together.

This is the only way...

I take a deep breath in, then exhale. I can do this.

“Pull yourself together, Cass,” I whisper, then knock on the door.

Ellie answers right away. When she sees me, her eyes widen.

“Cassandra,” she says, surprised. “I’m glad you finally made it.”

She opens the door to let me in. Her apartment—like the rest of the building—is pitch black sans a few candles on the kitchen counter.

When I step inside, Max is seated on a bar stool at the kitchen counter. He has his hand over his mouth, but his eyes are the dead giveaway: he’s furious, and he knows he’s been caught.

“Fancy seeing you here,” I say, and cross my arms.

“Cassie,” Max rises. “This isn’t what it looks like. I’m not cheating on you.”

Max attempts to cross over to me, but I pull the knife from out of my pocket. Even though I have no idea what I’m doing, I hold it out toward a startled Max and act like I do.

“I never said you were cheating on me,” I say. “But I’d rather that be the case. You’re the Beauty Queen Slasher.”

Max scoffs. “What?”

“I didn’t want to believe it was true, but you tripped up.”

“How so, Cass?” Max asks, and raises a brow.

“Jessica, our old neighbor. You helped her move into her place. And you told her all about me. Just like you did with Ellie. All the women you killed… every single one of them was new to the neighborhood they moved into.”

Max sighs. “That’s all you’ve got? That’s not going to be enough to convict someone for murder. This isn’t a movie, Cass.”

“The night of all the murders,” I start, fighting my jaw from chattering. “You were gone. You had some bogus excuse for every single one of them. Studying at the library, hanging out with Tom and Jose. It may not be enough to convict you, but it’s enough to make you a suspect.”

“You’re the one with the knife, Cass.”

“Actually, I’m not,” I say. “And neither are you.”

Max turns to Ellie, who pulls a small pocket knife out of her jacket. She pulls it in so it’s close to her. The point is to defend herself, not to actually wield it.

“I met up with Ellie yesterday and told her everything I suspected about you. She’s the reason you even made it up here so easily.”

Max laughs at this. “I’ll give you this, Cassie. You sure are relentless.” Then, he lets out a deep sigh. “I didn’t want it to come down to this.”

Max takes a step toward me, and I step back.

“Are you going to try to kill me, too?” I say as my back inches closer to the wall.

“I’d prefer not to,” Max says. “I never wanted to hurt you, Cass. I still don’t. You’re the love of my life. I want you to stay the love of my life. We don’t have to do any of this. Why don’t you go home? I’ll handle things with Ellie and I’ll meet you there. We still have time for a date night.”

“And just pretend like this never happened?” I scoff.

“Exactly,” Max says. He’s finally only inches away from me as I’m shoved against the wall.

I shake my head. “Not the easiest thing to do.”

Max runs his hand across my neck. I want so badly to move him, but it suddenly feels too dangerous to be impulsive.

“You’re overcomplicating everything, babe,” he says with a soothing voice.

“I’m overcomplicating things?”

I hold up the knife, and Max backs away slightly.

“I’ve been doing this since we met, and you’ve loved me the whole time. Knowing doesn’t change anything. I’m still the same guy I always was.”

Seriously?!

“This changes everything! Are you for real right now, Max? You think I’m going to spend the rest of my life with a serial killer?”

“How is it any different from those slasher films you watch all the time?”

Max tries to get close to me but I push him back.

“You’re a murderer!”

“And I love you!”

“I’m not staying with you, Max.”

Max sighs. “Give me the knife, Cass.”

“No!”

He holds his hand out. “Give it to me, Cassandra.”

“Go to hell.”

“Fine, but you’re coming with me.”

To my surprise, Max turns around and heads back toward the counter. Why isn’t he trying to attack either of us?

But then I see why. When he approaches the counter, he leans forward and blows out the candles. The apartment becomes pitch black.

What the hell do I do? All of my instincts are telling me to run… to try and escape, but there’s an even louder voice in my head telling me to run toward Max. He expects me to run and hide. My attack will be a total surprise.

I need to get to him before he gets to Ellie…

I run my fingers against the wall, and take cautious steps toward the front door, where I saw Ellie last. But she may have ran off.

But if she was going to escape, why wouldn’t she have just gone out the front door?

Sigh. Because the victim never takes the front door, even when the opportunity is right in their face.

A woman’s scream comes from my right, and I quickly take off in the other direction. If I’m going to save Ellie and catch Max, I’m going to need to be bolder than this.

I walk forward toward the middle of the room in search of a body—any body at this point.

The lights come back on, the power company must be here working on the issue. I find Max and Ellie in the living room, where Max is fighting to take Ellie’s knife away from her.

I run toward them, but the lights go out again. Damn. Well, at least I know where they are now. But can I get to them in time?

As I make my way over to them, I bump into the glass side table. The table falls and the sound of breaking glass stings my eardrums. I try to step around the glass, but something big and sharp stabs into the bottom of my foot.

I scream out in pain, but I fight to keep moving forward toward them, following the sounds of their groans and shrieks.

The lights come back on, and this time, Max has stolen Ellie’s knife from her. He’s standing over her with the knife in the air.

No…

The lights go out again, but this time, I’m determined to prevent Max from harming yet another innocent victim. I leap forward, and pray that I meet my target.

The lights come back on just as I crash into Max. The knife falls out of his hand, and I straddle over him, using all the strength I have to hold him down.

“Ellie, run!” I yell.

She must be in shock, because for a moment, she doesn’t respond. But finally, she gets up and starts for the front door.

The lights go out once more, and all I hear is Ellie tripping over the side table, followed by a scream. She must have landed on the glass.

“Don’t stop running!” I call out.

“Cass…” Max says, as I fight to keep him from overpowering me. “Let go of me, Cass. We can talk this one out.”

But there’s nothing more to talk about. Max made his choice. The only thing left to do is put an end to all of this.

I have to stop him…

I raise up the knife, and even though I can’t see anything, I do my best to aim for his stomach.

I love you, Cassandra Munoz…

Max groans as the knife pierces into him.

This is perfect… being here with you…

I can feel his blood splash into my face after the second stab.

Then three, then four…

The electricity finally kicks back on, and this time it feels permanent. Everything from the microwave to the TV comes back to life.

But it also gives me a view of Max beneath me… bleeding from the multiple stab wounds I gave him. There’s blood everywhere. All over and around him… all over my hands, my clothes…

I throw my hands over my mouth.

What have I done?

“Cassie, don’t do this,” he breathes.

I want to drop the knife so badly… to hold him in my arms again. Even if it’s for the last time.

I scan the room for Ellie, who’s laying on the floor beside the side table. It looks like she may have passed out.

“Cassie, come back to me,” Max says, and I know all I need to do is stab him one more time and it’s over. I just can’t bring myself to do it.

I love you, I hear Max say again in my head, and I want to be back in my living room watching corny romantic comedies with him. Even though I hated them, they were always his favorite.

Why couldn’t he just be a cheesy romantic? The kind of guy who writes his girlfriend poetry and plays music from a boombox when he has to apologize. What’s so hard about that?

I raise the knife up again, but I’m interrupted by a pounding at the front door.

“It’s the police!” A man calls out from the hallway. “Is anybody in there?”

Yes! I leap up off of Max and dart for the door. Thankfully, he’s far too injured to harm Ellie.

I open the door, and several police officers rush in. They run for Ellie first, and one of them signals for an EMT to check on her. She’s going to be okay. The other officers search through Ellie’s apartment.

“What happened?” an officer asks me. “Where’s the Beauty Queen Slasher? Were you the one who called in earlier?”

I nod, and wipe Max’s blood from off my face. “Over there,” I say, and point to the living room.

I’m feeling a lot of emotions right now, but the dominant feeling is relief. I did it. It’s finally over. I stopped the Beauty Queen Slasher.

I follow the officer into the living room. “There’s nobody in here,” he says.

Immediately, my heart stops.

“He was right here,” I say, and look around even though I know I won’t find him. Somehow, some way… Max managed to escape.

“The window is open,” another officer says to us, pointing to a window that leads to the fire escape.

No…

I peer out the window, hoping that maybe I’ll spot him running for freedom down below.

“Can we get a description of the suspect?” an officer asks me, but mentally, I’m a million miles away.

This isn’t over. For me, it’s only just begun. But when Max comes for me, and I know he will… I’ll be ready for him. And when that time comes, I won’t hesitate to finish him off.




IN THE IRE OF SHATTERED LIVES

BY CHELSY MAUGHAN

“In the ire of shattered lives.

How many fellows will deprive?

Is it one or is it five?

In the ire of shattered lives.

Who’s a fool to contrive,

With their knives, who survives.

Is it one or is it five?

In the ire of shattered lives.”

A SIREN SONG caressed the midnight air. The tune, once a somber reminder to pirates of old, now a forgotten myth in a sea of doubt. Elija hummed quietly with the songstress, still swept with torpor.

A sudden screech broke him from his hypnosis. He brushed the slumber from his eyes as he looked bitterly upon the waters framed by the massive hologram screen in his living room. He loved the ocean, but sadly there wasn’t much left since global climate change had stripped the earth of its precious waters.

He contemplated the ocean brushing along the sand with thick waves as the moon embodied the water. They lived in chaos as an unstoppable eternal force. Elija once saw love in that same light, but that was before the death of his marriage. During that time, he lived like the crashing waves. Now he wished the waters on the screen could embrace him. They couldn’t, of course.

The image was just a mirage.

Elijah’s home was fully interfaced, and with so many unique distractions the siren song that had woken him was forgotten.

Bloodied and tied, his captured prize cried for help. It would not come. He scribbled the manic thought in the air as his holopad came to life.

Elija watched the water glisten behind his open holopad and hoped for inspiration to meet him. His stories did not hold their audiences as they once did, and he wondered if it was time to find his muse again. That would require drastic action. His eyes wandered wearily toward his kitchen but returned when his holopad powered off.

A glimmer along the holographic waves caught Elija’s eye. Intrigued, he waited for a moment, watching the luminescent waters. He wondered if it was an animal, but it seemed too close to the shoreline to be a dolphin or shark. Elijah held his breath. That’s not part of the programming, is it?

As he watched the screen, a human-like shape surfaced. It moved slowly through the sand like a serpent, the body malformed. Definitely not part of the programming. Have I been reading too many of my own books?

Curiosity drove him closer.

As Elijah approached the screen’s surface, he could see a figure, the epitome of womanhood, lying in the sand. As he stared, movement fluttered along the sand. Feathers? The shape looked like a down comforter that had exploded and been dispersed by the wind. The feathers twirled in the breeze and covered the woman’s body loosely. Most of them rested around her arms, which spread like a cross on the screen.

“Help me, stranger,” her child-like voice called. It caused his spine to shiver, and Elija moved away quietly. This could get me into trouble, he told himself. It would be better to turn off the screen. I cannot entangle myself in situations like this.

As though anticipating his dissent, the wind swiftly churned the air. Feathers fluttered into a quiet tumble, taking ocean mist with them. Somehow, Elijah felt the wind as it rustled his hair.

He rubbed the salt from his lips and looked toward the woman on the screen, bewildered. It’s real, he thought as he held a hand up to the holographic screen.

The image developed a sudden reality, and he found himself standing over the ill-fated wonder. His toes dared graze the damp sand at the woman’s crown. He bent down, and with a nervous hand, moved the dark hair from her face. A heavy thud pounded in his chest. The woman - her appearance and features - were all familiar.

“Trinity?” The name left a weight on his chest. The woman had fallen unconscious, and there was no answer. His instinct told him to turn back.

My Trinity.

He placed his arms around her, and feathers swirled in the air as they lifted from her body. He carried the frail angel from their shared illusion back to his living room.

Elija placed her on his couch and covered her openness with a blanket. He was unable to stop himself from staring at the face he’d once captured in matrimony, only to find his woman, broken by the cage he had created for her. That despicable woman. She’d fled into the arms of another man.

Will you be alright, my Trinity? Have you come home? He caressed her dewdrop face, and she felt bitter in his hand. I knew you’d be back. You said it was my fault, but you’re here.

He smiled brightly as he placed a hand around her neck. It is easier this time. The world will be better. I will be better. I can keep you this time. No one will miss you.

He tightened his grip on the creature with a vermilion gaze. Her vocal cords hummed against his heavy hands. Will this deplorable woman beg for her life? He leaned in closer and loosened his hulking grip. Suddenly her eyes flew open while under his weight. Their golden intensity threw Elija backward.

The woman shook the blanket from her body and exposed massive wings in the place of human arms. Fine white down covered most of her bosom along with flowing hair that fell wildly around her face. Her predatory features rocked the confidence Elija held when he had squeezed her neck moments ago. She hasn’t come back to me. This is a Trojan horse, a trick.

“Trinity, I didn’t mean to. It’s a misunderstanding,” he pleaded, his calm demeanor shredded. The creature tilted her head like an owl, and the raptorial response sent Elija groveling at her feet.

“My Trinity, I only wanted to keep you with me forever. You just didn’t want to stay with me, so I tried to make you. I didn’t mean it. We can go back, but you have to stay where you belong, with me.”

She raised her heavy wings above her head and silence descended in the room. Her wingspan in itself was intimidating.

Elija raised his hands, trying to calm the fallen angel. The atmosphere moved around them in slow motion. It was the stillness before a predator strikes its prey. He tried to think of something that would pacify the monster he willingly let into his home. Realization dawned as the bird-like creature turned her gaze toward the western wall.

“I—I know why you have come for me, my wife.” He tried again, his sole intention to preserve his life from the vengeful angel.

He crawled along the ground to a cabinet that stood floor to ceiling. The metal door read “Trash Compactor.” A green light wavered at its side. Elijah pressed it and a timid figure fell from within the cramped space.

The figure was bound in blood-stained ropes and forced into darkness after meeting her end. Her head was tilted back, mouth agape, and dried blood crusted her face. In her neck, the hilt of a long kitchen knife was exposed.

It was Trinity.

Her body was gray and stiff, and she fell to the side under the weight of herself, exposing the knife’s point bent around the back of her neck. The creature judged the unpleasant scene, and the unwavering smell of death. Elija’s heart thumped like an elephant in his chest, and he couldn’t identify the rising anger in the beast.

The creature swept Trinity’s body in her great wings, and like an infant in a cradle, she rocked it for a moment. Elija noted the despair on the creature’s face as it removed the six-inch blade using its transformed talon. The knife dropped to the ground with a loud clatter.

In a single moment, the body lifted away into millions of down feathers, blown into the ocean screen by the creature.

The moment was quiet and peaceful for the fallen Trinity. I have atoned this great sin and delivered her body, Elija thought. There are more to take her place. Even if I lose this one trophy, my sweet Trinity, I will miss you.

The creature turned its amber eyes on Elija. Filled with ire, the beast struck swiftly and pulled him into its monstrous talons. Fear cascaded across his skin as the bird dragged him violently. The siren’s massive wings pounded in the air.

The onslaught caused Elija’s holoscreen to fracture. The salted mist became glass shards that filled his eyes and midsection. The fragments blinded Elija as the siren carried him higher and higher into the atmosphere above the water.

He fought against the talons foolishly, and finally, the creature gave him what he wanted. Released from her grip, Elijah crashed into high ocean waves.

Swallowed by the waters, he sank, and the pirates of old greeted him with sympathy. They too had met the sirens in the form of the women they exploited, who under the guise of marriage, had their feminine spirits broken.

As Elija disappeared into the depths, Trinity’s spirit joined a chorus of warning in the wind, one of hope to those who suffer.

Trinity’s voice rang in his ears as Elija sank deeper into his watery grave. His life slipped away, but his spirit remained in imprisonment, swallowed by the sins that would torment him forever.




LOVE LETTER TO A GHOST

BY DANIEL LEE

• IV VI •

Dearest Scarlette,

Never in my life have I known such fear. Never before have I second-guessed the breath of a breeze or the creak of the cabin at night. Always now does my heart leap at the thought that it might in fact be the brush of your fingers, that it could be you at the door. But the more time passes, the more I know you will evermore be but an apparition.

To have lost you is to have lost a piece of myself. Today marks two years. Two years since you assured me that you loved me, that you wanted to continue our courtship, that you did see us together but needed time. Two years since last I knew that piece of me.

Our final exchange by telegram was pleasant. I recall it was not yet Christmas of 1919 when from my apartment window I watched the buggyboy in the icy cobblestone street below dismount and hitch his buggy before running your message up the steps to my brownstone door. In it you said that meeting for tea in the New Year sounded like berries. Alas, it wasn’t to be.

I recall attending your father’s holiday soirée one week prior, my heart stopping at the sight of you in your silk blouse and beaver fur coat, a French feather hairclip in your brown bob. I thought your friends and family all lovely darbs to a one, but read in your bluenose of a brother’s countenance a reluctance to accept me as your partner, presumably because of our difference in age.

For the two of us that difference had been part of the initial excitement not a month earlier, though we’d never admit it to anyone else. How many times did you tell me that we were the same kind of strange, the same kind of crazy, both of us seen by others as overly, perhaps awkwardly, intellectual, yet given to flights of fancy deserving of ridicule?

My beautiful bearcat, in your exquisite chest, as in mine, beat the heart of a dreamer, and despite the anxiety and fear you felt, within you swelled passion and love that threatened to burst from every pore like light from a Moroccan lantern.

It was in my bed the following night — surrounded by the multicolored canopy we’d assembled from various sheets several nights before — that you told me for the first time that you were in love with me. And it was two days later, the day of the monthly Spookeasy gathering, as I was leaving home for the institution, that I received a telegram from your closest friend Sheba saying that it had been wonderful meeting me at the soirée and that I was a welcome addition to their social circle. “You’re very kind to Scar,” she wrote, “so no complaints here.”

Hastily I composed a reply thanking her and confessing to her that you had my heart. I sent the buggyboy on his way with a dollar, and an hour later when I returned from the devastating experience of signing my father’s intake documents, received your telegram informing me that your friends thought us moving too quickly and that we should end our relationship.

So, that night at Spookeasy, even as those in attendance carried on pulling from bottles their illicit spirits, snapping their suspenders and swishing across the dance floor glittering dresses more tinsel than garment, you and I stood aside in private conversation and I agreed to pause our courtship.

And later that evening, as what the law deemed our kind’s “immoral undulations” served to summon over the gyrating crowd some demonic entity with horns and claws of spectral fire, I threw back a jorum of whiskey and made a discreet exit. It had begun to snow.

For a time, our correspondence continued, but its tone had changed. What had once been flirtation seasoned with desire had become cold as the winter air.

Still, at no point did you suggest I should stop writing or that you were no longer invested even in friendship. On the contrary, when you told me that night at Spookeasy that you required time, you made it clear that you intended to eventually resume our romance. Yet with time the frequency of your replies diminished until the promise of tea in the new year evaporated like so much steam from a cup of hot Orange Pekoe.

I honored your implicit boundaries when first my telegrams went unanswered, and returned the theatre tickets I’d purchased for us weeks earlier.

But the reason for your silence eluded me. If the jest in one of my letters that “I know you don’t wish for me to say I love you so I won’t” constituted a violation of your boundaries, surely two years of silence have atoned for it, no?

Some of what I later said, I admit, was indirectly aggressive, and if I betrayed some frustration or anger, well, what am I but human? But I know that you know that I try to be a decent man, for you told me so, and never did I intend to cross any lines.

Not once in forty years had I found a connection like ours. Never had I felt as synchronized with another, as vulnerable, as lost in another.

Help me to understand how it is that one morning you can tell me that we should procure for you a fairy costume and by that very afternoon you can write to me that we are finished, when all I did in the interim was confess to Sheba that I loved you?

You were only twenty-three, gorgeous and kind and queer and brilliant. Never would you have any trouble finding people to fall in love with you, so for you I was perhaps a mere heart caught on the rebound, easily replaced by any of the dozens dying to court you. You couldn’t have known yet how rare what we had is in this world.

To have had that bond and abruptly lost it without understanding WHY left me unable to rise from bed for a fortnight. For the first time I considered doing myself in. What stayed my hand was the hope of one day holding yours again.

I continued to attend the monthly Spook-easy gatherings with new companions, dancing our Charlestons, throwing up our hands and calling out our chants, but not once did I see you there. Through the grapevine I learned that shortly after my discreet exit on our last night together, the summoned entity had apparently lunged at you with spectral fangs bared, that from its theretofore obscured undercarriage sprang ethereal tentacles that ensnared you and coiled you into its otherworldly maw, that had the others not incanted the being back to its own realm you might have died or worse. That you’d emerged from the experience somehow changed.

When later you contacted me out of the blue, we shared some news, some idle gossip, and then… you vanished.

Twice over the course of the next two months I reached out with a quick “Hello” and was met with silence before then trying one last time in March of 1920 to see if you wanted the Christmas gift I’d purchased for you months earlier.

No response.

I never made another attempt, though you remained the person with whom I longed to share my world, my sights and experiences. I longed to lay once more beside you and whisper to one another our secrets deep into the night, to sit naked with you again in the bath, to wash your hair as from the bedroom Scott Joplin echoed on the phonograph.

I longed to discuss with you music and books, to listen to you expound upon anthropology and forensics, to caress that hotsy-totsy face of yours, then press on your bruises. I longed for you to sit up on my kitchen counter and straddle me, locking your lips with mine as I carried you to my bedroom, where we’d arrange candles in a circle and attempt to contact the departed.

I longed to once again send you a telegram reading “Daddy misses his little girl,” and have you respond with “Hurry home to me, Daddy,” the buggyboy oblivious to the messages he carried.

True, I may have been too quick to fall for you, just as you were for me. And, like you, I would probably have been well-served by time taken to discover who I was when not in love before falling again.

But also true was my promise that I was in no hurry. If you needed more time, I under stood. Truly would I have loved to build a relationship upon a foundation of friendship, but how that could happen without seeing or writing one another was a mystery to me.

In our circles news was unavoidable, and a visit to the neighborhood grocer would gradually become a tale of your scandalous visit earlier that day clad only in your unmentionables.

From that tomato Mrs. Grundy at the café emerged details of your preoccupation with death or of the peculiar sounds heard coming from your loft at all hours of the night.

In truth none of this took me much by surprise, as it was our shared attraction to both the risqué and the macabre that had first drawn us to one another. You’ll no doubt recall your initial invitation for me to enquire after your vast knowledge of “death facts.”

News reached my ears that you socialized still with Sheba, despite knowing her a mere handful of months longer than you knew me. Why, then, her and not me? We might have gone for tea, taken a stroll, visited a museum! Our common interests were not limited to swinging!

When I discovered that you and she were officially an item, I found my solace in the first bottle of panther piss I could find, for I’d until then assumed I hadn’t lost you, that there was still some having you again.

And then came the Spanish influenza. Two years of people in masks, of quarantines and politics and severed ties that threatened the survival of Spookeasy far more than prohibition ever had or ever would.

Work disappeared. Those dependent on me thought me a lazy dewdropper, my mother chastised me when finances dictated my father’s return home from the institution. Bread lines circled city blocks, and I was part of them.

Between the pandemic, unemployment, and going broke, I had far more on my mind than you or anyone else I saw prior to the plague.

Predictably, the sickness found my family. My mother brought it home from the parlor, and within days both she and my father were gone. Her parlor friends blamed him, said it was his “unnatural predilections” that drove her need for the company of her fellow four-flushers. And that if she caught it from them, well, none of their husbands could be trusted either.

The death of my parents destroyed me. Imagine! Another month without work, and I’d have been living with them in their house. The sickness could have taken me as well!

For the entirety of those two years, the light at the end of a very dark tunnel had been Spookeasy, and suddenly, unexpectedly, that light was extinguished, for it was in confirming my attendance at the first gathering after so long that I learned I was no longer welcome.

Your father, it seemed, had misinterpreted my asking after you about town, and had taken to wondering, “Why will he not simply go away?”

I knew that your father was a leader in the community and that the community is small. I would have loved the opportunity to get to know him.

But surely so small a community must also be one that recognizes the limited avenues we have for such free expression, for experimentation with such dark magicks, and as such exile seemed to me unnecessarily cruel, particularly considering the life raft Spookeasy had represented.

In you and in that underground club I had found a safe haven and a people with whom I could express myself in a manner beyond my grasp for decades.

To speak ill of me to our mutual friends, to accuse me of stalking you from the shadows after so much time had passed without my having attempted contact! Why the mistruths?

It would be a lie of my own to say I wasn’t hurt at being ostracized by our community for committing the offense of loving you too much too quickly. It absolutely tore my heart to pieces.

But when police were sent to investigate a Golden Gate Park literally littered with torn chunks of human hearts, and you were named as the suspect, that was when your proclivities drew unwanted attention from those outside our community.

Rumors began circulating among the general population about Spookeasy and the activities of its members. Gatherings were halted, members were questioned, priests were consulted by the authorities.

And when, at last, your body was discovered floating gently beneath Stow Lake Bridge with its wrists cut, trailed in the river by parallel ribbons of red, they called it suicide.

Your family and friends, of course, “knew better.” “She’d never kill herself!” Sheba insisted. It was they, no question about it, who spread word that I’d done you in. That in some unhinged rage I’d followed you through the park and had my way with you. Certainly you know I would never have hurt you in any way you didn’t want to be hurt.

It made sense to me that you were scared. You said you were when you told me that you loved me. And when you told me what happened when you were sixteen, and then again several months before we met. It’s why the way you died didn’t shock me. If at first you don’t succeed…

And so, here I dwell now amid the beeches and pines, far removed from the city, from Spookeasy and the social circles from which I have been banished on account of your acquaintances’ accusations. Surely here in my father’s old cabin, more a wooden shed spilling over with volumes dedicated to those “unnatural predilections” the occult and bizarre, I am hidden enough that the law will not find me.

That still you haunt me now is a bewilderment. That I might go to my grave never knowing why you chose your own is a cause for madness. That in your current state you would choose to remain silently in my orbit, to influence those whose will would affect me but never reach for me yourself from across the veil… it’s enough to drive a man to self-doubt and solitude, so there I have been driven.

Not an hour passes that I don’t think of you. I know that ultimately what you needed had less to do with me than with finding yourself, yet here you are now throwing open my doors, hurling chairs across my home.

I cannot see you, but I know it’s you. And unless your declaration of love in life was insincere, I know that you felt in your heart the same for me that I felt for you. So I am uncertain what to make of things. On my life, never will I comprehend why we couldn’t be together. I’d have loved you, as I love you even now. And if your heart was pulled in two directions, know that I would have shared you with Sheba, and in time come to love her too.

Truly, Scarlette, even now I desire only your happiness. If you would permit me, I would devote myself to it. You need but give me a clear sign, and I will join you in the afterlife. And if your happiness means not being with me, it will break my heart but so be it.

But the longer you continue to ignore me, to toy with me, to haunt me, the more cruel and manipulative it comes to feel, whether your intention or not, and the less willing I may be to risk my soul for you.

If knocking my glass from the table or floating my books across the room means you have simply chosen to exist as a poltergeist, then please, by some more overt manifestation, tell me so that I might put to rest any hopes that these might be signs of some deeper longing on your part. Some wish, even in death, to be with me.

Please, Scarlette, show yourself to me. Speak to me. Deliver me a sign undeniable in its clarity and unmistakable in its intent. Don’t leave me to wonder at the nature of the breeze, its whispers in the branches calling my name before disappearing once more into the aether.

I miss you so damn much. I loved you. I still do. I always will.

Why are you ghosting me?

Yours in the name of our Lord Zuthulu,

[image: image]




FAST FRIENDS

BY E.C. HANSON

SNOW CRUNCHED UNDER Lumi’s feet. Despite being named after the snow, she wasn’t a fan of cold weather. She preferred days where the sun stayed out for hours, and the heat tanned her skin.

But here she was, out in the middle of nowhere, searching for her house keys. Familiarity was on her side since she took this wooded path to and from her home daily. But what wasn’t on her side was that a Nor’easter arrived while she was at school and decided to drop two inches of snow every hour. The school released students around noon, which allowed Mother Nature to dump nearly eight inches in total.

Lumi swore she took the house keys. She wasn’t a forgetful person. And after rummaging through her cubby area in the cloakroom, her coat pockets, and her backpack four times, she realized that she must have dropped her keys along the way to school.

Lumi fretted at choosing sneakers over snow boots. It made her walk extra tricky. Also, her shins were freezing. She knew that someday, in some way, she would have to take her father’s advice and be prepared for any possibility.

Lumi wanted to go home. She wanted to park her butt on the couch near the wood stove, put her feet up, and guzzle hot cocoa until her body temperature returned to some level resembling normalcy.

But here she was, out in acres of white, open space, looking for an object that would be impossible to find. She slumped into the snow and cursed under her breath. She immediately regretted it because it was her first time doing it. Then again, not a soul was around to hear it. It reminded her of that thing her Language Arts teacher, Mr. Hammond, used to ask his students: If a tree falls in the forest and no one’s around to hear it, does it…

Lumi sprung forward. As luck would have it, she spotted something familiar twenty yards away: a pink lanyard. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Her keys!

Lumi ran towards the lanyard, snow powder surrounded her as she went. She looked like an elementary aged superhero. Unable to control her excitement, she dove towards the pink object. She landed chin-first in the snow. She dabbed her chin. It was bloody. Despite the instant pain, she laughed. Hot chocolate near the wood stove was right around the corner!

But like anyone who counts their chickens before they hatch, Lumi discovered that finding her keys only presented a new problem. A mere two feet in front of her, there was a footprint. A massive one. Not human.

Reluctantly, she crawled towards it. When she stood up, her whole body was inside the footprint. Even though her father and teachers often remarked on how tiny she was (four-foot nothing), she knew, without a doubt, that this footprint belonged to a creature that she never learned about in school.

Lumi had no choice but to follow the prints because they went in the direction of her home. There wasn’t an alternate route to be had. She stepped forward slowly, wondering if the owner of the footprints was watching her. She scanned her surroundings. No activity. She continued forward. Still no activity.

Seconds later, she stopped.

A rattling sound. Nearby.

Lumi looked in every direction, trying to locate the source. And there it was, a gigantic figure with gray-white fur, shaking the living crap out of an oak tree. Lumi gasped. The figure let go of the branches and hid from sight.

A wailing sound. Closer than before.

“What’s wrong?” she asked without a single ounce of fear in her tone.

A heavy wind passed through, forcing Lumi to cover her eyes. When she looked up, the figure, in all its maniacal glory, stood ten feet away.

“Can I get you something?”

The creature didn’t respond. Its lack of communication annoyed Lumi. She was too cold to be scared. Despite this creature’s frightening look and size, Lumi realized that it posed no threat whatsoever. Therefore, she headed in the direction of her home.

Along the way, Lumi heard a crunch here and a crunch there. The creature followed her from a reasonable distance.

Seventeen minutes later, Lumi stood in front of a rusty Bilco basement door. She opened it and motioned to the creature.

“Go on in, silly.”

Noncommittal, the creature stood between a pair of birch trees.

“I’m not going to make you my prisoner,” Lumi chuckled and then returned to her usual mode of delivery. “I can bring you food down there.”

Since they experienced a lost in translation moment, Lumi walked down the stairwell, hoping that this dumb creature would take the hint. Six minutes later, Lumi and the furry creature sat on a tattered couch.

“What kind of food do you like? You name it, and we probably have it. My dad went to Whole Foods last night. You ever been there?”

The creature bit into an arm on the couch and then spit out the stuffing.

Beyond annoyed, Lumi pointed at the creature and added, “We don’t eat couches in this house, Mister!” Like a dog that disobeys its longtime owner, the creature lowered its head in shame. Lumi made her way to the stairwell that led to the kitchen. The creature stared at her with wide-eyed wonder.

“I’ll get you some good stuff. A smorgasbord.” Lumi giggled as she went, pleased with using a word that was recently on Mr. Hammond’s spelling test. The fact that she spelled it wrong was totally irrelevant.

Moments later, Lumi presented the creature with a platter of the following treats: a banana, a sopressata sandwich on sourdough bread, a bowl of blue corn tortilla chips, a Greek yogurt, a box of raisins, an organic chocolate bar (wrapper already removed), and a bunch of celery sticks.

“This ought to cure your hunger.”

The creature stared at the offering and then made eyes with her. Lumi motioned towards the platter.

“Go on. Have at it!”

Suddenly, the creature grabbed the platter with one claw, flipped it into the air, and dumped all of the contents into its mouth.

“Supposed to take your time when you eat.”

The creature cried again. Lumi slapped her forehead.

“ What? I gave you tons of food. If I take more, my father will ground me.”

A cat meowed upstairs. The creature hopped off the couch and tried to locate it.

“That’s just our cat, Felix. Do you like cats?”

The creature paused. Lumi assumed it was processing the question.

“I can bring him down here so you can meet him. Would you like to meet our kitty?”

Lumi climbed the stairs, opened the door a crack, and did her best version of a meow.

Felix, an orange tabby that was getting up there in age, approached. Lumi snagged him into her arms and carried him to the basement.

“Felix, I want you to meet…

The creature grabbed the aging cat out of her hands, snapped its little neck, and swallowed it whole. Lumi gasped.

“Bad… thing! Bad choice.”

Lumi thought of another vocabulary word, one she couldn’t pronounce, that would have accurately described this situation. How was she going to explain what happened to her cat?

Lumi and the creature sat in silence; they looked like a couple on the verge of a divorce. While she found this thing to be exceptionally cute and sympathetic, she, in her young little soul, knew that if she didn’t make a mature decision and fast, then it could hurt something much more important than the dandruffy cat.

“I think it is best that you and I…”

Sensing that a separation was on the horizon, the creature lowered its furry head and nudged the side of Lumi’s stomach. She felt a tickle, and a series of relentless giggles followed. She begged it to stop, but the creature didn’t back away from her personal space until a creak upstairs got its attention.

“Lumi? You down there?”

Lumi froze. All the lights were on. She was trapped. Her silence wouldn’t save the day.

“Yes, Dad?”

Lumi’s father took three steps down the stairwell; all Lumi and the creature could see were two feet, sporting a pair of duck boots. Lumi put her tiny hand up as if to say, “stay seated” to her new companion. She wasn’t sure if it complied due to her boss-like nature or if it was transfixed by seeing a pair of feet that didn’t seem to belong to a body.

“Have you seen Felix?” her father asked.

Lumi blushed. The creature studied the change in her skin tone. Her father continued with, “I put his food out, and he didn’t come yet. He always…”

Perhaps it didn’t know any better, or maybe it didn’t care for the fact that the man’s question altered Lumi’s mood, but in a flash of unforeseen speed, the creature hopped towards the bottom of the stairs and then flung itself in the direction of her father. All Lumi could do was close her eyes and hold her ears.

Everything went quiet. Lumi worked up the nerve to lower her hands and open her eyes. The amount of blood shocked her.

Standing at the bottom of the stairs, the creature licked its chops. It acted as if nothing was wrong. It acted as if it deserved to end the life of her only parent.

Rage grew inside Lumi. She had never felt such a feeling. It was like she was on fire. She marched towards the creature and screamed, “GET OUT! I NEVER WANT TO SEE YOU AGAIN!”

Instead of reacting like the disobedient dog, it turned to Lumi in a manner that suggested they had never even met before. It grabbed her around the waist and raised her to the popcorn ceiling.

It was in this moment - of course, it was this particular moment - that Lumi remembered the spelling word that would sum up her situation today. Inauspicious. Mr. Hammond said it meant unlucky.

As Lumi tried to spell the word in her head (“I-N-A-W…), the creature twirled her around like a batch of pizza dough and then shoved her four-foot-nothing body into its wide and foaming mouth.




SLEEPLIFTER

BY MALCOLM BADEWITZ

There are shelves lined with the stuff of dreams. Endless aisles, where forgotten treasures sit in neat rows, collecting no dust. At first glance it would seem an ordinary shop, but ours cannot be found by bus or phone directory, as it occupies an unmarked street behind the predictable spaces of our lives. Only there can its shelves grow, to accommodate its endlessly growing supply. It is a timeless place, stocked with the playthings of past generations, every tool of make-believe that has ever been, from the stone horse once coveted by the children of Sumer, to the glassy, tamed stare of today’s docile teddy bear.

Its doors remain open to any child who may find them.

And so, if by some stroke of luck you manage to find your way to this place, then you too will be free to its centuries-old inventory.

But if by chance you hear murmurs from the next aisle over, run.

Run, and don’t look back.

- Anonymous
(scribbled in a library copy of Huck Finn, Little Rock Primary School, AR, c. 1950)

Like his classmates, Alex dreaded the return to school after Winter break. But unlike them, his anxiety had nothing to do with getting up early once again to catch the bus, nor his teacher’s yearly ritual of forcing each student to get in front of the class and stammer about what they did over break. What Alex truly dreaded in those painful first days back, had little to do with his teachers, homework, nor classmates, but the toys they brought back with them. It was the polite smile he’d force at recess, as he did every year, as he sat on the edge of the playground admiring the array of bright and stupendous gifts they’d received over the holidays.

It was Claire Connors who stole the show last year, when she wheeled into the cafeteria on Monday morning on her bright red mountain bike. Before that, it was David Price and his battery operated airplane, which he could fly impressively from one end of the softball field clear to the other. It was Steven the year prior, with his video camera, already planning his shot for shot remake of Return Of The Last Sensei. Before him there was Paul’s arsenal of bright yellow Snarf guns that shot yellow foam Snarf darts (his dad bought enough for him to arm his friends at recess); and so on, and so on, seemingly since the beginning of time, every kid on the planet had something to show off after the holidays except for Alex, who watched from the sidelines with nothing to contribute to the toy parade.

But this year, as Alex sat at the edge of the playground observing the laughter and clamor before him, it wasn’t a remote helicopter or wayward foam dart that caught his eye. It was another boy sitting alone, rocking himself lightly back and forth on the nearby swing. Alex didn’t recognize him, though he looked close to his age and grade. Similar in height, and dressed in the same shabby style, the boy just sat, observing the crowd.

“New here?” Alex asked.

The boy nodded, then after a beat of careful deliberation added, “Moved over break.”

Alex got to his feet and took the swing beside the new kid. There was something familiar about him that Alex couldn’t quite put his finger on. Not in his dress, or his reserved nature (to which Alex could immediately relate) but something in the way he stared out at the crowd before them. His eyes narrowed and still. As if he were committing to memory the joyous reverie before them.

“Which would you pick, if you could have any one you wanted?” asked Alex.

“Which toy?” the new kid clarified, and then pointed across the field. “That one.”

Alex squinted and followed his gaze. In the distance, a remote-controlled helicopter hovered clumsily in the air, threatening to dive bomb a group of girls below.

“Good choice,” Alex said.

The new kid smiled.
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When the recess bell rang the next day, Alex wandered out to the playground to find that the toy parade had begun anew. New spoils had appeared on the field, and with them new sounds of affluent splendor. But also like the day prior, Alex found the new kid he’d met the previous day at the edge of the playground, sitting on the swing as though he’d never left.

The boy didn’t stir as Alex approached, as he had his face locked upward, facing the sky. As Alex took the swing beside him, he noticed something in the boy’s hands - a metal controller, rectangular and black, the joysticks on either of its sides clicking under the boy’s thumbs. A buzz overhead drew Alex’s gaze upward, where he spotted something hovering over the swings. It was a toy helicopter, just like the one they’d seen on the schoolyard the previous day.

The new kid caught Alex staring, and offered him the controller. Alex looked at it, unsure, and then slowly and gratefully, he took it into his hands.

They played all afternoon, passing the controller back and forth, testing how long they could leave it unattended before the helicopter began to plummet. When that got stale, they set it on a perilous journey around the poles of the swing-set in a makeshift obstacle course. And when the recess bell rang, Alex was shocked when the new kid offered him the controller… to keep.

“Won’t your parents be mad?” Alex asked.

“Doubt it,” he said. “They don’t even know I have it.”

“So what, you got it yourself?”

“That’s right,” the kid told him. “If you want, I could show you how.”

“How to do what?” replied Alex.

“How to get any toy you want.”

Alex took this in, struggling to comprehend his matter-of-fact reply.

“Well, any you can imagine,” the kid corrected.

Alex began to laugh, but something in the kid’s look stopped him.

“It’s my little secret…” the kid said, fiddling with the rotor of his helicopter.

“Some secret. You probably shoplifted it,” Alex said.

“Ain’t stealing if the place ain’t real.”

This did nothing to alleviate Alex’s curiosity.

So he continued, “If you want, I could show you.”

Alex stared.

“But if I do,” he continued, unblinking, “you have to make me a promise.”

“Okay,” Alex replied.

“You have to be careful.”
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The next day at recess, Alex found the swings empty.

He took his usual seat, and pushed himself back and forth as he looked out over the crowd of his classmates playing in the field. He imagined the new kid among them. He was probably taken in by them, regaling them not with a new toy, but a story, about how he tricked gullible Alex into believing in magic. Heck of a way to break into the crowd, Alex thought.

Suddenly, a hand clasped Alex’s shoulder. It was the new kid.

“Come on,” he said, and began leading Alex away from the playground…
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Fluorescent lights blinked to life overhead as the new kid crossed the computer lab, to the large printer that sat dormant in the corner. He pulled a blank sheet of paper from its tray, and beckoned Alex to join him at a table beside the window.

On the sheet of paper, the kid began to write. At first, Alex expected an address, a phone number, or a website where he could find these allegedly “free toys” the new kid had promised. But as the boy worked at the paper with his colored pencil, Alex puzzled at the realization that he was drawing. He sat down and took in the crude sketch beginning to take form on the sheet of paper: a simple portrait of a building, squat, and square, with three yellow flags atop its roof. Next the kid added what looked like a rotating door in the building’s center, like the kind you’d find in a fancy department store, taking special care to get its proportions just right. Occasionally the young artist stopped to sigh, only to erase some out-of-place detail before carrying on. For several more minutes, the boy drew, finally adding a sign atop his building, writing across its face somnium crypta.

With this final detail, he set down his pencil.

“What does it mean?” asked Alex, pointing to the strange sign.

“Dunno. But you gotta remember the whole thing or it doesn’t work. Every little detail.”

Suddenly, the boy jumped, remembering something urgent. He picked up his pencil, and began filling in the street outside his crudely drawn department store.

“Looks creepy. My mom’s not going to take me to… wherever that is.”

“She won’t have to. You’re taking yourself.”

Alex shook his head, and got up from his chair.

But the new kid stopped him, holding out his hand-drawn map. “Tonight, when you tuck into bed, take this with you. Study it for a good long time before you fall asleep.”

“Why?”

“You have to memorize the whole thing. Since it’s your first time, I’d say you wanna do it no less than an hour. Just take it in. Pay attention to the doors. The windows. Every little detail.”

“Then what happens?”

“You fall asleep, like normal. But when you wake up, you’ll be there.”

Alex looked at the drawing again.

“So how do you know about it?” Alex asked.

He shrugged. “Kid showed me at my last school. Someone probably showed him before that. I didn’t believe him at first either, but you gotta try it for yourself.”

The recess bell rang. Students began filing in from the playground.

“You can have this one,” said the new kid, offering Alex the drawing. “I’ve got one at home.”

“What am I supposed to do with this?” Alex asked.

“Once you’re in, you’ll have the whole place to yourself,” the kid continued. “Just go in, take whatever you want, and remember to go back home, before you wake up. That’s the only way it’ll work. You have to get back to your room, and put whatever you took from the store under your bed.”

“How will I get home?” Alex asked.

“When you have what you need, just close your eyes and think of home. When you get back, hide it under your bed first thing, and when you wake up in the morning, it’ll be there. Just where you left it.”

Alex saw his classmates moving past the doorway. “I’m good,” he finally said, and started moving for the door.

The kid blocked his escape. “But be careful, once you’re inside, if you see or hear anyone, anyone at all, but especially a grownup, don’t go near them. Just get out.”

“That’s enough,” Alex said, and hustled out of the computer lab.
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The next day, Alex was relieved to find the swings empty. He’d had his fill of the new kid’s company, and was happy to find himself alone again at lunch.

At first, Alex suspected he must have stayed home sick. But when the new kid didn’t show up to school the next day, nor the day after that, Alex began to suspect something was wrong.

Days later, when the recess bell rang, Alex walked past the playground and entered the computer lab to see if the kid had left some hint as to where he’d gone. The place was just as empty as the last time Alex had been inside. He searched under every desk, looking for some sign of the kid, half-expecting him to pop out of a cupboard and scare him.

Instead, Alex found only his drawing, sitting where he’d left it, at the table by the window.
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That night, Alex sat awake in bed, holding the drawing.

Was he really starting to believe this kid was onto something? It couldn’t be true, he assured himself. Still, he had questions, and this map’s maker was the only one who could answer them.

It wouldn’t do any harm to try, he conceded, as he rolled over in bed, toward his bedside lamp. There, lying on his side, Alex studied the drawing.

After a moment, he chuckled wearily to himself and considered quitting. Was he falling for some kind of prank? he asked himself. If so, he figured, at least there’d be no one here to see. With that, he once again studied the drawing in the faint glow of his bedside lamp. He took in its revolving door. Its three yellow flags. Its large, pane glass windows…
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And when he woke up, he was standing before them.

Alex recognized immediately where he was, but it took him a moment to realize how he’d gotten there. It worked, he thought as he looked to the sky. It was the only part of the scene that didn’t match the drawing. In place of a paper-white sky, what hung above him closer resembled the nuclear orange of his own vomit from when he had the stomach flu two years back. It was an unnatural hue, unlike any sunset he’d ever seen. His gaze fell back to the store, noticing first its three yellow flags flapping despite the absence of wind.

He stepped inside the revolving door, expecting the tile to be cold underfoot. Instead, it felt warm to the touch, as though others had recently been through this way.

Alex found himself standing at the entranceway of an endless toy store. It seemed to him too large to be practical. Its construction too vast and intricate. Before him stretched miles of white tile, which distantly branched off into hundreds of aisles of wood and corrugated steel.

“Hello?” Alex called out and waited for some reply, only to hear his own voice echo back. He put one foot in front of the other, easing himself away from the front door to get a better look at the space. It must be a dream, he repeated to himself as he ventured down the nearest aisle.

There he found no price tags nor labels, but endless shelves of curious objects: dolls of stone, clay, and unvarnished wood. He picked out a small, unpainted figurine crudely twisted and pulled into the shape of an animal. A horse, Alex figured, as he felt the length of string that had been run through its snout, and the uneven wheels fixed to each of its hooves. It was primitive and ancient, unlike anything he’d seen in a toy store before. But what most intrigued him was not the toy itself, but the feel of it. It was undoubtedly handmade, its face coarse and unpolished. Its stone body felt heavy in his hand, pulling his hand toward the floor. Never before had Alex dreamt so vividly. And when the toy slipped from his fingers, crashing to the tile floor, Alex flinched at the crack that echoed down the aisle.

Alex found in each aisle an entirely new set of oddities: the playthings of bygone eras, perfectly preserved. At the end of one, he happened across a great promenade filled with carousels and amusement park rides, pristine relics, beckoning him to be their first passenger. Alex moved on, feeling out of place and out of time, until he found more familiar territory...

An aisle full of remote control helicopters of all shapes and sizes stretched farther than the eye could see. Among them, Alex recognized a familiar model, the one that piqued his curiosity on the playground that day when he met the new kid.

Alex picked up the helicopter, recalling the instructions the kid gave him that day.

Take the toy, and think of home.

Put it under his bed.

Wake up.

So Alex clutched the box, closed his eyes, and thought of home. He drew a deep breath, trying to recall his room. He pictured his small bed pressed into the corner. He pictured his carpet, and his closet door, hoping to open his eyes and find himself among them. But when he did finally open his eyes, he found he was still standing in that cold, brightly lit aisle.

He tried again.

And again.

But it was no use.

On the fifth try, Alex’s nose twitched.

His eyes fluttered open as he whiffed something rancid in the air.

He crept to the end of the aisle and peered around the corner. Up ahead, he spotted something on the floor: streaks of brown and black against the otherwise pristine tile. Flies buzzed through the intersection, their fat, hairy bodies illuminated by the harsh lights bearing down seemingly from nowhere.

Alex gripped his helicopter and backed down the way he came.

Suddenly, a loud bark sounded from the next aisle over, a low, sorrowful bellow that stopped Alex in his tracks. The thing in the next aisle barked again, and again, growing louder…

Alex spun, looking for a way to retreat, but the aisle stretched endlessly behind him. He’d never make it to the exit. Thinking fast, he climbed the corrugated shelf, toppling the rows of plastic helicopters as he scrambled toward the ceiling, and finally tucked himself way up high, behind a large remote control helicopter box.

Just as he disappeared from sight, the dog ran in beneath him: a heavy, broad-shouldered Rottweiler, its paws clicking maniacally against the tile as it investigated the spot where Alex was just standing. The beast let out a low, annoyed grunt, sniffing at the toppled boxes. It ran its wet nose over them, snorting. Breathing deep. Then, as the gears inside its head slowly began to churn, the beast raised its fat, black head, and growled…

That’s when Alex saw the chain collar around its neck, fastened to a metal leash which stretched impossibly into the darkness, rattling against the floor…

A distant raspy voice mumbled and coughed.

The Rottweiler bowed its head and turned back toward the end of the aisle from whence it came. It sat on its haunches, obedient. Waiting for something to emerge.

Alex clasped a hand over his mouth.

Below, a figure moved in from the shadows: an old man, judging by his round, white, hairless head. His body was covered in a heavy brown coat, stained with black and red. Flies buzzed around his face and jacket as he coughed, limping toward the dog, winding its leash around his fist.

The dog once again raised its head and barked. The man followed its gaze…

The dog barked.

They found him.

Alex froze, feeling his muscles involuntarily seize.

The man raised a heavy boot, and planted it on the corrugated shelf.

The shelf creaked under his weight, as he began to climb…

Alex clung to the cardboard box before him, closing his eyes.

The man climbed another shelf…

Alex thought of home; his lamp, his bed…

The man pulled himself to the shelf where Alex was hiding…

Alex felt a fly graze his cheek. He opened his eyes just as…

The man’s leering face crested the shelf. He reached out, and…

Grasped onto Alex with a leathery hand.
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Suddenly, Alex sat up in bed, still clutching the toy helicopter.

He was back at home, but the sky outside his window remained orange.

Still dreaming.

Alex stuffed the box under his bed, and yanked the covers over his face.

Under his blanket, he wrenched his eyes shut, willing himself to wake up.

There he stayed, all night, it seemed…

When Alex finally peeked out from under his blanket, morning had come.

He made it.

Alex breathed a sigh of relief, and peeked under his bed.

There he saw, beneath his bed, the helicopter, just where he left it.

It worked.

But Alex noticed something else beside it, bright against the shadows…

The grinning face of the bald man staring back at him.




SAVOR YOUR LIFE

BY NANCY CHEN

I’M GETTING TOO old for this superhero shit.

Should’ve just left that literal train wreck to those CRISPR superkids, but no, I just had to step in and save the day. Are thirty strangers really worth all your trouble, Alexa? I don’t think so!

Middle of winter and look where I am - groping in the dark in God-knows-where Jersey, trying to quell this hunger. Should’ve taken the early government pension package instead. Who am I proving myself to? Those kids? My fans? I’ve certainly got nothing to prove to my husband. He’s probably snoring away by now, not a care in the world, while I’m out here hunting in this sub-zero wasteland. What I would give to see the gobsmacked look on his face if he knew what I do… but then again, he and his big mouth would ruin everything. And we need the money now more than ever. Damien is going to college in a couple years, and who knows where he’ll end up?

Ah, here’s one. She’ll have to do for tonight. Hard to tell in this dim alley light what’s under all those layers, but her cheeks look chubby enough. A little older than Damien, early twenties at most. Should last me at least a month. I might need to go easy on the flying, but there’s enough fat on her bones to fuel my strength and invisibility, no problem.

Just come a little closer.

And a little more.

Damn.

Who are these chumps? They reek of cigarettes. No doubt a couple of local thugs looking for trouble. And now they see the wasted girl walking all by herself. It’s almost too easy.

Fight them off, girl! One scream and they’ll go running. Don’t just flail your arms, that won’t do! And now you’re going down, great. They’ve got you pinned. You made it way too easy for them, and have just created quite the dilemma for me.

Should I scare them off for you?

But I can’t sustain my invisibility and fight these thugs off right now, which means they’ll see my face, and that means I’d have to spare your life lest they tattle to their friends about this. Of course, I could take the chance and take you anyway - I doubt they would remember your face.

Or I could kill them for you.

They’re going to take advantage of you, and thugs like these deserve no mercy. But then I’d have to dispose of their bodies, and while it may be a hassle, it’s not unthinkable. Too bad I can’t take the boys, but they’re just not as appetizing, nor do they provide the kind of nutrition I need. Something about all that estrogen just works, though who can be sure?

I could also leave you all be. None of you have seen me, so I could just pretend I never witnessed this and go. Hunt somewhere else instead.

Perhaps this is a sign telling me I should retire already. I’ll be fifty in less than a month. Fifty! And this life can really wear you out. Everyone looks to me to uphold the image of righteousness, to smile at the pomp and pageantry, to goad the fans and the haters, all while saving lives. It’s a tough balancing act, a skill that took time to develop, and I’m not perfect. Plus, now I also have to contend with the next generation, who are flashier and definitely more photogenic than I am. It’s only a matter of time before I’d be forced to retire, but I’d rather leave on a high note, of my own accord.

Besides, I’ve had a good run, and I’ve been lucky, having hidden my unsavory ways from the world for the last three decades. I know how precarious my situation is and how easily the spool could unwind. I might slip up one day, and then my family would be ruined. There’d be an inquiry into my entire history. How would the world judge me then? A scan dal is worth a thousand deeds, and mine would be a hell of a scandal. Although…

For Christ’s sake, I can’t watch this anymore.

To say these thugs are worse than pigs would be an insult to the pigs.
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Well… that might have been too hasty on my part. Good thing there’s no camera around here and the dumpsters are roomy. The boys fit inside nicely, even if I had to snap their bones to fit.

You, my dear, look like shit. Oh, don’t thank me yet. But it’s sweet of you to be so grateful.

I’m actually thankful to have bumped into you tonight. I had nearly forgotten why I became a superhero. I didn’t seek out this life for the fame or money, but for self-worth, and the look of relief in those eyes when they realize they’ve just escaped death by a hair. It’s easy to forget what counts when the crowd is chanting my name and their expressions of awe and reverence are melding together, like one giant orgy in worship of my greatness.

But this moment right now - you and me - I can tell that I mean the whole world to you. So maybe I could tough it out for a few more years, and truly focus on why I’m here and why I do what I do. Okay, I’d still want to enjoy the vanity of it. Can’t let the kids hog all the glory and all the fun. But even if the world doesn’t want me around anymore, I’ll always know that there are unfortunates like you who need me. And that feels good.

Please stop crying. It was frightening, true, but no need to be frightened now. And no need to fear me. I’ll be gentle. If you knew what’s about to happen, you might even be pleased. Your body will sustain me, and help me help others. So in a way, you’ll become a superhero too after tonight.

Now, go to sleep so I can get you to the cabin. I’m starving.

And the meat needs time to cook.




SEEDS OF SPRING

BY JOE CABELLO

The warmth of Spring has woken me

And I can’t wait to grow

To slither my sprouts

Through soft soil

Stretching towards the sun

Crawling up and out

A phantom tickle spread throughout

Never has a sprout grown so fast

Til the topsoil I reach at last!

Oh, how I love to grow!

The panic that greets me

The prodding

The pulling

The popping

Confusion and crying

So certain her soil is dying

Yet still I grow!

Bigger

Longer

Sturdy and strong

I suckle the soil

Its moisture, my food

Its warmth, my nest

Rattling coughs

Remind me to stretch

The sweet sounds

Of the world I wish to greet

Muffled by the walls of meat

I hear her prayers

Her cries

The beeping beat

The cold room

Bathed by lights of blue

Oh, how I miss the sun’s warm hue!

Yet I still grow

My bulb whole and hearty

My host a withered husk

I hear her screams

Light seeps!

I see!

Through a crack

Laced up her skull

And out her eyes

My pollen spreads

Out far and wide

A horror more will come to know

To spring I say

Hello
 



THE LORD’S WORK

BY GRAHAM STONE JOHNSON

THE PRIEST STOOD by the communion table, a bloodstained cross gripped tightly in hand, as he stared down at the lifeless body.

Its face was awash with flickering candlelight.

And blood.

Blood that was flowing onto the carpet.

The new carpet.

Fortunately it was burgundy…

To symbolize the blood our Lord Jesus shed, he thought.

…and would hopefully blend in.

His brow was knitted, deep with worry…

and panic.

His heart began to race as he took in the sight.

He realized he was still holding the cross and quickly dropped it on the table as if it were burning him. He looked at his bloody hands, confused.

“Oh God… oh God…What have I done?”

He had thought he was doing the right thing.

He had been so vigilant, so detailed. The months of work and planning had negated any alternatives, and satisfied any and all reasonable doubts.

He had thought he was right.

All the signs had told him so. The stories he’d been told, the events he’d personally witnessed, the evidence he’d painstakingly gathered…

It all added up. There was no question. He was right.

But now… the body… this wasn’t supposed to happen…

Could he have been… wrong?

What had he overlooked? Where had he made a mistake? He’d been so certain, so careful…

Racking his brain, he mentally retraced his steps. Last night. The night before that. Every night prior, all the way back.

He couldn’t think of anything. He knew… in his heart he knew he was right. But this… this was…

He must have missed something. He must have. But what?

The clock on the back wall of the sanctuary struck out the quarter hour.

He didn’t have time to think now.

The sun was coming up in a few minutes and his flock would arrive soon after.

It was Sunday.

Easter Sunday.

The one day a year they held a sunrise service.

Just one more thing he’d overlooked, apparently.

A muted crunch of gravel outside grabbed his attention.

He hurried over to a window and peered out.

The Hammond family, always early (because on time was late), had arrived. He watched the father, Pete, exit the driver’s side of a sedan and release two hyper kids from the backseat.

“Shit…”

The priest turned away from the window, the panic renewed, his gaze returning to the body.

He had to hide it, and quickly… but where?

The small church, though lovely and quaint, only contained a foyer, a sanctuary, a kitchenette, and a choir practice room.

The Hammonds’ voices drew his focus back outside. He had minutes at most. He had to move.

He made a decision, and yanked the tablecloth from the communion table…

Small beads of sweat formed on his brow as he dragged the limp form into the kitchenette off to the left of the sanctuary, its head now wrapped in the tablecloth.

Once inside he began a frantic search for a hiding spot.

He yanked open a closet.

Full.

Another.

Far too small.

The last.

Full of clean, white linens. Not exactly camouflage for blood…

He was running out of options, and fast.

Frustrated, he leaned on a small folding table, palms flat against the smooth, faux-wood surface, rattling a few water glasses.

He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply… trying to think… to push away the panic… to keep it together…

He exhaled completely and opened his eyes, finding himself staring at a clear, glass pitcher.

In the name of the Father…

Water…

…the Son…

Container…

…and the Holy Spirit…

The Baptismal!

Hope suddenly bloomed in his chest.

Every last one of his congregants had been baptized, and the odds of them bringing a newcomer in this town were slim to fat-chance.

He quickly dragged the body back into the sanctuary and began rounding the stage toward the choir practice room.

The first, early rays of sunlight began illuminating the stained glass, casting hues of red, blue, and purple across the priest’s straining face.

A bulb of garlic fell from his breast pocket as they made the journey. He watched it roll away in a lazy, wobbling arc across the middle aisle. It would have to wait.

He was nearly to the practice room when the front doors squeaked open. Young, undisciplined voices broke into the previously silent foyer. Doorstops clicked down and into place as the Hammond mother and father secured them.

The priest quickly turned and looked at the sound.

His heart turned cold, and began descending towards his stomach as a bolt of panic struck him.

Had he unlocked the door connecting the foyer and sanctuary yet?

He couldn’t recall.

And he couldn’t see the latch from where he was, either.

“Thomas, leave your brother alone!” said Mr. Hammond.

Mrs. Hammond, ignoring the children’s spat, turned to her husband: “Hey! The new carpet was going in last week, wasn’t it?”

“Mm, believe so.”

“Let’s have a quick peek!”

The priest quickly assessed his situation: “ShhhhhitShitShitOhShitOhShit…”

The Baptismal was way up behind the choir gallery. The choir practice room would lead him to another door that opened upon a small set of stairs, which climbed up behind the gallery to the Baptismal.

Two doors, another room, and stairs stood between him and the small, empty pool. He eyed the Baptismal.

Unless…

The voices grew louder.

With a silent prayer on his lips and a fresh surge of adrenaline injecting into his bloodstream, he threw the body over one shoulder, leapt the short divider between the stage and gallery with a smoothness that an Olympic hurdler would envy, and high-stepped it through the raked rows of chairs to the back wall.

Sliding his grip to the body’s waist, he heaved upwards with all his might, pushing it up the splash guard.

The dead face now lolled mere inches before his own as he struggled with the lip of the Plexiglas.

The dead eyes snapped open, bloodshot and soulless.

The dead mouth gaped, full of multiple needle-like fangs.

The priest, simultaneously vindicated and terrified, barked a short, relieved laugh at the new development.

With a growl the abomination clawed for the priest’s throat.

The priest pushed it back, fending off the attack, and tumbled backwards between the burgundy rows.

The monster followed, lunging with incredible, inhuman speed, and landed on top of him.

It grabbed the priest’s head and snapped it back, reaching its fangs towards the palpitating jugular.

Helpless now, the priest cinched his eyes shut, embracing the inevitable…

But in that moment, Mrs. Hammond threw open the double doors to the sanctuary, flooding the large room with bright, pure sunlight.

The pale, gray face looked up, horrified.

As it shrieked and burst into flames, Mrs. Hammond let out an excited little scream of her own while dancing over and across the new, synthetic blend.

With a flash and dissipating wisp the creature was gone. Not a trace remained.

The priest caught his breath, relieved, and quickly checked himself for bites.

Satisfied, he smiled, pleased in his rightness. He looked heavenward, mouthed a “thank you” while crossing himself, and then shakily regained his feet.

Mrs. Hammond noticed his presence and called out, “Oh! Hi, Father! Didn’t see you back there! My goodness, this carpet is to die for!”

The priest let out a small chuckle and nodded, dusting himself off and straightening his collar tab. He threw a quick glance at where the blood had pooled beside the communion table.

That was gone, too.

A tired, thankful grin spread across his face as he walked towards the Hammonds, hand extended in greeting, and slyly kicked the bulb of garlic under a nearby pew.

As he reached them, Mrs. Hammond took his hand in hers. “It looks fantastic! I can’t believe you did this all by yourself! And just-- Father! You look exhausted! Are you feeling well?!”

He patted her hand and smiled reassuringly.

“Oh, I’m fine, dear, fine,” he said. “Sometimes The Lord’s Work can just be a little draining.”




MRS. PUTNAM

BY K.C. DUNFORD

FROM THE MOMENT Mrs. Putnam stepped out of her pearly BMW, Marty was positive there was something juicy ahead. He had sensed it from the moment her moving truck had pulled up next door, and anyone who knew Marty could confirm he was rarely wrong about these kinds of things.

The elderly woman lifted her chin, heels tapping down the sidewalk with all the stylish ferocity of a runway model. Her one-shoulder midi crepe dress was stiff, but her body was soft, almost like an old mushroom shrouded in gift-wrap.

Marty cocked a brow. The woman knew how to dress - he’d give her that - but she definitely wasn’t passing the vibe check.

“Spying on the new neighbors?”

Marty pulled back from the window, hiding his alarm with a casual wave. “Neighbor. Singular. And yes, Shane, I was spying if you must know.”

Shane stepped up to the window, giving Marty a nudge with his hip before splitting the drapes. “Oh,” he said with a click of his tongue. “It’s the red bottoms for me.”

Marty squeezed his face into the slit in the curtain. “Who shows up to moving day in Louboutins?”

“I’m going over there,” Shane announced.

“Wait,” Marty said, grabbing him by the sleeve.

Shane rolled his eyes, somehow managing to make it a full-body gesticulation. “Come on, don’t you want to meet her? She literally looks like she’s about to tell Anne Hathaway her clothes are frumpy.”

“Obviously I do, but we can’t just march over there empty-handed.”

“Right,” Shane said, biting his lip. “Grab that bouquet I brought home from work.”

“It’s like four days old,” said Marty, but he was already on his way to retrieve it.

Shane fluffed the flowers. “Better than nothing.”

“We’ll see what Meryl Streep thinks,” Marty grumbled as he followed Shane to the front door.

The men slipped on their shoes and headed out, their feet padding across the lawn.

The new neighbor was busy ordering around the moving crew but immediately spotted them when they stepped onto her property. She paused, greeting them with an arched brow.

“Morning, neighbor,” Shane said, using his friendly work voice. Shane was the funeral director for Serenity Seattle Mortuary, and it was his ability to remain chipper during uncomfortable situations - such as this - that made him so good at his job.

The woman pursed her lips, and the deep lines in her skin reminded Marty of a doll with its mouth stitched shut.

Shane didn’t miss a beat. “I’m Shane,” he said, his fingertips grazing his chest, “and this is Martin. Marty for short. We live next door.”

“Pleasure,” the woman stated, her expression saying otherwise. “Gloria Putnam.”

“Nice to meet you, Gloria,” Shane said, “These are for you.”

She eyed the flowers, clearly unimpressed. “Mrs. Putnam will do.”

Marty fidgeted as Shane and Mrs. Putnam stared each other down. Marty knew his boyfriend well enough to understand that he would literally stand there all day with the vase outstretched if he had to.

After at least ten seconds, Mrs. Putnam finally relented, reaching for the arrangement with an unenthused “Lovely.”

Another uncomfortable moment passed as rays of morning sunshine beat down on them like a spotlight.

“Love your shoes,” Marty blurted out, desperate to break the silence.

Mrs. Putnam sighed. “Will that be all, gentlemen?”

Marty turned to leave. “Yep. See you, Mrs. - ”

“Actually, no,” Shane said, clearly unwilling to be dismissed. “I was just wondering, Mrs. Putnam, will you be living here alone?”

She blinked slowly. “I fail to see how that concerns you.”

Shane crossed his arms casually, widening his stance. “Oh, I’m just curious. Six bedrooms, isn’t it? Basement too? Just seems like a lot of space for one.”

“Babe,” Marty whispered, nudging Shane with his elbow.

Mrs. Putnam eyed Shane for a long time, the shadows of her lash extensions stretching over her cheeks like spider legs. “Hurry home and fix your foundation, young man,” she drawled. “You’re turning green.” With that, the woman spun on her heel and walked away. A couple of petals broke loose from her flower arrangement, falling like a flurry of garnish upon her quip.

Shane stifled a laugh. “Someone’s salty!”

Marty shook his head, watching in fascination as Mrs. Putnam scolded the moving crew. “Actually, I like her. The woman knows how to throw shade.”

“Preach,” Shane agreed, snapping his fingers once. “Come on, Mar. I’ve got to get ready for work.”

Just then, one of the movers stepped off the truck hauling an enormous dog kennel. “Oh, great,” Marty moaned. “She’s got a dog.”

“A little yappy one?” Shane sighed as he turned to head back inside. “Get your earplugs ready.”

“Actually, it looks like a huge one,” Marty said, shaking his head. “Wait a second…” He gawked as the movers carried three more gigantic kennels into the house. “That’s a lot of dogs.”

“Guess that’s what all the extra rooms are for,” Shane announced.

“Shut up,” Marty laughed, turning to shove him toward the house.

[image: image]

That afternoon while Marty was shooting an Instagram story for his online boutique, there was a big ruckus next door. He stepped over to peek through the window into Mrs. Putnam’s backyard and spotted a group of handymen in an argument.

From the look of things, Mrs. Putnam would be having some serious renovations done on her home. The thought was intriguing, and if Shane hadn’t been so rude this morning, Marty would have headed right over to snoop around.

Just then, the oven beeped, giving Marty a brilliant idea.

He hurried downstairs, pulled his almond flour muffins from the oven, and arranged them on a gold-rimmed plate. Marty was sure that without Shane there to butt in, he’d be able to make amends for their rude first impression. And of course, do some snooping as well.

As he made his way over to Mrs. Putnam’s front door, he noticed one of the workers busy hammering two-by-fours over the opening of the basement’s window well. “Hola,” Marty called as he passed by.

The man looked up. His sun-tanned face was glistening with sweat, and there were four red lines on his cheek. Marty stopped in his tracks. “You okay, Sir?”

The man covered his cheek with his hand, averting his eyes. “I’m good,” he muttered, returning his attention to his work.

“Did one of her dogs do that?” Marty asked, bristling at the thought.

“Good day, Señor,” the man said, keeping his head down.

Marty furrowed his brow. If Mrs. Putnam had mistreated this worker, he’d have a thing or two to say about it. Marty hurried to the front of the house, ready to confront her.

He flitted up the steps, but before he could reach for the ringer, the door opened wide. Mrs. Putnam stood there, her hands on her hips. “Is this going to be a routine?”

Marty shook his head briskly. “I just wanted to… well, first, apologize for earlier.”

Mrs. Putnam’s eyes wandered down to the plate of muffins. “I can’t eat those.”

“Oh, they’re gluten-free,” he assured her, “and no sugar.”

She sighed, reaching for the plate. “Barnie, right?”

He forced a laugh. “Marty.”

“It isn’t a good time, Marty.”

The sound of a drill echoed down the hall, and Marty couldn’t help craning his neck to see inside. “Doing some remodeling?” he asked.

Mrs. Putnam sighed. “Something like that.”

“Actually,” Marty wrung his hands; “I noticed one of the men outside had a scratch on his face.”

Mrs. Putnam went stiff. “I wouldn’t know anything about - STOP!” Marty nearly leaped out of his skin as Mrs. Putnam shoved past him. “You’re wrecking my yard!”

Marty cringed as the old woman marched over, scolding a poor worker who had accidentally stumbled across the flowerbed.

“You!” Mrs. Putnam called over her shoulder, “take the plate inside.”

Marty gave the worker a sympathetic look as he hurried over to retrieve the muffins. This worker was less timid than the man with the scratch on his cheek, and it wasn’t long before an argument had ensued.

Marty tiptoed away, seizing his opportunity to disappear. He stepped over the threshold, made a beeline for the kitchen, and set the muffins down on the table.

On the corner of the marble-top table sat a little pile of clothing. Clothing had always fascinated Marty, but especially when said clothing belonged to someone expensive.

He stepped closer, glancing around the room to make sure he was alone.

But then his shoulders fell. This definitely wasn’t a designer piece. In fact, closer inspection revealed that the clothing was actually hideous.

Marty pinched the edge of a man’s button-up, wondering what Mrs. Putnam was doing with such run-of-the-mill rags. He moved the shirt to the side and found an old pair of jeans that smelled like a thrift store.

“Excuse me,” came a voice from behind.

“Sorry!” Marty chirped, sounding like a child caught sneaking candy. He spun around to find a balding man wearing a work belt.

“Didn’t mean to startle you,” the man said, holding up his hands. “Is Mrs. Putnam around? I finished with the padlock.”

Marty bit his lip, his curiosity reaching new heights. “Mind if I take a look for her? She’s a little preoccupied at the moment.”

The man frowned. “And you are?”

“Mrs. Putnam’s… friend. She asked me to help out with the move.” The lie was like vinegar in his mouth.

The handyman paused, his eyes wandering in the direction of the argument outside. Finally, he shrugged. “Come on, then.”

As they headed down the hall, Marty noticed none of the lights were turned on. “Is the power out?” he asked.

The man shrugged again. “She took out all the bulbs this morning. Probably changing to CFLs.”

Marty gazed up at the empty fixtures, unease spreading over him. “Yeah… probably.”

The man gestured to the door at the end of the hall. “Look okay to you?”

Marty remembered from the open house that this door led to the basement. He stared, a strange unease spreading through him at the sight of the key-code padlock. “Did she tell you what it’s for?”

“None of my business,” he said, crossing his arms. “Figure it’s none of yours either.”

The reply sent a flutter of nerves up Marty’s spine. He didn’t like the way the light from the kitchen window illuminated the side of the man’s face.

He looked like a ghoul.

“Yeah,” Marty said, taking a step backward. “I’ll just go talk to her.” With that, he spun around and sped to the front door, his arms swinging rigidly at his sides.

Before he even made it back into his house, he had already sent a text to Shane: Went over to the new neighbor’s again. Sketchy AF.
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That evening, Shane bustled through the front door and hurried to the dinner table. “Give me the tea,” he said, folding his hands under his chin.

The men discussed the details of Marty’s visit all through dinner and late into the night. By the time they were climbing into bed, Marty had conveyed every single detail of the story a hundred times. At this point, Shane was convinced Mrs. Putnam was hiding something illegal in her basement, maybe selling a banned dog breed or something.

Marty had another idea altogether. There was a truly off-putting vibe in Mrs. Putnam’s home, and it made him wonder if the strange happenings were more than just illegal. To him, the whole situation had been eerie and sinister, and his theories leaned toward the supernatural.

Shane didn’t take that idea seriously. “Are you saying Mrs. Putnam is some kind of monster?” he laughed, rubbing cream beneath his eyes.

“I don’t know,” Marty said, reaching for the lamp switch. “You’d have to go over there to understand.”

Shane wormed beneath the blankets. “Sure. So she can shove me into her basement and turn me into a vampire?”

“Goodnight,” Marty sighed, rolling over emphatically.

Shane poked his side. “A werewolf, then?”

Marty swiped his hand away. “Just drop it, k?”

“Aw, don’t be mad,” Shane said, scooting closer. “Listen. If it makes you feel better, I’ll go over there with you this weekend.”
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At 3:14 a.m., Marty woke to the sound of something clattering onto the pavement outside. He threw back the covers and rushed over to their bedroom window to peek into Mrs. Putnam’s driveway. There wasn’t a porch light, so all he could make out was the faint outline of a person dragging something up the sidewalk.

From what Marty could tell, the person was a man. He was tall and lanky, but it was too dark to see much else. “Shane,” he hissed.

Shane woke with a start, bolting upright with a gasp.

“Come here,” Marty whispered. “There’s someone out there.”

Shane rubbed his eyes, stumbling as he hurried to join Marty at the window. Pressing their cheeks together, they peeked through a slit in the curtain.

Mrs. Putnam’s driveway was dark and empty.

“Where?” Shane asked, his voice groggy.

Marty scanned the yard. “Someone was out there.”

Shane leaned closer to the window. “You sure?”

“Positive,” Marty replied. “He looked super weird.”

Shane stared at the empty yard for several seconds. “Let’s turn the security cameras toward her house.”

“Isn’t that illegal?” Marty whispered.

Shane shrugged. “Only if we get caught.”

“You’re bad,” Marty said, giving him a light slap on the arm. But he didn’t object.
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When their alarm went off the next morning, the two men rolled over, exchanged glances, bolted upright, and scurried downstairs.

The security footage was cued up on Shane’s computer, and there had been a motion detected around five o’clock that morning.

Shane played back the footage, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“There!” Marty exclaimed, ramming a finger into the monitor.

There he was again, the mysterious man dragging an enormous object up the steps of Mrs. Putnam’s home.

Just as last night, the man was very tall, spindly, and had pitch-black hair. He was dressed in tattered clothes similar to the ones Marty had seen on Mrs. Putnam’s table.

“He looks like some kind of creature,” Marty said.

Shane paused the video, making it easier for them to take a closer look. “He’s got one of those dog kennels.” He pressed play again. “I wonder if -”

“MY GAWD!” Marty shrieked, startling so hard he hit the keyboard off the desk. “His eyes!”

Shane cupped his hands over his ears. “For the love of all that is holy, Mar!”

“But his eyes, Shane! Go back!”

Shane repositioned the keyboard, tossing Marty an annoyed glance before he rewound the footage.

“Stop!” Marty exclaimed. “See? They’re glowing!”

Shane leaned in. “Could be a reflection or something.”

Marty scoffed. “So, you’re saying he’s, what? A cat man?”

Shane kept his voice light. “No, it’s probably an optical illusion.” He pressed play again, and the pair watched closely as the man finished dragging the kennel up to the front door. Then the footage went fuzzy and cut out.

“Where’s the rest?” Marty asked, tapping the spacebar a dozen times.

Shane swiped his hand away. “Looks like the recording ends right there.”

The two men exchanged puzzled - and slightly concerned - glances.

“Pass me my phone,” Shane said. “I’m calling in sick.”

Marty handed it over. “But what about the Deputy Mayor’s funeral?”

Shane was already pulling up the number. “They’ll probably postpone it until they find his daughter.”

Marty frowned. “They still haven’t found her?”

Shane shook his head regretfully. “Morning, Katie,” he said, sounding convincingly ill.

As Shane spun up a tale about bad take-out, Marty was still thinking about the Deputy Mayor.

Just last week, the poor man’s truck had been swept away while crossing a flooded bridge, and unfortunately, his seven-year-old daughter had been with him. The Deputy’s body had been found trapped inside the vehicle, but the daughter was still missing.

“I’m officially food-poisoned,” Shane announced once he had ended his call. “We’re getting to the bottom of this today.”
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Just after seven, Mrs. Putnam’s garage door opened with a slow hum. Shane abandoned his breakfast and hurried to join Marty at the window.

“She’s in gym clothes,” Shane noted triumphantly. “We’ll have an hour at least.”

Marty pulled back from the window. “To do what? Break in?”

Shane swatted him softly. “Of course not. We’ll just stroll around the property and see what’s up.”

“And just hope we don’t get caught?”

Shane thought for a moment. “We’ll be looking for our lost cat.”

“We don’t have a cat.”

“Nope,” Shane smirked. “We lost it.”

Marty pursed his lips against a smile as he went for his slippers.

They hurried out the door and across the property line feeling like a couple of Sherlocks set out for adventure. “Let’s check out that window well,” Shane whispered, glancing around to make sure nobody was watching.

Just as Marty had said, the basement window was boarded up. The workers had even painted the wood over it the same color as the house, and several potted plants had been arranged in front of it.

“She’s gone through a lot of trouble to hide that window,” Shane said. “I don’t think that’s up to code.”

But Marty wasn’t listening. His eyes had fixed on something by the back door. “Shane,” he hissed, pointing a trembling finger.

Shane followed his gaze. “Uh-oh.”

There was a large animal curled up beside the back door. Its fur was sleek and midnight black, and from what they could see, it was as big as they were.

“Is it a dog?” Marty breathed, his body rigid.

Shane took a micro step forward. “Think so.”

Marty craned his neck. “It isn’t moving.”

Just then, the wind picked up, and a large tuft of the animal’s fur lifted free and tumbled across the grass.

“Wait a second,” Shane said, moving closer. “That isn’t a dog.”

“Shane,” Marty hissed, grabbing him by the sleeve.

“Don’t worry,” he said, shaking him off. “It’s not alive.” With that, he hurried forward to inspect their discovery. Picking up a twig lying in the grass, he stooped over the mysterious mass of fur and gave it a gentle poke.

Nothing happened.

“It’s nothing,” Shane said, turning suddenly. “Come look, Mar. It’s nothing but fur.”

Marty approached cautiously. “What do you mean fur?”

Shane knelt down to get a closer look. “Ugh!” he poked at the pile again. “Look! There’s skin!”

Marty’s stomach fluttered. “Let’s go, Shane.”

“Is this blood?” Shane said, leaning even closer.

Marty’s heart thumped. “Shane!”

“Sorry,” Shane said, finally noticing that Marty had gone pale. “It looks like some animal got shaved with a dull razor.”

Marty pulled on his sleeve.

“Wait.” Shane pulled out his phone and snapped a couple of pictures. “This is totally creepy, babe. Gotta document.”
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The next morning at 3:28 a.m., Marty’s security camera app pinged.

He rushed to the window, barely breathing as he parted the drapes. “Shane,” he hissed. “He’s back.”

Shane had heard the ping too and was already at Marty’s side. “He’s got another crate!”

“Shh!” Marty warned.

“He can’t hear us from here.”

The tall man stopped dead in his tracks. Evidently, he had. His chin lifted, and a beam from a nearby streetlamp reflected in his eyes.

He looked utterly inhuman.

Shane swore loudly, and Marty squealed.

They stumbled away from the window, scurrying out of the bedroom like a couple of surprised rodents.

When they reached the opposite end of the hall, the men halted, throwing their arms around one another in a desperate embrace.

They remained this way for several minutes, their knees wobbling and hearts racing. Neither of them had the nerve to say it out loud, but they both had the distinct feeling they were still being watched.

Marty imagined the creepy man circling their home, searching for signs of movement. Heaven only knew what he would do if he spotted them.

After a veritable eternity of waiting, Shane finally spoke. “Think he’s gone?”

Marty swallowed the lump in his throat. “I’m too scared to check.”

Shane loosened his hold on Marty. “I’ll go.”

“Wait,” Marty breathed. “What if he’s still watching?”

“I’m just gonna check the camera. Be right back.”

“Don’t leave me here!” Marty whined, reaching out to clasp Shane’s hand.

They tiptoed into the office, tensing at the dark shadows and shapes of their furniture and decor - things that were normally familiar and comforting. Now they resembled demons looming in the darkness.

Shane made sure the curtains were completely closed before he woke the computer monitor. “Looks like he’s gone,” he finally said, his shoulders relaxing.

“Wait,” Marty said, “Do you hear that?”

Shane’s body went stiff again.

There was a low moan coming from next door. It was oddly animalistic, but unmistakably human.

Marty and Shane exchanged knowing glances.

It was Mrs. Putnam.

The men hurried to the window. As they peeked through the curtains, their eyes were immediately drawn up to a second story window. A shadow passed in front of it and they both jolted, their hearts racing in unison as they pressed closer to the glass.

The moan started up again, this time much louder than before.

A moment later, Mrs. Putnam appeared at the window. It was impossible to see her expression from this distance, but she was stooped over, her shoulders hunched in a tight grimace.

Her moans continued, and her body heaved as though she was going to vomit.

“What’s wrong with her?” Marty said, his voice heavy.

Shane pushed away from the window. “We should help.”

“No!” Marty gasped, but Shane was already headed out. For a moment, Marty wasn’t sure if he should follow Shane or keep watching Mrs. Putnam. His eyes darted back up to the window, and he held his breath.

Marty heard the front door open and close as he watched Mrs. Putnam crumple to the floor. He unlatched the window and yanked it open. “Shane!” he called into the darkness, “I think she passed out!”

Shane was already at the front door, ringing the doorbell and pounding at the same time.

There was another movement, and Marty’s eyes flew back up to the window.

It was not Mrs. Putnam.

A dark figure approached the window, its eyes reflecting like a couple of flashlights.

The blood drained from Marty’s face. “Shane!” he bellowed into the night, not caring that he sounded like a deranged animal. “Run!”

The dark figure pulled back from the window and disappeared into the house, probably headed straight for Shane. This left Marty with no choice but to scramble out of the office and race for the front door. He thrust it open like a caged beast. “Shane, run!” he called again, his sharp words cracking the silence of the neighborhood.

He waited, his bare feet throbbing against the icy concrete. Eternal seconds passed, and he called again, dread setting in when he was answered by nothing but a stale shifting of night air.

As he stood hyperventilating into the empty night, Marty felt an ember of courage igniting in his chest. It wasn’t much, but somehow that small spark was enough to fuel whatever strength was required to step off the porch. His head spun as he hurried toward Mrs. Putnam’s house, not even sure what he was about to try.

As he tiptoed across her lawn, a gust of wind swept around him, chilling his bare arms and breaking the fleeting spell of courage.

He was about to call Shane again when something grabbed Marty from behind, gripping his shoulders with a fervent hold. He went completely stiff, imagining enormous fingers with pointed claws. They gripped at his shoulders like meat hooks, ready to sink into his quivering flesh.

He felt his knees buckle; sure he would pass out from fear.

The assailant flipped him around, and Marty gasped, preparing himself for a gruesome mauling.

“Marty!” Shane exclaimed, his voice rigid as he gripped his boyfriend. “Come over and hear this!”

Marty swore loudly, a collection of expletives that was far more colorful than his usual vocabulary. “Shane! I thought you were dead!”

Shane ignored him, dragging Marty toward the back of Mrs. Putnam’s house. Marty tried to plant his heels, but he was easily overpowered. “Let’s get back inside!” he pleaded.

Shane finally stopped, turning to cover Marty’s mouth. “Listen!” he hissed, pointing at the blocked off window well.

Marty’s heartbeat thudded in his ears. A new set of chills spread over his arms and legs, raising goosebumps and prickly hair.

Then he heard it: three distinct thumps followed by a soft whimper.

The air around them grew thick, almost like an impalpable weight was pressing against their eardrums. They felt watched by a hundred eyes, touched by a thousand fingers.

Marty’s eyes were wide, and a mixture of dread and curiosity pulled him toward the window well. “Something’s down there,” he said, reaching back to make sure Shane was still close by.

Shane gripped his hand. “Think it’s the dogs?”

The thumping sounds returned, elevating their terror.

Marty gulped. “It sounds big.”

Just then, Shane released a gasp.

Marty jerked around and instantly went as stiff as a petrified corpse.

“Mar,” Shane breathed, his voice trembling. “He’s here.”

Peeping from between the aspens by the back fence was the figure from their security camera.

They watched in terror as the figure took a menacing step forward, his body gliding in an altogether unnatural manner.

“Who are you?” Shane called, clearly struggling to sound confident.

The figure stopped, his arm rising to point directly at them. Then, in a phlegm-filled gravelly voice, he roared, “Abite illuc nunc!”

Neither Marty nor Shane understood what this meant, but that didn’t matter. Without a second thought, they turned and sprinted home.
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“We should call the police!” Marty exclaimed once they had stumbled through the front door.

“And tell them what?” Shane panted. “That we were trespassing on our neighbor’s property, and he scared us?”

“But that guy doesn’t live there,” Marty said, shaking his head vigorously. “I think he killed Mrs. Putnam!”

Shane put his hands on Marty’s shoulders. “You’re just freaked out, Mar.”

Marty swiped his hands away. “But what about the sounds from the basement?”

Shane blinked. “We can’t be sure what -”

Something thumped the front door.

Marty shrieked, and Shane lunged to twist the lock.

There was a scuffling outside, followed by the padding of receding footsteps.

“He’s looking for us,” Marty whispered through gritted teeth.

Shane raised a finger to his lips, and Marty huddled close, straining his ears and hoping desperately it would all end.

Just then, Shane’s cell phone rang, an extraneous little jingle that sounded uncharacteristically ominous.

“Don’t answer it,” Marty insisted, frowning at the screen.

Shane paused for a moment, but then let out an exasperated sigh, swiping the green icon on the screen. “Hello?”

Shane’s expression was blank for an uncomfortably long moment. Marty was about to snatch the phone away when Shane finally said, “Mrs. Putnam?”

Marty’s eyes stretched wide. “Mrs. Putnam! Are you all right?”

Shane activated the speakerphone, and Mrs. Putnam’s voice rang out like she was speaking into a megaphone. “Stay away from my house!”

Marty let out a tiny squeak, but Shane pressed a finger to his lips. “What do you mean, ma’am? We’re in bed.”

There was a long silence on the other end. “I mean it. Stay away!”

Marty leaned forward. “Mrs. Putnam, are you okay?”

She hung up, leaving the men perplexed as they stared into the dim glow of the phone screen.

“We have to go over there,” Shane whispered.

“Are you crazy?” Marty whimpered.

Shane stood up and went to the window. “I think Mrs. Putnam is in trouble. Don’t you think she sounded off?”

Marty bit his lip. “Maybe we should stay out of it.”

Shane went to the hall closet and began feeling around inside. “What if we don’t go over and that creeper whacks her?”

Marty groaned. He knew Shane was right. Mrs. Putnam might have been a horrible old hag, but they couldn’t just stand around and let something terrible happen. “I still think we should call the cops.”

“Go ahead,” Shane replied, still digging in the closet. “I’m heading over.”

“What are you looking for?”

Shane pulled out a baseball bat. “This.”

“Put that back!” Marty spat.

Shane rested the bat on his shoulder. “You coming or watching, Mar?”

Marty wrung his hands. “Do we have another one of those?”
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Marty closed the front door with a soft click, shivering against the frigid air. There hadn’t been another bat in the hall closet, but they’d come across Marty’s old hatchet from Boy Scouts.

The men hurried to the bushes on the property line, crouching in the shadows like a couple of burglars. Shane peeked through the leaves, and his eyes went wide. “Look!”

Marty clutched Shane’s arm as he followed his gaze.

The black figure was crouched beside the front door, his head turning back and forth as he scanned the yard.

“We’ve got to distract him,” Shane whispered.

“What?” Marty croaked.

Shane leaned in closer. “If we can get him to leave, we can go talk to Mrs. Putnam in person. Make sure she’s okay.”

“No way,” Marty whispered through clenched teeth. “I’m staying here until the cops show up.”

Shane ignored him. “Listen, I’ll lead him off. All you have to do is run up to the door and bang on it.”

“Then what?” Marty said. His teeth were beginning to chatter.

“Just check on her. Make sure she isn’t hurt.”

Marty sucked in a ragged breath. “What about you?”

Shane shrugged. “I can outrun him.”

“What if you can’t?”

Shane squeezed his bat. “I’ll finally put these CrossFit muscles to use.”

Marty shook his head vigorously. “I don’t like it.”

“Hush,” Shane said, already preparing to stand up. “Get ready.”

“Shane!” Marty whimpered, his voice louder than he had intended.

The figure heard them. His head snapped in their direction, and his glowing eyes narrowed into slits.

Shane seized his opportunity, rising from behind the bush and whooping loudly as he sprinted into Mrs. Putnam’s back yard.

The dark figure sprang forward and chased after Shane, running on all fours like a giant wolf.

Marty dashed toward the door, rapid-fire whispering curse words the whole way. He tripped over the sash of his robe as he climbed the steps, crashing against the front door. Without a second thought, he raised his fists and slammed them against it repeatedly. “Mrs. Putnam!” he called. “Are you in there?”

No answer came.

Marty rang the doorbell several times. “Mrs. Putnam!”

Silence.

He reached for the doorknob, and to his surprise, it was unlocked. The door swung open, gently brushing the plush entry rug.

“Marty!” Shane called from behind. “Go!”

Marty twisted around to see Shane sprinting toward him at full speed. His baseball bat was gone.

Shane bolted up the steps, and Marty caught a glimpse of the dark figure barreling after him like an attack dog.

Together they slammed the door shut and locked it, panting as they waited for the inevitable pounding of fists.

But none came.

The only sound was their heavy breathing and racing hearts.

“Let’s look for Mrs. Putnam,” Shane said.

“I don’t think she’s here,” Marty replied. “I banged the door a hundred times.”

“So, maybe…” Shane began, gazing at the dark staircase, “maybe he already got her.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Marty groaned.

“Mrs. Putnam?” Shane called, cupping his hands around his mouth.

A nearby clock ticked, a monotonous sound that set them both on edge. Shane called again, his voice much louder this time. The sound carried through the home, bouncing off the walls like a dull axe.

There was a loud thump from below, almost like some one had banged on the floor with a broom.

The men were startled, instinctively grasping for one another. “It’s coming from the basement,” Shane said. Without hesitation, he hurried down the hallway, one arm dragging Marty behind him while the other felt its way through the dark.

“It’s padlocked, remember?” Marty whispered as they stepped up to the basement door.

“Hand me the hatchet,” Shane replied.

“You can’t hack apart someone’s door, Shane.”

Another succession of thumps pounded beneath their feet.

“Hello?” Shane called, leaning toward the basement door.

From far below came a barely audible voice. It was distant but sounded distressed.

“Mrs. Putnam?” Marty called. “You down there?”

The voice called from the basement again, this time an unmistakable plea for help.

“Hold on!” Shane hollered, swiping the hatchet from Marty. He released a boisterous yell, swinging the weapon at the door with all his strength. It thudded the wood with a splitting thump.

“Stop,” Marty cried. “The cops will be here any second!”

“Good!” Shane hollered in between swings. “I’ll have this down by the time they get here!”

Marty watched anxiously as Shane continued hacking like a crazed lumberjack, and before long the door was in pieces.

Shane reached for the switch on the stairs, clicking it up and down to no avail. “Light, Marty.”

Marty switched on his phone’s flashlight, barely keeping up as Shane galloped down the stairs, his axe at the ready. “Hello,” he called into the gaping darkness.

Marty shrank against the wall, his whole body tensing at the formidable silence and musty air. He couldn’t see much beyond the dark outline of Shane’s body, but he knew they weren’t alone.

There was a soft whimpering from the corner.

Marty spun in the direction of the sound, his phone casting a quivering white glow across the cement floor.

Along the back wall were four enormous dog kennels, their metal gates latched shut except for the one farthest in the corner. Its gate was open, gaping like the mouth of a tomb.

A shape darted past the light, giving both men a quick glimpse of pale flesh and tattered clothes.

Marty shrieked and stumbled back, his phone clattering to the ground.

Shane stood his ground, but his voice trembled as he spoke to the darkness, “Who’s there?”

Marty was on his hands and knees, desperate to retrieve the light.

A soft whimper came from the opposite side of the room, followed by a whole symphony of miserable sobs from inside the kennels.

“Don’t hurt us again,” came a timid voice from the corner. “We’ll be quiet. We swear!”

“Good God,” Shane said, snatching the phone from Marty.

Marty’s mouth fell open, the fear in his heart melting into dread. “It’s… they’re…”

Shane’s arms went limp, his voice swelling with emotion. “Mar... They’re kids!”
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Red and blue lights danced across Marty’s face. A forthcoming sunrise was just beginning to illuminate the neighborhood, and he was pretty sure that if the cops asked him one more question, he’d burst into tears. “I told you, babe,” he said, his voice flat and low. “I told you it was some kind of monster.”

Shane nodded slowly. Two deep-set lines had formed between his brows, and he looked ready to pass out from exhaustion. “I know. What kind of monster cages up a bunch of kids? So many psychos these days.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Marty said, leaning in close.

Shane’s eyes narrowed. “You aren’t still going on about that supernatural crap, are you? Mrs. Putnam is obviously some kind of insane child abductor. Nothing more.”

“Yeah, I know,” Marty said, swallowing hard, “but what about the other guy?”

“Just some creep working for her,” Shane said with a shrug. “I’m sure they’ll find him too.”

Marty shivered, glancing from side to side. “Yeah, but what if he finds us first?”

“Shut up, Mar. That’s not going to happen. Besides, we should just be thankful we found those kids before it was too late.”

Marty nodded. “Agreed.”

“Especially the Deputy Mayor’s daughter,” Shane continued. “The family will be so relieved.”

Marty tore his eyes away from the crime scene in front of Mrs. Putnam’s home. “I think we should go.”

“Right,” Shane said, raking a hand through his hair. “I have work at eight.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Marty said, shaking his head. “We should get away from here. Far away.”
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“Have you seen my Oxfords?” Marty asked, craning his neck to peer around the room. He and Shane had spent half of the morning settling into their temporary home, but he still felt like they hadn’t made any progress.

Marty’s sister appeared in the doorway. “There’s a little girl here to see you,” she said, gesturing to the front door.

Marty shot Shane a puzzled look. “Were we expecting anyone?”

“Probably just a nosey neighbor,” she replied as she left the room. “I’ll tell her to go away.”

“Hold up, Jane,” Marty said, darting after her. “We’ll talk to her.”

Jane shrugged and headed off to the kitchen.

“Shane,” Marty whispered through gritted teeth. “It’s a spy, isn’t it?”

Shane rolled his eyes. “I’ll be back with some Girl Scout cookies.”

Marty sank down on the bed. It didn’t matter that his sister lived in one of the safest and most boring neighborhoods in North Bend. It was going to be months before he would be able to feel at ease.

Less than ten seconds later, Shane reappeared in the doorway, his face white.

Marty rose to his feet. “You okay?”

Shane looked like a fish gasping for air. “Mar…”

Marty’s blood had frozen stiff. “Who’s out there, babe?”

Shane blinked, his eyes fixed on an insignificant spot on the wall. “Madison Lavern.”

“Who?” Marty croaked. His throat had gone completely dry.

Shane swallowed hard. “Lavern’s daughter.”

Marty took Shane’s face in his hands, hoping to bring him back to his senses. “Look at me, babe. Who’s Lavern?”

Shane finally focused on Marty’s face, “Deputy Lavern.”

Marty pulled back. “You mean, the Deputy Mayor’s daughter?”

Shane nodded gravely.

“From the basement?”

He nodded again.

Marty wasn’t sure what to make of it. “The hell is she doing here?”

Just then, someone banged on the front door so hard it sounded like they were using a brick.

Jane hollered a curse from the kitchen. “Would you guys get rid of that kid?”

They hurried to the front door.

“What do you think she wants?” Marty asked, his voice shaking.

Shane suddenly went stiff, his hand outstretched for the doorknob. “You hear that?”

Marty tensed. “Hear what?”

Shane raised a finger to his lips, tiptoeing toward the window. Carefully, he parted the blinds and peeked through.

Marty chewed his lip. “What is she—?”

“Lock the door!” Shane exclaimed, yanking his hands away from the blinds as though they had suddenly become red hot.

“What?” Marty exclaimed as he sprang forward to twist the lock.

Shane’s face had gone white again. “It’s her.”

“Her?” Marty gasped. “How did she find us?”

Shane swore under his breath. “She’s damn fast.”

“She’s like a hundred!” Marty cried.

“What’s going on?” Jane shouted, annoyed as she entered the front room.

“It’s Mrs. Putnam!” Marty and Shane shouted in unison, their eyes stretched wide.

The tumultuous banging started up again, causing them all to recoil in surprise.

“She’s gonna break the door!” Jane exclaimed, charging forward.

Shane grabbed her arm. “You’ve got to stay away from her, Jane! She’s dangerous!”

Jane yanked free from his grasp. “Get off my porch, you old hag!”

The banging stopped, followed by an uncomfortably long silence.

“There it is again,” Shane whispered, inching closer to the door. “You guys hear that?”

Marty stepped closer, turning his ear toward the door. There was a faint crackling followed by a series of soft clicks, rips, and ticks.

Shane pulled Marty away, eyeing the door suspiciously. “What is she—?”

With one single deafening blow, the front door suddenly crashed inward, the deadbolt ripping straight through the doorframe.

Standing on the porch, heaving and looking angrier than ever, was someone both Marty and Shane recognized immediately.

But it wasn’t Mrs. Putnam.

Up close, the men realized the familiar figure in the doorway stood at least seven feet tall. He was unnaturally thin, had a large hump between his shoulders, and was completely shrouded in midnight black fur. At the end of his lanky arms were oversized hands tipped with ten pointed claws.

Up until now, neither of the men had seen this creature’s face. It had always been hidden in darkness or too blurry to see in their video footage.

If they had seen this face earlier, the men would have never stepped foot near Mrs. Putnam’s house. Not in a million years.

They would have cried like babies while driving ninety miles per hour to the nearest church. Then they would have spent a whole week begging God to wipe their minds clean of the memory of that horrific face.

The same face that stood before them now.

Smiling.

“Run!” Shane shouted, yanking a petrified Marty toward the door to the basement. In a panicked daze, the men scurried away, too terrified to consider a plan of action. Marty threw the basement door open, turning back to see the monster lunge toward his sister.

She ducked around it, springing for the front door, but the creature was too quick. In one fluid motion, it swiped its enormous hand through the air, sending Jane’s body tumbling into the kitchen like a rag doll.

“Go!” she called, her voice choked. “Get downstairs and call the police!”

The creature roared, pouncing into the kitchen to finish the job.

“Jane!” Marty wailed. He fought desperately as Shane hauled him down the stairs, all the while Jane’s screams echoed through the house.

Then everything went silent.

“She got out,” Marty insisted, his eyes wild. “I know she did. She’s fine!”

Shane didn’t reply. Instead, he pulled out his cell phone to dial 911.

The doorknob at the top of the stairs rattled furiously. “Marty!” Jane cried, her voice full of tears. “Open the door!”

Both men bolted up the stairs, whipped the door open, and pulled Jane inside. Marty burst into tears, clutching his sister to his chest.

“I’m okay,” Jane assured him, wiping a line of blood from her nose. “I killed it.”

“How?” Marty asked, his eyes wide with amazement.

“A knife,” Jane said, heading down the stairs. She glanced around the basement. “Did you guys lock the window?”

Shane nodded. “Nobody should be able to get down here.”

A slow smile stretched the corners of Jane’s mouth. “Good.”

“Jane?” Marty said, taking a cautious step back. “Are you okay?”

Jane’s smile grew wider. “Perfect,” she said, her eyes strangely vacant. “We’re in the basement, aren’t we? One could call it poetic justice.”

“What are you talking about?” Marty said, his voice taut.

Jane tilted her head back and laughed, a sound that caused the blood to drain from Marty’s face.

It wasn’t his sister’s laugh.

“You’re not Jane,” Marty said, his lips tightening. He knew the notion wasn’t logical, but that didn’t matter. The person standing in front of him might have looked like Jane, but now that he looked closer, he couldn’t see a single trace of his sister anymore.

“You’ll pay for stealing my children,” the woman said, her voice unmistakably different.

“Mrs. Putnam,” Marty growled. “What did you do with Jane?”

Shane stepped between them. “Are you two messing with me?”

Marty shook his head. “It’s Mrs. Putnam, Shane. She must have taken over Jane’s body or something.”

Shane sighed heavily. “You’re just freaking yourself out, Marty.” He turned to Jane. “Tell him, Jane.”

She cocked her head playfully. “Tell him what? How the blood of those children would have granted me forty years of life?”

“Shut up,” Shane barked.

“Perhaps I’m going to have to take yours instead,” she mused.

Shane’s face flushed red. “This isn’t the time, Jane! Stop putting on that voice!”

She ignored him. “Of course, your blood won’t be nearly as good. You two must be in your mid-thirties by now, am I right?”

Marty grabbed a couple of cues from the pool table. “We can take her, Shane. She’s just an old lady.”

Shane knocked the cue away. “Stop it, Marty!”

“No, Marty’s right,” Jane said, her voice more gravelly than ever. “I don’t stand a chance in this form.” With that, she crumpled to the floor, releasing a low animalistic moan.

Marty and Shane gawked in horror as her shoulders folded in and her back rose to form a massive hunch. Her body stretched and grew, bones clicking and ticking as they rearranged themselves. Her skin darkened, and midnight black fur covered her whole body.

The new creature rose to its full height, a pile of Jane’s torn clothes, skin, and hair at its feet. It lifted its abhorrent face, and the light from the window reflected in its monstrous eyes.
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Marty was the first to fall beneath the clutches of the beast, his eyes growing wide before glazing over with vacancy. Then, with a single swipe of its claw, the creature sent Shane whirling into oblivion before he could reach his boyfriend’s side.

The beast paused, admiring how the stillness of death could so beautifully mitigate all of the chaos. He let out a deep sigh of relief, pleased that his careful planning had been a success.

The creature leaned down, and in a matter of moments, guzzled a veritable torrent of warm blood. It coursed through him like a river, rejuvenating his limbs, heightening his senses, and bringing new marrow to his ancient bones.

When he had concluded his glorious meal, the beast resumed his new human form: a pretty young woman whose face looked identical to the recently deceased Jane. She smiled, and there was a bounce in her step as she made her way out of the basement and up the stairs.

It was time to start a new life, and Jane’s neighborhood seemed like the perfect place to settle down. Of course, she would have to abandon the possessions from her life as Mrs. Putnam, but thanks to Jane, she had almost everything she needed right here.

There were only two things she lacked.

She walked into the kitchen, wincing at the blaring light fixture overhead. She would never understand peoples’ constant need to be scorched by electricity. She flipped off the switch with an annoyed swipe of her hand.

When her eyes had adjusted to the soft darkness, she spotted Jane’s corpse face down on the tile, a rectangular bulge in her back pocket. The new Jane swiped the phone from the body, settling down at the kitchen table and sighing with contentment. Soon she would make arrangements for the dead bodies in her home, search for a pet supply store, and last of all, hire a crew of handymen to prepare the basement.

But for now, she closed her eyes, reveling in the silence of the evening, and the comfort of her youthful form.

She decided she was going to like being Jane. Her face was beautiful, her home was quaint, and her only living relative was now dead.

She closed her eyes, sucking in the stale aroma of blood wafting from Jane’s corpse, and listening to the distant sound of the neighbors chattering next door.

Straining her ears, she heard the muffled whine of a displeased child arguing with his mother.

Jane smiled contentedly, leaning back in her chair.

She couldn’t wait to meet him.




DADDY’S SICK

BY CHRIS GRILLOT

*Editor’s Note: Daddy’s Sick was originally published in the UNLEASHED series by Skywatcher Press.

30 + 5 = ___

I SCRIBBLE ON my scratch paper at the kitchen table and pretend to solve my math problem while my mommy cleans the kitchen. I huff loud hoping she’ll notice and solve it for me, but she doesn’t.

There are only two things I hate more than math, and it’s social studies and kneeling at church. My third-grade teacher Mrs. Li says when we have a hard time on one subject to switch to another, but I already did my other homework.

I only get to see Mrs. Li now on the computer in this little tiny square next to all my classmates that are in other little squares on a thing called Zoom. Ever since the virus came last year, school has been on the computer. I don’t go any where anymore. Nobody really does except my parents leave sometimes to get the groceries. Sometimes they don’t even tell me when they go because I get scared home alone. All I do now is homework, play Xbox, play with Dr. Whiskers, and throw pitches to my daddy because summer little league is coming up, and I need to practice.

Usually in the afternoons after homework, my daddy sits like a catcher in our backyard while I pitch to him. He says if I keep practicing now, I’ll get discipline. And discipline makes a good pitcher. He says if I try hard enough, maybe I can be a real-life pitcher one day for a major league team like the Astros, which would be best because Houston is only about five hours from New Orleans or something so I could still live at home.

I haven’t seen daddy in nine days. He’s sick with the virus like a lot of people right now. The news says it killed like a jillion people so far or something. The dead people are mostly old like grandparents. My daddy is only 37.

I haven’t seen him because mommy doesn’t let him leave the bedroom or let me go in. She’s been sleeping in the guest room on the other side of the house. She brings daddy food a few times a day and wears a doctor’s mask like you would see at a hospital and plastic gloves that scientists wear and this plastic thing for her face so she doesn’t get sick.

Sometimes when mommy goes in the bedroom I listen against the wall in a closet in the hall. I hear her talking, but I don’t hear daddy, and it makes me worry if he’s still okay even though mommy says he’s fine.

The last time I saw daddy was really late at night the day before he got sick. I heard a loud crash that sounded like a bookshelf fell over, and I woke up. There was yelling, but I didn’t know what it was about because their voices were through all the walls, and I was in my bedroom upstairs. I went out in the hall and looked down the stairs, and the yelling was louder, but I still didn’t see anything. There was another crash, and Dr. Whiskers ran up the stairs to me because he was spooked.

Mommy and daddy’s door opened at the bottom of the stairs, and I heard my daddy shout the b-word then my mommy ran from the bedroom and disappeared into the other side of the house.

I got scared so I took Dr. Whiskers to my room and closed the door and turned on my Xbox to make noise, but I could still hear mommy screaming, and I didn’t know what the screaming was about because it was so far away at the other end of the house.

Daddy was sick the next morning, and mommy put him in quarter teen.

Mommy told me last time I heard them yelling I shouldn’t be afraid because it’s just part of a game they play. I still don’t like hearing them play it, and sometimes mommy has raccoon eyes after the game and wears lots of makeup. But mommy only had a Band-Aid on her forehead after they played last week, and her hair mostly covers it, like right now. I can’t really see it, but it’s there.

Mommy’s finally helping me solve my math equation, I don’t even understand why I can’t just use a calculator.

“You won’t always have a calculator in real life,” mommy says, which I think isn’t true because she has an iPhone, and it has a calculator. “Sometimes you have to solve problems on your own.”

We finish the problem, and mommy says I have free time now until dinner. “You should play with Doc Whiskies,” she says.

“I want to practice my pitching.”

She looks down and then back up.

“Your daddy’s sick,” she says. “Maybe in a few days.”

“The news says people get better in like five days or seven days,” I say.

Mommy makes a face that looks sad but not sad enough to cry.

“Not your daddy,” she says.

She gets up from the table and takes a look in the fridge. “I think I need to buy more juice.” She holds a glass bottle with a cork sticking out of the top. It’s her grape juice but the kind I can’t drink. “Can you be a big boy and stay here while I go to the store?”

I nod. She smiles at me and kisses my forehead.
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I can hear mommy leave from up in my room. The house we live in is almost a hundred and fifty years old, and you can hear the wood creak when people take steps. All the sounds used to scare me, but daddy says ghosts and monsters aren’t real even though my cousin James says his house in Arizona is haunted.

I turn my Xbox on and sit down in my beanie bag chair to play, but I see my baseball glove on the ground, and I need to practice, so I pick it up and go outside.
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I walk up to the gate surrounding our backyard and reach through to open the latch, but I don’t feel it. I push the gate, and it swings open. The latch isn’t there anymore. There are just little holes where it got unscrewed. I wonder if mommy or daddy did it, and it’s hot outside for April.

I take sidewalk chalk and draw a strike zone on the side of the bricks on the house then I count off 46 steps into the middle of the yard and drop my three baseballs from my mitt. My old pitcher’s mound is overgrown because my daddy needs to cut the grass so I kick at the grass to make a mark on it.

I do my stretches daddy taught me from when he used to play baseball in the minor leagues before he was a lawyer. I wind up and go to throw my first ball, but I don’t know what pitch to throw. Usually daddy gives me signals. One means a fastball. I can throw almost thirty miles an hour. Two is a change-up. That’s a slower pitch. And three is a curveball, but I don’t really know how to throw one, so daddy never gives me that number.

I imagine he’s there, and that there’s a big crowd watching me at Minute Maid Park, and Cody Bellinger is at the plate, and daddy gives me a one. I wind up and throw, and the ball hits the wall and flies off into our pool. Strike one. I throw the second, and it bounces the other way through our fence. Strike two. I wind up to throw the third as hard as I can, and it’s low and hits the grass before the wall then rolls to a stop. That was a ball.

This isn’t fun without daddy. I wonder what he’s doing and if he wants to play. I bet he probably does. I go to pick up my ball. It’s just under the window to my parents’ bedroom. Daddy’s just through the wall. I wonder if I can get sick from being by the window.

My head feels really fat and zoomy with thoughts, and I want daddy to practice with me.

The news says he should be better now. Mommy doesn’t know better than the news. That’s a problem. Mommy says I need to solve my own problems. With no calculator.

[image: image]

There’s a big old wood door to a little book room you have to go through to get to my parents’ bedroom. I start to push it open, and I’m scared about getting sick because I had asthma when I was little, so I go to my room and grab a scarf and wrap it around my face, and I put my baseball sunglasses on for my eyes because you can get sick there, too.

I open the door and go in. The bookshelf in front of me has big wooden chips broken out of it, and the books aren’t that neat. Maybe that’s what fell during the game the other night.

I walk to the big two doors that go to the bedroom. I try them, but they won’t open. Something sounds like metal above me, and I look up and see the gate latch from outside has been screwed to the doors to keep them together. There’s a big lock on it, too.

I call out to daddy from behind the door, but I don’t hear anything back.
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My iPad rings upstairs so I quickly run to it. It’s mommy on FaceTime. I take my sunglasses off and answer. She’s in line at the grocery store. She says the line is long because of social distancing so she won’t be home for another 30 minutes.

“What’re you doing, bub?” She asks me. I turn my camera around to the TV, the Xbox is on.

“Okay, mommy loves you. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

“Wait,” I say, thinking about asking about the latch on the door. “Actually, never mind.”

“Why do you have that scarf on?” she asks.

“The house is cold,” I say. I have a funny feeling in my tummy that tickles but in a bad way. Maybe that’s what happens when you tell a lie.

“You’re silly.” She blows me a kiss then hangs up.

I wrap the scarf back around my face and grab my glasses.
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I dig through my parents’ junk drawer in the kitchen. There are half packs of cigarettes from when my daddy used to smoke and lighters and spare change. Cards with names and phone numbers on them. Old batteries that I put in my pocket for my Xbox controller. Finally, I find a bunch of spare keys in the back and take them.
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I stand on the office chair to reach the lock in the book room and try the keys, but none of them work. The real key must be around somewhere. I put the others back in my pocket then start to go through a desk in the room. It’s just full of old people papers and bills and envelopes and pencils and boring adult stuff. There’s a paper clip, and I wonder if I can pick the lock.

I drag the office chair over and stand on it and bend the paperclip to make it straight, and I poke it in the lock. It feels sticky and barely moves, and it doesn’t open. Daddy says picking locks only works in the movies so I guess he’s right. I stop and get down and put the paper clip on the desk.

I remember mommy used to keep a house key in the garage on top of the wood that goes around the door.

I look up at the bedroom door, but can’t see high enough to see if there is anything hidden there so I run across to the house to the laundry room and drag a yellow ladder back to the reading room.

I climb the ladder, but it’s not tall enough to reach unless I go to the last step, and heights scare me so I stand on my tippy-toes on the almost last step, and my fingers just touch the top of the doorframe. I feel something cold so I flick it and hear a tingly sound below me, and the ladder shakes and falls into the wall, and I let go and hit the ground.

Dr. Whiskers stares at me funny, and I tell him to quit. He doesn’t.

There’s a scrape on my arm, but it’s not any more bad than ones I get sliding at baseball.

I see a key on the ground. I pick it up and climb on the office chair and try it in the lock. It clicks then falls open.
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I’m not sure I want to go inside the room so I stand outside the door for a few minutes, and I have that funny feeling in my stomach. What if mommy comes home and catches me? Or what if daddy is actually sick, and he gets mad? Or what if I get sick? My in moon system isn’t like a big kid’s yet.

I have a scarf so I’ll probably be okay.

“Daddy!” I yell again, but he doesn’t say anything back. I pull the doors open.

The room is quiet, and the bed is made. There’s no one there, but the TV is on, and there’s a newsman talking about prepper people with guns and lots of bullets who don’t think the virus will ever end, and the news plays them a lot now.

I turn the TV off, and I can hear the shower splashing in the bathroom. Daddy must be in there. I knock on the bathroom door, but there’s no voices or anything, so I call to him again, and he still doesn’t say anything.

I crack the door a tiny bit. It’s smoky like when you leave the shower on for too long, and the mirrors are blurry. I say “daddy” again, but he doesn’t say anything back to me again. My stomach feels really weird now so I open the door and go in.

The smoke is coming out of the top of the shower, and the glass around it is all foggy. I walk over to it and wipe the glass and press my eyes to it. He’s not in the shower, and it’s weird. I turn it off so it doesn’t overflow.

My stomach feels bad now. I wonder if this is what getting the virus feels like, and I might need medicine.

I yell for daddy again as loud as I can, and my throat kind of hurts.

But it’s quiet in the house. I’m really scared now. Maybe daddy ran away. Maybe he got tired of being stuck in the room without mommy and me and maybe he left. What if he died, and mommy didn’t tell me? My head feels big and heavy and zoomy again. I think I’m alone.

I hear something. It sounds like mommy after she and daddy play their game coming through the walls.

I look around the bathroom, but I can’t find where it’s coming from.

The drain makes a gurgley sound as it drinks the rest of the water from the shower.

The sound is louder now.

It’s coming from the drain. The drain hole is gross and hairy, but I put my face next to it anyway and listen. It sounds like my daddy.
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“Hello?” I say into the drain, and the sound stops. “Daddy?!”

“Charlie!” he says, but it sounds funny and more like “caa-lee,” but I know it’s my daddy’s voice.

“Where are you?” I ask.

He yells more words, and I can’t hear them good. He says them slower. I can make out closet.

“Okay!”

I wonder why he’s in the closet and how I hear him in the drain, and maybe this is part of the game he plays with mommy. I walk across the bathroom and open up my parents’ closet. It’s really big and almost the size of my room, but I don’t see anyone.

I go back over to the drain and yell that I just see clothes.

“Closet! Closet! Closet!” He yells back, and it sounds like he’s coughing now.

I run back into the closet and pull clothes down on my daddy’s side and don’t see anywhere he could be. Then I go to my mommy’s and do the same thing, but there isn’t anything.

I start to pull out shoes from her shoe rack, and I see something through the holes in the rack where the shoes go. I try to lift it, but it’s heavy so I take all her shoes out and try again and this time it moves.

There’s a door behind it.

There’s not like a regular door handle on the door. It’s a little hook thing that I’ve seen on grandpa’s boat before he died that you tie ropes to. I pull the handle, and the door swings open, and there’s small stairs going down, and below step three or four it’s dark and scary. I hear my daddy really loud now. His voice still sounds funny like he’s got food in his mouth.

There’s a flashlight hanging on a nail so I take it and turn it on, and there’s a basement down the stairs. I didn’t even know we had one. Daddy always said we didn’t have one, but that must have been because they’re scary, and in movies bad things happen in them, and he doesn’t like me being scared.

I say that I’m coming again and go down into the basement. It’s colder below the house and smells smelly like old shoes that got wet.

I get to the bottom and turn my light across the room. The basement’s kind of big, and there are boxes and old pieces of wood and shelves covered in cobwebs. I see an extension cord so I plug it into an outlet, and a light comes on somewhere past the shelves.

“Daddy?” I say again. He makes a cough noise. I walk around a bunch of boxes and a shelf and a pile of old bricks, and my daddy is lying on a table, and the light’s pointed on him, and my stomach really hurts, and I don’t even know if I should be looking, but I do.

His arms and legs are tied down to the table with rope, and his face is covered with a white rag, and he keeps making a noise that sounds like uhg, and every time he does the rag sinks in around his mouth. The rag’s all wet and above him is a leaky drainpipe that’s dripping on it. It must go to the shower. I pull the rag off his face, and he takes a huge breath and another one, and it seems like he just ran the bases 10 times over.

I don’t really know what to say. I’m very scared, like the most I’ve ever been, but after a second daddy catches his breath and looks at me. His eyes are all red, and his face looks like my fingers and toes after I stay in the pool for too long.

“Untie me,” he says.

The knots are really big on the ropes, and I think I might need scissors. I start to reach for the knot, but then I stop.

“I’m not supposed to touch you. Mommy said you’re sick.”

He shakes his head. “That’s what she told you?”

I nod.

“I’m not,” he says kind of fast.

I feel embarrassed and funny. “Then why are you down here?” I ask.

“Untie me!” He yells. I start to shake a little bit.

“I’m not supposed to touch you,” I say, and my eyes get watery.

“Look, Charlie.” Daddy swallows and looks like he’s trying to think of something to say. “Your mom hasn’t been feeling right.”

I don’t know what he means, and I stand there. The basement around us is very dark, and I can’t see the walls.

“Charlie. Do you remember when she was pregnant, and then she got sick and wasn’t pregnant anymore, and she was sad for a while?”

I nod. I don’t like remembering that. I wish he didn’t say that.

“She feels like that right now, and she’s not thinking clearly.”

“She doesn’t seem sad.”

“Untie me.”

“She said you’re sick, and you have the virus.”

“I don’t have the virus.”

“Do you promise?”

“Yes, I promise!” he says and is mad now and shakes the table.

I cry a little. “I just wanted to play baseball with you. I didn’t want you to get mad.”

“I’m not mad at you. We’ll go outside and pretend we’re at Minute Maid, and it’s the ninth inning, and I’ll give you signals, and you’ll get the game-winning save. Just please, untie me.”

I feel a little better and nod. I grab one of the knots, but it’s tight and hard. My fingers hurt when I try to loosen it.

“They’re too big.”

“There’s a knife. Next to you.”

I look on the shelf next to me, and behind the cobwebs and spiders, there are jars with water in them and stuff that looks like feathers, and the water is kind of red. I’m not sure what it is, but I find a knife that looks old and maybe not too sharp. I take it.

“Hurry up,” Daddy says. I start to cut one of the ropes, and the knife is actually kind of sharp, and I stop and think about how upset mommy will be if daddy really is sick, and I let him out of his quarter teen.

“How do I know you’re not just saying you’re not sick?”

“You have to trust me.”

“I don’t get why mommy put you here though.”

“Charlie, we got into an argument, and she was very upset.” Daddy’s hands and knuckles and have cuts and bruises on them.

“She says it’s a game, but it doesn’t sound like she wants to play,” I say.

“If she doesn’t want to play, why does she still live here?” Daddy asks me.

“Maybe she’s scared not to play, and that’s what makes her sad.”

“Cut the ropes, Charles,” he says. He sounds mad again.

I nod and start to cut. I’m almost all the way through when I hear a meow behind me, and I turn and shine my flashlight, and I see shadows of people all around on the walls, and it makes me jump, and I fall on my butt and drop my light.

I pick it back up, and I realize there’s a line of small black clay people with no mouths or eyes all around the edge of the basement. They all have feathers sticking out of their heads like birds and one has weird peacock feathers all on its back like an angel. There are melty candles in front of them, and I start to cry a little.

There’s another meow, and I turn the flashlight to Dr. Whiskers sitting and looking at an old door in the wall. I look at it too, and wonder what Dr. Whiskers knows that I don’t, and then there’s a thump from this big wood box across the basement, and Dr. Whiskers turns and looks at it and walks toward it. There’s another thump from the box, and Dr. Whiskers spooks and runs over to me then looks back at the box.

“Listen to me,” Daddy says, but I start to walk over to the box. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

I get closer, and there’s another thump, and the box shifts a little bit, and I get closer, and I use the flashlight and look through a crack into it. There’s nothing there. But there’s clicking like something is walking on the wood on the bottom of the box. Then I see something pointy and black like a horn move past. And then an eye with fur around it pops into the crack, and I fall back on my butt again.

The thing inside the box makes a loud noise like a baby crying, and I really don’t like this.

“Leave it, Charles!” My daddy yells. I step back, and it feels like all the clay people are looking at me, but they don’t even have eyes, and I shine my flashlight back on the door across the basement, and now, there’s a light on behind it. I run over by my daddy.

“What is all this?” I ask.

“Help me!” He yells at me really loud, and I start to cry more. When parents yell this loud you are supposed to listen.

I start cutting the rope again, and there’s a noise on the ceiling above us. A big loud creak. And then there’s another one. And another.

Mommy is home.

I hear my daddy grunting like an animal and pulling on the rope to get it off. He gets one of his arms untied.

“Cut the ropes. Now,” he says, and he looks real angry like I saw him the other night when he and mommy were playing games.

I hear the stairs making noise, and I know mommy is coming down into the basement so I say “I’m sorry” and put the knife back on the shelf and run across the basement into the darkness behind the clay people to hide with Dr. Whiskers.

I can’t stop crying. I think I’m sick. My stomach hurts, and mommy walks around the shelves, and my daddy starts saying mean words at her like the b-word and he uses the f-word, and he screams as loud as he can, and he tries to grab her with his free arm. My mommy picks up something off the shelf, and it looks like a black stick, and she walks to his feet and presses it to his leg, and it makes a really loud popping sound, and daddy shakes then falls back and rolls, but the ropes don’t let him move.

I cover my eyes for a second but look back again, and now mommy has something that looks like a drill, but I turn away and cover my ears, so I don’t hear anything at first, but then it sounds like I’m at the dentist and getting a cavity filled up, and I hear my daddy yell, and then it stops.

It’s really quiet again. I take my hands off my ears. I look back, and mommy’s tying daddy’s hand back down to the table. The light behind the door is off again. I’m very cold and shivery, and my skin is tight.

Mommy bends over to give daddy a kiss on the forehead, and the thing with horns in the box makes a meh sound like a little baby crying, and I jump and hit one of the clay people, and it falls over. Its head cracks.

Mommy sees me. I just look at her and daddy, who’s not moving anymore. I think I’m going to be in trouble.

“Come here, Charlie,” she says. I’m so scared I don’t think I can even move my legs. “It’s okay,” she says.

She walks over to me and helps me up.

“It’s alright.” She rubs my back. “I’m so sorry you saw all this. That’s why I kept the door locked.”

“I was worried about daddy,” I say. She leads me across the basement. “Why is he here?”

“Because he’s sick, and I need to make him better.”

“He said he’s not sick. That you’re just sad because of the game you played with him.”

She makes that smile again that kind of looks like she might cry. “Your daddy doesn’t always tell the truth.”

“I don’t get it.”

“He’s been sick for a long time. Longer than I’ve known him. And he doesn’t mean to, but he tries to make other people sick, too.”

I wipe tears.

“You were supposed to have a little brother, do you remember that?”

I nod. “You got sick, and you weren’t pregnant anymore.”

“He made me sick,” she says. I look over, and there’s blood on the side of daddy’s head from a big hole in his temple, and I look away. His chest is still moving so I guess he’s still breathing. I think that’s how hospital doctors fix people with tools. “He passes his sickness to other people because he can’t get rid of it himself. But I’m going to fix him tonight.”

“Why is he tied down?” I ask but words are hard to get out because it feels like a ghost is in my throat. “Why didn’t you fix him last week?”

“I had to make sure he was ready to get better,” she says. “And I think he’s ready now. You helped him get there. Tomorrow he will be well again.”

I don’t understand because I don’t think you can have the virus for as long as she says he’s been sick, but I get scared to say anything else so she takes the wet rag and puts it back over daddy’s face, and it gets all red from the blood, and he makes the ugh sound every time he breathes.

My mommy sees my scraped arm and makes a sad face. “Let’s get that cleaned.”

I pick Dr. Whiskers up, and mommy leads me back to the stairs, and I don’t ask her about the thing with the horns in the box and the door or what’s behind it or why all the clay people have feathers or about the jars because I just want to go upstairs, and all I ever wanted to do today was practice my pitches, and I don’t like thinking about the bad stuff.

[image: image]

My Xbox is on really loud, and I’m in my pajamas. I cried all afternoon, and I hated what I saw more than math or kneeling in church or social studies. I think I can hear mommy and daddy yelling and playing a game again, but I don’t know if it’s just my imagination. Dr. Whiskers is locked in my room, and I don’t want to let him out.
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Sometime at night, I wake up, and mommy is getting in bed with me. Her hair is wet like she took a shower, but I can smell smoke on her hair under the shampoo like she went camping and sat next to a fire. I pretend I’m asleep, and mommy puts her arm around me and gives me a kiss and cuddles me. I can hear someone walking downstairs.
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It’s the morning, and mommy is gone, but Dr. Whiskers is still in my room looking out my door that’s open now. I think about last night, but then I try to stop. I can hear the news on TV downstairs so I walk out of my door.

I ask Dr. Whiskers to come with me, but he doesn’t seem like he wants to. I pick him up and carry him, and he’s squirmy, but I tell him it’s breakfast time.

I put him down in the kitchen, and open his favorite wet food, and he doesn’t jump on the counter. I look down to find him, and he’s not there anymore. I guess he doesn’t want breakfast.

I walk by the dining room where my mommy waves at me and tells me to come over. I go in, and my daddy is at the other end of the table. He looks happy and has a Band-Aid on his head where he had the big hole, and he smiles and opens his arms up for a hug.

I walk over to him, and he bear hugs me and laughs. He smells like smoke, too.

“I’m all better,” he says. “Want to practice your pitching?”

I look at mommy, and she smiles big. I’m happy.
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Daddy and me go into the yard, and we push through the gate with no latch, and I’m telling him about how I practiced yesterday with the chalk, but it wasn’t the same, and he says he missed me.

He goes to put on his glove but can’t get it on. I look, and he’s trying to put it on the wrong hand. I tell him, and he says, “Oh, it’s been a long night.”

I want to ask what happened but don’t. I walk back out to my mound, and I do my stretches, and my daddy copies me and pretends he doesn’t remember them. I laugh. I tell my daddy I’m ready, and he just stands there.

“Play catcher,” I tell him, and he kneels down. There’s a funny feeling in my stomach again like yesterday. I get in my pitching stance, but he doesn’t give me a signal. I tell him I need to know what pitch to throw, and he just holds out his hand between his legs, and there’s no one or two, and maybe he isn’t feeling good still. I almost get out of my stance.

Then he gives me a three for a curveball, but he never gives me a three because I’m not good at curveballs.

I guess he wants me to try. Maybe he thinks I’ve been practicing while he was gone, and I can do it now. I wind up and throw the ball, and it’s not very good. My daddy doesn’t catch it. He doesn’t even move or try to.

It looks like tears are coming out of his eyes even though he’s smiling. Flies are landing on his Band-Aid, and I feel really bad again. He rubs his Band-Aid with his glove, and it falls off his face.

Then he stands up and walks to get the ball, but he’s being really slow. I see there’s no hole on his head like I saw last night.

My stomach hurts even more now.

I didn’t ask mommy about the other things in the basement.

I should go back inside.

I don’t think my daddy is better.




THE HOT TUB AT BECKY’S APARTMENT COMPLEX

BY PETER L. HARMON

BECKY WAS FREAKING pissed.

OMG.

It was such a mistake to move in with her boyfriend Craig. Craig was so annoying. She didn’t even know why she had started dating him. Probably because when he first asked her out he was so nervous and had his puffy hair and was wearing that one nice shirt that he owns.

But that was a long time ago. He had certainly shown his true colors since then. For one thing, he was a know-it-all. Like she was supposed to just have been born with the knowledge of how to use a For Men Grill or whatever it was called. For Men? Sounded pretty sexist to her. She was sure that when Craig first got the For Men Grill (that his dad probably bought for him) that he had burned plenty of bone less, skinless chicken breasts as well. And you know what, she bet he set off the fire alarm and had to open all the windows in the kitchen too. So what was with the moral superiority high horse BS that he was trying to pull?

Another thing Craig did… not really related to the other thing, but still sort of in the same realm (the same neighborhood at least)… Becky knew that Craig thought he was so smart about movies. Wow, his taste in movies is THE BEST, capital letters and bold. Like he’s the third guy sitting with Siskel and Ebert. Siskel, Ebert, and Craig. You know who would watch that show? NOT BECKY.

One of the millions of examples of Craig’s supremacy at movies had happened earlier that evening, after the chicken thing (so maybe that had colored the mood a bit as well). But still, it was an ongoing offense that Craig was definitely guilty of. Every movie Craig wanted to “show” Becky was a classic, so good. You gotta watch this, he would say and put on Fight Club or Boondock Saints or Return Of The Last Sensei or Scarface and he would talk all through the movie about shots and lighting but get mad when Becky looked at her phone during the boring parts or covered her eyes during the gross parts. Chainsaw in the bathroom anyone? No thank you. Becky wanted to say BYE BYE to your little friend.

And whenever Becky wanted to watch a movie she actually enjoyed, like Mean Girls or Clueless or the one she could never remember the name of that had girls and then women playing the grown up versions of the girls and one of the women was Rosie O’Donnell, if Craig was around he would kind of watch it then totally start scrolling through pictures of girls he knew from college on Instagram and say that her taste in movies was “pedestrian.” Like God made Craig king of films… Becky thought Clueless was just as much of a classic as, shudder, Boondock Saints, if not more so. Did Boondock Saints have Paul Rudd in it? No. And Craig could watch “wrestling” aka men in tights dancing around and yelling at each other, but when Becky turned on Rich B Words Craig would scoff. What’s the difference?

So things were already tense and moving in with your boyfriend was hard and Becky had a big workweek coming up and Craig was not being sensitive to any of that. And that’s why Becky was sneaking in to have a dip in the hot tub at her apartment complex after hours, despite the spring chill that was still in the air most nights.

She just had to get out of that apartment. It was a two bedroom, but Craig had all of his medieval fantasy tabletop miniature wargaming crap in the other bedroom even though before they had moved in they had agreed it was going to be an office for both of them. Craig asked why she even needed an office, it’s not like her calligraphy actually made any money. But what money did medieval fantasy tab letop miniature wargaming make anyway? Seemed to Becky that those little orcs and elves cost tons of money. But Craig swore he could sell the pieces when the market for them was back up. Whatever!

So it was like, stay in the kitchen with the burnt chicken, watch Boondock Saints in the living room with the a-hole formerly known as Craig, paint a troll or whatever the heck he did in the second bedroom, or stew in their shared bedroom and smell his smelly shoes. She always told him he needed to wear socks more. Socks keep your shoes from smelling like feet was her constant refrain. So the hot tub it would be.

You weren’t supposed to use the pool or the Jacuzzi after 9pm at her current apartment complex. There were three or four different pools on the premises (it was a pretty big compound) so Becky chose the least trafficked one, where she knew she would be shrouded in darkness. There were several second story apartments that overlooked the hot tub area, but Becky hoped that those neighbors weren’t snitches, or pervs for that matter. She didn’t need the management company knowing her name other than when she signed her rent checks. She liked to keep a low pro.

It was 11:30 or 11:45 at night. Becky figured that the security guy, who she sometimes flirted with just because, had checked on the pool area at like 9 and then checked again a little later to make sure everyone was out of the place. Those loud ass girls in building 8 were always in the hot tub right until 9pm, drinking their hard seltzers out of expensive metal insulated thermoses or whatever with long straws (that their dads probably bought them).

But it was late and nobody was there, which was good because Becky was breaking several rules with the glass bottle of wine that she was periodically slugging straight from. She knew the layout of the hot tub area like the back of her credit card, so she didn’t even light up her phone’s flashlight to walk over and turn on the Jacuzzi’s jets. She slipped into the hot water like a tea bag.

Becky had her eyes closed, letting the hard streams of water massage her back and butt. She took a hit from the wine bottle: merlot, even though the guy in Craig’s movie Sideways had been so anti-merlot. But ugh, she was trying not to think about Craig and his movies. She was there to relax, honey. Craig didn’t like merlot, probably because of that stupid movie, and he didn’t really even drink wine that much because he usually drank, drumroll please... scotch. Wow, how original Craig. Did he think he was Dan Draper from that show about boring guys in suits looking out the window? Scotch tasted like burnt wood anyway. Craig was so pretentious with his big squares of ice that took up the whole freaking freezer.

Sometimes when Becky was out at the hot tub she could hear sounds drifting from the open windows or sliding doors of the other apartments nearby. The mom from building 3 yelling at her ugly kid. The creepy guy, also from building 3, watching cable news (probably a perv). The absolute b-words from building 8 listening to their trash music on some souped up stereo that Becky was positive their dads bought them. But that night, at that hour, all was quiet. Nearly silent. Which made it easier for Becky to hear the slight rattling sound.

Her eyes had adjusted to the dark. She could see most of the hot tub except for that one far corner that was totally pitch black. Her eyes scanned the pool deck to see where the sound was coming from. A plasticy wobble. A whoop womp whoop. With wet splats along with it. WTH?

Her eyes landed on the circular filter cover on the east side of the tub. It was ever so slightly moving. Maybe the jets were pushing water into the filter with such force that it was lapping against the filter cover and making the cover undulate. But it wasn’t uniform - there was no rhyme or reason to the movement. Just a little woopty wobble there, a little hop-a-doo here. It reminded Becky of one time at her friend’s house…

Becky’s friend’s dad had a pool in their backyard. It wasn’t really out in the country, but it was semi-rural. Rural enough that they had a septic tank, ew. And there were woods in the backyard.

One day Becky was at her friend’s dad’s house and they were going to go for a swim. Her friend’s dad let them swim as long as they got the leaves out of the pool with that long scooper thing that looked like the longest fish net from the pet store ever. Like if The Hulk needed to get a fish from Petco he would use that net. Becky resented that she knew who The Hulk even was. Craig had made her watch a lot of those Avengers movies and kept saying stuff like phase one and chronology and cinemagic universe. We get it Craig, you’re a loser! Take a comic book to Outback Steakhouse since you’re in love with comic books and you think Outback Steakhouse is a good place for a date! In fact, why don’t you just marry a comic book at Outback Steakhouse and your best man can be one of your little goblins that you painted in the second bedroom! You may now kiss the comic book bride with bloomin’ onion breath.

Anyway, when Becky and her friend were cleaning up the pool before they would swim they always had to check the filter to get the leaves out of there, and sometimes there were little frogs that swam in and got caught. Becky liked to take the scared froggies out of their trap and release them back into the woods. They had the cutest little rumps as they hopped back to their homes.

Well one time they opened the filter and there was a long, thick, black snake curled around and around in the small space. Becky and her friend were terrified. They jumped back and ran behind the pool gate, even though eventually when the snake slithered away it had fit easily through the space in the chain links. Becky’s friend’s dad said it was harmless, but Becky wasn’t so sure. At any rate it had been scary as heck.

She had mainly forgotten about that snake in the filter until then, when the filter cover was hopping and bopping around getting more and more off kilter, like it was a manhole cover that was about to burst with a plume of sewer water.

Becky felt vulnerable. She was a little drunk, well OK, pretty drunk, and she was wearing just a bikini, one that Craig thought was “too revealing” for her to wear around his friends which basically meant that his friends were pervs and they should get over it. She took the last sip from her wine bottle (had she really drunk a whole bottle already?) for liquid courage and also to use the thick glass object as a weapon in case there was a snake or something in the filter. She could have just gone back to the apartment, but facing a snake seemed slightly less annoying than walking back into their two-bedroom and having to face the jerk himself and somehow he’d probably flip everything on her and she’d be the one who ended up apologizing.

She stood up on the pool deck and walked towards the filter cover. She was dripping wet, holding her phone in her hand, trying to use the illumination from the screen to light her way. She didn’t want to commit to full phone flashlight yet. Her feet made wet footprints on the concrete. The droplets skydiving off of her body left a Hansel and Gretel trail back to where she had exited the tub.

The filter cover was rattling, as if something was trying unsuccessfully to remove the cover from the inside. A snake? Becky was able to use her big toe and wedge it under the bottom lip of the cover. She brandished the wine bottle and flipped the cover clear off of the circular hole like she was flipping a flip-flop off in the foyer.

There was something down in that dark, watery well. Becky bent slightly and held her phone’s screen towards the murky space. She saw what was there, but her mind couldn’t comprehend it. There was no context for what she was seeing. It didn’t make sense.

There was a hand. Judging by the wrist it had been severed from an arm, quite sloppily in fact. Jagged bone stuck out from where the union had been terminated. The water swirling around the hand was bloody, but only slightly, as if the veins from the hand had only just begun letting the blood out. The fingernails were sharp, chewed. There was mid-digital hair on the knuckles. Frankly it looked a bit like Craig’s hand, Becky thought semi-lucidly before the fear set in.

The last thing she was able to do before the hand jumped out of the filter and into the air, of its own volition, was turn on her phone’s flashlight. Once the hand was airborne though, she dropped the phone and the wine bottle, the bottle shattering on the ground. The phone bounced a couple of times, saved by the expensive phone case that Craig’s dad had bought her one night after she and Craig and him had gone out to dinner and he had noticed the spider web of cracks running through the surface of her screen. The phone landed on its face, the flashlight illuminating the dark pool and hot tub area somewhat.

Becky stepped on the broken glass and felt the pain immediately, her wet feet, cold from the pool, now becoming warm and sticky with blood. She tried to run for the gate, but the hand grabbed her around her neck, squeezing. She batted at the appendage to no avail. She clawed at the hand. She began to see extra stars in the dark night sky. Her heart beat in her throat. Her vision narrowed to pinholes. She pried her fingers in between the fingers of the hand and her neck. She wrenched at the thumb with all of her strength and the hand fell to the floor.

It scurried away and she heard a small splash as it jumped into the hot tub’s bubbling cauldron. She took a deep breath. Maybe she was OK. Was she hallucinating? Her feet were definitely cut to ribbons. Craig would be pissed if she got blood on the floor of the entryway to their apartment, but hopefully he would have some compassion when he saw that she was really hurt.

The hot tub jets shut off and Becky was frightened by the sudden change in soundscape. It took just a moment for her ears to recalibrate. She heard a gurgling sound that was definitely not hot tub related. It came from the corner of the hot tub that had been previously shrouded in silky black darkness. Now her phone’s flashlight was lit, but the light only lengthened shadows and confused her vision which was still slowly returning to normal. Her eyes had to readjust. She had to normalize her breathing. Her heart rate still raced.

Becky turned her phone’s light beam toward the gurgle. A corpse sat in the corner of the hot tub, smiling with broken, yellow teeth. It was Craig’s body, partially decomposed. His skin was gray and peeling. The jets turned back on full force. The stump where Craig’s hand had been was oozing black blood into the choppy, pulsating water of the Jacuzzi. The severed hand rested on his decaying shoulder. His eyes were closed. Becky was frozen in place, feet bleeding out, body shivering in the chilly spring night air.

Becky tiptoed backwards towards her towel, a flood of memories cascading back into the forefront of her mind, sobering her slightly. Drinking wine while making dinner. Getting caught up on her phone, vegetable chopping knife idly in her hand. Dinner burning and the smoke alarm going off. Craig running from the second bedroom, paint splotched on a dirty white t-shirt with yellowed armpits. His arms raised. His eyes rolling. His tone so condescending. Becky snapping.

The knife…

The blood…

Becky realized why she had escaped to the hot tub at her apartment complex. She hadn’t wanted to stew in the apartment with Craig’s dead body. She had propped him up on the couch and turned on Boondock Saints. She had grabbed her wine bottle and put on her bikini and walked through the night to her safe haven.

And now Craig was ruining that also. So smug over there in his board shorts. His patchy chest hair. His tattoo of some band that actually had trumpets in every song.

She found her towel and used it to dab the water off of her face. She wrapped it around her body. She didn’t care about the broken glass, maintenance would figure it out.

As she started to leave she felt a tug on her towel. She looked down. The severed hand had a firm grasp on the towel tail. It hoisted itself up and like a professional piano player nimbly fingered up her leg and then torso. The hand clamped itself over her mouth to quell her screams. In the hot tub the eyes of Craig’s corpse popped open. He no longer had language but his lips and tongue languished in snarling approximations. His still attached hand grabbed her ankle and pulled. She fell on the concrete, hitting her head and opening a gash over her eye. She clawed at the ground, breaking her nails off into ragged shards. Craig’s corpse pulled her into the water with him.

The drain at the bottom of the hot tub opened like a black hole. It was plenty big enough for both of them to fit through into the yawning beyond. Craig put his green lips together and gave Becky one more kiss on the forehead, a gesture that she had always hated. She struggled until the very end as he pulled her down into the void. Her fingers gripped the side of the hot tub, then the metal pole, then finally the floor of the tub. And then they were gone. All that was left was shattered glass, a little spilled wine mixing with blood, and a phone that Becky’s dad had bought for her.
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Craig and Becky weren’t ever heard from again. Craig’s dad called the management company. The security guy checked their apartment and saw the scene. The police were called.

The authorities gathered information on the couple, interviewing neighbors. The tenants in an apartment in building 8, three female roommates of college age, said that that couple was always arguing and that the guy was kind of a perv, but they hoped nothing bad had happened to them anyways.

I haven’t been there personally, but I’m told that on some chilly spring nights, around midnight, at the hot tub at Becky’s apartment complex, the one off the beaten path shrouded in darkness, that sometimes you can smell the faintest whiff of scotch. And if you listen closely, you can hear gurgling and maybe just the faintest beeping of a smoke detector. I’m told that on those specific nights, that you’d be advised to get out of the hot tub and back to your apartment before a severed hand moseys out of the filter and pulls you deep down into the darkness of the drain, where you’ll spend the rest of time.
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