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   FORBIDDEN FRUIT
 
   Up ahead Wesley saw a fruit stand on the right shoulder of the road and slowed his SUV.
 
   “I feel like having a cantaloupe or a watermelon,” he said loudly as he pulled into a parking place in front of the line of large rectangular boxes full of various kinds of fruit.
 
   Turning to his wife, Lisa, and looking back at the two kids, Jason and Brent, he saw all three either texting or playing a video game. He said louder, “Does anyone want some watermelon or cantaloupe?”
 
   Wesley was totally surprised when Brent, not looking up from his game, said, “Sure, Dad. I’d like some.”
 
   “How about you, Jason?”
 
   “Not now, Dad. I'm concentrating on staying alive. I only have one life left. Oh! It’s too late. They got me. Jeepers, Dad,” he groaned.
 
   “Don't blame me for your ineptitude. Do you want some watermelon?”
 
   “Okay,” Jason said, putting aside his Starship to Oblivion game in disgust. “Now that the Cyborg blitzed me, I might as well.”
 
   Lisa was immersed in an incredible YouTube video about climbing Mount Everest that was so gripping she ignored Wesley's gibbering about fruit.
 
   Wesley shook his head, perplexed at how hard communicating had become since everyone had a Smartphone. He rarely had an intelligent conversation with anyone in his family anymore.
 
   Leaving the mesmerized threesome in the SUV with the AC running, a blast of summer heat took away his breath for a moment as Wesley approached the boxes of fruit.
 
   “Hello there, sonny,” an old geezer in the straw hat wheezed. “What will it be today? Watermelon? Peaches? Or maybe some juicy tangerines?”
 
   “Boy, all of them sound so mouthwatering, it's hard to decide. I think I’ll have a bag of each. My wife and my boys are too busy texting and playing games to tell me what they want, so I guess I'll have to choose myself.”
 
   The old man filled several bags with the fruit and brought them all to the small cash box. He manually wrote up a striped green receipt and, without the use of a calculator, arrived at the $21.50 total.
 
   Wesley looked at the receipt, checking the math on his phone and arriving at the identical figure, then replied, “Wow, I can’t believe you came up with the total so fast and even added the tax. It’s hard to find someone who can do that without a calculator these days.”
 
   “My third-grade teacher, bless her soul, taught me the old-fashioned way. By the way, did you ever try one of these?” the elderly man asked, grabbing a purple fruit about the size of a grapefruit and holding it up. “This is something new in genetic engineering. Some scientist fiddled with several different types of fruits and came up what they call ‘purple passion.’”
 
   “Something about making fruit in a laboratory doesn't sit well with me. I just saw an old movie where some researchers genetically altered cockroaches to stem a deadly disease and inadvertently created a giant bug, hell-bent on wiping out the human race.”
 
   “Believe me, when you taste purple passion, I guarantee this will be your favorite fruit from now on. Like a potato chip, I'll bet you can't eat only one. Tell you what. I'll give you a sample to try. There are four of you … yes? Two adults and two children.” The old man placed four of the purple fruit in another bag and, with a warm smile, handed it to Wesley.
 
   “Thanks a lot. I'll try it, based on your glowing recommendation.” After counting out the $21.50, Wesley grabbed the four bags of fruit and got back into the SUV.
 
   Looking at the others and seeing no indication they had even noticed he had returned or had left in the first place, he announced, “I just won the lotto for $92 million, and I’ve decided to take a rocket ship to the moon.” It didn't surprise him when no one said anything at his remark. While Wesley waited for an oncoming car to pass, Lisa looked up from the Mount Everest video and saw the old man’s face from the produce stand framed in the window. He gave her a subtle wink and waved as they pulled into the highway.
 
   When the family arrived home, Lisa started making grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch, and Wesley cut up several pieces of the fruit and put them in a large bowl in the center of the kitchen table.
 
   They all sat down to eat, and, while waiting for the sandwiches, Wesley and the boys began to munch on the succulent cubes of watermelon, peaches, tangerines, and the new purple passion fruit that resembled a pear on the inside.
 
   “Wow, Dad!” Jason blurted out excitedly, “What is this new  fruit? I've never tasted anything like it before.”
 
   “It's called purple passion. I must say, the old man was right. He said, once you tasted it, it would be your favorite from now on.” After eating the sandwiches, the family gobbled up every morsel of the fruit before they went about their afternoon activities.
 
   * * *
 
   At three o'clock in the morning, an odd noise—which sounded like a muffled scream from the direction of the boys’ rooms—awakened Lisa. She heard the pounding rain on the roof and the rumble of thunder. Lightning lit up the windowpane as she looked at the clock on the table and saw no digital readout. The electricity was apparently off.
 
   She shook Wesley and aroused him from a deep sleep, saying, “I think I heard one of the boys cry out. I believe it was Jason.”
 
   “I didn't hear anything,” Wesley muttered, barely awake.
 
   “Really, darling, you wouldn't hear a bomb go off in the next room. You know how soundly you sleep.”
 
   “I don't hear anything now, except … is that thunder? Damn, it's raining really hard. Look, maybe Jason was having a bad dream. In fact, maybe you were having a bad dream.”
 
   “Even after I was awake? I don’t think so. I tell you I heard the tail end of a scream or someone crying out,” Lisa said, staring into the blackness beyond the open door.
 
   “Well, why don't you check while I get some sleep? Why should both of us go?”
 
   “Something is not right, Wesley. I can feel it. I want you to go with me. The electricity is off.”
 
   “Damn, why does this happen every time there's a storm? Well, all right,” he groaned, rising from the bed with a big yawn. “You know I have to get up at six o’clock.”
 
   Wesley took a small flashlight from the end table, and the two of them made their way into the hall.
 
   Immediately they detected an odd smell. Not a sharp odor but dull, like a recent fart, and yet not exactly like a fart.
 
   “What’s that smell?” Wesley finally asked, sniffing the air.
 
   At the door to Jason's room, the smell grew more pungent. Wesley led with the flashlight through the open door and slipped on something slick on the tile floor. He was on his butt before he could fathom what he’d seen in the bed.
 
   “What the hell is this on the floor?” Wesley shouted, with the back end of his pajamas soaked. As he struggled to his feet, the beam of light fell on the scene that would live in their nightmares forever. The room was swimming in blood. It was on the floor, the walls, the bed; and what was left of Jason was covered with it.
 
   Lisa screamed, and Wesley ran to his son's bedside and threw back the blood-soaked sheet. They both stood there with their mouths agape and emotions soaring, glaring at the handiwork of what had to be some kind of wild animal attack. So much of Jason’s torso and face were missing that their oldest son was barely recognizable as a human being.
 
   Immediately realizing there was no way to help Jason, Lisa shrieked, “What about Brent?”
 
   “My God,” Wesley gasped, struggling for breath.
 
   Without the slightest regard for a beast that could still be lurking in the house, the two of them bolted into the hallway.
 
   Before them, in the beam of the flashlight, they saw, with shocking clarity, Brent sitting on the floor sucking on what looked like a slab of raw meat. His face and his pajamas were soaked with blood.
 
   “What are you eating?” Lisa screamed.
 
   “I couldn't help it, Mommy. I was so hungry.”
 
   “Hungry?” Lisa murmured as Wesley sank to the floor and began to sob. “You killed your brother because you wanted to eat him?”
 
   Ten minutes later, the police and EMTs converged on the house and filled the driveway and the street with vehicles. A young police officer stared in disbelief at Brent in his bloody pajamas. The officer had already seen Brent’s older brother and couldn't comprehend how a little boy no more than eight years old could be responsible. He withdrew his handcuffs and started to cuff the youngster, but the look in his mother's eyes dissuaded him. As an alternative, he took Brent by the hand and led him to the cruiser outside as a detective approached Wesley and Lisa on a sofa in the living room.
 
   “I’m Lieutenant Barnes. I can't begin to comprehend what you're going through right now. This is the most horrific crime scene I've ever seen. If you can't talk now, we can wait until later. I'm terribly sorry, but I need to ask you some questions about what happened as soon as you can manage it.”
 
   Wesley sat in a daze on the sofa staring into space. Barnes turned to Lisa and continued, “It appears your husband has lost it, at least for now. Can you tell me anything about what happened?”
 
   Lisa looked up at him, her face wet with tears and said, “Our lives are over. A few hours ago we were the Moores, a typical suburban family looking forward to a bright future …”
 
   “What happened, Mrs. Moore?” Barnes interrupted.
 
   She glared at him and said, ”My eight-year-old son got hungry. He went to his brother’s room, clubbed him to death with a baseball bat, and started eating him. You saw what he did. That’s all there is to say.”
 
   She began to cry uncontrollably. Barnes stopped writing, and a tear rolled down his own face. Brushing it away, he gathered his composure and said sadly, “It doesn’t look like something an eight-year-old boy could do. Do you have any large pets?”
 
   “No,” Lisa said coldly, looking extremely exhausted.
 
   “It certainly looks like your oldest son …”
 
   “His name was Jason,” Lisa said.
 
   “It looks like Jason was attacked by some kind of wild animal that somehow got into the house. We've taken your youngest son into custody based on your assertion that he committed this unspeakable murder. Did you or your husband actually see him kill Jason?”
 
   “No,” Lisa said in the same tone as before. “I didn't see him do it, but he told me that he did. He said he got hungry, and Jason’s room was the first door he came to with the baseball bat.”
 
   “You told one of the officers that you don’t think he had an argument with his brother, and, although he had no motive you know of to kill him, you believe he did it. You don’t think for a minute an animal might have done it?”
 
   “No, a mother can tell when her little boy is not telling the truth. I know my son. He told me that he did it, and I believe him.”
 
   “Pardon me, Mrs. Moore. I'm still trying to get my mind around what you're telling me. I have two sons at home myself. I can't imagine one of them murdering the other and eating him, but you can. Did your son have some kind of peculiar psychosis or a personality disorder?”
 
   “None whatsoever.”
 
   “Did he mistreat pets? Was there ever any clue that he might become dangerous?”
 
   “No,” Lisa said softly. “He was a normal eight-year-old boy. He loved his brother and had a lot of friends. He got good grades in school and never did anything to suggest he would become violent.” Lisa rose from the sofa unsteadily and said, “I'm sorry, Lieutenant Barnes. I've told you everything I know, and I am exhausted. If you want to keep beating a dead horse, it’ll have to be tomorrow.”
 
   “I understand. I'm so sorry to have to trouble you at a time like this.” Wesley's brother and his wife were standing in the next room, and Barnes led Lisa toward them.
 
   The woman took Lisa in her arms, and they both started to sob loudly. The EMTs escorted them out the front door as the coroner and the crime scene unit continued to search for clues.
 
   As the Moores headed toward vehicles parked along the street, a shrill scream brought several police officers running toward the cruiser where the young officer had taken Brent.
 
   Looking through the side window, the first one who approached the car saw Brent feasting on the young officer. Brent’s face was wet with new blood, and slivers of flesh dangled from his teeth. The victim’s open eyes were dead and unseeing. A large hole in his neck was still spurting blood.
 
   When the policeman jerked open the door and pulled the boy from the car, Brent grinned sheepishly at him, like a child who had just done something naughty and really enjoyed it.
 
   Another police officer said, “Can you believe what the little monster did to Phil in no more than ten minutes?”
 
   “How did he kill him?”
 
   “Dunno … My guess is, from the missing chunk in Phil’s throat, that the kid came from behind and, with his teeth, tore out Phil’s jugular.”
 
   “Phil didn't cuff him?”
 
   “Hey, he's only eight years old. Have you ever cuffed a kid that young?”
 
   “No, but I will from now on, that's for sure.”
 
   After a month of ineffectual therapy, Wesley’s psychiatrists committed him to the Montgomery Sanitarium. The prognosis for a complete recovery appeared doubtful, but Lisa had not given up hope despite the doctors’ negative outlook. The autopsy proved that Jason Moore’s death had not come from a wild animal attack. The contents of Brent’s stomach confirmed he had devoured his brother, but it did not prove he had killed him. However, the boy’s bloody fingerprints on a baseball bat proved enough to convict him of the heinous, premeditated murder.
 
   The coroner concluded that Brent’s maniacal outburst was the result of ingesting the strange purple fruit. Although all four members of the family had eaten it, Brent’s allergic reaction to the food, similar to that of an allergy to dogs and cats, had caused his sudden insanity attack.
 
   * * *
 
   As the days passed, Lisa could not get the old man’s smug wink out of her mind. It was branded forever in her memory. He had ruined their lives, and she was convinced the act was intentional. She believed he had known the fruit would be catastrophic to certain people who ate it.
 
   But why would this madman want random people to suffer? Did he consider himself a satanic messenger or did he simply enjoy wreaking havoc on innocent people for some other misguided reason?
 
   Lisa decided she would spend the rest of her life pursuing the old man, and, since she believed he was evil incarnate, she decided to call him Beelzebub until his real name could be determined.
 
   Wesley had put away a considerable amount of money for their retirement and their children's education. At this point, since their medical insurance was paying for her husband’s shock treatments and institutionalization, and the state had custody of Jason and his care, she planned to use their savings to find Beelzebub. She didn't know what she would do when she found him, but she would cross that bridge when she came to it.
 
   Before beginning the journey that might take weeks, months, or even years, she arranged to visit Wesley and Brent one last time. All the previous visitations were fruitless, but she was still a dutiful wife and mother for better or for worse.
 
   In the past when she visited her husband, she found him strapped to a chair on the patio staring into space, saliva usually oozing down his chin onto his hospital gown. She would talk with him for half an hour and never see any sign he knew she was there.
 
   Brent lived in the maximum-security section of the same facility. Each time she visited him, she had to speak to him through small holes drilled into a thick Plexiglas shield placed over the bars of his padded cell. He always wore a straitjacket over a jumpsuit and a mouthpiece to prevent him from chewing off his tongue and eating it. His doctors indicated his strange malady made him ravenously hungry, and, if allowed to eat his fill, he would keep eating until his stomach exploded. A strong retractable cord prevented him from battering his head against the bars that separated the cell from the visiting area. A guard watched eight different patients in his ward on separate monitors.
 
   Lisa cried for hours after those visits with Brent. What was there to say to a raving psychopath who had eaten his brother and would have tried to eat Wesley and her if the master bedroom had been one door closer?
 
   Brent couldn’t speak to her with the Hannibal Lecter–type mouthpiece, but he didn’t want to talk to her anyway. Lisa could see the hunger in his beady little eyes as he stared fixedly at her like a juicy slab of beef or a french fry loaded with ketchup. The icy stare reminded her of a ravenous beast always ready to spring if he got the chance. Every time she returned to her car, she wondered why she had made the trip. Both her little boys had died that night. The thing in the padded cell was certainly not her precious Brent, the cutest little boy who had ever walked the earth.
 
   Regardless of the anxiety and the hopelessness she felt from the visitations, she decided to go one more time before she left to hunt down Beelzebub.
 
   Arriving at the facility, she stepped into the cool, air-conditioned space and went directly to the front desk. When Lisa informed the receptionist that she was there to visit her son, the woman smiled, but, after referring to her computer screen, her smile changed to a frown. She pushed a red button on the desk and said sternly, “I'm sorry to inform you that Brent has been moved to another facility. His condition demanded a higher degree of security than we can offer here.”
 
   “A higher degree of security?” Lisa replied, shaking her head in disbelief. “How is that possible? He wears a straitjacket and a mouthpiece and is confined to a padded cell. What greater security can there be?”
 
   “I'm sorry, Mrs. Moore. The CDC and the FBI have become involved in your son’s case, and I am not at liberty to divulge his whereabouts at this time. This is now a matter of national security. Here is a number you can call for more information, but that's all I've been instructed to say.”
 
   An elderly man she recognized as Dr. Printz, Brent’s psychiatrist, entered the room and approached her with a long face.
 
   “Where have they taken him?” Lisa pleaded.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Moore. I don’t really know, and, even if I did, I couldn’t tell you. I think the agent said it was somewhere in the Southwest.”
 
   “Southwest? You mean Nevada, New Mexico, that Southwest?”
 
   He stared at her blankly and said nothing.
 
   “If I didn't know better, it sounds like he may have gone the way of the aliens in Area 51.” Lisa feigned a chuckle, trying to lighten the conversation to pry more information from the doctor.
 
   The doctor didn’t smile or react to her remark in any way. He just shrugged his shoulders and said, ”I'm sorry. Call the number the receptionist gave you. That's all I know.” He turned and walked away, leaving her standing with her mouth agape.
 
   When she arrived home, Lisa called the number and got the runaround by several military officers. They told her that she would be notified when she could visit her son once he was ready to receive visitors.
 
   Early the next morning Lisa started her search for Beelzebub. Each time she saw a vender selling anything along the road, she stopped to peruse the sellers. Every day or so someone said they remembered the elderly man with his purple fruit. They remembered the fruit especially since none of them had ever seen it before.
 
   * * *
 
   After a month, the trail seemed to be leading south along Interstate 75.
 
   Finally one day a young teen told her an old man was selling purple fruit only a few days before. Lisa's excitement grew at the thought of finally confronting the human monster at last. She wondered what she would do if she did find him. Stare him to death? Kick him in the balls? She didn't have a weapon, and, even if she had bought a gun, she had never even touched a pistol or a rifle in her life.
 
   One morning while having a cup of coffee at a pancake house, she bought a newspaper and started browsing through it. Suddenly, as she focused on the local section, a headline jumped out at her: Outbreak of Strange Malady from Eating Purple Fruit in Atlanta. The article read:
 
   Thirty-one citizens of an Atlanta, Georgia, suburb were stricken after eating a purple fruit they had purchased from a roadside vendor. Approximately eight hours after eating the fruit, random children from various families went berserk and began to devour other members of their family. The CDC and the FBI are investigating the outbreak that has occurred in a number of small towns along Interstate 75 South. The malady, much like a rabies attack, is not contagious and can only be contracted by the consumption of the fruit, which is a deep purple color on the outside and resembles a pear on the inside. The CDC would not confirm to this reporter how many cases of the apparently incurable disease have occurred. All victims have been transported from the local hospitals to a special disease center in New Mexico. The federal government has enlisted a team of doctors to determine why only some of the people who eat the fruit are transformed into—as one researcher described—“crazed, ravenous ghouls.”
 
   Lisa could not believe her eyes. Her son was not the only one who had killed other people after eating the fruit. The FBI was combing the Southern states, particularly Georgia and Alabama, for an elderly male, about seventy years old, wearing blue jeans, suspenders, and a straw hat, selling the deadly fruit. She wrote down the number to call if she located him.
 
   It was good to find out this new information, but, at the same time, if the FBI had a bulletin out for the old man, she doubted she would ever find him at a roadside stand.
 
   That afternoon she placed ads in several local papers that read Purple Passion Fruit Wanted. Will Pay $100 for a Dozen, with the number to call. She didn't believe for a moment anyone would respond to the ad, but what else did she have to do with the rest of her life?
 
   At eleven o'clock the next day, the phone rang, and, picking it up, she said, “Hello.”
 
   Someone who sounded like a teenager said, “I see in your ad that you’ll pay $100 for purple passion fruit?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been dying to try some. I've heard it's the best-tasting fruit ever. Do you have some for sale?”
 
   “Not exactly. I don't have the fruit, but how much would you pay to find out where there's a whole grove of it?”
 
   “A whole grove of it!” Lisa blurted out excitedly.
 
   “Are you the police?” the teen asked nervously. “You know the FBI is looking for the old man who sells it.”
 
   “I'm not the police. I just have a bone to pick with the seller. Look, I'll give you $500 to show me where the grove is. Where can I meet you?”
 
   The boy on the phone hesitated and said nothing, apparently pondering his next move. Then he said, “Go to the entrance of the Atlanta Braves stadium. No one should be there today. Wear a red scarf around your neck. If I see a policeman, I’ll split, and you won't get the information.”
 
   As soon as she ended the call, Lisa went directly to her bank, withdrew $500, and placed it in an envelope. She drove to the stadium, parked in the deserted lot, and took a seat on the bench at a bus stop directly in front of the entrance.
 
   Fifteen minutes later she wondered if she had received a prank call since no one had shown up. Then she saw a teenager approaching on a bicycle in the distance. The teen saw her on the bench and pulled his bicycle beside her.
 
   “Did you bring the money?” he asked sullenly.
 
   “You're the one who called?”
 
   “Did you bring the money?” he repeated and looked about nervously for possible escape routes if someone else interrupted them.
 
   Lisa held out the envelope. "I have the money. Where can I get the fruit?”
 
   The boy reached for the envelope, but she pulled it away. “How do I know you'll give me the money if I tell you?”
 
   “How can I be sure you know where the fruit is?”
 
   He took out a picture from his shirt pocket and gave it to her.
 
   Sure enough, it was a picture of a field of purple fruit trees. On the back someone had written an address.
 
   “Well, I fulfilled my part of the agreement, so give me the money. I earned it.”
 
   “Have you seen the old man who sold the fruit?”
 
   “I see him now and then. He used to be my soccer coach. He's been laying low ever since the FBI put his face on a poster in the post office.”
 
   “I care more about finding him than the fruit," Lisa explained.
 
   “Look, I'm going to need more dough for that.”
 
   “Fat chance,” Lisa groused.
 
   “All right, lady, he works at the defense center where they grow the purple fruit trees. Give me the money.”
 
   “That's bullshit. This man is a farmer. He wears a straw hat and looks like my grandfather.”
 
   “That's just a disguise he uses when he sells fruit. He used to be my soccer coach. I know him well. He's no farmer. He's a bigwig at the defense plant. You wouldn't even recognize him if you saw him on the street. Give me the money, so I can go.”
 
   Lisa paused, and, somehow believing the rattled teen, she handed over the money.
 
   He grabbed the envelope and took off, looking in all directions for someone who might be following him.
 
   Lisa returned to her car, put the address from the photo in her GPS, and took off. The device indicated the location was only five miles from where she was now.
 
   As she approached from the top of a hill, she saw a sprawling complex that looked like a prison, since it was surrounded by barbed wire with sentries positioned around the perimeter. There was no sign identifying the facility, only one on the wall nearest the fence that read Top Security, No Entry. In a field behind the building, she saw rows of vegetables and fruit trees. Among them was a row of the purple fruit trees. The teen was right about the fruit trees, but was he right about the old man being a top executive at this very facility?
 
   Lisa went to Wal-Mart and purchased a pair of high-powered binoculars. She began her vigil the next morning, armed with a cooler full of water and enough high-calorie snacks to make her a diabetic. The surveillance was extremely tedious, particularly watching everyone who came and went through the binoculars.
 
   Finally, on the second day, she saw a fancy vehicle driven by an older man dressed in a business suit pass through the security gate a little faster than most of the other people—who had to show the guard several pieces of identification. He looked a lot younger than the man who had sold the fruit, but, for some uncanny reason, Lisa thought he could be the old man who wore the straw hat.
 
   At two o'clock that afternoon, she saw the same car exit the gate. She verified the make of the car and the license plate number she had written down that morning. It matched.
 
   She followed the vehicle to a large house in a prestigious development of multimillion-dollar mansions overlooking an enormous lake. The economy rental car she drove stuck out like a sore thumb compared to the other luxury cars in the neighborhood. She was surprised the residential area did not have a security gate, but that lack allowed her to follow the suspect long enough to see him walk right to his door without any problem. Before confronting the man who had ruined her life, Lisa decided to find out all she could about him.
 
   Driving about the back roads that wound through a forest of pines overlooking the lake, Lisa discovered a side road that wound directly above the suspect's home. With her binoculars, she could watch the front, the right side of the house, and the backyard without anyone seeing her.
 
   On the third day she saw the door open on one of the four garage bays, and then a middle-aged woman backed out in a red Corvette convertible. She was a handsome woman and tastefully dressed. Lisa guessed she was probably an upstanding citizen in the community. Lisa assumed this was the man's wife or his girlfriend. Probably the former.
 
   The next day was Saturday. At about 1:00 p.m., a Lincoln Town Car pulled into the driveway. Lisa saw a man and a woman, each about thirty years old, and two children, maybe middle-school age, exit the vehicle.
 
   Through the binoculars she saw the front door swing open, and the defense department executive and the woman she’d seen the day before rushed to meet the young family in the driveway. After some hugs and kisses, they disappeared inside the house. An hour later, she saw them in lawn chairs around a substantial pool in the backyard. It appeared they were having chips and salsa, with margaritas for the adults and soft drinks for the children.
 
   The young family left about six o'clock that evening after what seemed to be a weekend family gathering of food, drink, and communion. Tears rolled down Lisa's face at the realization that she would probably never know this type of family get-together again.
 
   In only a few minutes of surfing the web, Lisa determined Beelzebub’s real name was Harold Baxter. During the next several weeks, Lisa researched his life every way she could. He had risen on a fast track to the top of the research and development department of the army’s Weapons of Mass Destruction Unit, rising through the ranks to become a colonel. He had started as a buck private and achieved a service appointment to West Point. He moved into research as soon as he had graduated. He didn't seem to be a person who would be involved in raising fruit trees. All of his past work related to anthrax and Ebola research. After he had spent thirty years in the field, Lisa assumed he knew how to make people sick and how to kill them.
 
   Checking her messages on her home answering machine, she received a voice mail from a stern no-nonsense army captain. He indicated that she could arrange a meeting with her son since his malady was more controlled now. If she chose, she could have one visitation each month. However, she would have to meet with him at a military base in New Mexico.
 
   Lisa didn't know what to make of this news. Could Brent really be improving? Was it possible he could actually have a viable life in the future? Land a job, get married, and raise a family?
 
   Refusing to dwell on the negative, she arranged to meet Brent one week later at the designated facility in New Mexico. For the first time in a long time, in spite of her previous skepticism, she wanted to believe Brent could be rehabilitated.
 
   After a pleasant flight that morning, Lisa arrived at the airport in New Mexico about three o’clock in the afternoon. She rented a cheap compact Chevy. The rental agent at the desk gave her an odd look when she asked about the rehab center where Brent was. She wondered what the guy behind the counter knew about it that she didn’t.
 
   After about forty minutes she approached what looked like an oasis in the middle of the desert. The white stucco buildings surrounded by pinyon trees, boulders, and scrub brush looked new and were set back off the dedicated road that led to them. The complex of buildings struck her as more like a condominium project than a hospital. Lisa was bubbling over with excitement and anticipation when she parked the car and headed for the entrance.
 
   The atmosphere of the lobby was bright and cheerful, unlike where Brent had been before. After signing in at the front desk, the receptionist called the person who would escort Lisa. Soon a well-dressed young woman appeared from one of the rooms down the hall. Dressed in an impressive beige suit, she introduced herself as Carolyn Tisinger. She didn’t smile or make small talk of any kind but immediately led Lisa to a beautifully appointed room with pleasant modern furniture. She motioned Lisa to one of the four brown leather chairs situated around a coffee table. An urn of coffee and a pitcher of orange juice were on the table.
 
   Lisa took a seat, anticipating the woman would do the same. Lisa hoped they would have a few minutes together so Lisa could ask some questions before Brent joined them. But, to her surprise, the woman remained standing and said coldly, "Brent will be with you shortly.” Afterward she walked briskly away before Lisa could pose the first question.
 
   Lisa had gone to the beauty parlor and was wearing a new dress she had bought specifically for this occasion. She wanted Brent to see her in the best light possible since, during his months of rehabilitation, he had always seen her crying her eyes out with her hair a disheveled mess.
 
   Lisa reached for a cup to pour some coffee, but, when she saw how badly her hand was shaking, she decided not to have any. Maybe later, after she cracked the ice with her son.
 
   Finally the moment came. The door opened, and a different woman escorted Brent to a chair directly across the coffee table from his mother. He took a seat. The young woman, who wore a nurse’s uniform, cracked a smile but then, just like the first woman, turned abruptly and left the room, as if she were trying to avoid something unpleasant.
 
   At first glance Lisa noticed Brent was taller and leaner than before. He had on a casual shirt and Dockers, and looked much like any boy his age. Lisa bolted from her chair and, rushing to her son, threw her arms around him and smothered him with a hug and a heartfelt kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Hello, Brent. I love you so,” Lisa said warmly, her face beaming with new hope after so much time had passed.
 
   Brent continued to sit stoically in his chair, staring into space, as Lisa stooped lower to see his face. He didn’t attempt to shrink away from his mother’s warm embrace and sudden burst of affection; he simply ignored her entirely.
 
   Feeling the cool reception, Lisa wondered if she had come on too strong for their first meeting. She backed away and returned to her seat. Brent continued to stare into space from his chair without acknowledging her presence.
 
   Lisa tried to recover from what had become an embarrassing start. “Well, Brent, how do you like your new place?”
 
   Brent continued to stare straight ahead and said nothing. He showed no sign of nervousness and didn’t seem the least bit unstable. Instead, to her surprise, Brent appeared relaxed, confident, and aloof to everything around him.
 
   Periodically she asked Brent a question, and, when she got no response, she simply tried to make small talk during the rest of the hour-long visit. Brent never focused on her and gave no indication he knew she was there. A feeling of disappointment welled up inside of her, and she started to cry.
 
   Her son was no longer violent, but now he was more like the proverbial vegetable than a human being. For all practical matters he seemed brain-dead and stripped of all emotion.
 
   Lisa pushed the intercom button on the table and stood. Brent continued looking at the space on the wall he’d been fixed on since he had sat down. The second woman she’d met returned and, trying not to make eye contact, took Brent’s hand and led him away like a toddler.
 
   Lisa assumed the first woman would return next to escort her out. Even if the unfeeling female tried to give her some bullshit about Brent’s progress, she had no interest in hearing about it.
 
   She stood and went to the doorway. Looking around, she saw a ladies’ room halfway down a long hallway and made her way toward it. She also found a bank of elevators as she passed another hall leading farther to the right, down another long corridor. Hospital personnel wearing green scrubs went about their daily tasks and paid her no mind. She didn’t see anyone who looked like security anywhere. She spied a water fountain adjacent to another elevator bank, walked to it, and pretended to drink while surveying the surroundings to get her bearings.
 
   On the buttons to select a floor in front of the elevator, Lisa was shocked to find there were ten floors descending into the depths of the building that, on the outside, appeared to be a low-rise structure. This rehab center was much larger than it looked from the street. In fact the three other adjacent buildings might also have ten floors belowground.
 
   She saw a cart loaded with hospital uniforms and, seeing no one nearby, grabbed a few, and scurried into the ladies’ room across the hall.
 
   Once inside she entered a stall and tried one on. She was delighted when the first one fit reasonably well. After placing her purse and street clothes on the top shelf of the utility closet, she peeked into the hall and, seeing no one looking in her direction, returned to the elevators in hopes of inspecting a few levels below the first floor. She pushed the Down button and waited. She placed her trembling hands behind her back and pursed her lips to keep them from quivering. When the doors opened, she entered the empty cab and selected the fifth sublevel.
 
   The car descended more rapidly than the standard elevator she was accustomed to and stopped abruptly with a whoosh. Bracing to be discovered when the elevator door opened on the fifth sublevel, she was relieved when no one was there.
 
   Moving into the long, bright corridor, she discovered a hotel kind of atmosphere, except each small room had a large interior picture window instead of a wall. Anyone passing in the hall could easily see what the occupant inside was doing.
 
   As she made her way down the hall, she saw zombie-looking patients with vacant eyes shambling about on a plastic chain affixed to the floor inside the first several rooms. Some were men, some women.
 
   The hapless man in the fourth room looked at her like a juicy steak the same as Brent had done on her first visitations. This guy had somehow freed one of his arms from the straitjacket, and his teeth were bloody. Lisa saw to her horror that three of his fingers were missing at the knuckles on his left hand, and blood was spraying from the stumps onto both his straitjacket and his white hospital gown underneath. Lisa surmised that the bloody tidbit he was gnawing on was probably one of his fingers. He had an unnerving wide grin on his face that was streaked with gore and slivers of flesh. Lisa grimaced and felt queasy as she forced away her gaze and moved farther down the hall, yet taking a quick look into each room as she passed.
 
   She paused several more times, recoiling in disbelief from similar depraved acts of two more patients who had escaped the bonds of their straitjackets. Where were the orderlies? Did no one care about the poor devils that were feasting on various parts of their own bodies in plain view of anyone who happened to pass? The horror of what she had witnessed was surreal.
 
   She thought of Brent and what might happen to him if someone forgot to give him his medication. How many ravenous ghouls were in this facility? She couldn’t believe that the federal government could be involved in such a diabolical experiment, but the evidence confirmed it.
 
   Lisa envisioned an army of these things trucked into an enemy village and then turned loose to devour everyone that they could sink their teeth into.
 
   She cautiously made her way back to the main level. After several close encounters with security and the hospital staff, she stopped at various water fountains and detoured into ladies’ rooms several times to avoid contact with anyone who might suspect she shouldn’t be here. Her nerves were shattered as she finally found the restroom where she'd hidden her clothes.
 
   When she entered, the young woman who had initially escorted Brent to the receiving room, stood primping at the mirror. Before the nurse recognized Lisa dressed in hospital garb, Lisa scurried into the first stall she came to and quickly closed the door.
 
   Her heart was beating so loudly she thought the woman would hear, but finally Lisa heard her footsteps crossing the room, and, from the corner of her eye, she saw a huge cockroach crawl up the wall behind the toilet. She stifled an audible gasp as the woman crossed the room, pushed open the outer door and left.
 
   When the sound of footsteps disappeared in the hall, Lisa quickly retrieved her clothes from the utility closet, returned to the stall, and put them on.
 
   “Whew," she said aloud as she dumped the scrubs on the top shelf of the closet, walked swiftly through the lobby, and hurried to the parking lot.
 
   As she drove farther and farther away, she kept one eye on the rearview mirror. As far as she could tell, no one was following her.
 
   She smiled, thinking how a housewife had cracked the tight security at the Pentagon-like army rehab facility. She couldn't fathom how, with no planning whatsoever, she had managed to get into the lower levels of the highly guarded complex and out again without being apprehended.
 
   The trip to the patient holding area had changed her plans entirely. She knew now exactly what she wanted to do no matter what the consequences.
 
   During more weeks of surveillance on Colonel Baxter’s estate, she saw his son and his family several more times, other important dignitaries, military brass, and many well-dressed civilians. Still Lisa waited for the perfect moment to put her plan into action.
 
   Finally one Saturday morning a caterer's truck pulled into the Baxters’ driveway and began to haul trays of food and refreshments inside. Apparently the colonel had invited some friends and associates for a brunch.
 
   Lisa immediately picked up the phone and called Benny, a very unsavory individual she had hired in advance to help her in whatever way she required at whatever time she required it. As the phone continued to ring, she wondered if Benny would really be here as he had promised on a moment’s notice.
 
   He'd given her the special telephone number to call when his services were absolutely and unequivocally required. He reminded her several times not to confuse this number with the other one he’d given her for normal business matters since his services on this number would cost $5,000 for each hour.
 
   Lisa prayed her initial plan would succeed without a hitch, but, if it didn't, Benny was prepared to send in some thugs with machine guns to crash the party. It was not the way she wanted it to go, but, regardless, the people who were responsible for ruining the lives of her loved ones and so many others would feel her wrath soon one way or another.
 
   She remembered the old adage: Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. Truer words were never spoken, she thought as her weathered face, lined with months of anxiety, morphed into something demonic and without pity.
 
   * * *
 
   At two o'clock in the morning, Lisa pulled up in the driveway of Baxters’ estate, exited the car, and, quickly making her way to the front porch, rang the doorbell.
 
   After considerable time had passed, a light came on inside. Finally Lisa saw a bedraggled face with mussed hair peer through the right-hand glass panel of the massive entry door.
 
   She immediately recognized the colonel. She had branded his real face into her memory even without his straw hat and wig. Baxter threw open the door dressed in pajamas and a black robe and stepped  onto the porch. He stood glaring at her with an assault rifle pointed at her midsection. “Ah, Lisa, I’ve been wondering when you would arrive. I have already triggered the alarm for my security guards. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you were smart enough to find me at my home. Most of the misguided rabble that want to stop me from saving the old US of A are looking for an aging farmer in a straw hat. But after cracking the security at the funny farm … Oh, pardon the humor. That's what my colleagues call the rehab center where your son resides. After that, nothing you could do should surprise me.”
 
   He paused and looked into the night sky and toward the highway leading into the sprawling complex of luxury estates, then continued, “We have all of your movements on tape, but the glitch occurred when the security man, who was supposed to be watching the monitors, was instead porking the woman who had escorted your son in to see you. After his failure to follow protocol, the woman he was with was supposed to escort you out of the facility, but she failed on that score as well. It was a circus of errors, and both incompetents have been eliminated. Oh, well, it doesn't matter now. My men are coming. I won’t be seeing you again.”
 
   Lisa stood silent, listening to his prattle, and was happy he had apparently not received any of the calls she expected him to receive as yet. She didn’t care what happened to her now.
 
   “If I‘m not mistaken, you will probably meet with an unfortunate accident on your way back to the base,” Baxter said calmly, beaming from ear to ear. “I certainly don’t want a lot of blood darkening my doorstep. It’s almost impossible to get blood out of concrete.”
 
   Baxter paused to allow Lisa to speak, but, when she didn’t, he continued, “What’s the matter, Lisa? Has the cat got your tongue? I suppose you came here to tell me what kind of monster I am to create such a diabolical defense weapon with the purple passion fruit.”
 
   “Not exactly,” Lisa finally said. "I'm sure nothing I could say would mean a thing to an unfeeling piece of shit like you.”
 
   They heard the roar of helicopters above and saw the headlights of vehicles approaching in the distance.
 
   Baxter looked at her solemnly and said, “Someday soon, my dear lady, when China, Russia, North Korea, and possibly Iran have wiped out our country with their own self-made viruses, plagues, and weapons of mass destruction, you will see the need for my supposed madness. Certainly you must realize that sacrificing someone’s family for the sake of the survival of the United States of America and its allies around the world is no different than asking young soldiers to march into a wall of machine-gun fire for the sake of life, liberty, and the American way. Sacrificing a few thousand people, well, maybe more than that, to save everyone is simply collateral damage that takes place in any war. It's a calculated loss that cannot be avoided. It’s for the common good.”
 
   Ten military vehicles encircled the house and armed men in black uniforms approached Lisa from all sides. Two helicopters hovered overhead with snipers visibly pointing rifles at her from above.
 
   “I'm surprised you didn't bring a weapon of some kind,” Baxter mused. “Were you just planning on tongue-lashing me to death with your rhetoric? If that’s why you came, your performance has certainly been lackluster up to now.” He chuckled with delight and began to turn to his house.
 
   Two soldiers grabbed each of Lisa’s arms and started to pull her away when she cried out, “I just wanted to know if you enjoyed the fruit salad you had at your brunch today.”
 
   The colonel stopped in his tracks as if he’d walked into a brick wall. He slowly turned to face her and saw the unbridled hatred and loathing in her eyes. The underlying weight of her words filled him with sheer terror.
 
   “After all, Colonel,” she said with a blood-curdling, cruel smile on her lips, “sacrificing a few of the rabble for the sake of this great country is a price any patriotic American would pay gladly. Right? You sanctimonious asshole.”
 
   Lisa tried to spit in his face, but he was too far away. A bigger grin than the colonel’s earlier one lit up her face as the men in uniform dragged her away.
 
   Suddenly in the beam of the headlights fixed on the front door of the mansion, a small figure appeared holding a bloody butcher knife. The boy’s pajamas were soaked in blood as he lurched forward, stabbing the air with the menacing long blade.
 
   Every soldier encircling the porch looked to the colonel for direction as the boy grew alarmingly closer. The little monster had a bone-chilling, maniacal frenzy in his eyes and slivers of bloody flesh stuck to his jowls.
 
   Just before the soldiers opened fire to save the colonel, the boy said in his small, innocent voice, “I’m sorry, Grandpa. I was so hungry.”
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DROOL
 
   As Jerry wrapped his infected shin in the only rag he had left, he said with a grimace, “My darling, Maggie, you know I worship the ground you walk on. You’re the only girl I’ve ever loved, and I will do anything to protect you. I couldn’t bear to see you hurt or suffering.”
 
   Maggie looked up at him with fond affection, brushing his hair back from his eyes, and said softly, “I know.”
 
   “As long as I’m alive, I’ll never let those things get their hands on the girl I love with all my heart.”
 
   “I know,” she said again, now feeling his forehead. “I know how much you love me, but you’re burning up with fever. The sooner we get to your grandma’s house, the better. Maybe she has some medicine we can put on your leg. It looks awful.”
 
   Jerry groaned. “Yes, but let’s rest for a minute. I’m so weak from not eating for so long.”
 
   The world had gone mad. Zombies roamed every street in the city. Jerry and Maggie had decided their only chance of survival was to leave their hometown and take refuge at Jerry’s grandma’s farm in the country.
 
   On their way back to Jerry’s parents’ home to get food and his father’s gun, they were attacked by zombies and barely escaped with their lives. In trying to jump a barbed-wire fence, Jerry had torn a big gash in his leg from his ankle to his knee. The wire had been rusty, and now his leg was seriously infected.
 
   Arriving at the house, they filled a backpack with what they could carry and made their way out of town. Fortunately not far away, they had found a motorbike overturned with the keys still in the ignition and a half a tank of gasoline. By sundown, they were miles away and heading south.
 
   For a while the munchies had sufficed. They should have eaten them more sparingly, but Jerry never thought it would be hard to find food in the surrounding countryside. Moreover they wouldn’t have to contend with the citywide marauders who were killing each other for any edible morsel they discovered.
 
   The motorbike eventually ran out of gas, so they continued on foot deeper into the rural areas on their way to Jerry’s grandma’s farm. Jerry used a sturdy broken branch as a crutch, but every step was painful.
 
   Then the final bag of Fritos was gone, and thirty-six hours had passed before they found the mangy dog by the side of the road. He was almost dead anyway when Jerry broke his neck. They cooked him over the campfire that night. The old critter didn't taste too bad as hungry as they were.
 
   After another day of finding nothing to eat, Jerry noticed a tomcat that kept following them, and Jerry actually started to drool. He never thought he could catch the feral animal, but something, possibly a lingering wisp of Maggie’s perfume, lured him in until Jerry could bludgeon him with a tire iron he’d found along the road. They didn’t like the taste of the cat as much as the dog, but it got them through another two days.
 
   “What are we going to do, Jerry? Your leg is turning green, and it’s full of puss. You can barely walk. How far is it to your grandma’s farm?” Maggie asked, her small face creased with worry.
 
   Pointing toward a mountain in the distance, Jerry said, “It’s still a ways over yonder, but don't worry, darling. I was in the Boy Scouts. I thought we’d be there by now, but this damned leg is making the trip harder and longer than I figured. We’re gonna have to stop for a while so I can build a rabbit trap out of these sticks I’ve been collecting along the way. It’s still too far to make it to Grandma’s without food.”
 
   “Oooh, rabbit,” Maggie groaned.
 
   “You can't be so picky now, my love. Rabbit tastes almost like chicken. You won't know the difference, I promise.”
 
   Maggie looked at him with her innocent, pouting eyes and snuggled closer to him.
 
   “I'd never let anything happen to you,” Jerry promised with conviction, despite his condition. “You know how much I love you. Do you still love me?”
 
   “You know I do, silly.”
 
   “Cross your heart and hope to die?”
 
   “Always and forever,” Maggie said sincerely. This was the response Jerry expected when he said cross your heart and hope to die. She leaned over and kissed him softly on the lips.
 
   The howling of wolves in the distance iced their veins as they peered into the underbrush for any sign of other wildlife.
 
   Jerry only had three bullets left in his father’s old gun. The first three had blown the heads off of three of the band of zombies who had attacked them on the way to his house for supplies.
 
   He had to make the next bullet count since he wanted to save the last two for them, in case the whole world turned completely to shit. If all were lost, he would do her and then himself. Like the ending of Stephen King's movie The Mist, which still made Jerry shudder. The father in that story had been faced with keeping his last bullets for his wife and child to save them from a terrible death at the hands of unspeakable monsters.
 
   While Maggie took refuge next to an oak tree and napped, Jerry began to make the rabbit trap as he remembered it from the Boy Scouts’ manual. The pieces of wood from along the road made it easier to construct, and he filled in with short branches until he was sure it would work. He found a few berries and wild greenery which rabbits like and placed them inside. When he finished, he returned to where Maggie was sleeping and lay down beside her. He was so weak from hunger that he drifted off to sleep almost immediately.
 
   When Jerry awoke the next morning, he limped painfully to his trap to see the results. He could see it had worked because the door had fallen. Unfortunately someone had killed whatever varmint Jerry had caught and had stolen the meat while they had slept. Jerry saw the fur, the guts, and the blood on the ground, and then faint footprints leading into the underbrush.
 
   Neither of them had eaten since they had devoured the final scraps of the cat, and Jerry had grown considerably weaker during the night. To make matters worse, his leg had swollen bigger and had turned bluish-black below the knee when he had inspected it earlier that morning.
 
   Maggie looked dejectedly at the empty cage and said, “Some bad person took our rabbit.”
 
   They heard the howling of wolves again in the distance and stared into the cold, unforgiving wilderness before them.
 
   Jerry smiled wearily and said, "They took something, maybe a rabbit. I thought you didn't like to eat fuzzy little bunnies anyhow.”
 
   “I guess I wanted to try it after all. I'm so hungry, I could eat a horse. What are we going to do? Sounds like that howling is getting closer.”
 
   “Don't worry, darling, we’ll set another trap. We’ll have to watch it more carefully this time. Remember I have a gun, and I know how to use it.”
 
   Maggie looked at him with her dark beautiful eyes, and a ray of sunshine suddenly broke through the trees and illuminated her face with a heavenly glow. The worry seemed to dissipate from Jerry’s face as if he considered this a sign that their luck was about to change for the better.
 
   Not far away they came upon several bushes of wild berries. Neither of them knew what kind these were, but Jerry and Maggie immediately started to cram them into their hungry mouths. After eating their fill, they lay back against a tree trunk, and Maggie started laughing.
 
   “What's so funny?” Jerry asked.
 
   “I don't know. Things have been so bad I just felt like laughing.”
 
   “You know those berries might be poison.”
 
   “I know.” She grinned and burst into more uproarious laughter and added, “But they taste good.”
 
   After about an hour Jerry sat up holding his belly and groaned, “My stomach is feeling a little queasy.”
 
   Not long after, he hobbled into the bushes and vomited up all the berries he’d eaten followed by a bad case of diarrhea.
 
   Later, while he rested next to the large oak, he thought the howling of the wolves seemed even closer than before and the sound of something moving in the woods became clearer.
 
   “Are you any good at climbing trees?” Jerry asked, inspecting the one they were leaning against.
 
   “My daddy said I was a real tomboy when I was growing up. We had a tree house in the backyard I had to climb almost every day.”
 
   “We need to get off the ground so the wolves can’t get to us, and this is a perfect tree. It has several limbs I can reach to climb up on.”
 
   He motioned for her to stand, and, placing his hands together to form a step, he told her to put her foot in his hands, and he would lift her up. Maggie complied willingly as the howling seemed only a stone’s throw away.
 
   Cringing in pain from his injured and infected leg, Jerry lifted Maggie upward so she could grab a limb. Once she reached the first one, she easily climbed farther onto the others higher into the tree. Ignoring his distress, Jerry jumped as high as he could and just barely grabbed hold of the bottom limb. Pulling himself up to that first limb so he could reach the upper ones was the hardest thing he had ever done.
 
   Straining with all the strength he could muster, he finally struggled to where Maggie was perched in the tree above. The agony in his shin felt like hot needles piercing every inch of the throbbing gash. His heart was beating so fast he thought it might explode. Then the thrashing they’d heard was closer yet, and a dark shape emerged from the bushes behind the tree they had just climbed.
 
   Suddenly an armless zombie in tattered rags shambled into view and approached their tree. It sniffed the air like a bloodhound, and it wasn’t long before it looked up and saw them peering down at him. A big gob of drool seeped from his black tongue and oozed onto the ground. The abhorrent, decomposing thing’s jaw was broken, and its chin and the lower row of yellow teeth dangled below the upper row of rotten teeth.
 
   "I thought all the zombies were in the city," Maggie whispered in Jerry’s ear.
 
   "That's what I thought. Maybe some farmer died and became one of these things himself. They say the dead are coming back alive and eating the flesh of humans.”
 
   Maggie gave a low moan and closed her eyes. It was hard to look at the monstrosity with his missing arms, his protruding black tongue that seemed longer than Gene Simmons’s of Kiss, and his jaw of hideous teeth bobbing up and down upon his neck.
 
   Jerry shook his head and grimaced. “Why would someone go to all the trouble to mutilate the thing when they could have smashed in his head with a rock? Everyone knows by now how to kill a zombie. At least they do in the city.”
 
   “It’s so cruel,” Maggie whimpered, trying not to look.
 
   Suddenly two dark shapes bolted from the underbrush and pounced on the armless, slack-jawed, undead thing. Maggie turned toward the commotion below, but one glimpse of the grisly act of ripping away flesh sent her snuggling back into the protection of Jerry's arms.
 
   Jerry sat in disbelief at the horror of the two wolves tearing at the hapless zombie, who could only try to kick them away. It wasn't long before several other wolves fell upon the half-eaten zombie, still thrashing and shrieking madly.
 
   Jerry never imagined feeling sorry for a zombie, but he did for this pitiful creature. He had no idea if being eaten alive was as painful to an undead zombie as to a human, but Jerry couldn’t bear to watch the unbridled horror of it for fear it would drive him insane. The pack of snarling, ravenous wolves gobbled up the thing’s legs, leaving only a head without a jaw and a shredded torso of exposed ribs writhing on the ground. Jerry put his hands over his ears to keep from hearing the relentless chewing and sucking of the rotten flesh, and the noise of the bones breaking, while the undead thing squealed until its vocal chords were torn out.
 
   Finally the wolves seemed to have eaten all they could and scurried off. Except for a pile of gnawed bone fragments, the zombie’s head was all that was left for the maggots. The nose, the ears, and the cheeks were gone, and only the top row of yellow teeth remained, still trying to bite without its lower jaw. One eye kept moving back and forth in its socket.
 
   Jerry would never have believed wolves would go after a bloodless corpse, but he had seen it with his own eyes. He wondered if eating the living dead would turn these animals into zombie wolves. What a sight that would be, he thought.
 
   Nestled in a web of limbs guaranteed to hold them safely in the tree, Jerry finally drifted off to sleep with precious Maggie holding him tight. In the morning, when they awoke, the wolves were long gone, but the skull’s eye was still moving and the upper teeth still biting the air incessantly. Apparently whatever brain the thing had inside its skull was still functioning.
 
   “How long could this go on?” Jerry gasped, shaking his head in disgust.
 
   He knew they had no choice but to leave the safety of the tree. They couldn't stay there any longer since they were both starving. He needed to find them something to eat before it was too late. As soon as he slid down the tree and touched the ground, he picked up a large stone from the ground and battered the zombie’s skull into a pulp until everything stopped moving. Thank God, the poor bastard was finally eternally dead.
 
   Jerry’s ankle had turned black, and he had to lean on Maggie so he could hobble back to the trap where he hoped he would find an animal of some kind.
 
   When they got there, just as before, the door on the trap had fallen, but there was nothing inside. They saw more discarded fur, bones, and bloodstains on the ground. The thief had brushed away most of any tracks with a broken limb of dead leaves they found tossed along the trail.
 
   “If I get my hands on that lowlife, he’ll wish he was never born,” Jerry screamed in disgust, not considering his current weakened condition.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Maggie whimpered and looked at him in deep despair.
 
   “We let him get away again. Shit!” Jerry shrieked, shaking his fist and grimacing in mortal pain. “Next time I have a bullet with his name on it. I promise.”
 
   “Oh, Jerry, your ankle looks so much worse, and it's smelling really bad.”
 
   “Don't worry your pretty head, Maggie.” But behind the weary smile, Jerry assumed gangrene had already set in. There was ugly puss oozing from the wound and that awful odor. He was so weak he could hardly stand. What could he do if he did find the person stealing the food? He probably couldn’t get close enough to fire off a good shot or even lift his gun to shoot it.
 
   “I need to rest for a minute, darling.” Jerry grimaced. “I'm so thirsty. Plus my head feels like it's on fire.”
 
   Placing her hand on his forehead, Maggie raised her voice in concern. “Oh, Jerry, you’re burning up with fever. Rest here. I'll see if I can find some water.”
 
   He thought of telling her not to go into the woods alone, but he could barely keep his eyes open. He just said, “Take the gun. There could be zombies or wolves lurking nearby.”
 
   “No, darling, you need the gun more than me. I can climb a tree or run away, but you can barely hold up your head.”
 
   Jerry didn’t argue; he just watched her disappear into the woods.
 
   Maggie searched and searched but couldn’t find any more berries or water. She decided to get back to Jerry to see if he was all right. What if the wolves had found him slumped by the tree? Without Jerry, she would never survive in these woods, and she would never find his grandma’s house. She had always lived in the city. She knew nothing about hunting. Her food had always come from the grocery store. She had no idea how to survive in the wilderness.
 
   After doubling back, she finally found the tree they had climbed to escape the wolves. She shuddered at the fragments of the zombie’s skull on the ground. At least it had stopped moving.
 
   She quickened her pace and headed for the rabbit trap where she had left Jerry sprawled on the ground. When Maggie arrived at the spot, Jerry was gone. There was no blood on the ground and no sign the wolves had attacked him.
 
   She cried out, hoping he was still alive and could hear her.
 
   After moving a short distance away to the right, Maggie saw another tree with several limbs fairly close to the ground. She spied the outline of a person about halfway up the tree. She called his name but received no answer. As she grew closer, she was happy to see it was Jerry in the crook of a tree limb. She saw a log with stout branches leaning against the tree—which he’d apparently used as a makeshift ladder to get to a safer resting place. She climbed up the log and, reaching Jerry, found him either unconscious or sleeping. She decided not to wake him.
 
   During the night Jerry came in and out of delirium. The infection in the horrible gash running up his shin had sapped his strength entirely. The ashen pallor of his face made Maggie think he was close to death. She sighed at the hopelessness of their situation. Whatever would happen would happen. She would soon be all alone.
 
   The next morning Maggie was surprised when Jerry began to stir and appeared to be somewhat coherent. When he realized he was in the crook of a tree fifteen feet off the ground, he grabbed a limb to stop from falling. Looking up, he saw Maggie staring at him with the same forlorn, defeated look.
 
   “I'm starving,” he wheezed weakly.
 
   Maggie looked at him with her mouth agape. “I was so worried, Jerry. At one point last night, I wasn't sure you were still breathing. I didn’t know what to do. You were still burning up with fever.”
 
   “I hate to admit, darling, but I'm feeling pretty bad. This fever has really beaten me down, but you still love me, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course, I do.”
 
   “The more I think about it, the harder it is for me to believe you really fell in love with me,” he said, trying to focus. “I've known you since the fifth grade, right?”
 
   “You don't remember, but we were together in Mrs. Dickerson's class in the third grade.”
 
   “I'm sure you're right, snuggle bun. I just don't remember you in the third grade. I had a crush on Barbara Woodring then, a cute little girl I gave a fire engine to, but who moved away.” His lips were so parched, it was hard for him to speak, but he continued. “During all those years, I never thought you noticed me at all.”
 
   “I noticed you, but I was madly in love with Sonny Dellinger back then. I carried the torch for him until he married Sue Klein last year.”
 
   “When you said you cared for me on the porch the other night, I felt like I’d just opened the door to heaven. It was a miracle come true.”
 
   “Oh, Jerry, let's not talk about that now. I’m so hungry. We need food so badly.”
 
   “I know, darling,” he said with his head lolling. He knew he was fading fast and should check the trap. “Okay, let's climb down and see if we caught something last night.”
 
   Maggie couldn’t believe it when Jerry struggled down from the tree by himself. Then, gasping for breath after reaching the ground, he even helped Maggie down from the lowest limb.
 
   As they headed toward the trap, they both kept an eye out for a stray zombie or the pack of wolves.
 
   When they finally reached the clearing, Jerry saw the trap was empty, the same as before. He looked at Maggie with a defeated look she’d never seen before. “The same sneaky son of a bitch has already been here and stolen our food. Did you see or hear anyone prowling around last night?” he asked sharply.
 
   “No, Jerry. I didn’t hear or see a thing. I was so tired I fell right to sleep.”
 
   When Jerry and Maggie reached the stump where the bloody guts lay on the ground, Jerry picked up a morsel of meat from the leaves and handed it to Maggie.
 
   “You need the food more than me,” Maggie said solemnly. “Please take it before you pass out again.”
 
   Jerry didn’t argue and popped the morsel into his mouth.
 
   They stood there, tired and weak. Jerry turned toward the mountain and peered into the desolate wilderness that went on as far as he could see.
 
   “You said your grandma has a big farm around here somewhere,” Maggie said, shielding her face from the sun. “Don't you think it’s more important we make it to her place instead of setting another trap? Maybe we’ll find some berries along the way.”
 
   Jerry looked at her with the same long face she had seen before and stared at the sun high in the sky, as if trying to decide what to do next. “I'm a little confused right now, darling. I'm not thinking straight.” Jerry leaned against a tree to keep his balance.
 
   Perplexed at Jerry’s continued indecision about setting out for Grandma’s house, Maggie said as innocently as she could, “You said, when we were making love under the stars, that your grandma’s house was within walking distance, and you could easily find it.”
 
   “That was before my leg got infected, and I could still walk. I wasn't burning up with fever then either, my darling.”
 
   “Let me help you find it. You said your grandma has a lot of cattle and chickens, acres and acres of corn, and even a well fed by a mountain stream. It sounds like heaven, and I can't wait to see it. Which way is it?”
 
   Jerry slumped to the ground next to the bloody stump beside the empty trap. He hoped his head would clear if he rested awhile.
 
   Maggie looked at him in disbelief. It was as if he had all the time in the world. Didn’t he know the clock was ticking and they were going to die if they didn’t get to Grandma’s house?
 
   After a time, Jerry said, “When did you figure out you were in love with me?”
 
   “Jerry, don't talk about that now. We need to find your grandma's place.”
 
   “Humor me. I'm catching my breath anyway. When did you fall in love with me, my darling?”
 
   Maggie exhaled deeply and finally answered, “I guess it was right after Sonny married the cheerleader. Sometime around last May.”
 
   “Really,” Jerry said, thinking back. “That was right about time the principal said I was too old to go to school anymore. He said I was mentally challenged, and I should go to vocational school to learn how to be a mechanic or a janitor.”
 
   “I don’t remember anything about that, Jerry. Don’t keep talking. We need to go. We’re going to die right here if we don’t get a move on.”
 
   Jerry ignored her comment and continued, “You probably heard all the kids calling me a birdbrain and saw the graffiti someone wrote in Magic Marker all over the wall outside the cafeteria. But in spite of all that, you fell in love with me anyway. For more than two years, you never told me how much you cared. What did I do to win your sweet love, my darling?”
 
   “Jerry, every minute we sit here, we take a chance on the wolves or the zombies finding us. We need water and food now. We can’t make it another day.”
 
   “Don’t worry, darling. We're gonna leave soon. Tell me what I did to win your love.”
 
   Maggie didn’t understand why, but she saw how important this was to him, and she had no choice but to humor him. “When the zombies attacked the village, you saved me and several other families from certain death. You were a hero. I couldn't believe the way you took that baseball bat and tore into those ghouls. When I saw the blood splatter all over your T-shirt, and the muscles bulging in your massive arms, I knew you were the one for me.”
 
   “Really,” Jerry said exhaling deeply, “but that wasn't last May when Sonny married the cheerleader, that was only about a week ago. That was the same night I told you how rich my grandma was and about the big farm she had with all the cows and chickens.”
 
   “I don't remember that as much as those muscles bulging and your rock-hard butt when you swung the bat and splattered the zombies’ heads all over the porch.”
 
   “Maggie,” he said sadly, a tear rolling down his cheek, “I don't think you're being completely honest with me. I told you that I worship the ground you walk on, and I never thought someone as pretty as you could ever care for me.” More tears rolled down Jerry's face. “I was so happy about being in love with you, until I woke up last night and didn’t find you snuggled in my arms. Instead, I saw you climbing down from the tree like a thief in the night. Your daddy was right. You really are a hellava tomboy. It was hard going, but I followed you.”
 
   “You followed me?”
 
   “Yes, I've been noticing for days you don't seem as weak as I am. I thought you must be sneaking food somehow, and last night I saw you take the rabbit from the trap and break its neck. I don't know what you used to gut him. I guess you’ve got a knife hidden in your jeans. I saw you make tracks into the bushes, but I knew you were just making it look like someone else had taken the food.”
 
   Maggie looked at Jerry in a completely different light, and her face morphed from the innocent pushover female in distress she had been showing him to something savvy, all knowing, and all calculating.
 
   “Do you really have a grandmother?” she asked coldly.
 
   “Not really. Both of my grandmothers died before I was born.”
 
   In his stupor, Jerry saw her moving closer to him with the switchblade mottled with dried blood. His blackened leg from the gangrene throbbed with pain and the smell of rotten flesh was heavy in the air.
 
   Jerry barely had the energy to speak, but he didn’t want to leave the planet without letting Maggie know the way he really felt. “I never really worshiped the ground you walked on. I lied about that.” He coughed, and, sucking in a lungful of air so he could continue, rasped, “I’ve known all along you were a two-bit whore your whole life. The night your eyes got big when I mentioned my grandma was rich and you let me fuck you, I thought I was about to die. I wanted one more piece of ass before I went to the great hereafter. The risk of you giving me the clap didn’t much matter at that point.”
 
   He reached for his dad’s gun and wasn’t surprised when he discovered it wasn’t there. Neither of them was going to make it. The wolves or the zombies would come soon. He saw a long slobber of drool oozing down Maggie’s chin as her hungry eyes undressed him. He barely felt the cold blade plunging into his stomach after the fourth time. The bitch was madder than a wet hornet. He tried to lift his arms in defense but fell backward into the leaves instead.
 
   He smiled at the memory of her tender words “forever and always.” The honeymoon was over, and they’d never even gotten married. Forever had apparently come today. He watched her slice off one of his fingers and start chewing on it like a chicken wing as the world began to spin.
 
   With his last breath, just before she slit his throat, he gasped,  “Maggie, I don’t feel the love.”
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   SOMETHING IN THE ICE
 
   Norma glided across the frozen lake with ease. She had learned to ice skate at the North Valley Arena when she was five years old. Her natural talent had caused her to try out for the ice hockey team in high school, but, while she waited to speak with the coach, one of the players on the ice lost her front teeth in spite of wearing a helmet and face guard. Norma decided she didn't love skating that much and made a hasty exit before the coach spotted her.
 
   After that shocking realization of the damage a hockey stick could do to several thousand dollars’ worth of braces, Norma was happy just to skate for fun during the winter on weekends when the lake near her home was frozen solid.
 
   Today was a perfect day to skate. The ice appeared extremely thick, and she couldn’t see one sign of a discoloration on the surface that would suggest an area of thin ice. The skating area was as long as a football field and twice as wide.
 
   The only thing that troubled her on this perfect day was she had come to the lake too early. She should have had a few more cups of coffee and had another piece of toast before driving down here. When she arrived and found an empty parking lot, she realized students and commuters who had to get up early every weekday morning would sleep in on Saturday. She could have caught a few more winks herself this morning rather than rising at the crack of dawn.
 
   Norma didn't like being alone with no one to call for help in case she did fall through a hole in the ice or trip over a piece of debris. In spite of the perfect conditions, she knew a few more skaters would make clowning about on the lake more carefree and exhilarating than continually worrying about unexpected aberrations in the ice.
 
   Norma always listened to music on her iPod while skating, and she liked to play it loud. If Leatherface came up behind her with a chainsaw, she would never hear him. And she certainly wouldn’t hear a lion or a tiger bounding toward her if one had escaped from the Treasure Trove Zoo next door and was in the mood for a morning snack. Norma grinned broadly at this ridiculous notion of impending doom as Bon Jovi blasted her eardrums with the rock anthem “Livin’ on a Prayer,” which was one of her favorites.
 
   Suddenly Norma spotted something in the ice about a hundred feet ahead of her, just about in the middle of the lake. She saw no sign of a break or a hole, but something large was protruding from the surface. From a distance, it looked like a branch of a tree obstructing her path. Cautiously she slowed as she neared the spot.
 
   Her gloved hand shot to her mouth when she realized what she thought was a branch was actually a claw with monstrous finger joints and long black fingernails jutting above the surface about six inches. Behind them she saw two savage yellow eyeballs glaring at her from below the ice and a mouthful of curled, hideous fangs grinning at her malevolently in a perpetual frozen pose that took her breath.
 
   “What in the hell is this thing?” she muttered in stark horror. She had never seen anything like it at the Treasure Trove Zoo. For that matter, she hadn't seen anything like it at the Bronx Zoo or on the History and Discovery channels. This hellish thing appeared to be half human and half animal.
 
   She looked around for someone else to share this nightmare with, but there was no one in sight. She reached for her phone and then remembered she had forgotten to take it from the kitchen table.
 
   “What stupidity,” she said to the eerie wind that whispered ominously in the trees around her. What she had just come upon, when she’d least expected it, was the perfect reason not to skate by herself, particularly without a phone.
 
   Norma had only been skating about five minutes, and she had planned to be here for a couple of hours. Now being alone with this weird thing, even if it was frozen in the ice, made her extremely uneasy. She thought of John Carpenter’s movie The Thing and shuddered at the graphic images that flooded her mind.
 
   After the weird encounter, she didn’t feel like skating anymore. Turning in an arc like an Olympian, she hurried off the ice and removed her skates. She then made a beeline for her Honda Civic in the parking lot and sped toward home. She needed to tell someone right away what she had found. Let them decide how real this thing was. It wasn’t moving, but what if it was only in suspended animation and would climb out of the ice when it got warmer, like the monster did in The Thing?
 
   She couldn’t wait to tell her parents and notify the police. Maybe she would get her name in tomorrow’s edition of The Gazette.
 
   When she arrived home, she found her parents having breakfast in the dining room.
 
   “Back so soon?” her mother asked, applying a dollop of butter to a stack of pancakes.
 
   “You won't believe what I found in the ice,” Norma blurted out excitedly.
 
   Her father lowered his morning paper and joined her mother gaping at her. “A suitcase full of money for next year's tuition, I hope,” her father said with a chuckle.
 
   “No, Dad, I found a monster.”
 
   “A monster?” her mother echoed with an incredulous look. “Did it chase you?”
 
   “No, it was mostly submerged in the ice with only one ugly claw sticking out.”
 
   “What did the rest of the monster look like?” her father asked, his brow creasing.
 
   “It didn't look like anything I've ever seen at any zoo. It was half human and half animal,” Norma replied, picking up her phone from the counter and punching in 9-1-1.
 
   “What are you doing, darling?” her mother asked with concern, yet seemed to already know.
 
   “I'm calling 9-1-1, of course. I didn’t have my phone at the lake. Someone needs to go there and check this out.”
 
   “Are you sure you want to get involved?”
 
   “Mom, don't be like parents in the movies. I'm not making this up. This is serious. I think it's dead, but what if it's only in suspended animation?”
 
   Both parents listened to Norma describe what she'd seen at the lake. After giving the 9-1-1 operator the information, she put the phone in her pocket, picked up a piece of bacon from a plate, and popped it into her mouth.
 
   “What now?” her mother asked, eating another bite of a syrup-soaked pancake.
 
   “The lady said a patrol car would be sent right away, and I should meet them in the arena parking lot in twenty minutes.”
 
   “How did they react when you said you saw a monster?” her dad said with a measure of trepidation.
 
   “I think they thought I meant I saw an animal. I didn’t mince words with them, and the lady said someone was attacked by a wild animal in the vicinity this morning. Maybe it was this monster that attacked him,” Norma said.
 
   As she started toward the front door, she heard them whispering. It was obvious they didn’t believe her story about seeing a monster at all. It was just like in the movies: parents never believe a teenager when they try to tell them something.
 
   On the way  to the Arena, she noticed an unusual number of police cars speeding by with their sirens blaring.
 
   When she entered the enormous skating rink parking lot, she saw several police officers directing about twenty skaters back to their cars. Three squad cars with flashing red and blue lights were parked in the lot. Another officer was cordoning off the area with yellow tape.
 
   Norma couldn’t believe how all this could've happened in the short time since she had called 9-1-1.
 
   After exiting her car, she walked toward a man in a dark suit shouting orders. He threw up his hand and motioned her to stop as soon as he saw her.
 
   “I'm the person who called about the monster in the lake,” Norma explained.
 
   “I don't know anything about a monster, miss. Someone found a headless body in a ditch along the highway over there.” He pointed to a large heap of dirty snow piled high next to a bus enclosure to his right. “You say you saw a monster?” he said, shaking his head with a wry smile forming on his lips.
 
   “I was here around 7:30 to skate. In the middle of the lake, I came upon something weird, totally submerged in the ice except for one claw sticking out. I was scared shitless,” Norma said, pausing a beat to reconsider her choice of words, then continued, “I’d forgotten my phone, so I went home to call 9-1-1.”
 
   Another officer, who had just parked his car, approached them wearing a Mount Glory uniform and, as a helicopter roared overhead, yelled, “Are you Norma, the one who called 9-1-1 about the monster in the lake?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   The most recent police officer to arrive, who reminded Norma of Tom Cruise in Top Gun, introduced himself as Mark Logan and showed her his ID. He saw the yellow tape and, turning back to the officer in the suit, asked, “What’s the crime scene tape all about?”
 
   “Didn’t you hear on the radio …?” Seeing Norma, the man in the suit motioned over the police officer to put some distance between them and her.
 
   Norma heard him say they had found a headless body along the road near the entrance to the arena. Afterward she heard, “No shit!” Then someone else said under his breath, “The man was torn to pieces and devoured by some kind of large animal.”
 
   Norma heard a shout from the direction of the lake, and another officer ran toward two policemen standing about fifteen feet away from them. Norma couldn’t help but hear him shout, “They found a shitload of body parts on the other side of the parking lot on the ice. The ME says it looks like five or six more victims.”
 
   More black-and-whites swarmed in. The whole area was crawling with police. The taller intimidating officer in the suit returned to Norma’s side and said, “I’m sorry if you heard any of that. Look, my name is Mason, and I’m the lead investigator on the case. You say you got a good look at some animal out on the lake. Was it a bear or a big cat like a lion or a tiger?”
 
   “It wasn’t an animal. It was a monster,” Norma said, and described the thing under the ice in as much detail as she could remember.
 
   Mason looked at Norma like she had two heads, and the Tom Cruise look-alike almost laughed when Mason bellowed in Norma’s ear, “You expect me to believe there is something on this earth that looks like what you just described?”
 
   Mason groaned and cast a skeptical glance at the young officer, then said to him, “Who are you anyway?”
 
   “I’m here to see the monster. This young lady says it’s frozen in the ice in the middle of the lake.”
 
   Mason glared at him. “You mean you’re wasting the taxpayer’s money running down leads on monsters? Have you cuffed any vampires or werewolves lately?”
 
   Norma had had enough of this bullshit and lit into Mason. “Are you going to be like one of those mindless assholes in the movies who chooses not to believe what his only eyewitness has seen?”
 
   Norma’s outburst caught both officers off guard. They stood glaring at her in disbelief.
 
   Mason said gruffly, “I don’t have time for this. Wild animals are on the loose in Mount Glory. They aren’t frozen in the lake.”
 
   “Sorry, sir,” the Tom Cruise look-alike said. “Let me investigate what Miss Osgood saw for the record so I can put it in my report.”
 
   Mason barked, “Go to it, Van Helsing,” and stormed off.
 
   Norma looked to the handsome, young police officer. “Well, do you want me to show you or not?” Norma couldn’t believe how blue his eyes were.
 
   “That is what I’m here for, Miss Osgood,” he said politely. “Lead the way.”
 
   They headed for the middle of the lake. More policemen were combing the woods behind the location where they apparently had found the mutilated body and the other body parts. Logan finally broke the silence. “What kind of animal did you think this thing in the ice might be?”
 
   “You know, I’m getting so tired of repeating myself. Like I told Mason, I never said anything about an animal. I said I saw a monster,” Norma said in an irritated tone.
 
   “I assumed you meant a ferocious beast of some kind when you used that term. After all, the only monsters are in the movies.”
 
   Norma shook her head at the continual skepticism she saw on everyone's faces, including her parents, when she used the word monster.
 
   They walked carefully across the ice to a spot about midway in the center of the lake. As they approached, they could see the huge hairy hand protruding from the ice. When Norma saw the yellow eyes and the curled teeth under the surface, it chilled her just as it had when she had first seen them.
 
   “Well, there it is,” Norma said proudly, as if she had just found the cure for cancer.
 
   “So this is the monster?” Logan asked, looking down at the hideous monstrosity glaring up at him.
 
   Norma looked at him in confusion, shocked at his lack of reaction to what was completely terrifying to her. “Of course it’s the monster. What does it look like to you?”
 
   Logan couldn’t control his laughter as he slapped his thigh repeatedly and followed with an explanation. “You didn’t see the morning paper, did you?”
 
   “Of course not. I don’t read the paper. I catch the news on the Net. What’s so funny about a monster that probably gobbled up the man down by the highway and all the others?” Norma asked in bewilderment.
 
   “There was a picture of this thing in the local section of The Gazette this morning. I don’t know how it got stuck here in the ice, but this is only a movie prop. Some production company has scheduled to start filming today at the zoo. I can see how you thought it was real. It’s incredibly lifelike, but, like I said, there are no monsters except in the movies.”
 
   Norma stood there, shaking her head in utter disbelief, feeling like a total lamebrain. Why did everyone know there were no real monsters but her? She was sixteen years old, and, somehow, she had never reached that conclusion for whatever reason.
 
   “Hey, don’t feel bad. Think of all the people who watch those paranormal shows on the Syfy channel. You know stuff like Ghost Catchers and Finding Bigfoot. I read the other day that over 50 percent of the population believes in ghosts.”
 
   Norma remained silent as Logan fastened his gaze on something else he saw in the ice. She didn’t tell him that her mother believed in ghosts, and, consequently,  believed in them too.
 
   “People believe in all kinds of crazy things,” he said good-naturedly. “Some even believe professional wresting is on the level. Can you imagine that?”
 
   Norma couldn’t hold her tongue any longer at that remark. “I guess I’m pretty dense, but even I don’t believe that.”
 
   “Well, good for you. I …” Logan paused midsentence and groaned as he saw a big circle of what looked like blood on a section of the ice not far from the movie prop. He bent down and picked up a leaf stained with some of the red stuff and smelled it. Placing it in a small plastic container he had extracted from a pocket of his uniform, he said, “It does have a coppery smell, but I can’t tell if it’s real blood or movie blood. I’ll let the lab do a test on it.”
 
   Norma could almost see in her mind’s eye an enormous lion bursting through the underbrush bordering the lake. Her eyes flitted back and forth at the possibility of an attack, but her fear subsided when she saw nothing wilder than about ten police officers searching the ice for clues.
 
   “I think I’d better investigate who made these bloody tracks that lead toward the zoo,” Logan said, pointing to footsteps that began in the red circle and, after ten paces, disappeared entirely. “One thing is clear. The monster that made these tracks wore tennis shoes.” He smiled, and Norma’s face reddened.
 
   “Aren't you going to at least draw your weapon in case something’s lurking nearby?”
 
   “I can see you're still unnerved with this thing you saw and the death of the man. Let’s get in my cruiser, and I’ll stop at the zoo and take a look, and then I’ll drive you back to your car. 
 
   Norma thought it odd that Logan didn’t take her to her car first and then check out the zoo, but he was so cute, she didn’t complain. In fact, she hoped they would meet again sometime.
 
   “I’ve got my high-powered rifle that could bring down an elephant,” Logan said with a smile. “You can stay in the car. You’ll be safe there. I’ll call a few more officers for backup to keep an eye on you to be sure. I won't be long. I just want to take a quick look.”
 
   “No problem. I want to cooperate as much as I can. I brought my phone, and I can call 9-1-1 if anything weird occurs.”
 
   Logan led her to his cruiser. While Norma settled into the front seat, he removed a rifle from the trunk and placed it on the backseat before he got in behind the wheel.
 
   Logan pulled up outside the main lobby area of the zoo for purchasing tickets and souvenirs.
 
   He hadn’t called for backup like he had said he would, and she wondered why but didn’t say anything.
 
   He exited the car and walked along the sidewalk toward the main building as if he was taking a stroll through the park.
 
   If he was trying to impress her, she hoped it wouldn’t get him killed. She watched him disappeared behind the building.
 
   After a half hour had passed and Logan had not returned, Norma took out her phone to call her parents and found she must have forgotten to charge her cell. It was stone-cold dead.
 
   She really felt nervous after another half hour passed. If the beast had gotten Logan, would it come for her next? Could the animal break the windshield and get to her in the car? She didn’t think so, but she thought she’d be safer inside the building with other people.
 
   There were ten cars and two white vans in the parking lot. The zoo was probably closed, but, with all those vehicles, someone must be inside. She thought about Logan and hoped he was okay. She had no intention of going around the building like he did. She would go through the employee entrance. It was only a few feet to complete safety. There were phones inside which she could use to call her parents. She had to chance it.
 
   Exiting the cruiser, Norma made a mad dash for the employee entrance, and, as she had expected, the door was unlocked. She rushed inside and locked it. Her heart was beating like a jackhammer as she tried to catch her breath, not from the short run, but from the fear of being exposed to the beast for those few seconds.
 
   She made her way to the place where tickets were sold and the tours began. When she opened the door inside the main area, the fond memories of working as a tour guide relieved the tension for a fleeting moment, but immediately the fear returned. Nothing appeared out of place, but she had an overpowering sensation of impending danger that raised goose bumps on her arms.
 
   Where were the people who had driven the cars still in the parking lot? She thought there would be safety in numbers, but she was still alone. She sighed and shook her head at the absurd notion that everyone who owned those cars was probably dead.
 
   Looking for something to calm her down, she walked a few paces to the large tank in the middle of the room to see if Mogambo was still there. Norma smiled in spite of the angst that gripped her when she saw the familiar mottled-green skin of the twenty-foot python snake that caused all the kids in the neighborhood to scream the first time they entered the lobby.
 
   Something big flitted by the window so fast she couldn’t process what it was. Turning back, she saw Mogambo sliding up the face of the glass inside the tank. He had that hungry look he always had around feeding time. His forked tongue lapped the glass, and his cold eyes fixed on her.
 
   Again questions plagued her. Where were all the people? Where was Logan? Was the beast close by that killed the man in the ditch and the others?
 
   Dispelling the creepy thoughts again, at least for now, Norma further inspected the lobby for clues. She saw the sign she hadn’t noticed before, hanging inside the glass on the front door, which read Closed for Repairs All Day in black Magic Marker. She remembered once, when she was a tour guide, how they had closed the lobby for an hour when the ladies’ room toilet had backed up. Under the counter, there were several preprinted signs they used for different occasions, but a sign written in Magic Marker, and not preprinted, seemed very odd.
 
   Norma had initially thought they had closed the zoo because of the animal attack, but apparently someone had closed it early this morning even before the police had appeared on the scene and had cordoned off the parking lot. Closing the zoo on one of their busiest and most profitable days had never happened when she’d worked here, toilets overflowing or not.
 
   Also, if the zoo closed early this morning, where were the people who owned those cars in the guest parking lot?
 
   Looking out the back window, she noticed white vans with Media Productions written on the side. She also saw a strange-looking hulk of a machine, which resembled a bulldozer except for its octopuslike arms that could be extended in different directions. Did this belong to the zoo, or was it something brought in to make the movie? She’d never seen it before.
 
   Norma decided to do a little more detective work and pushed open the door of the room where the employees clocked in for the day. When she saw the seven time cards in their slots on the wall, she felt another sudden pang of unease in her gut as the mystery deepened. She inspected one of the cards and found that Henry Antonucci had punched in that morning, but he had not punched out. All seven cards indicated the same scenario. If the zoo were closed for repairs, why hadn’t the employees clocked out?
 
   Norma left that room and moved to the door leading into the back where the temporary cages were and listened. Not hearing a hairy beast thrashing about inside the back room, she opened its door and saw nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   Moving down the hall to the ladies’ room, she pushed open that door and peeked inside. There was no sign of mops or of toilets overflowing like that time last summer. She returned to the reception desk.
 
   There she found the front page of the morning paper spread out on the desk. A picture of the monster she’d seen in the ice with his claws upraised was posed with a big grin on his face. The headline read Media Productions Start Filming Movie at Treasure Trove Zoo Today.
 
   She read the article that indicated filming would take place from March 2 through March 9. The movie was a Clyde Yarrow production about a defense project gone wrong. Scientists experimenting with DNA had created something half human and half animal that terrorizes northern New Jersey before devastating the Big Apple.
 
   Norma felt like an utter fool, and, by now, her parents and Mason would know what she’d seen was only a prop for a new monster movie like Logan had said. They would have the last laugh after all.
 
   Her fear and trepidation eased as she picked up the reception desk phone to call 9-1-1. Then she would call her parents to tell them that she was all right. She didn’t want them to come to the zoo looking for her with the beast still on the prowl. After punching in the numbers, she discovered this phone was dead. She went to another phone on a table across the lobby and found it was also dead.
 
   On the large flat-screen TV above the reception desk, the words News Flash appeared in large bold letters. The announcer was on the scene in front of the arena only a few blocks from where she was now. He said with a stern face:
 
   After the initial attack of a man early this morning along Springfield Avenue, body parts of eleven more victims have surfaced in close proximity to Crystal Lake and the woods behind the North Valley Arena. The medical examiner stated that all the deaths were the result of attacks by several large carnivores, probably big cats, such as a tiger or a lion that may have escaped from a traveling circus. A truck that could have been transporting such animals was found overturned on the shoulder along Route 281. The police have issued a warning to residents of the surrounding townships, particularly Mount Glory, to stay inside until the animals are captured or killed. Four policemen who had been searching the woods behind the arena, where I’m standing now, are included in the list of casualties. Three other officers are missing at this hour. Their identities are being withheld until their families have been notified. We will interrupt programming with updates as they occur until this bizarre crisis is over.
 
   Norma stood with her mouth agape, trying to process the unbelievable events unfolding no more than a block away. This seemed like something from a nightmare. How could this really be happening? Being alone with savage beasts possibly lurking right outside the door terrified her. If this were a movie, the scary music should start building right now.
 
   What to do? Stay inside or go back to the car? She considered locking herself in one of the large cages in the back until the police arrived but decided not to.
 
   Suddenly one of her coworkers from last summer, Chester Tull, bounded into the lobby with a cart, several buckets of water, towels, and a mop.
 
   Chester’s sudden entrance startled Norma, but, from the look on his face, he was even more startled. He stood nervously in front of her, noticeably trembling with his mouth open like a little boy who had just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.
 
   She smiled at the mentally challenged teen that did odd jobs around the park when she had worked here for two summers in the past.
 
   He stood shifting from one foot to the other like he had to pee badly and couldn't think of what to say.
 
   Norma cracked the ice by saying, ”I guess you know twelve people have been attacked and killed by wild animals. The police are all over the place down by the road, plus all over the parking lot, the woods, and the lake. You should stay in the office until someone arrives. Be sure you don’t forget and go outside by mistake.”
 
   She could see his eyes processing what she had just said about the people who were dead. For some reason he didn’t seem concerned at all that wild animals were running around Mount Glory killing people and eating them. He would probably have had the same reaction if she’d said, “Hey, Chester. Whoppers are half price this week at Burger King.”
 
   “You didn’t forget to leave any of the cages open last night, did you, Chester?”
 
   He shook his head adamantly. “I never left no cages open,” he said excitedly. “I fed all our big cats this morning. It wasn’t none of them that done this.”
 
   Norma didn’t know what to make of the way Chester was acting and took a seat on a chair along the wall. “Where are the employees who came to work this morning? They clocked in, but never clocked out.”
 
   “I don’t know, Norma. I’ve been so busy moppin’ and doin’ my chores, I don’t know when they left. Maybe they found out about the dead people and left in a hurry.”
 
   All of them? she thought. She didn’t see the point in asking any more questions, since Chester didn’t have a clue about anything. And then she remembered. “Did you know the phones are out?”
 
   Without hesitation he said, “They were on the blink when I got here this morning. I don’t know why. I guess the phone company is workin’ on it.”
 
   “I’m glad it wasn’t the Treasure Trove Zoo animals that killed those people,” Norma said, picking up the morning paper. Then, pausing, she felt a little like Columbo when she continued, “Why did they close today anyway?”
 
   “Goliath …” Chester stopped short and, after a beat, reconsidered his response. “Shit backed up in the men's room. It was a terrible mess. We couldn’t let anyone inside to buy tickets.”
 
   It was obvious Chester wanted to get the hell away from her and her questions, but she asked anyway, “Oh, one more thing. Did you speak with an Officer Logan this morning? He came into the lobby about an hour ago.”
 
   “No, Norma. I ain't seen no policeman around here today. Hey, I can’t talk now. I need to take care of my chores if we’re gonna open tomorrow. Nice to see you.” Chester pushed the cart down the hall in the direction of the rooms with the cages.
 
   Norma shook her head and wondered what was wrong with him. He was acting even stranger than usual. He had worked at the zoo for years. He was mostly a gopher, except for his main job, which was feeding the big cats and cleaning their cages. She thought Chester had mentioned Goliath when she had asked about why they had closed the park, but she wasn't sure.
 
   Goliath was a huge tiger the zoo had acquired the year she had started. If there were any monsters, other than the ones in the movies, Goliath was one of them. The enormous predator was by far the most ferocious beast she had been close to … standing outside his cage, of course. He weighed almost seven hundred pounds, and his teeth and claws made the ones the monster in the ice had look puny.
 
   Even if the monster in the lake had been real, if it had met Goliath on some Indian plain, she was convinced the tiger would be the victor with one claw tied behind him. Norma shivered to think of a poor antelope in the clutches of such a savage beast.
 
   Through the window, she saw her parents’ station wagon pulling alongside the arena and approaching the entrance to the zoo. Norma didn’t want to go outside, but she had to warn her parents not to get out of their vehicle. Why hadn’t the police stopped them when they had first pulled in?
 
   Norma ran through the hall to the side entrance and cracked open the door. The opening was too narrow to see anything outside so she opened it wider until she could see her parents approaching the guest parking lot.
 
   Then she heard a phone ringing outside, to the right, behind her. She stepped on the porch and cautiously inched forward toward the sound. In a pile of leaves a few yards away, Norma saw a stew of body parts and a partial torso lying in a pool of blood. There among the remains, she saw a phone in the palm of a severed hand still ringing. A police officer’s badge dangled from a piece of a bloody uniform. Beyond that, she saw part of a shredded head too gruesome to identify. Norma was reeling from the horror that the beast had probably killed Logan, but she had to think of her parents now.
 
   Her parents saw her standing at the side door and pulled into a parking space not far away. Suddenly Norma heard an engine roar to life. From out of nowhere, the massive machine—with the octopuslike arms she'd seen before—moved quickly from behind the building with Chester at the controls.
 
   With deadly force, the enormous bucket arm slammed down on the roof of her parents’ station wagon, crushing the frame of the car and exploding all four tires with one devastating downward stroke. Norma watched in horror as the bucket of the metal monster came down again and again. With each crushing blow, the vehicle sunk lower and lower until it was only a flattened block of metal, rubber, and broken glass.
 
   Norma stood riveted in her tracks, spellbound at the horror taking place before her eyes. Her face was a mask of unbridled hatred, debilitating remorse, and bitter tears, as she stood transfixed on the landing outside the side entrance. Ralph and Rita, the zoo’s two leopards, appeared like phantoms from the trees behind the wreckage of her parents’ station wagon, trying to get at their mangled bodies inside.
 
   Chester quickly turned the killing machine in her direction. In a flash, two more tentacles of the hellish thing shot past her face, barely missing her nose.
 
   From the corner of her eye, Norma saw the monstrous girth of Goliath rushing toward her like a runaway train. His enormous frame, moving across the sun in front of her, reminded her of a solar eclipse. All she could see was a mouthful of teeth and his raging claws as she reopened the door and rushed back inside.
 
   Just as she slammed the steel door behind her, she felt the earth move from the impact of the onrushing carnivore. Norma had no idea how the door, or even the wall, had withstood the seven-hundred-pound collision that rattled the fillings in her teeth. Ignoring the danger Chester might pose, she ran deeper into the interior as the sound of claws tearing at the exterior door chilled her to the bone.
 
   Goliath’s sudden attack hadn’t allowed Norma to fully get her mind around the fact that her parents were dead, killed by Chester—that unfortunate, mentally challenged dweeb she had always pitied but had always treated with respect. Why had he committed such an unimaginable act of cold-blooded murder against people who had always been kind to him?
 
   She remembered that other time Chester had forgotten to lock the cages after he had fed the big cats. That would have been another disaster, just like today, if Goliath’s trainer, Atlas, a truly scary bastard, had not risked his life to draw the animals back to their cages. Unfortunately, as it turned out, Atlas was the only one who didn’t escape unscathed. Goliath had taken his arm but, for some reason, had left it at that.
 
   The muscle-bound trainer, who was as wide as he was tall, had filed a workman’s comp claim for five million dollars but had ended up not getting a dime because of a technicality. The zoo administrators tried to fire him for appealing the claim repeatedly, but finally an onslaught of negative public opinion caused them to let him keep his job. A large percentage of Mount Glory citizens threatened to boycott the zoo forever if the administrators fired the town hero. What a legal fiasco it had been for over a year.
 
   Had Chester left the enclosure door open again? It certainly seemed that way. Goliath, Ralph, and Rita were outside right now. If they had escaped, then the three lions must be prowling about as well. It was staggering to think of how many more people might be slaughtered if six big cats were loose in Mount Glory.
 
   Why else would Chester go ballistic and start killing people? He must have left the door open last night, and now he was probably trying to prevent the police from killing his precious animals due to his forgetfulness. There was no telling what was going through his warped mind at this point.
 
   She had no idea how many more people had died so far, but she did know that she didn't want to be one of them. She had to find a safe place to stay until the police arrived. “The police!” she thought. Norma pulled out her phone and punched in 9-1-1. She stared at the blank screen. “Shit,” she screamed when she remembered trying her phone while in the cruiser and finding it dead. How could she have forgotten? Was she losing it?
 
   She saw the desk phone and picked it up. It was still dead. Had Chester cut the telephone lines too?
 
   Certainly someone would come soon to find out why Logan had not called in. She had to find somewhere to hide until then. What to do? Should she lock herself in one of the cages in the medical wing until the police finally arrived? It was risky. She’d be a sitting duck in the cage if Chester had a weapon. She remembered seeing Logan’s gun on the ground outside, but she was too scared to go get it.
 
   Where was Chester now? Was he getting ready to launch another attack?
 
   On her way to the medical wing, she tried to locate a weapon she could use to defend herself but couldn't find one. Chester had killed her parents, but was he responsible for everything that happened today? Somehow, knowing Chester, it didn’t seem possible.
 
   Where was Atlas, Goliath’s trainer? Did the animals get him too? Wait … Did Atlas somehow convince Chester to help him get some payback for not being compensated for the loss of his arm? Chester loved the big cats and was gullible enough to do whatever Atlas said was necessary to keep them from harm’s way.
 
   Suddenly Norma remembered how Chester had mentioned Goliath, when she’d asked Chester about why the park was closed. Was that what he’d said? She still wasn't sure.
 
   When she opened the door to the medical wing, she found Chester sitting at a desk in front of the cages. He held a stainless steel hatchet in his right hand. Chester continued to stare into space and didn't move a muscle as she stood in the doorway, boiling over with hatred, yet apprehensive at what he planned to do with the hatchet.
 
   Unable to control her anger any longer, she started screaming at him, tears streaming down her face. “Why did you kill my parents, and where are the seven employees who came to work this morning? Did the animals get them too?”
 
   He looked up at her and, with no expression, said, “They're all dead. I put poison in their coffee. It was easy. I volunteered to go for takeout at McDonald's. When I came back, I stopped in the employee lounge and put some insecticide in each cup. Harry ordered orange juice instead of coffee, but the poison still worked just fine.”
 
   “Why did you do such a horrible thing? Did Atlas tell you to do it?”
 
   “You were right. I forgot to close the door to the enclosure last night. When the movie people came this mornin’, the big cats musta caught ’em by surprise as they got out of their van. When I came at eight, I saw pieces of ’em scattered all over the back lot.”
 
   “Who was the man down by the road?”
 
   Chester continued with the same emotionless tone, still smiling like nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. “One of ’em got away. He almost made it to Springfield Avenue when Goliath caught him. You shoulda seen the way  tore him up. It was awful.”
 
   Norma shuddered at the thought, knowing what Goliath could do to a side of beef. Chester stopped smiling, bit his lip nervously, and continued. “Atlas said, if I wanted to save the animals, I had to get rid of the bodies. He said we couldn’t let the police ID the man right away ’cause they’d know he came from over here. He handed me a chainsaw and told me to saw off what was left of the head and the hands. I was trying to dispose of the rest when Rita smelled the blood and dragged it away from me. I barely escaped with my life. Before I got back to get it, the police found it.”
 
   “Chester, you'll never get away with this.”
 
   He looked at her, and, with new resolve and a devilish grin, he said, “If the zoo stays closed one more day, I might.”
 
   “What do you mean? What difference would that make?”
 
   “I cleaned up the pieces Goliath and the leopards didn't eat, and fed the leftovers to the wolves, the hogs, and the coyotes. There ain’t no trace of their bodies now. All I gotta do is get rid of you and the station wagon, and I’m home free.”
 
   Norma looked into his cold eyes and saw them fix on her. She knew what was coming and retreated into the main lobby.
 
   She quickly raced behind the glass enclosure containing Mogambo as Chester came barreling after her with the hatchet. With no hesitation, Norma unlatched the glass door on top of the python’s cage, and, taking the door in both hands, she twisted it off its hinges.
 
   As Chester bounded toward her with the weapon poised to strike, Norma swung the glass door with all her might into him. Chester threw up his arms to protect himself, and the heavy glass striking his elbow sent the hatchet skittering across the floor. While he writhed in pain from the blow, Mogambo slithered through the cage opening on top and onto the floor.
 
   Norma wasted no time running through the employee lounge, the timecard room, and the exit door to the outside. Rita and Ralph were still clawing at the side window of her parents’ station wagon. She heard the roar of a helicopter overhead and saw the flashing lights of several police cruisers speeding from Springfield Avenue into the Arena parking lot. In the sky, a man in a black uniform in the chopper pointed a rifle in her direction as the aircraft descended rapidly onto the asphalt.
 
   She didn't hear the maniacal screaming of Chester advancing toward her with the hatchet poised above his head to strike. Nor did she see his body contort in a final death dance as an automatic weapon peppered him with a barrage of bullets from the helicopter. Turning, she only saw Chester’s blood-soaked body slumping to the ground, and the frightened leopards running deeper into the woods behind the zoo.
 
   Mason parked behind the monster machine and Norma's parents’ battered car. Grabbing his phone as he got out of his Crown Vic, he  punched in some numbers. When the person answered, Norma heard him request the EMTs to come on the double to the Treasure Trove Zoo parking lot. Putting away his phone, he turned toward her and said with a sheepish grin, “Do you still think we're looking for a monster?”
 
   Norma threw her arms around him and began to cry. Mason didn’t understand why she was so distraught until she told him about her parents. After a lengthy period of heavy sobbing, she regained her composure enough to tell Mason what had happened. “Chester Tull forgot to close the gate when he fed the big cats last night.” She paused to sniffle into a handkerchief Mason had given her and then continued. “When the people making the movie got out of their van, Goliath, a huge tiger that weighs over seven hundred pounds, and two leopards ate them for breakfast.”
 
   “How many of them were there?” Mason asked, shaking his head in disbelief.
 
   “I believe there were five. One made it all the way across the parking lot before one of the cats got to him. He’s the one they found near the highway.”
 
   “What happened to his head and his hands?”
 
   “Chester told me he chain-sawed them off, trying to keep the police from identifying him.”
 
   “What a lamebrain,” Mason barked.
 
   “Chester was actually mentally challenged,” Norma explained.
 
   “I'll say,” Mason growled. “And where is he now?”
 
   “A policeman shot him from the chopper when he tried to kill me with a hatchet.”
 
   “Where are all the animals?”
 
   “I guess they’re running loose in the neighborhood.” Norma started to sob again.
 
   Someone screamed from behind the building. Mason pulled out his phone and told his partner, now standing beside him, “Alert the others that dangerous wild animals—tigers, lions, and leopards—have escaped from the Treasure Trove Zoo. Get the animal control people down here ASAP. Until then, shoot to kill any animal you come upon.”
 
   Norma was extremely sad to think Chester’s forgetfulness might lead to the deaths of all the big cats at the zoo.
 
   A rescue squad vehicle sped across the parking lot and pulled up beside Mason's Crown Vic. The officer escorted Norma away from her parents’ station wagon as several firefighters proceeded to lift the wreckage onto a flatbed truck with a derrick and crane. Norma noticed several police officers combing the area with rifles.
 
   “Is there anything else you can tell me before you leave? Your grandparents are waiting to take you home,” Mason said grimly.
 
   “Actually there are a few more things you should know,” Norma replied and then blew her nose.
 
   “What might they be?” Mason said, withdrawing a notebook.
 
   “Chester poisoned the Treasure Trove Zoo employees who showed up for work this morning, hacked them up, and fed them to the wolves, the hogs, and the coyotes.”
 
   “You’re shittin’ me,” Mason groaned.
 
   “I wish I were,” Norma replied. “He thought, by closing the zoo today and tomorrow, it would give the animals time to eat up all the evidence. He probably never got around to picking up all the body parts of the movie crew for fear he would be attacked himself. I don't know which employees came to work today, but I probably know some of them, since I worked here for two summers.”
 
   Mason called to the EMT driver who was about to pull away. “You might tell whoever needs to know there may be people coming into the emergency room who have been attacked by a lion or a tiger. Several have escaped from Treasure Trove Zoo.”
 
   “Wow, we’ve never had anything like this before,” the driver said excitedly. “I'll tell the powers that be.”
 
   Mason’s partner put down his phone and reported, “We contacted the animal rescue people, and they're on their way. I called the precinct. They're sending some high-powered rifles they say would bring down a dinosaur.”
 
   By the end of the day, Mogambo was back in his tank, and Ralph and Rita were back in their enclosures, chewing on slabs of raw meat like nothing had happened. One lion named Tarzan seemed lonely as he gobbled up his slab of some kind of mystery meat in his cage. The police had wounded the male and female lions that shared  enclosure, and later, mercifully, had put them down.
 
   The next morning, the headline on the front page of The Gazette read Goliath at Large in Mount Glory. A picture of an enormous tiger that would make Stephen King shudder was below the headline. For the rest of the week, everyone in the community thought twice about stepping foot from their car onto the sidewalk. The stores on Main Street were all but deserted. The fast-food restaurants had an occasional straggler who came off the interstate not knowing about Goliath. The schools closed, and no commuters waited along Springfield Avenue for the bus to pick them up.
 
   Finally, after one week, people started returning to their routines. Life had to go on, in spite of the possibility Goliath might emerge from hiding and slaughter someone. But, during that time, police officers patrolled the area day and night, armed with their high-powered firearms. People walking outside were the exception, not the rule.
 
   After another month passed without consequence, the search for the tiger ended, and everything returned to normal. Small children frolicked in the schoolyards and in the parks. New York–bound commuters stood in long lines along Springfield Avenue, waiting for the bus.
 
   Norma tried not to think about that horrible day at Treasure Trove Zoo, but the nightmare would haunt her for the rest of her life.
 
   * * *
 
   Ten years later, while sightseeing for three days in the nation's capital with her husband and three children, Norma’s oldest child, Aidan, begged her to go with them to the National Zoo on their final day. They hired a babysitter, recommended by the hotel, to care for four-year-old Brian, who had a slight fever, while they were gone. 
 
   Because of her Treasure Trove Zoo experience, seeing wild animals was not Norma's favorite thing to do, but, because her kids wanted to seen animals up close, she relented. Everything began as another wonderful day in Washington, D.C. The cherry blossoms were blooming, and the weather was perfect for a family outing. After having lunch at a hot dog stand, they came to a huge tiger enclosure. One of the tigers was lying in the sun not far from the row of steel bars along the viewing area as Norma and her family approached. As soon as she saw the massive beast, she stood transfixed as memories of that terrible day long ago painfully returned. She saw the bloody body parts of Logan strewn about the leaves and the phone ringing in his severed hand. She shuddered and closed her eyes, trying to erase the gut-wrenching images from her thoughts.
 
   When she finally started to return to the present and opened her eyes, the huge tiger that had been lying in the sun had moved menacing close and now stood staring at her only a few feet inside the bars.
 
   Todd, her husband, raced to her side, grabbed her, and pulled her away, shouting at her like a child. “Norma, you were standing too close. Didn’t you see that tiger coming right at you? If I didn't know better, I’d think he knows you somehow.” Todd’s expression softened as he leaned forward and kissed her. “Could you have been a female tiger in another life?” he said in jest.
 
   “Sorry, darling, I was just lost in a daydream for a moment.”
 
   “Are you okay? You've got goose bumps all over your arms, and your lip is trembling.”
 
   “I'm okay. Check on the kids, will you?”
 
   As Norma looked into the tiger’s cold, deadly eyes, she knew she had seen them before at Treasure Trove Zoo. There was no doubt in her mind. It was Goliath. And then another face from the past surfaced in the tiger’s feeding area.
 
   A short muscular man, who seemed as wide as he was tall, with only one arm, shouted, “Come and get it.”
 
   All three tigers meandered toward the man Norma knew as Atlas, the animal trainer who had disappeared that fateful day when her parents had been murdered. The authorities thought he might have been another victim of the animal attacks but had no conclusive evidence to confirm it.
 
   She watched him as he pitched meat onto the ground in the cordoned-off area. Norma would never forget the day Goliath had attacked Atlas and had taken his arm. She’d never seen so much blood.
 
   Suddenly the thought struck her that the trainer may have purposely taken Goliath to sell him to a zoo in another city. Could he have left the cage door open to create a diversion? A tiger like Goliath would probably cost more than $20,000. Would Atlas have orchestrated the whole sordid affair that ended up killing seventeen people and two lions for such a measly sum, or was it solely to get revenge for the loss of his arm? The zoo had been closed for almost a month, and attendance had been extremely poor for months afterward. In fact, there was a rumor the zoo was going bankrupt, but that never came to pass.
 
   A cold shiver ran up her spine as her eyes focused, and she found herself staring into the creepy eyes of Atlas. When he realized she had recognized him, he tipped his hat and gave her a big gapped-toothed grin. Then he pointed to her husband and her two children standing right beside her, drew the finger of his one hand across his throat, and grinned even more broadly. Norma was thankful Todd and the children had focused on the monkey cage and didn’t see him.
 
   She looked toward Todd and her precious children as the red-faced, muscle-bound piece of shit continued to leer at her and point his imaginary gun at the people she loved most in the world. She stood paralyzed with fear at the blatant threat. Finally she turned toward her family and quickly ushered them away. She felt the hungry eyes of the tiger and the horrid trainer following her every step as she and her family got farther and farther away.
 
   They stayed awhile longer, but, after Norma complained of a terrible migraine, they chose to return to the hotel. During the fifteen-minute cab ride, Norma remained silent and decided not to mention Atlas or Goliath to Todd. She feared that his damn-the-torpedoes attitude to do the right thing regardless of the consequences might be foolhardy for all of them. She could see him picking up the phone and blowing the whistle on Atlas, even though he didn’t have a shred of evidence to back it up. She wondered if Atlas was following them to the hotel. He’d had all the time in the world since it had taken so long for them to hail a taxi.
 
   When they finally arrived back in their room and the babysitter had left, Todd, with an unhappy expression, asked, "What was that all about? We'd only arrived at the zoo when you wanted to leave. I have the uncanny feeling you made up that migraine after we saw the tiger. Am I right, darling?”
 
   “You saw the huge tiger coming toward me at the fence when I was daydreaming?”
 
   “Yes, I couldn't believe you just stood that close to the bars, only inches away from the god-awful thing.”
 
   Norma was surprised when she heard herself blurt out, “It was Goliath, the tiger who disappeared the day my parents and all those people were killed.”
 
   “Goliath? That was ten years ago. How can you be sure it was him after all this time?”
 
   “Trust me, I'd know him anywhere. And what's worse, Atlas, his trainer from Treasure Trove Zoo, is here with him, and he threatened me.”
 
   “He threatened you? I didn't see anyone near you when you were standing by the fence.”
 
   “He didn't approach me, but he sent me a message about what he would do if I called the police.”
 
   “What was the message?”
 
   Norma drew her finger across her neck and, pointing toward her precious children, she pulled the trigger on an imaginary gun.
 
   “The bastard. We can't let him threaten us, and we can’t let him get away with murdering all those people. You always said he was the one who must have orchestrated the whole fiasco at the zoo.”
 
   “You should've seen the grin on his face, darling. It made my blood run cold.”
 
   “He won't be so bold when he's behind bars for the rest of his life,” Todd ranted, just the way Norma thought he would.
 
   “Please! Do you think there would be enough evidence to even have a trial? I don't know for sure he really did it. I have no idea what his motive might have been, unless it was about the Workmen's Comp claim or to get even with the zoo’s management. If we bring in the authorities, and they can't convict him, he's sure to come after us.”
 
   “Why not call the lead investigator? What was his name? Mason—that was it. See what he says. If he doesn't think there's enough evidence to convict him, we'll drop it. Call Mason.”
 
   “Christ, Todd, it's been ten years. He may be retired by now.”
 
   “I saw his picture in the paper. He didn’t look that old to me. You'll regret not pursuing this for the rest of your life if you don't call. I guarantee it,” Todd said self-righteously.
 
   Norma knew she wouldn’t hear the end of this, so, against her better judgment, she searched via Google for the number, picked up the phone, and called. The dispatcher answered, "Mount Glory Police Department."
 
   “I'd like to speak to Lieutenant Mason. It’s been a long time since we talked. I hope he’s still active.”
 
   After a lengthy hesitation and an audible exhale, the dispatcher replied, “I'm sorry to be the one to tell you that Mason was the victim of an animal attack some years ago, and he died from his injuries.”
 
   “I'm sorry, sir. I think you're mistaken. Mason did serve as the lead investigator on the massacre at Treasure Trove Zoo, and you’re right quite a few officers were killed that day, but he wasn't one of them.”
 
   After another pause, the dispatcher continued, “You're right, ma’am. He wasn't killed that day. What did you say your name was?”
 
   “Norma Blaine. I was Norma Osgood when it happened.”
 
   “Aren’t you the one who said she saw a monster in the lake?”
 
   Norma's face reddened as she confessed, “Yes, I'm the one. I know, monsters only exist in the movies. I learned a valuable lesson that day.”
 
   "We all had a big laugh at your expense for days, maybe even weeks,” the officer said. “Listen, I knew Mason well, and I'm sorry to say I know he's really dead. You won't believe this, but, about two years ago, he went to Chicago on a new lead he had on the incident at Treasure Trove Zoo. The very day he arrived, a tiger that had escaped from the zoo there attacked and killed him in a park. Can you believe how weird a coincidence that is? And, just like at Mount Glory, the tiger was never found.”
 
   A chill ran up Norma's spine as she digested what the dispatcher had told her.
 
   “Jake Robbins, Mason's partner at the time, is here. Would you like to speak with him?”
 
   Norma hesitated and finally said, "No, not right now. Thanks for the information. I'm sorry to hear about Mason. He was a good cop.” Norma hung up the phone and went to the window overlooking the street below.
 
   “What did he say?” Todd asked.
 
   Norma pulled back the curtain, and, looking down, she saw the red-faced, muscular trainer sitting on a bench across the street staring up at her. He wore a T-shirt with a picture of a Bengal tiger sporting a mouthful of sharp teeth.
 
   When Atlas saw her returning his stare, he lifted his right hand upward and pointed the finger of his imaginary gun in her direction.
 
   Norma retreated inside and closed the curtain. Trying not to appear upset, she decided not to say anything to Todd about Atlas watching their room from below. She knew Todd would call the police if she told him Atlas had followed them back to the hotel.
 
   She went to the minibar, took out two miniature bottles of tequila, and poured both of them into one of the glasses on the credenza. She took a sip and sat down on the sofa. She knew her next course of action could be one of the most important decisions of her life.
 
   She watched her precious children playing a video game nearby on their Xbox, and she took another drink of the tequila. She wished she had some ice, some salt, and a slice of lime, but that was the least of her problems right now. Would Atlas be coming for her at some point now that he knew where she was staying, or was he just trying to put the fear of God in her if she was thinking of calling the police? Why else would he be sitting on a bench directly in front of her room so she could see him? Sitting there made no sense, unless he just hadn’t decided what he wanted to do. After all, he had no way of knowing if she had called the police or not.
 
   She sat still pondering the same questions unanswered from all those years ago. If only she had not gone skating on that Saturday morning, her parents would surely still be alive and enjoying their grandchildren. It’s funny how being at the right place at the right time can place the winning lottery ticket in your hand, and, just as easily, in the next split second, you can turn your head and get creamed by a speeding taxi as you step from the curb.
 
   Life is a series of narrow escapes and random collisions. She recalled falling asleep at the wheel while driving on a two-lane highway in Alabama. She awoke on that night, driving in her subconscious at fifteen miles an hour with twenty cars behind her who couldn’t pass because of the eighteen-wheelers booming by. If she had wandered into the left lane, her life would’ve probably ended that night.
 
   She also recalled what her uncle had told her about her grandfather asking her dear old grandma if anything was coming before he pulled into the road without looking himself. Her uncle in the backseat remembered clearly, she said, “Go ahead,” and Grandpa pulled in front of a dump truck, and three of the four passengers were killed instantly because of that deadly miscommunication. Norma had an eerie feeling in the pit of her stomach as she pondered what to do about Atlas.
 
   From out of nowhere, Todd appeared and began to pace in front of her like a jungle cat in a cage. Finally he stopped short and stood looking at her with a big question-mark expression written all over his face. “Well, you know what has to be done, Norma.”
 
   “It's not that simple, Todd,” Norma said firmly. “Atlas is a mean son of a bitch. He never liked people, only his animals. I don't know if he was responsible for what happened that day or not.”
 
   “You said that Chester was too stupid to plan all that happened … that he had to be doing what someone else told him to do.”
 
   “A lot of scenarios went around in my mind about what happened, but nothing was ever conclusive. All I know is, I don't want to meet Atlas in a dark alley someday, particularly with you and the children. He's a maniac when he gets mad. I saw him take on a man twice his size once, and he made mincemeat out of him. The poor bastard who crossed him was in a wheelchair for almost a year.”
 
   “How can he harm us if he's in jail?”
 
   “Think, Todd. How many times have you seen a plea bargain on a million TV shows that allows someone to walk who was guilty of the crime? Even if he’s convicted, he won't be in jail forever, unless they can prove the deaths were premeditated.”
 
   A worried look creased Todd’s face, his rock-hard chin softened, and his steadfast resolve started to crumble.
 
   Norma could tell Todd was finally beginning to see the darker picture, and continued, “What if he gets out in five years? What if he isn't even convicted and something happens to Goliath because of us?”
 
   Todd scratched his head and said a lot more meekly, “So you want to let sleeping dogs lie?”
 
   “We're not talking about dogs, Todd. A tiger devoured Mason when he followed a lead on the case to Chicago.”
 
   “What?” he stammered. “Well, let's pack up right now and get the hell back to Mount Glory. I recommend we forget we ever saw the psycho.”
 
   Todd went to the minibar, poured two miniature bottles of Jack Daniel’s into a glass, and took a long pull. His face reddened, and his hand was visibly shaking.
 
   Good old Todd, Norma thought. A real American hero. She rose from the sofa a little unsteady on her feet and moved quickly toward the balcony. Pulling back the curtains a crack, she looked down at the empty bench across the street. Atlas was gone. She felt that cold chill creep up her spine again.
 
   She pulled the drawstring, and the drapes parted in the center. Opening the slider, she stepped quickly onto the balcony. Moving to the railing, she looked up and down the street for Atlas, but he was nowhere in sight.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Todd rise from the sofa and move toward the door to the outside hallway. After a beat, a sudden pang of apprehension gripped her as she turned toward him and saw him mouthing, “Did you call room service?”
 
   She saw a one-armed man in a white uniform pushing a food tray aside, revealing a black gun with an extra long barrel in his only hand. And like something from her worst nightmare, she saw the top of Todd’s head explode in a cloud of blood and gore. Two quick bursts sent her precious Cindy and Aidan to heaven as Atlas moved quickly toward her. This time with no trace of a smile, he lifted his good arm and pointed directly at her nose only ten feet away, the same as he’d done at the zoo and on the bench across the street. But this time, instead of his finger, he was pointing the big black gun with a hole in the barrel the size of Texas.
 
   One shot splattered Norma’s head all over the room.
 
   Atlas remembered how cute Norma had been when she had worked at Treasure Trove Zoo those two summers. Her tight little ass and perky little breasts were legendary, particularly when she wore that heart-shaped lime-colored top.
 
   The gun he'd brought today was even more powerful than the .44 Magnum which Dirty Harry used in the movies and had made a real mess. Using it to kill a human being was like shooting at a rabbit with a bazooka. He’d originally bought it for insurance in case one of the big cats became unruly and got that feral look in their eye. The bullwhip usually kept them in line, but twice it hadn't, and the gun had saved his life. Thank God, he’d never had to use it on Goliath.
 
   He didn't feel rushed since the silencer had deadened the sound of the shots inside the room. He removed the cash from the husband’s wallet and Norma’s purse. He didn’t bother with the credit cards, the jewelry, or the kids’ wallets. He wasn’t a thief.
 
   Suddenly he heard the pitiful cry of a little boy from the next room.
 
   “Mommy, I had an accident.”
 
   Atlas paused in his tracks, wondering who else might be in there. He’d only seen the four of them at the zoo.
 
   He moved stealthily toward the child’s voice with his gun at the ready. In the doorway of the bathroom in the adjoining hallway, a small boy clutched a black-and-orange stuffed tiger. The kid had a chocolate fingerprint on his shirt and a big wet stain on the front of his trousers.
 
   The little boy stared at Atlas’s one muscular arm with a mixture of wonder and surprise in his big innocent brown eyes.
 
   Atlas raised the gun and aimed it at the child’s head, but the little tiger the boy was holding gave him pause. The kid was only three or four. Did he really need to waste him like a bug on the sidewalk? Even a heartless bastard like himself had a limit to his level of unabashed depravity. He doubted the little pip-squeak would remember him at all.
 
   Atlas returned the gun to its place behind his back in his belt, made his way to the door, and slowly opened it. Peering into the hall, he saw nothing but a cart of bed sheets outside one of the rooms. He removed the sign Service Requested from the inside of the door handle and placed it on the handle outside.
 
   Eventually someone would see the sign and find the kid if he hadn't fallen from the balcony by then. Atlas thought about putting some sheets over the dead bodies, for the kid's sake, but decided not to take the time. He removed his room service uniform top and stuffed it inside his flannel shirt. Rechecking the hall and still seeing no one, he closed the door and headed for the elevators.
 
   * * *
 
   Twenty years later Atlas was a bitter man. Life had been hard after Goliath died long ago. He sorely missed him, but Samson, one of his cubs, had grown to full size and looked exactly like his dear old dad.
 
   Atlas continued to have run-ins with his superiors and had lost quite a few jobs in recent years. He hoped he could hold on to his current job without clobbering his boss until he was ready to leave. He only had a few months to go. As soon as he received his first Social Security check from Uncle Sam, he planned to retire as caretaker for the big cats at Zingling Brothers Traveling Show.
 
   Since Atlas had been around animals all his life, he thought he’d spend his golden years following the caravan from town to town. At least he would until the wheels of his motor home fell off or he became senile, whichever came first. As long as he could be close to Samson, he could be reasonably content. He had saved his money, and it took very little to buy food and put clothes on his back. Gas for the motor home was his biggest expense. 
 
   Standing in the long line to fill out papers to collect his Social Security had taken its toll on him today. He was exhausted, so he decided to go to bed early.
 
    It was summer, and since the air-conditioning in his motor home was barely working, he chose to sleep in one of the tents tonight. On most nights, the occasional growling of the tigers didn't usually keep him from falling asleep. But, tonight, the cats were raising such a ruckus, sleep did not come easily.
 
   About midnight, something aroused Atlas from a light snore. It was dark, and, at first, he couldn’t sense anything out of the ordinary. He sat up in his cot and listened.
 
   The cats were silent in their cages. Apparently they hadn't awakened him as he had first thought.
 
   Peering into the darkness, he saw a shadow move across the dull glow from the one streetlight on a pole outside his tent. “Who's there?” he called out. “What do you want?”
 
   His question was answered by a heavy dose of electricity to his midsection, which made the world that was already dark dissolve into total blackness. He heard a triumphant voice announce in his ear, “I’m your worst nightmare, asshole.”
 
   When Atlas awoke, sometime later, he found himself gagged and bound to the bars on the outside of the fifth tiger cage in a row of five cages. There were only four tigers in the show, and this fifth cage, closest to his tent, was empty.
 
   His head was swimming as he slowly regained consciousness. The flashlight that lay propped against a section of bars allowed him to see the enormous amount of duct tape wrapped in circles about his body, securing him to the cage.
 
   Someone had positioned a sheet of plywood with three circular openings against the other side of the bars, and had placed his one arm and two legs through them so they dangled inside the cage. His body was bound to the bars so tightly with duct tape he couldn’t move them, much less withdraw them. The rest of his body remained protected by the thick plywood.
 
   It didn’t take a genius to surmise what the perpetrator had planned for him later that night. Samson always loved a meaty snack, no matter what time of day or night it was. Atlas assumed the numbskull, who had devised this insidious plot, thought he would go through life as a paraplegic after his limbs were bitten off. In reality Atlas knew he would bleed out and be dead in seconds.
 
   Atlas wasn’t bouncing up and down in celebration that his demise would be quick, but he took comfort that he would not end up like the man he’d seen in Vegas between the Imperial Palace and the Holiday Casino many years ago. That poor devil rolled around on a board with wheels, selling pencils, with no arms and legs, on days so hot, an egg would fry on the sidewalk.
 
   “Hey, Atlas, you had a nice nap,” said the stranger.
 
   His upbeat yuppie voice reminded Atlas of a politician.
 
   “My plane is leaving for Newark in three hours, and I'm glad we could have this little talk before I go.”
 
   “Other than a birdbrain, who are you?”
 
   The man ignored the remark and shot back, “Duh. Try to think of someone who might hold a grudge against you for something you did about twenty years ago. I’ll give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count.” The man chuckled annoyingly at his delivery of the cliché.
 
   Atlas glared at the shadow on the wall and tried not to snivel.
 
   The stranger continued, “I don’t think you’ll recognize my name, but I'm Brian Blaine. You slaughtered my mother, my father, my brother, and my sister when I was four years old. Does this ring any bells?”
 
   Atlas’s mind drifted back in time. He saw the little boy, who had pissed himself, with the stuffed tiger, calling for his mommie. Atlas had often wondered if he would regret not wasting the kid that day. It just goes to show you, he thought, sometimes it doesn’t pay to be nice. If he had blown the kid’s brains out, he wouldn't be in this predicament now.
 
   “Look, I remember what you’re talking about. I read about it in the papers. But what makes you think I did it? No one ever proved I was involved with the events at the zoo or the murder of your family. You must have been in diapers twenty years ago. Don’t tell me you remember a face you saw one time way back then.”
 
   “You’re right,” Brian said with the gusto of a master of ceremonies on a TV quiz show. “I don’t remember the face of the man at all.”
 
   “See! I told you. Turn me loose. I’m innocent, I tell you.”
 
   “Not so fast, Atlas. I don’t remember the face, that’s true. I was too busy staring at the man’s missing left arm. I’d never seen a man with only one arm, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the stump just hanging there. Do you know anyone who fits that description? Oh … what d’ya know?… You don’t have a left arm either, do you?”
 
   The man in the shadows began to laugh hysterically as if he had just heard the funniest joke of his life. Then he announced grandly, “I’m the judge, jury, and—well, not exactly—the executioner, and I find you guilty as charged.” He whacked Atlas across his shiny head with an ax handle and then laughed even louder when he saw a knot rising on Atlas’s scalp.
 
   Brian continued, “It took me a long time to even try to deal with the trauma of seeing all the people I loved lying in pools of blood with half their heads missing. It’s something you don’t forget easily, even at that age.”
 
   “It must have been terrible,” Atlas wheezed with a sneer. “Poor baby.”
 
   “And, as I got older, the nightmares grew even worse when I began to comprehend the savagery of what you did without a shred of remorse. You killed four human beings in a matter of seconds, as if you were stepping on a few ants on the sidewalk.”
 
   “I couldn’t stay. The police could have arrived at any second,” Atlas explained matter-of-factly to Brian’s deaf ears.
 
   “And after the shrink finally released me from the mental ward, it took a long time to track you down. I visited every zoo, circus, carnival, and freak show in the country until finally, last week, I found this two-bit shit hole they call a traveling show. What a joke. When I saw that big tiger on the billboard named Samson, I knew you’d be here.”
 
   “Hey, don’t I get any credit for not wasting you? After all, if I’d pulled the trigger then, I’d be enjoying my Social Security checks next month.”
 
   Brian swung the ax handle again in disgust, sending one of Atlas’s front teeth flying from his mouth.
 
   “Aren’t you going to plead for your life? Aren’t you going to tell me that you’re sorry, and how you’ve asked God to forgive you? I sure would like to hear a little groveling before I leave.”
 
   “I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction,” Atlas said with a sneer. “You’re going to kill me no matter what I say. Stop talking me to death and get on with it.”
 
   “Too bad. I really thought I would hear you beg,” Brian replied, moving into the light and giving him another hard whack across the head.
 
   Atlas absorbed the blow defiantly, but, when he saw the wild look in Brian’s eyes and now a knife in his hand, he gasped. “You’re crazy, aren’t you?”
 
   “I guess so, and, if I am, you’re to blame, asshole.”
 
   Brian reached through the bars, and, closing his eyes, he slit Atlas’s right arm with a long swipe of his knife.
 
   The brutish killer grimaced but didn’t cry out in pain.
 
   Brian did the same to both legs and felt all the wounds to make sure the blood was flowing freely. “I wish I could stay, but the sight of blood makes me queasy.”
 
   Atlas tried to think of something eloquent to say, but he couldn't think of anything. He heard the door creak open that separated the forth and fifth cages. Then a deep, guttural growl only a few feet away made him shit himself. He remembered how it had felt when Goliath had sunk his teeth into his arm and had torn away the flesh like a giant drumstick.
 
   Moments later a car engine started up in the parking lot. Atlas saw the headlights come on, then disappear into the darkness.
 
   Atlas had fed Samson a thousand times and had treated him pretty well except for an occasional swat of the bullwhip to show him who was boss.
 
   “Samson, it's me,” Atlas pleaded. “If you eat me, who's going to feed you tomorrow and the next day? I was a dear friend of your father. I took care of him ’til the day he died.”
 
   Samson looked quizzically at Atlas squirming against the bars, trying desperately to free himself from his bonds. He saw the blood gushing from his wounds into a pool below him, falling from his meaty biceps and succulent thighs protruding into the cage.
 
   “Nice Samson, be a good tiger. Go back to your cage. I’ll bring you an extra slab of meat in a little while when I’m free,” Atlas cooed, in his most soothing, tender, loving voice.
 
   But Samson didn't listen.
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   THE REFRIGERATOR
 
   Herman was tired of not having adequate room to store his beer in the refrigerator. Margaret, his wife, always had every available space filled with vegetables, fruit, mayonnaise, ketchup, jelly, fifteen kinds of salad dressing (he counted them), and God-knows-what was in all those damned plastic containers. Every time he bought a six-pack of Bud, he had to wedge in a few wherever he could find a nook or a cranny—whatever they are. To make matters worse, since the fridge had so much inside, his beer never seemed as cold as his next-door-neighbor’s brews.
 
   Enough of this nonsense, Herman thought. He would buy a separate refrigerator to keep his beer cold. That way he could get a case at a time rather than just a six-pack.
 
   Since he was a little short on cash from mowing lawns for Green as Grass Lawn Service, he thought a small used refrigerator would be just the ticket. He didn't need anything fancy; he would only use it to store his beer.
 
   He went to his ancient hulk of a computer, which took up so much room under his desk he barely had room for his legs. The monitor—with insides ten times bigger than current-day models—had a tiny screen. To make matters worse, he had to wait about five minutes for the computer to boot up each time he used it.
 
   Finally he logged on to craigslist.com and entered refrigerator in the search box. After thirty more seconds elapsed, the screen refreshed and a page of used refrigerator ads filled the fourteen-inch screen. Herman had to take out a magnifying glass to read the print. He hadn’t changed the prescription on his glasses since he had sat on them the day Michael Jackson died.
 
   Browsing down the list, he saw a small sixteen-cubic-foot Kenmore for $50. He called the number given, asked a few questions about the condition of the appliance, and got the address and the directions to the owner’s home.
 
   He didn't know why he had bothered asking questions since the answers were probably lies anyway. After all, who would say, “Yes, this Kenmore rattles the walls when the motor kicks in, and it doesn't cool worth a damn.” The only way to tell if it was worth buying was to go there and see it firsthand.
 
   Luckily Herman didn't have to use much gas to get to the location the owner gave him. It was in a trailer park only a few miles away from Porno Heaven, the place where Herman bought most of his skin mags. He thought of his wife, Margaret, driving twenty miles to save a quarter on a giant-size box of Tide at Sam's Place rather than buying it on sale at Giant one mile away. What a ridiculous thing to do, but he could never tell her anything.
 
   He followed the seller’s directions, and it wasn’t long until Herman turned into the trailer park. Several large dogs chased him as he threaded his truck deeper through rows of double-wides. By the time Herman found the address and pulled into the driveway, the dogs had given up on him. At least he didn’t see any lurking around the general vicinity. Taking no chances, he stepped cautiously from his truck.
 
   The trailer looked in good repair as he approached the side entrance. He rang the doorbell, which gave off a tinny chime.
 
   “Who's there?” called a man from within, with an elderly sounding voice.
 
   “Herman. I called about the refrigerator on craigslist.”
 
   “I don't know anything about a refrigerator. Scram, asshole! I don't want any bibles,” the old man shouted.
 
   Another voice interrupted, “It's okay, Gramps, I'll take care of it.” The door opened and a gangly young man walked down the two steps to the ground level to meet Herman. “I’m Larry,” he said cordially. “Hey, I’m sorry about the less-than-warm welcome. Gramps’s mind is not what it used to be.”
 
   “I heard that,” came the grumpy response from within the mobile home.
 
   “Step this way,” the young man said. “The fridge is out back.”
 
   Herman followed and immediately had a bad feeling when he saw an old storage shed in the backyard.
 
   The young man unlocked a padlock and opened the single door. There, just inside, was the Kenmore.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Herman said. “I need to see it in operation in order to buy it.”
 
   “Not a problem. It's operating perfectly right now,” the young man said.
 
   Herman looked down and saw an extension cord leading from a crack in the shed wall to an open window of the trailer.
 
   He hadn’t noticed it before, since it was covered by grass that needed mowing. The seller opened the door of the fridge, and there on one of the three shelves inside was a single can of Old Milwaukee beer. The young man grabbed it, and, handing it to Herman, he said, “I hope you're not a preacher or a man watching his weight.”
 
   Herman grinned and replied, “It's not my brand, but I drink a beer now and then.”
 
   The sun was hot, and the suds were ice-cold, the perfect combination to seal the deal.
 
   Herman withdrew his wallet, counted out two twenties and a ten, and handed them toward the young man.
 
   “Well,” he said, “I see you're a man of few words who knows what he wants when he sees it. However, before I take your money, I want to make this clear. The fridge works perfectly, as you can see, but, keep in mind, I'm selling it to you as is. There's no warranty. If it falls apart next week or even tomorrow, you can't return it. Do we still have a deal?”
 
   Herman replied sarcastically, “For fifty bucks, I never thought I could ask for the moon.”
 
   After drinking the rest of the Old Milwaukee, Herman crushed the can in his strong hand and tossed it into a garbage bin by the shed door. The seller and Herman carried the refrigerator to Herman's truck, and, after lifting it into the bed, they tied it down with some rope.
 
   As Herman drove away, his front wheel sank abruptly into a huge pothole and bounced back out. “Damn!” he screamed. “There goes my front end.”
 
   Three mangy Dobermans chased his truck almost to the county road before giving up. Finally Herman settled back and thought about how fantastic the Old Milwaukee beer had tasted. He wondered if he should buy a case for himself.
 
   Arriving home, Herman went next door and enlisted Homer Snodgrass to help move his new refrigerator into the garage. After positioning it just inside the door to the laundry room, Herman plugged in the power cord. Immediately he heard the motor start up and begin purring away. Herman offered Homer a beer from his main fridge as a reward for helping with the Kenmore and shot the shit with him for a few minutes until Herman could finally get rid of him.
 
   Herman loaded into his new fridge the two cases of Old Milwaukee he had bought on the way home and couldn't wait to have a cold one, like he'd had at the trailer park earlier.
 
   About six hours later that evening, he went to the garage to see if the beer was getting cold. He imagined it would be ice-cold by now.
 
   He opened the door of the Kenmore, grabbed a can, popped the top, and guzzled a long pull. The beer was lukewarm. It wasn't even close to cold. Damn, he thought. How long would it take the fridge to cool? He was a little concerned, but, after having the ice-cold beer at the trailer park, he believed the refrigerator would be fine once it cooled down.
 
   The next morning, he grabbed another beer from the Kenmore and took a healthy swig. The beer was cold, but nowhere near as cold as the Old Milwaukee he’d had yesterday.
 
   Suddenly a terrible thought crossed his mind. Could that young asshole have fooled him by placing an ice-cold beer in the fridge just before he arrived? He knew Herman was coming, and he knew how long it would take to get there from the directions Herman had been given.
 
   Herman thought of an expression he had learned before he had quit high school. Caveat emptor. He remembered it meant buyer beware. In his mind’s eye, he saw the two twenties and the ten flying into the wild blue yonder. For $250, he could have bought the fridge brand-new at Sears.
 
   Disgusted, he pulled his Dustbuster from the shelf on the garage wall. After applying the longest extension cord he had to the vacuum, he got down on his hands and knees, and peered under the unit. It looked extremely dirty down there, so he stuck the plastic wand into the metal rods underneath the fridge and turned on the power.
 
   As he moved it about the coils, he heard a substantial amount of debris being sucked into the vacuum. When he heard no more dirt being collected, he pulled out the Dustbuster and opened it up. The insides were filled with a pile of dust, miscellaneous trash, and a folded piece of paper.
 
   He sat back on his heels and unfolded the paper. He looked in wonder for several seconds at the name and address scrawled in blue ink. The refrigerator motor kicked off.
 
   As he stared at the words—Archibald Benson, 79 Cemetery Lane, Please help me!—Herman realized this was the name of a friend of his father’s, and the address was the dilapidated house where Benson had lived before dying in 1990. Herman remembered the year because it was the same year when it became legal for him to buy beer without a fake ID.
 
   Herman had been a pallbearer at the man’s funeral. Mr. Benson’s death was the talk of the neighborhood back then. While working at the dog food factory one day, the old man had slipped on a slick piece of intestine that had dropped from the gut wagon. As he slid forward, unable to stop himself, he inadvertently stuck his foot in the industrial meat grinder.
 
   The people who had witnessed what happened next talked about it for years. Old Mr. Benson’s thighbone became jammed in the blades while the rotors sucked his torso deeper into the machine. He was still alive and screaming without most of his legs for almost five minutes before someone found the key to shut off the machine. Despite using their plastic aprons as raincoats, everyone on the assembly line was drenched from the steady stream of blood gushing from Benson’s massive wounds.
 
   The old man was still alive when the in-house doctor finally used a chain saw to amputate his lower limbs to free his upper body from the blades. As several employees lifted what remained of Mr. Benson onto a table, the poor bastard—who miraculously had not yet bled out—somehow got his hands on the chain saw and jammed it into his mouth. Before you could say “Shit,” his head split into two pieces and flopped on the floor like the halves of a small watermelon.
 
   Herman shuddered just thinking about what it would've been like to witness such a horrible death. Ten women who worked on the assembly line with Benson fainted, one had a heart attack and died, and two others never came back to work after that day.
 
   After Benson died, his house and property fell into ruin. Herman's father had asked him to help with a project at the Benson house the day he died. That’s all Herman remembered of that fateful day. Apparently Herman had stepped on a rake in the front yard and was knocked unconscious and then taken to the emergency room. Even after he regained consciousness, he had no recollection of eighteen hours of that day. Some of the lost hours had occurred even before he had stepped on the rake. It was the only instance in his life where there was an unaccounted for space of time.
 
   After seeing the name and address on the piece of paper, Herman felt a creepy sensation of déjà vu on the back of his neck. He had always wondered what had happened at the Benson house that day, but the dark memory that hung over the place like a black cloud made him shy away. Now, after all these years, he wanted to see if the old house was still standing and if going there might finally unlock the mystery of what he was doing the day his father had died.
 
   As Herman pulled up in front of the old structure with broken windows and a sagging roofline, something about it stirred a forgotten page in his memory. And just like when he saw the name on the piece of paper, the same eerie feeling crept over him like a big furry spider crawling up the back of his neck.
 
   Along both sides of the street, he noticed a number of other houses badly in need of a coat of paint and a little tender loving care before they too might fall victim to the wrecking ball. The neighborhood was shabby, but none of the other houses appeared to be in the pitiful state of the old Benson house.
 
   Herman didn't see anyone outside in any of the nearby yards, but he felt a little uneasy that someone might wonder what he was doing here.
 
   As he approached the front door that stood ajar, he noticed someone had bricked over the access to the cellar from the outside. He wondered why anyone would do such a crazy thing. This wasn't tornado alley, but it wasn't uncommon for a twister to come roaring up the valley each year. The cellar would have been the perfect place to ride out a storm.
 
   As he followed the broken cement path to the yawning entry door, the foreboding black maw seemed to get a little wider with each step. Despite his trepidation he shoved open the heavy door and immediately heard a loud creak of protest from the rusty hinges that broke the silence of the neighborhood like cannon fire.
 
   He looked around and was surprised when there was not the slightest response to the enormously disturbing squeal—loud enough to wake the dead. Everything remained the same as it had been. Deathly quiet. Every door across the street remained closed; every window shade remained down and unmoving. Cautiously Herman stepped inside the ominous space of shadows and decay.
 
   Previous rains coming in from holes in the roof and broken windows had severely damaged the first floor in several sections. Only one window on the back wall remained unbroken. The stairs leading to the upper level were too scary to climb. One side of the steps sagged and part of the railing lay broken on the floor.
 
   Suddenly he heard the faint, plaintive cry of someone calling out from somewhere inside the house.
 
   “Help! Is someone there?”
 
   Herman responded at once, “I found your message. I’m here to rescue you. Where are you?”
 
   As Herman moved farther into the house to investigate, he found no one in the rooms on the first floor. When he heard the plea a second time, he didn’t think it came from upstairs. After placing his ear on the walls on all four sides of the main room, it was clear that the voice came from behind the brick wall in the kitchen. The very location where a stairway down to the basement would normally be located. The floor in front of this area had also been filled in with brick after the house had been built. The dust covering it confirmed that it had been done long ago.
 
   Something about touching the wall unlocked another page of memories as Herman ran his fingers across cold brick and mortar. When he heard the tapping and the creak of the stairs behind the wall, he was sure he’d been inside this house before, with his father. In fact, he had the uncanny feeling that he’d helped his father build the brick wall inside and the one added to the cellar entrance outside as well. If he had known why they had built them then, he still had no memory of it now. Yet he could feel the answers forming like words on the tip of his tongue.
 
   He heard another shout and more tapping. Herman picked up a rusted candelabra lying in the rubble at his feet. The tarnished brass fixture made to hold three candles was heavier than he'd thought as he struck the wall with it three times.
 
   Suddenly the shouting and the tapping ceased entirely. Whoever was there had heard him and was listening. Herman put his ear to the wall and heard the man behind it say, “The entrance is in the back. Hurry!”
 
   Herman rushed out the front door and scurried around toward the outside entrance to the cellar he’d seen before. The same brick used in the kitchen also had closed off the cellar entrance, but, in the center of the brick wall, he found a massive steel door one might find on a bank vault. It had a sophisticated lock with two dials that would require a safecracker to open without the combination. Herman scratched his head, walked down the driveway to remove his toolbox from his truck, and returned to the kitchen.
 
   Herman went to the place where he’d heard the man’s voice and discovered half a brick missing near the corner. Suddenly a bloodshot eyeball filled the opening and glared at him in shocked surprise.
 
   After a beat, a mouthful of abnormally pointed teeth replaced the eye, which clarified more details for Herman about his dark past and the lost eighteen hours.
 
   “I can’t get through the steel door on the outside entrance. I’m gonna have to pick away at this wall to get you out,” Herman explained.
 
   “Please hurry,” the stranger shrieked “I’ve been held prisoner behind this wall for years by a horrible man who tricked me into coming here.”
 
   Years? How could that be? Herman thought, and immediately decided the man must be delirious. “How long did you say?”
 
   The man hesitated and then seemed confused. “I lost track of time. I’d guess … at least five years.”
 
   “Five years?” Herman stammered. “Golly gee, what did you eat all that time? What did you drink?”
 
   After another lengthy pause, the stranger finally answered reluctantly, “My captor locked me in this cellar, which was set up as a bomb shelter, years ago. The stockpile of supplies got me through until recently, when they finally ran out. I had to resort to desperate measures to survive that I’d rather not go into.”
 
   “Relax, bub,” Herman said. “You can tell me all about it later over a burger and a cold beer.”
 
   “I’m so weak, please hurry. I fear that my next breath could be my last.”
 
   “Hang on. I’m gonna have to go back to my house to get what I need to take down enough wall so you can climb out. I’ll be gone a while, and then it’ll take some more time and a lot of hard work, but I can get you out.”
 
   Behind the wall the vampire smiled, revealing his long pointed canines. Finally, after years of waiting, someone had found the note he had left under the refrigerator the day Van Helsing and his son had caught him and then proceeded to wall him up in this loathsome place. The vampire had almost laughed out loud when he came to and saw the empty spot where the Kenmore used to be.
 
   Only a vampire who can live for all eternity could have survived all these years on rats, spiders, worms, and other disgusting creepy crawlies. He grimaced at the thought. He couldn’t explain to his rescuer how he had survived when no human being could have without making up the story about the bomb shelter. He couldn’t let this man see his corpselike skeletal frame until he could pounce on him. He couldn’t wait to feast on the blood of this hapless human in order for his superhuman powers to be restored. He longed to find Van Helsing’s brood and make them pay for what their father had put him through.
 
   An hour later, Herman returned and the pounding began.
 
   “Please hurry!” the vampire cried. “It’s a matter of life and death.”
 
   “Hold your britches, fella. I’m doing the best I can with what I have. This is damned hard work. You waited five years to be free. I guess you can tolerate another few hours.”
 
   The vampire said no more. He stood and watched as each brick loosened, then dislodged from its position in the wall, and eventually toppled to the floor inside. He pitched each one off the landing onto the basement floor to clear the way to freedom and to the ecstasy that awaited him.
 
   Finally the pounding stopped. It took a while for the mortar dust of Herman’s labor to settle. The vampire saw a rectangular section about half as big as a normal door become visible before him in the wall. He waited for the perfect moment to spring from the shadows upon the unsuspecting human.
 
   “I believe you should be able to crawl through the opening now,” Herman shouted.
 
   “I can't come out,” the vampire lied. “My feet are bound by chains to a block of stone. Can you come and break the chain with your chisel and hammer?” It was dark inside the house and the vampire couldn’t see Herman clearly through the opening. He waited in the shadows, not wanting to be seen himself.
 
   “Please hurry,” the vampire cried, as if he were in mortal pain. The anticipation of feeling the man's warm blood coursing through his veins was almost orgasmic. In seconds he would sink his teeth into his savior’s jugular and suck the life out of him. After this puny human, the world would be his feeding ground for all eternity.
 
   The vampire saw the shadow of the man he would have for dinner step ever closer. Then, like a nightmare, a bright light lit up the opening, allowing both Herman and the bloodsucker to see each other’s face clearly for the first time. The vampire saw the look of recognition in Herman’s eyes and the cruel smile on his lips. The bloodsucker also recognized Herman all too well. He was much younger, but, without any doubt, he was a descendant of his archenemy, Van Helsing. He could even be the son who’d helped his captor build the wall.
 
   “Curses,” the vampire shrieked, as a bucket of holy water drenched him, sapping every ounce of strength from his body.
 
   Herman Van Helsing rushed into the opening, wrapped a rope around the vampire’s upper torso, and dragged him into the kitchen, writhing in agony. Herman quickly produced a crucifix and held it in the middle of the vampire's forehead.
 
   The bloodsucker twisted his head from side to side in a desperate attempt to shake it off, but the excruciating pain and the stench of burning skin confirmed the cross was already deeply embedded in his flesh.
 
   Herman wasted no time plunging a wooden stake into the vampire’s black heart. After a slight pause to admire his handiwork, he dragged the vampire kicking and screaming out the front door and splayed the helpless creature on a broken slab of concrete in the full sun.
 
   Like dry kindling drenched in gasoline and ignited by a blowtorch, the vampire’s body exploded into flame and blackened like a side of overcooked bacon, shriveling into carbon before Herman’s eyes.
 
   Herman’s belly was heaving in and out under his low-slung Texas belt buckle when he sat down on the first step of the porch. He wanted a cold beer badly and knew he had a cooler full in the truck, but he needed to catch his breath first. He wasn’t used to so much exertion all at once; too many beers had taken their toll.
 
   He thought about how close he’d come to death at the hands of the vampire. If he had not regained his memory in time and had blundered into the basement without remembering what would really be down there, he’d have been a goner. Instead of going home for his tools, like he had told the bloodsucker, he went for his father’s vampire-fighting paraphernalia and had also stopped at the church for some holy water.
 
   Was coming here today a coincidence or an uncanny twist of fate? He knew some people believed in predestination, but he never did. Answering an ad on craigslist.com for a refrigerator that was in this very house years ago was mind-boggling enough. But suddenly remembering what had happened in that eighteen hours that was erased from his mind on that fateful day was probably more improbable than winning the Powerball lottery. From the moment that Herman had seen the Benson house, the memories lost so many years ago became clearer as the day wore on.
 
   He’d been helping his father build a brick wall to seal off the inside access to the basement so it could be used as a temporary prison to store vampires for an upcoming BB&B—beer, barbeque, and burning—party. This was an extravaganza that all the vampire hunters from miles around looked forward to every few months. Each of them would bring a covered dish, plus something to get wasted on, and have a high old time.
 
   Long ago the Benson house had been initially condemned by the town council, which his father had chaired at the time, and subsequently had been scheduled for demolition the following month. However, during the final inspection, his father had realized that the downtrodden neighborhood with so many vacant houses would be the perfect location for a long-term vampire storage facility.
 
   Once they had bricked-in the inside stairway to the basement and had installed a steel door on the outside access, the vampire hunters could herd in the bloodsuckers like cattle and lock the door so they couldn’t get out.
 
   Sometimes for laughs, Henry Jacobs and some of the boys would come during the day when the bloodsuckers slept in their coffins and take turns pulling out their incisors with pliers. Henry said a toothless vampire was the funniest thing he’d ever seen.
 
   Henry also made a necklace out of their canines, which he sold for $100. Each time the teeth grew back, the boys would have fun pulling them out again and making new necklaces. It must have hurt, because the vampires used to howl something awful.
 
   Herman remembered his father had asked him to mix mortar and carry bricks that day while his father had built the wall. Herman remembered seeing the Kenmore refrigerator sitting in the corner of the basement, but, instead of beer, the vampires who had lived here after Benson had died only stored blood in it to tide them over while his father was hunting and closing in on them. It was their food supply when they dared not venture out to seek fresh blood for fear his father and his followers would find their lair.
 
   Herman also remembered the three embalming tables in the corner of the basement where the vampires had collected blood from derelicts they had found passed out in the alleys along Shantytown. The basement of the Benson home was the very place where the vampires had strapped their victims to a table, severed an artery, and collected their blood in plastic bags that was then stored in the refrigerator. Afterward the vampires had carted the bodies of the homeless people to the landfill and had let the rats do the rest.
 
   Herman vaguely remembered his dad telling him that the small refrigerator would be great to have in their garage to store beer. He asked Herman to remind him to take it with them when they left. The vampire Herman just found must have hidden the note underneath the refrigerator after they had captured him.
 
   The last thing Herman remembered was mixing mortar in the front yard. The doctor at the hospital said Herman had apparently stepped on a rake and whacked himself upside the head. When he regained consciousness almost a day later in the emergency room, he had no memory of what had happened at the Benson house until today. He never got to speak with his father again since he had died from a massive heart attack in the waiting room.
 
   Herman wondered what had happened to the other vampire hunters after his father had died. Was the vampire he just killed the same one his father had locked in the basement? Had this bloodsucker stored human blood in the refrigerator Herman had just bought? Herman heard the faint refrain of the Disney song he hadn't heard for more than twenty years. He started to sing, “It's a small world after all. It's a small world after all.…
 
   He went to his truck and lifted a cooler from the bed, set it on the front porch, and sat next to it. He felt proud he’d rid the world of a vampire just like his father had done so long ago. Herman could still smell the burnt, putrid stench of the bloodsucker’s charred corpse in the yard as he grabbed an Old Milwaukee from the ice, pried off the top, and took a long pull.
 
   During the course of the afternoon, ten more beers took their toll on Herman, who almost achieved his goal of unconsciousness as the sun faded on the horizon. Finally he laid his head against the post holding up the porch and fell dead asleep.
 
   When he awoke, the sun had disappeared completely. He felt a little woozy when he opened his bleary eyes. He tried to stand but fell backward on his butt. The night was as quiet as a tomb. The half-moon was high in the sky.
 
   He looked at the houses across the street that appeared as vacant as they had all those years ago. There was not one light on in any of them. He remembered his father had said that this whole neighborhood was crawling with vampires.
 
   Even in his current state, he knew vampires prowled for blood when the sun goes down. He wondered where he’d stashed his wooden stakes and other vampire-combating paraphernalia as the feeling of that big furry spider crept up the back of his neck again.
 
   Then he noticed the shadows around him moving closer. The pale faces of at least ten bloodsuckers surrounded him like a giant web. Their ravenous eyes and their pointed teeth glistened in the moonlight.
 
   Was buying that refrigerator from craigslist.com a weird coincidence or a twist of fate? He saw a gangly young vampire who reminded him of the asshole who had sold him the refrigerator, but he thought it must be just his imagination.
 
   One of his father's favorite sayings, which Herman now modified slightly, crossed his inebriated mind. "Sometimes you get the vampire, and sometimes the vampire gets you.”
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   FINE PRINT
 
   Brad Plimpton had been surfing the web for hours. The clock read 3:00 a.m. He’d been searching for a new game for several days that interested him without success. Could it be that just like CGI effects in the movies, he'd seen it all, and there was nothing left to get excited about?
 
   He was about to go to bed when “VIGILANTE” appeared in the list of games in the search engine. He couldn’t believe it. He had never seen this game in the list before. It had to be new since he searched the web daily. He went to site and quickly registered. As usual, he ignored the ton of fine print that would've taken an hour to read and simply agreed to it, verified his email address, and finally, signed in.
 
   He selected clownatmidnight, one of his story titles for his user ID. He thought it would make the other players sit up and take notice. When he entered the chat room, he found five other players already there. He was surprised that except for benny383, the other participants had really neat user names. There was rockhardDick, velvetcage, moonwolf, and pardonmydrool.
 
   Benny383 typed, “Clownatmidnight, thanks for the join. We just finished game. About to start another. Want to pick next victim?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “No,” Brad typed immediately, “Want to lurk first. Test waters.”
 
   Benny 383: “Everyone in chat room must participate when we play a game. Even newbies. Need six active players. U are six.”
 
   Brad thought the game looked interesting and wanted to know how the participants selected a victim, so he reluctantly responded, “Ok. I’ll wing it. Remember, I’m new.”
 
   RockhardDick: “Clown, What asshole needs elimination from gene pool?” 
 
   Brad pondered for a moment and to clarify wrote: "A real person?”
 
   Velvetcage: “Always real people. Virtual sucks. Real is more fun when J J E.”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “J J E?”
 
   Velvetcage: “Judge, jury, executioner!”
 
   A lot of questions arose in his mind from this post. Brad knew then he should have read the fine print. However, he didn’t have to think very long about whom he would nominate as the most hated person he’d ever known. He didn’t know where this game was heading, but what the hell, he knew one scum of the earth asshole if there ever was one. He wrote: “The world would be better without Bill Williams.”
 
   RockhardDick: “Why so?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “Born with silver spoon. Lazy. Kisses PM asses always, smoke breaks often, blackballs competition, tries to fuck every gorgeous woman he meets.”
 
   Benny383: “Sounds like most people I know. So what?”
 
   Velvetcage: “Was Bill Williams, President of Richcore when it went belly up?” Lives at Watergate? Drives new Porsche?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “Yes, that’s him. He sold out to competition.”
 
   RockhardDick: “Sounds like shrewd businessman. Why should he die?” 
 
   Clownatmidnight: “Was with boss when killed in boating accident. Got his job.”
 
   Benny383: “He caused death?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “Has history of amoral conduct and removing competition to advance.” 
 
   Benny383: “Examples?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “Lied on Richcore application about education at UCLA and Harvard Bus. Sch. Girl he got pregnant in college died by carbon monoxide poisoning in car after heavy dose of sleeping pills. Hired at Richcore when first choice fell from platform into subway train.
 
   Pardonmydrool: “Cool. How do U know?”
 
   Brad felt nervous in proceeding with the accusation, but blundered ahead.
 
   Clownatmidnight: “Hired PI to follow him.”
 
   Pardonmydrool: “Why?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “Fucked my wife, the bosses wife, and three VPs’ wives, stole my job, torpedoed the company after he got control.”
 
   Velvetcage: “Fucker beat rap for selling crystal meth to minors.”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “How do U know?”
 
   Velvetcage: “Have my sources. Also, booked for child porn, drug possession. No convictions. Told reporter Brad Plimpton framed him.”
 
   RockhardDick: “Clown, Do U know Plimpton?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “I’m Plimpton, but he lied. I didn’t frame him.”
 
   Benny383. “U want him dead for fucking your wife. Right?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “No, Bastard is evil. Kills people. Always escapes blame with charisma and crazy white teeth.”
 
   Moonwolf: “Clown. U violated fundamental principle of VIGILANTE. U must be removed from game. Punished severely.”
 
   Clownatmidnight. “What principle did I violate?”
 
   Moonwolf: “U have conflict of interest with selection. Testimony not admissible.”
 
   Velvetcage: “Will evaluate hard evidence independently. Arrive at verdict. If U lied, and Williams innocent. You die!”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “What? U are psychos. Game insane. I quit.”
 
   RockhardDick: “U know penalty for quitting?”
 
   Clownatmidnight: “No. I just signed up.”
 
   RockhardDick: “Did U read fine print, Clown?”
 
   Brad glared at the words on the screen in disbelief. Then, signed off. What in hell had he gotten himself into? These gamers were playing god. He apparently had stumbled into a group of lunatics. He shut off his computer and sat in the dark trembling.
 
   Suddenly, the phone rang. Who else would be calling him at 3:30 in the morning, but those fruitcakes? Seeing no point in not confronting the situation head on, he picked up the phone and shouted, “Look, you people need to have yourselves committed to the nuthouse. I’m through with your game, and if you keep bothering me, I'll be calling the police.” He slammed down the phone, hoping his threat would end the nightmare.
 
   The phone rang in a heartbeat.
 
   Brad thought he gave his name when he registered, but no address. He didn’t remember giving his phone number, but somehow they had it. He tried to remember if he gave them the number for his cell phone. Was this some kind of joke or…?
 
   The phone rang until the answering machine picked up. A weird voice from what sounded like an echo chamber resonated in the earpiece.
 
   “This is RockhardDick giving you the heads-up. We sent the recording of what you said in the chat room to Bill Williams. He was easy to find. You were right about the blinding white teeth.”
 
   Brad grabbed the phone and tried to control his fear and his anger, “What do you want from me, asshole?”
 
   “Let's hope for your sake what you said about Williams is the truth, and we convict him and subsequently eliminate him from the gene pool as unworthy of living on this planet. In this case, once we receive your cashiers check for $50,000 at the PO Box stipulated in the boilerplate, you are free to quit. However, if you gave false testimony about Bill Williams, which could have led to his wrongful death, no amount of money can save you. We will proceed with severe retaliatory action.”
 
   “Rest assured, the police and my lawyers will be contacting you about your threats and your practice of taking the law into your own hands,” Brad ranted. “I have this tape as evidence on my answering machine.”
 
   Even before Brad could hang up the phone, he felt a surge of electricity move up his arm causing him to drop the receiver on the floor. The base of the phone started to smolder and burst into flame. He grabbed a stale cup of coffee from the desk and doused the unit. His heart was thumping in his chest as he turned on a lamp on the desk and looked at the partially melted answering machine. Oh, well, he’d been planning to dispense with his landline anyway.
 
   He turned on his computer again, quickly found the site where he’d registered in Safari history, and starting reading the fine print he’d agreed to. To his chagrin, it was all there. Once you signed up and entered a game, you could not quit without a stiff penalty determined by the players in that game. If you picked a potential victim and your accusations, which led to his execution, were proven false, you would be guilty of first-degree murder yourself. The automatic penalty was death. How could these psychos get away with putting such damning information on the net? He couldn’t believe what was written on the VIGILANTE site.
 
   He read on. The penalty for quitting during an actual trial of someone the quitter recommended for execution was sending a transcript of the accusations to the proposed victim and soliciting his response to the charges. Brad saw no mention of a penalty of $50,000 for quitting a game or an address to send a cashiers check. That part was apparently bullshit.
 
   Brad turned off the computer, brushed his teeth, and went to bed. He soon realized he was too distraught to sleep. All he could think of was what tomorrow might bring. He hadn't seen Bill Williams for at least five years, but he still held a grudge against him for killing his boss, something he could never prove, and fucking his wife. Williams had fucked a lot of other wives, too, but Brad didn’t really care about them.
 
   Somehow Brad didn't think Williams would consider him a threat. Why would he? The asshole was president of the company now, and he was married to one of the richest heiresses in the country.
 
   * * *
 
   The next morning, Brad dressed for work, had a bowl of cereal for breakfast, and headed for his car in the parking lot. There was nothing on his mind except what the psychos of VIGILANTE might be planning for him today. Maybe he should stop at the police station and report these clowns before taking the train into the city.
 
   It was early even for commuters, and no one was in the lot when he walked out the front door of his apartment building. He didn't notice the cement truck with its motor running in the back corner of the lot. He was thinking about the accusations he’d made against Bill Williams and how he‘d tried to frame him with the kiddy porn and crystal meth charge years ago. The slimy bastard always knew the right people and skated by with his good looks and blinding white teeth.
 
   Brad had almost reached his car when the cement truck appeared from nowhere and plowed into him.
 
   As he laid there, a broken pile of blood and guts, struggling to breathe, he heard his phone ring. Maybe it wasn’t the psychos calling. Maybe the caller would call 9-1-1 in time to save his life. He knew he didn’t have a snowball’s chance in Hell to get out of this alive, but what did he have to lose?
 
   Brad struggled to get the phone to his ear with his shredded hand and two broken fingers. Immediately, he recognized the familiar voice of RockhardDick, “Clown, I’m surprised you were able to reach the phone, the pain must be excruciating with all those broken bones. We’ve got it all on videotape. I think it could go viral. I just wanted you to know, Bill Williams saw the advantages of becoming a member of VIGILANTE and guess who he selected for his first victim?”
 
   Brad heard a chorus of uproarious laughter, then silence.
 
   The cement truck with the mixer spinning backed up and squashed what was left of Brad and his phone. Afterward, the driver with blinding white teeth repeated the process ten more times to be sure.
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   TIL DEATH DO US PART
 
   The view was breathtaking from Suicide Peak. The sign said you could see five states from this overlook. Cindy was also breathtaking in her skimpy tank top and cut off jeans. Her lips felt like soft pillows on his, and her breasts were firm against his chest as she kissed him passionately. Rupert’s erection felt as hard as a steel girder, as he expertly unfastened her bra with one hand and pulled her on top of him with the other.
 
    When they arrived, they chose a remote parking place far away from the focal point of the overlook and away from every other car. They expected no one would want to park close to them unless they were there for the same reason. It was summer and the sign said the park closed at 8 p.m., which was only fifteen minutes from now. There was not a single cloud in the sky. The beginning of a full moon peeped above the distant horizon, as Rupert watched the last car of tourists pull out of the parking lot and drive away.
 
    They had been dating for three months, and just like the others before her, Cindy had fallen madly in love with Rupert and wanted to marry him. He was supposed to meet her parents the following week and tell them they planned for a June wedding.
 
   Cindy had already told him her parents were rich and couldn't wait to have a grandchild. They would be happy no matter what date they chose to tie the knot.
 
   After the sex, Rupert had been absentmindedly swapping spit and drawing circles around Cindy’s erect nipples while the tourists disappeared. Then suddenly, he motioned for Cindy to move over so he could fasten his trousers and catch a breath of air. After a momentary frown and a satisfied moan of pleasure, she complied.
 
    As soon as Rupert emerged from the back seat, he headed briskly toward the furthest corner of the observation center. The spot he selected was a considerable distance from the swiveling binoculars contraption sightseers used to see the five states referenced on the advertisement.
 
   After getting decent, Cindy followed shortly behind, singing the first verse of “Time After Time” by Cyndi Lauper. 
 
   What was it about that tune? Cindy seemed to break into song at the strangest times. Approaching the edge of the cliff, Rupert ignored the sign that read, Danger! Stay Inside the Guardrail. 1,250 Foot Drop-off. 
 
   “What are you doing, darling,” Cindy asked with a worried crease in her brow? “Don't you see the sign? You are being a very bad boy.”
 
    “I want to take a picture, showing my feet at the edge of the drop off. This is concrete I'm standing on; there’s really no danger.” 
 
   Rupert looked through the lens of his phone and began to frame a picture. 
 
   “Please, Rupert, don't get so close,” Cindy shouted. 
 
   “Don't be such a ‘fraidy cat. Wouldn't you like to put this incredible picture on Facebook for all your friends to see?”
 
   “I’m afraid of heights. They make me dizzy,” she said nervously.
 
   “Come on, I'll put my arms around you. I won’t let you fall.”
 
   “I don't think so; it's too scary.”
 
   “Come on. Don't you trust your future husband? You're safe with me,” Rupert pleaded, pursing his lips to pout.
 
    After a time and a lot of coaxing, Cindy relented and reluctantly swung her leg over the guardrail and inched toward him.
 
   Rupert walked toward her, and stepping quickly behind her, put his arms around her waist and cupped her breasts in both hands.
 
   She giggled and melted into his strong caress as he led her forward. As they drew ever closer to the scary precipice, he asked her to take a picture of her feet at the edge like he had, and smiling, he remarked, “Believe me, this will be a picture you’ll remember for the rest of your life.”
 
   Cindy looked through the lens and said breathlessly, “You’re right, darling. The view is awesome!”
 
   Removing his arms from her waist, he gave her a firm push that sent her sailing into the abyss with her arms flailing. He didn’t get to see the surprised look on her face or the terror in her eyes as she clawed at the air for purchase. Her piercing scream went from earsplitting to the whisper of an echo far below. Rupert strained to follow her flight, but the tiny red speck of her tank top finally disappeared entirely into the trees and foliage below.
 
   Would she hit something on the way down or simply land with a splat on a rock or the ground? Rupert wondered. He could see the tops of pine trees and what looked like a river coursing through the green of a dense forest. Would she have a watery grave? He didn’t think so. It wouldn’t be long once she hit the ground before the predators would find her broken body and have an evening snack at her expense.
 
   The thrill of killing the silly bitch was exhilarating and deliciously orgasmic. The rush was greater than any he had ever felt with any of the others he’d erased from the gene pool. Poor Cindy had studied so hard to achieve one of the highest anatomy test results in history and almost all of the big research universities had been knocking on her door. Now all those dreadful dissections of corpses to be a surgeon had been for nothing. Poor baby, what a waste.
 
   Rupert had devoted three months wooing Cindy. Her career as a sex therapist stood in his way during the first month of their relationship. But after that, his overpowering charm, charisma, and good looks finally kicked in and swept her off her feet, just like all the others.
 
   However, unlike them, Cindy had been sizzling hot in the sack. She knew more about making a man happy than anyone he’d ever known, and she used everything in her bag of tricks, and then some, every time they had sex. 
 
   He’d tried killing dizzy broads on one-night stands after he graduated from killing animals, but that was just like swatting flies. It meant nothing to him. Taking a life always made him feel good, but the more loving and doting each bitch became, the more he enjoyed the orgasmic rush of killing her. However, nothing could equal the thrill of offing someone who wanted to marry him.
 
   Rupert almost ran back to the SUV. He was so aroused after pushing Cindy off the cliff and hearing her gut-wrenching scream fade into oblivion, he could barely hold back the building tide of emotion in his pants any longer. He had been obsessing over this moment for weeks. So, after faking an orgasm earlier, in order to save himself for the ecstasy he knew would come now, no sooner was inside the car and had pulled down his jeans, when he erupted like a volcano all over the back seat without even masturbating. 
 
   God! What a rush, he thought, savoring the unparalleled pleasure of the kill and waiting for his heart rate to slow. Finally, he moved to the front seat, and taking a can of air freshener from the glove compartment, he sprayed a healthy dose through the SUV to squelch any lingering stench of the bitch’s sickening sweet fruity perfume.
 
   Gathering Cindy’s sweater and purse from the back seat, he returned to the drop off and hurled them into the abyss. The faces of his previous victims flitted through his memory as he closely surveyed the overlook for the final time to make sure there was no one he needed to kill who may have witnessed the murder. In no hurry, Rupert returned to his SUV and drove off as if nothing of consequence had happened.
 
   Down, down, down, the beautiful, former bride-to-be had hurtled toward certain death. In the seconds before impact, Cindy tried to prepare for the Grim Reaper. Death was something she had never spent one nanosecond thinking about. At her age, her life opened out into breathtaking vistas of golden highways that could take her as far as she could dream.
 
   An automobile accident had taken one of her classmates at college, but she hadn’t known him well enough to attend the funeral. At this point in her life, she had never seen a dead person except on TV in a newscast. No one in her family had died so far. A horrible realization that she would be the first was mind-boggling. She knew her death would almost kill her mother and father and her grandparents, who loved her so.
 
   She remembered seeing the video of people jumping from the World Trade Center on 9/11 when she was eight years old. The act was unthinkable looking at the scale of the tower, and now, she knew the horror of it firsthand. 
 
   Well, it will be over in a split-second when she hit the ground, she thought. She wouldn’t feel a thing.
 
   Would anyone find her body in this desolate wilderness? What kind of animal would find her first? The thought of being devoured was gruesome, but it didn’t matter if she were dead.
 
   She wondered if there was a God. If so, she would find out soon. Our time on earth was supposed to be like a drop in the ocean. Maybe she would live forever in peace and harmony on a cloud playing the harp. She believed she was a good person even though she hadn't gone to church for years. She had never intentionally hurt anyone.
 
   Suddenly, from a world of open sky and clouds, she saw something below her coming fast. Very fast. Her body smashed through a blanket of pine boughs until she finally hit a bed of leaves, not with a splat, but a thud. She heard several snaps along the way and felt several excruciating bursts of pain envelop her in a multitude of places. After the fall, she lay there gasping for breath in agony from a plethora of broken bones. Blood welled in her eyes and blinded her. She thought she heard voices faraway. Nothing was like she imagined it would be. The fall hadn't killed her, but it felt like everything was broken.
 
   She couldn't feel her right leg and her left arm. She felt her chest with her right hand and found it wet and sticky. She wiped her eyes and saw the gray sky through the web of tree limbs above. Looking down she saw a large bone sticking through her right trouser leg; another protruded from her left wrist. The rest of that arm was a bloody mess. The branches had flayed the skin from her shoulder to her elbow. They had also shredded her tank top, torn away her bra, and left her almost topless, but the blood pooling from a thousand cuts shrouded her nudity.
 
   She heard a growl close by, and the idea of a pack of wild animals eating her dead body morphed into the more horrible scenario of them eating her while she was still alive. She looked wildly about for something she could use to fight them off, but she couldn't see anything she could reach.
 
   From out of nowhere, three gray shapes converged on her and started ripping at her flesh. She tried desperately to fend them off with the limbs she could still move. The pain was unbearable as she screamed futilely for help she knew would never come.
 
   Then like a miracle, she heard several loud reports. Could that really be two men standing over her in orange vests? She saw them looking down at her with dire expressions. One turned away to puke into the bushes as she lost consciousness.
 
   * * *
 
   When she awakened in a hospital bed a week later, she looked like an Egyptian mummy, wrapped in bandages from head to toe. Her right leg and her left arm were in a cast, and supported by slings from the ceiling.
 
    Looking down where the legs should be, she saw nothing under the bed covers below her waist. She couldn't feel anything down there either and started to sob.
 
   Her dream of becoming a surgeon was apparently not to be. She wondered most about the state of her fingers. She wasn’t positive, but she might be able to operate without legs, but without fingers, the career she had planned since she was a little girl was over.
 
   A doctor briskly entered the room with a clipboard, and seeing her conscious with tears streaming down her face, he gathered his words for a moment before speaking, “Well, Cindy, I’m Dr. Casey. We had hoped one of us would be at your side when you awoke, but I guess it wasn't to be. By now, you must have surmised we were not able to save your legs. By the time the hunters rescued you, too much irreparable trauma had occurred. You will need to be fitted with artificial legs and will need to undergo considerable rehabilitation before you will be able to walk again. Let me repeat, I have every confidence you will walk again.”
 
   Dr. Casey watched her expression as he assessed how much he should tell her all at once.
 
   “What else, Doctor?”
 
   “Casey shook his head and grimaced, trying to find better words to soften the blow, but couldn’t think of any. Finally, he said, “I’m sorry to say there was extensive damage to the left side of your face. You will need a series of plastic surgery operations to restore it to an acceptable standard of meeting the public. On the brighter side, your arms, and particularly your fingers, are intact and are mending nicely.”
 
   Cindy’s face brightened to the level of a friend telling her that although her dog had been run over by an eighteen-wheeler, he’d still be able to suck food through a straw even without his teeth. She had to lock on to any glimmer of hope no matter how small to keep her sanity.
 
   The doctor’s face also brightened somewhat when he added, “I see no reason why, after your rehabilitation and facial reconstruction, you can’t resume your career as a surgeon. With artificial legs and a pants suit, who will be the wiser about your situation?”
 
   Cindy’s mother and father appeared in the doorway, and then, rushed to her side when they saw she had regained consciousness. The room became charged with emotion. The three of them were sobbing uncontrollably.
 
   Dr. Casey decided he’d said enough for now. He thought Cindy’s parents could do more for her than he could at that moment. He hoped they would find the words to help soften the grim reality of her injuries and the severity of the rehabilitation she would face in the coming months, possibly years.
 
   * * *
 
   Time passed slowly, and Cindy devoted every waking hour to learning how to walk with her new legs.
 
   When she looked in the mirror, she didn’t see a monster, who would make children cry, when she walked down the street. The plastic surgeon had obsessed over every detail of her reconstruction, but he could not make the left side of her face completely symmetrical with the right side. She resigned herself in accepting that the surgeon had done the best he could with what he had to work with.
 
   She thought of calling the police and having Rupert arrested for attempted murder, but that wasn’t severe enough. Also, it would be her word against his. Even if he were convicted, how long would he serve? Anything less than a life sentence without parole would be too good for the son of a bitch. As Ving Rhames said most eloquently in Pulp Fiction, she wanted to get medieval with him. You know, draw and quarter him, burn him at the stake, maybe even crucify the heartless bastard. She could not think of anything too severe. Unfortunately, she knew these forms of barbaric retribution, no matter how satisfying, would be difficult to stage in her current condition. She would probably have to make her scalpel her instrument of retaliation.
 
   From the time she got up in the morning until the time she went to bed, Cindy could think of nothing but getting even with Rupert. Then one night over a plate of spaghetti, the question struck her like a sucker punch as she peered through the window at the falling rain. How many other women had Rupert murdered? She’d done nothing to deserve his wrath. There had to be others. She hired a private investigator to find out how many.
 
   * * *
 
   Two weeks later, Cindy received the PI’s report. Ten women who were engaged to marry Rupert had mysteriously died from freak accidents. But, since none of the deaths were connected in any way, and they were committed in ten different cities; consequently, no one had suspected Rupert had murdered them. Cindy had always wondered why this charismatic, male hunk had no friends to invite to their wedding. Now, it made perfect sense; he probably killed them all.
 
   Now armed with the report, she was certain she had enough evidence to put Rupert away for the rest of his life. Maybe a bunch of prison bulls would make his life a living hell every day until he committed suicide or died a broken old geezer in his cell. Still, it wasn’t good enough. Or should she say bad enough?
 
   She bought a plaque at a flea market and hung it on the wall in her bedroom. She fixed her eyes on it every night when she went to bed. It read, “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” She planned to bring new meaning to that old adage soon, but the time had to be right.
 
   * * *
 
   Rupert’s fascination with killing women began right after he graduated from college. He was still surprised he hadn’t been arrested after he botched his first kill so pathetically. He’d pushed Nancy, his first fiancé from a cliff, but she fell only ten feet and bumped her head. He had to climb down while other tourists were passing above and roll her body off the ledge. A little boy in a stroller watched him do it, but the little tyke with the plastic nipple in his mouth was too young to understand he had witnessed a murder. The authorities concluded Nancy’s death was an unfortunate slip and fall.
 
   Mary was his second victim. She’d asked Rupert to take her to see Niagara Falls. He remembered the elation on her happy face right before he whacked her on the head with a tire iron he’d concealed in his raincoat. She'd been a lifeguard for years and had even considered training for the Olympics. Unfortunately, she couldn't swim well in an unconscious state with the top of her head caved in when she hit the raging water.
 
   After her, there was Charlotte, Jackie, Liz, Margie, Jeannie, Paula, Kristen, and Cindy He could barely remember what they looked like without referencing his scrapbook. It was no fun to kill women the same way, so he’d killed them in different ways, just like in the movies.
 
   Rupert didn't know why he was a serial killer, and he didn't lose any sleep worrying about it. His obsession wasn't his fault. He was born this way. He imagined some shrink might say his mother was too overbearing and militant with him, and that may have caused his psychosis. His mother beat him with a belt from an early age when he was bad. Sometimes she’d beat him for no reason at all if she got drunk enough.
 
   Maybe she was the reason he was fucked up. He did hate her so much that one day while canoeing on a lake, he struck her in the head with a paddle and kept striking her until she stopped struggling and drowned. He fished out and buried her body in a dark cave. So dark, it was unlikely anyone would ever find it. After the police finally gave up the search for her body, it was clear they assumed his father had killed his wife for the insurance, but they had no evidence to convict him. Again, the authorities never suspected Rupert.
 
   It had never taken more than three months for Rupert to find someone to fall in love with him. He was a handsome devil with a muscular body, a Hollywood tan, and rock hard abs much better than Usher and Adam Levine. He also drove an expensive automobile and lived in a luxurious apartment. What more could a woman want in someone who would be her soul mate for life, who would help her raise a family, and do the wild thing with her until she shriveled up and died?
 
   Now with ten dead females under his belt, Rupert was living in Seattle, his eleventh metropolitan area in as many years. Starting over in a new city was the unfortunate downside of killing fiancés. Nonetheless, it was the safest way to commit murder and get away with it.
 
   The scariest part of each encounter was meeting each of the victim’s friends. They always wondered why he had no friends of his own. He had practiced the explanation many times to be sure it sounded right. He always said he’d just relocated to a new job and hadn't had time to make new friends.
 
   * * *
 
   In only a few weeks of frequenting waterholes and Internet dating sites, another perfect candidate to kill arose.
 
   Candice was a stunning redhead with a beautiful body. Unfortunately for her, she had fallen for Rupert almost from first sight. After a whirlwind affair of wining and dining, outlandish excursions, and intoxicating sex, Rupert couldn't pull the trigger on ending this extremely satisfying affair, even after six months had elapsed.
 
   Finally, the day came when Rupert knew it was time to kill Candice. She was pressuring him to set a date for the wedding, and her friends were always around. They kept asking too many questions about his former jobs and the cities where he’d lived.
 
   On this particular night, Candice told him she wanted to show him how well she could cook. Rupert thought it odd that she wanted to prepare her first meal, not at her apartment in the city, but at one of her parents’ retreats in the Catskills. However, he thought the secluded place would provide the perfect opportunity for him to plan her demise since this romantic tryst did not include her friends or her parents.
 
   After they arrived and made love for several hours that afternoon, Candice left him at poolside and went into the kitchen to prepare what she called a romantic feast he would long remember.
 
   He’d been obsessing over what method would be the most fun to get rid of her and offer him the greatest rush. He was tired of preserving the bodies of his victims in order to make the authorities think the death was an accident. This time he would venture into unchartered territory. He would simply tell the police Candice went into the woods for a walk while he did laps in the pool and did not return at the time she specified. They would search the woods for god knows how long and would finally conclude a pack of wolves or coyotes had dragged her off, or some maniac must have abducted her.
 
   He knew he would miss Candice more than he would miss all the others. Still he had to preserve his identity as a serial killer and not let this new bitch turn his life upside down. He also planned to have the best time he’d ever had killing her. He’d already rented a nearby cabin under a false identity and brought along his tool chest with all his favorite toys. He had several hacksaws, chainsaws, scalpels, hammers and nails, a drill, and a blowtorch. He didn’t know how long he would have to work on Candice before he had to report her missing, but he was determined to prolong her agony longer than ever before. He could do whatever his heart desired, because no one would ever find Candice’s body where he planned to bury it.
 
   He would make a cocktail and put a drug in it to knock her out until he could carry her to the car and transport her to the cabin. He wanted her to know what kind of special person she had fallen in love with. He was almost creaming in his jeans now just thinking about the look on her face when he cut out her tongue and fed it to her.
 
   Finally the moment of truth came. The food smelled wonderful as Candice lit some candles. On queue, Rupert went to the bar to prepare a couple of Manhattans. He slipped the drug in her glass and returned to the table with the drinks. He noticed she had filled two glasses with sparkling water and placed a wedge of lemon in them.
 
   “Before we have a toast to start dinner,” she said warmly, “could you taste the sparkling water. I want your opinion on it since my dad wants to serve it at our wedding.”
 
   Rupert hadn’t planned on this interruption, but he graciously complied. He raised the glass to his lips, drank some, and exclaimed, “Well, Darling. I’m no judge of sparkling water, I’d rather drink hard liquor, but it tastes fine to me. Now, let me propose a toast, “To the most beautiful, sexy woman on the planet who I plan to spend the rest of my life with in marital bliss. Always and forever, my love.
 
   They stood, raised their glasses, and drank some of their Manhattans, both smiling from ear to ear. Rupert saw her eyes glaze over almost immediately as she wavered, dropped the glass, and slumped to the floor. His heart was beating rapidly with anticipation as he moved toward her. Removing some handcuffs from his trouser pocket, he cuffed her hands behind her back.
 
   As he looked down at her helpless, beautiful body, he was suddenly struck by the first pang of guilt he had ever known. He knew at that moment, he really didn’t want to hurt Candice. He loved her deeply and wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. As he started to extract the keys to unlock the cuffs, he felt woozy, and the room seemed to waver like he’d just stepped into a dream. He lapsed into unconsciousness beside her in a pile.
 
   * * *
 
   When he awoke, Candice sat across from him still in handcuffs looking at him suspiciously. “What did you put in my drink?” she demanded.
 
   His head was still spinning as he tried to sit up, but when he did, he found his hands were tied behind his back with duct tape, and Candice’s father, Clarence, sat on a chair across the room, glaring at him.
 
   “Give me the keys to these handcuffs and explain yourself,” her father bellowed, taking a gun from a corner table and pointing it at him.
 
   Rupert was still woozy, but he fumbled in his pants pocket, extracted the keys, and handed them to Clarence. He had to think fast. “Well, I know it looks bad, but I was in the mood for some kinky sex with your daughter. I handcuffed her so I could take…well… shall we say playful advantage of her.” Rupert said, baring an embarrassed smile.
 
   “So you couldn’t wait until after you had dinner to get my little girl in the sack? Huh, Rupert?” Clarence said, in a disbelieving tone.
 
   “What were you going to do to me, Darling?” Candice prodded, sporting an evil grin.
 
   Then, it occurred to Rupert, he had also been drugged. “Well, Darling, I guess I have to ask you the same question. What did you put in the sparkling water? Did you want to take unfair advantage of me before we ate your piping hot pot roast?”
 
   Candice said nothing and gave her father a nod.
 
   Clarence stood, and clearing his throat he replied, “I asked my Candice to invite you here this weekend to get some matters straight. She loves you, and she wants you for her husband. I want her to be happy so I hired an investigator to check into your past. My daughter suspected you might be a serial killer, and the private eye has confirmed her belief. He believes you may have killed nine women over a period of ten years.”
 
   Rupert’s mouth dropped open. He wondered how long it would be before the police arrived and which fiancé the PI had missed in his investigation.
 
   “The crazy part is that’s what turns her on about you,” he added, “because I’m sorry to admit, I’m a serial killer myself, and she’s a chip off the old block. From the moment she met you, she planned to kill you, but she fell in love with you instead.”
 
   Clarence put his gun away. “We thought maybe if you didn’t love Candice like she loves you, you would try to kill her this weekend, which you may have been in the process of doing when I intervened. She drugged you in self-defense until I arrived, not knowing you had drugged her.
 
   Rupert sat in disbelief. No wonder he loved Candice so, she was a serial killer just like himself. He wondered how many men she had killed.
 
   “I’m here to tell you, you’re wasting your time trying to kill my Candice,” Clarence explained. “She’s way ahead of you every step of the way. And, if you ever did succeed in harming a hair on her pretty head, I’ve got a stable full of thugs who will make you wish you were never born. So, you have your choice, Rupert. You can walk away and continue your own killing spree, as we will, or you can have Candice’s hand in marriage and kill people together. What’s it gonna be?”
 
   Rupert didn’t hesitate. He struggled to his feet with his hands tied behind his back. Candice stood still cuffed, and she went to him and looked into his cold, remorseless eyes. They gave each other a long and slobbery kiss.
 
   * * *
 
   It would be a marriage made in heaven...or should he say hell. Rupert never thought this would ever happen, but he had become hopelessly in love with Candice and truly wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. Could the infatuation last for two psycho serial killers? What would the rush of killing people together be like? He couldn’t wait to find out.
 
   * * *
 
   After weeks of agonizing over how they would go forward, they decided to start out living two lives in separate cities with Seattle as their home base. Each of them would find a second new job in a different city that placed them on the road about half the time. There, they would seek other beautiful people who wanted to marry them. When they found the right person, they would kill them, just as before. After a little break, they would start the process all over again.
 
   Preparation for their wedding was bizarre since Candice had 150 friends and relatives attending, and Rupert only invited ten people he worked with on his current job in Seattle. Rupert sent invitations to colleagues he'd worked with in other cities, but none of them cared enough about him to come to the wedding.
 
   * * *
 
   On their wedding day, after they were man and wife, a server came to Rupert’s table with two glasses of champagne on a tray. One glass had Candice etched into the fancy crystal, and the other had Rupert. They took their respective glasses and smiled lovingly at each other.
 
   After the best man, who Rupert barely knew, proposed a toast and said a few lame words about him, they followed suit with everyone else, and drank the champagne. It tasted wonderful and must have cost a fortune, knowing Clarence.
 
   After a few minutes, Rupert felt tipsy, wasted, then his eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed on the floor. Everyone chuckled and made jokes about how well he would do making love on his wedding night if he were falling down drunk. Several waiters picked him up and sat him on a chair at the main table. When he didn't respond for more than an hour, the same men took him to his room in the honeymoon suite.
 
   * * *
 
   Two days later, Rupert stirred from under the covers of a double bed. His head was hurting so badly he could barely open his eyes. He didn’t understand the double bed since he remembered a king size bed in his room when he checked in. Maybe someone had put him in a room closer to where the reception was held after he passed out. He couldn’t worry about the small stuff now; he had the overwhelming urge to piss like never before. Tossing the covers to one side, he struggled from the bed and tried to stand without falling.
 
   He didn’t know why, but this room was completely different than he remembered. The ceiling light was so excruciatingly bright to his senses, he had to peer through almost closed lashes to see, as he weaved from side to side toward the hazy doorway to what he hoped was a bathroom.
 
   Reaching the doorway, he fumbled for the light switch and vaguely saw his reflection in the dark mirror. He stood there wondering why his torso below the waist looked red. He didn't know what to make of it. He assumed the guys must have played a prank on him for his wedding night.
 
   Still fumbling for the light switch, he finally found it and pushed it on. The lights above the mirror were so penetrating, he couldn’t keep his eyes open even to find the toilet. Like a blind man in a stupor, he stumbled forward to where he thought the commode should be. His bladder felt like it was about to explode.
 
   When he finally couldn't wait any longer to pee, he just said, “Fuck it.” and lowering his boxers, he grabbed for his penis, but couldn't find it. His hand continued to grope for “King John,” as Rupert fondly called it, and then he discovered his hand was covered with blood, just like his groin and legs. Rupert finally arrived at the conclusion some maniac had sliced off his penis. His distended belly looked like a woman in the late stages of pregnancy. He grunted like a wild man; yet, he couldn’t pee no matter how hard he tried.
 
   Through his lashes, Rupert discerned a phone on the wall and after three tries, successfully dialed zero. A man with a surly voice answered, “Front desk.”
 
   Rupert screamed, “This is room…. I don’t know what room I’m in. Call 9-1-1. Someone has cut off my dick, and my bladder is about to explode. Hurry! Hurry! I beg you! No bullshit!”
 
   After a pause, the irritated man barked, “Look , Mac, you’ve got a phone, call 9-1-1 yourself. What do ya think this is, the Waldorf Astoria?”
 
   Rupert shrieked, “Shut the fuck up, and call 9-1-1, or I’ll sue this place for everything it’s worth.”
 
   “Fat chance, clown.” He heard the click in his ear, slid to the floor, and started to sob.
 
   Suddenly he heard a moan. Then Candice spoke in a rasp from the bathtub behind him, “Rupert, is that you? I can barely hear a sound, and I can’t see. Is that you?”
 
   The pain was excruciating, but he said through clenched teeth, “Yes, darling. It's me. I called 9-1-1. They'll be here soon. I’m sorry. I can’t tend to you now. The pain is excruciating. Hold on.” Candice started to scream, and Rupert lapsed into unconsciousness.
 
   * * *
 
   Three days later, Rupert awoke from a deep sleep. Looking around, he saw IV’s hanging from plastic bottles all around him and heard various machines chirping. His vision seemed to have returned to normal.
 
    When he saw the nurse standing at his bedside checking his vitals, he shrieked, “Is Candice all right? Tell me the maniac didn’t hurt her. Please! Tell me my wife is all right!”
 
   “Settle down, Mr. Savage, you've been through a lot, and you shouldn’t excite yourself. Your wife is resting comfortably. The doctor will be in shortly to brief you on your condition and hers.”
 
   “Is she all right? What did that maniac do to her?”
 
   A doctor in green scrubs appeared at the doorway. When the nurse saw him, she gave him a concerned look and quickly left the room. He had two thick manila envelopes in his hand he had received in a special delivery pouch earlier this morning. The files, complete with pictures and uncorroborated evidence eight inches thick, from an unidentified source, accused his patients, Rupert Savage and his wife Candice, of being serial killers, who murdered twenty-nine men and women over a twelve-year period. The doctor could not assess the legitimacy of the data, but the pictures of the victims in the two files appalled him to the point, he felt like strangling the life out of both the inhuman psychopaths with his bare hands. But, to continue with the lifestyle he had grown accustomed, he decided to call the police instead. They were on their way.
 
   Doctor Welby introduced himself and took the chair next to Rupert's bed. After scanning the evidence in the envelope, he saw his patient in a completely new light. Instead of a sick man in a hospital gown in the bed before him, he saw an amoral fiend who would cut his heart out, if the mood struck him. Welby’s sacred pledge to treat his patient’s illness to the best of his ability, as set out in the Hippocratic Oath, wavered from the weight of this man’s evil as he spoke, “Mr. Savage, I'm sorry to be the bearer of extremely bad news. Whoever attacked you surgically removed your male organs.”
 
   The doctor waited for Savage to let out a bloodcurdling scream of horror at his findings, but Rupert said nothing. He just sat with his mouth agape and looked ten years older than he had when the doctor first entered the room.
 
   Welby continued, “Of course, you can seek reconstructive surgery, but, in my opinion, based on the severity and completeness of the act, it is unlikely you will be able to function as a man.”
 
   It suddenly occurred to Rupert this was old news that simply hadn’t registered completely in his brain. Just before he’d passed out, he discovered someone had removed his penis. Oh, the injustice of it all, he thought, trying to come to grips with never having sex with Candice, or for that matter, any other beautiful woman again. A tear rolled down his cheek.
 
   The doctor watched the expression on the psychopath’s face crumble into self-pity. Welby waited patiently for his embittered response, all the while, applauding the outstanding work of the accomplished surgeon who operated on Savage and his wife. Whoever did these delicate operations exhibited exceptional expertise in sexual organ augmentation. Welby could not imagine even the Marquis de Sade in his prime could have conceived of such diabolical atrocities to a human body.
 
   Who could have done this to me? Rupert pondered, feeling completely and wrongly violated. Then, he thought of the families of the women he’d killed and knew it could have been any one of them. Then, as if a small ray of sunshine had peeked through a sky of black clouds, he turned to Welby and asked, “When you said I wouldn’t be able to function as a man anymore, were you implying that my functioning as a woman might be an alternative?”
 
   “Don’t get your hopes up, Mr. Savage. I'm not sure that’s possible, but it would be your only chance to resume any type of sexual activity. I'm sorry my prognosis is so grim,” he lied, “but the damage to your sexual organs is catastrophic. Whoever did this to you purposely altered several of your internal organs to the point; our specialists are still assessing the damage. and what kind of life you will have going forward.”
 
   Rupert started to sob and struggled to compose himself enough to finally ask, “What about my wife, Candice? Is she all right?”
 
   The doctor sighed nervously. Never in his career had he struggled so hard to maintain a straight face. He pinched himself so hard in the thigh, he drew blood and said, “I'm sorry to say, Mr. Savage, Candice has your penis and no breasts.”
 
   “What?” Rupert shrieked in horror. “God, no!”
 
   Two police officers appeared in the doorway.
 
   “There's more,” the doctor replied grimly, straining not to laugh in the psycho’s face,  “She‘s also blind and deaf….
 
   “No. God. No.” Rupert cried pitifully.
 
   “And” Welby choked back a fit of uproarious laughter, “Candice is a quadriplegic.”
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SOMETHING IN THE DARK
 
   Ivy ran headlong into the undergrowth, clawing through the branches to escape the clutches of the gigantic beast only a stride behind her. It was so close she could almost feel its hot breath on her neck. The briars had cut her arms, and blood streaked her face. It seemed like she'd been running forever as she ran like a wild woman into the stifling blackness.
 
   If only there were a house nearby. If only she could find a place to hide… someone to rescue her from unspeakable, certain death. Her foot tangled on a root on the path as it always did. She teetered, fighting for balance, but didn’t fall. Yet, it was over; she had lost a stride. Now, she would be the monster’s next meal.
 
   But just like thousands of times before, when she turned to see the face of the thing in the dark that was about to tear her head off, she woke up with a bloodcurdling scream. The monster had disappeared as if he’d never been there at all. It was just another terrible nightmare.
 
   Each time it happened, the dream felt as vivid as anything she had done in real life. The trauma was beyond imagination. She’d sit up in bed until the adrenalin pumping through her body subsided, and she could catch her breath again. Then, as always, she went into the living room and tried to calm herself by watching some mindless TV show until it was time to get ready for work. There was no way to sleep after a near death experience like the one she’d had in the dream.
 
   Now she was in the waiting room of Dr. Wolf Franklin, one of the most respected and sought after shrinks in Manhattan. In addition to being wealthy and smart, he had the reputation as a real lady-killer.
 
   As Ivy sat down across from the tall attractive man, she realized immediately he was not anything like she expected from the pictures she’d seen in the newspapers. He didn't look at all like the type of man who would be a psychiatrist. He reminded her of virile Harrison Ford, shaven and without the scar, in his role as Indiana Jones. Nonetheless, the doctor came highly recommended by her boss.
 
   "Well, Ivy," Franklin said cordially. “Tell me about your nightmares.”
 
   The moment she dreaded had finally come. She couldn’t imagine telling a total stranger how, on most nights, she transformed from a respected, logical, sometimes even eloquent project manager into a blithering, sweat ball of a ditsy female, driven to the edge of insanity by an imaginary beast she had never seen. She hadn’t even told her closest friends many of the deepest, darkest secrets of the hell she had endured for most of her life, let alone this gorgeous hunk of manhood. What could he possibly tell her that would make a difference?
 
   He waited patiently for a reply and sat back a little in his chair. “Would you like a cup of coffee or a glass of water?” he asked, pouring himself a cup from a carafe on the desk.
 
   “No thanks,” she said nervously. “I’ve been practicing what I would say when I got here, but now, I don't know where to begin.”
 
   Franklin leaned forward and smiled warmly. A whiff of his cologne tickled her senses. “I’ve found it's usually best to start at the beginning.”
 
   After a long pause, Ivy began, "I've had terrible nightmares all my life. When I was a little girl, they were about falling in the attic. I have no idea what caused them, but every few days, I would dream I was in the attic in the house where I grew up. I remember bloated boxes piled randomly about the space with pieces of puzzles, photographs, trading cards, and such spilling from them and cluttering the floor.”
 
   “How big was this attic?”
 
   “I can’t even hazard a guess at the measurements. In retrospect, our house at the time was only a small bungalow, but, through the eyes of a little girl, it seemed enormous. There were two large rectangle sections separated by a steep stairway.”
 
   “Was this space a product of your imagination, or was it really like the space in the attic of your actual childhood home?”
 
   “It was pretty much like the attic in our home, but the floor in the real space was not cluttered with boxes and debris. There were boxes stacked under the rafters on both sides of the stairway, but there was nothing spilling from them.”
 
   “Did you go into the attic often as a child?”
 
   “Not really. In the summer, it was too hot to stay up there more than a few minutes without getting drenched with sweat. In the winter, it seemed colder than being outside. I could feel the chill right through my bones when I went there.”
 
   “So even though you rarely went into the attic, you dreamed about it often.”
 
   Franklin paused to make a note on a pad of paper. “Did you ever believe there was a boogeyman in your closet or a monster under your bed?”
 
   “I actually did for a while when I was about eight years old. I made my parents leave my door open and keep the light on in the hall when I went to bed.”
 
   “What about the attic? Did you ever think there might be a monster there?”
 
   “It was pretty scary sometimes. I remember most of all, the time I went there to look for my Whatzit game. While I searched box after box, my mom noticed the light was on. She said she called out for me, but it was raining so hard, I didn’t hear her. After getting no response, she turned off the light. I was particularly frightened that time because it was a scary day with thunder and lightning. With the lights out, the wind blowing hard outside made the branches on the trees cast weird shadows that look like long, gnarled witch fingers coming at me from one of the attic windows. It scared the shit out of me…and I screamed.”
 
   “But you didn't run, and you didn't fall like you did in your dream?”
 
   “No. Once mom turned on the light, I was fine.”
 
   “Sometimes in an attic, people step on the wrong place and fall through the ceiling. Did that ever happen to you?”
 
   “No. It never did.”
 
   “So tell me about the specifics of your nightmare.”
 
   Ivy felt more comfortable with Dr. Franklin than she thought she would. He seemed believably sincere…like he really cared about her problem. Ivy wondered how well he knew her boss.
 
   “Whenever I went to the attic in the summer, I always saw wasp nests made out of mud between the rafters. Sometimes I would even see wasps fly into their nests. My mom warned me to stay away from them because, if I were allergic to their stings, it could be life threatening. I don't know why, but the wasps were always in my dream. I would be playing in the attic, and then I would hear a buzzing. Their sound made my skin crawl. I could almost feel them burrowing into my skin. It was awful. When I looked up, I'd see the wasps flying around my head, getting ready to sting me all over my body. Then, I’d jump up and run, but I always forgot the steep stairway was behind me and ran right off the edge of it every time.”
 
   “The stairway was normal, about thirteen steps?”
 
   “Yes. That was exactly the way it was, but in my dream, I didn't fall down the stairs. I fell through billowy clouds for what seemed like miles and miles of sky, and I kept falling and falling until I woke up screaming.”
 
   “But you never hit bottom, did you?” Franklin smiled, knowing no one ever does.
 
   “No. I never did. I had this same dream often while we lived in that house. After we moved, I never had it again.”
 
   “Your nightmare about falling is much like what many children have while growing up. They usually end during the teen years.”
 
   Ivy’s expression changed. Her gaze fixed on a spot on the wall over Franklin’s head, and her hands began to shake. “About six months after moving to our new house, I started having a different nightmare. This one was much more realistic and disturbing than my falling dream, and I still have it today.”
 
   “Are you sure you wouldn't like something to drink? You seem a little more agitated now,” Franklin asked with a measure of concern.
 
   “All right. My mouth is a little dry after all this talking. Coffee would be fine.”
 
   Franklin lifted the carafe from a tray, poured her a cup, and handed it across the table to her. Ivy took a sip, and, after a deep breath, she began, “It always starts with me running through the woods. The branches are tearing at my face and my arms. I always see a lot of blood on my blouse. It's dark, and I can hear something big thrashing close behind me through the underbrush.”
 
   “Did you ever see what is chasing you?”
 
   “Never. I can smell the animal stench of it. Like a mixture of rotten fish and  spoiled meat. I can feel the heat of its fetid breath, almost like a blow dryer on the back of my neck. I hear its thundering roar blotting out everything around me. It's like all the animals in the woods stop breathing for fear this thing would hear them, and then, come and rip their hearts out. It feels like at any second it will sink its claws into me and gobble me up.”
 
   The expression on Franklin’s face darkened as he saw the terror in Ivy’s eyes. Her upper lip started to quiver.
 
   “Each time I have this nightmare, the enormity of its evil consumes me and everything around me. I stumble, I flail relentlessly, teetering on the brink of disaster, but I never fall.”
 
   “Have you ever seen a piece of the monster? A furry coat? A claw? A foot or an arm? Any part of its body?” 
 
   “Never. While it’s chasing me, I can't bear to look back at it for fear I will die of fright. It’s when I almost fall…and it’s upon me…just before it’s about to sink its fangs into me, I turn to look at its hideous face. That’s when I wake up screaming.”
 
   ‘How long did you say you’ve been obsessing with this nightmare?”
 
   “Since I was twelve. It’s going on twenty years, and I've finally reached the point that unless you cure me, I consider myself a prime candidate for suicide or the funny farm. I can't take anymore.”
 
   Ignoring her shocking comment, he continued, “Before we schedule your next session, I need to know if you’ve ever been confronted by something other than a make-believe monster? I know it’s quite personal, but, more specifically, I must know if you have you ever been raped, abused, or molested by another person before I proceed with your treatment.”
 
   “No, I have never been confronted by a human monster, except for one brief, but very scary, encounter during the time of my first nightmares. When I was a little girl, my father left me in the car while he went into the drugstore for a prescription. As I recall, it was late, and our car was the only one on the street. My dad was only gone a minute or two, and he locked the car securely when he left.”
 
   Franklin’s brow creased as this part of her story seemed to interest him more than the rest.
 
   “I will never forget the bedraggled, elderly man who appeared from nowhere. He tapped on the window and offered me a dime to unlock the door.”
 
   “Really,” Franklin replied.
 
   “I can only thank God my parents had money, and a dime was not that important to me. When my dad returned, the man had disappeared into the night. I told him about it, and I could tell from his expression it disturbed him greatly.” Ivy raised her cup to her lips and took a sip of coffee. “I don't know if he reported it to the police, but I assume he did. Other than that one incident, I've never been threatened or mistreated by anyone.”
 
   Franklin put down his pen and settled farther back in his chair like they had reached a stopping point.
 
   Ivy paused, satisfied that what felt like a confession was over. “Well, Dr. Franklin, you know what I know. Other than what I’ve told you, I can’t think of anything that could have caused the recurring nightmares that have...ruined my life.”
 
   “Can you elaborate on that ‘ruined your life’ part?”
 
   “What I mean is in order to avoid the trauma of my nightmares, I get very little sleep. Consequently, I walk around like a zombie. My coworkers wake me at my desk frequently. I doze off in project manager meetings and embarrass myself often. My mind wanders when I am conversing with clients. In short, my work, and, consequently, my career have suffered.”
 
   “And despite these continued episodes of angst and anxiety, you have not sought help until now. Why did you wait?”
 
   “Frankly, if you must know the truth, I have never believed a shrink could tell me anything about my past… you know, like because my mother slapped me around as a child, I have bad dreams. I'm just not made that way.”
 
   “So why did you come now, if you don't believe I can help you?”
 
   “My boss called me in last week and gave me an ultimatum. Both clients and colleagues have complained about my inability to concentrate on my work. Earlier in my career, in spite of my problem, I made a mark in my field and racked up quite a lot of noteworthy accomplishments. In recent years, my boss says I've been coasting on my past glories. He knows I can do the work but not with this monkey, or should I say monster, sitting on my back. He suggested I come to you.”
 
   Ivy eyed him with a devilish grin. “He says you can slay dragons.”
 
   Franklin’s face reddened ever so slightly. He reclined a little farther in his chair and considered what Ivy had just said without speaking.
 
   Ivy leaned forward and looking squarely into his eyes asked, “Well, Sir Galahad. Are you up to the challenge?”
 
   Franklin’s face suddenly brightened with what Ivy took as a sign of optimism. “I must say I've never encountered anything quite like your case. Many doctors would prescribe drugs to calm your nerves and make you sleep, but your case is so severe, I believe it would eventually lead to a life of addiction. Based on your chart, and after hearing your description of the malady, I believe you are a prime candidate for hypnotism. I assure you, not everyone is. “Consequently…” Franklin’s smile broadened. “I’m confident I can cure you completely, and after your session, two at the most if you are a hard case, your nightmares will cease, and you can live a normal life.” 
 
   Ivy looked at him like he had just told her she could knock out the heavyweight champion of the world with one hand tied behind her in the first round.
 
   “Pardon me, but I’m flabbergasted you would make such a statement with such conviction. Why would you tell me this even before the treatment begins? It seems foolhardy. I would think this kind of blatant prediction of success might lead to a law suit with the right patient.”
 
   “You don’t strike me that way, Ivy,” Franklin said, folding his arms. “Would you rather hear a little doom and gloom to poison your mind before we begin?”
 
   Ivy looked at him in wonder as if he had just sprouted wings. “So, my cure is as simple as that, huh, doc?” she said, still reeling from the audacity of his bold statement. She almost wished his treatment wouldn’t work right away to bring him down a peg he was so sure of himself.
 
   Then, the horror of the monster breathing down her neck returned her to reality. If Franklin cured her, it would be like Jesus walking on the water after all her years of mental aggravation. She chuckled as the thought of him asking her to be his sex slave as compensation for dispelling her demons crossed her mind. She certainly was attracted to him in a big way.
 
   * * *
 
   The next Thursday, Ivy arrived at 9 a.m. with the hope that hypnotism would magically cure her as Franklin had predicted. She was cautiously skeptical of the results, but she had decided to be the best patient should could be and follow the doctor’s instructions to the letter.
 
   Franklin’s assistant escorted Ivy into a dark room and asked her to sit in a special upright chair facing a large monitor on the wall. Franklin, who was already seated, turned off the light and had Ivy focus on a holographic image pulsing in the middle of the screen He asked her to count backwards from one hundred. At eighty-nine, she lapsed into a hypnotic spell.
 
   An hour later, Ivy met with Franklin in his office to discuss the results of the session and his prognosis for the future.
 
   “Well, did you slay the dragon, Dr. Franklin?” Ivy asked with a definite hint of sarcasm.
 
   “Oh, ye of little faith,” he replied, leaning back in his overstuffed leather chair that must have cost a fortune. “I don't have this plush office on Park Avenue because I don’t solve my clients’ problems.”
 
   His stern expression turned into a smile. “Trust me, the dragon or whatever monster it was, is dead. He will never bother you again, I assure you. You were a perfect candidate for hypnotism. You drifted into a deep sleep almost from the start and followed my complete instructions better than anyone I've ever brought under.”
 
   “Really?” Ivy said, having no memory of anything that happened. She chuckled at the thought that she might have had sex with the gorgeous Harrison Ford lookalike…then she remembered his shapely assistant sitting across from her right from the start. Returning to what she started to say, “It's probably because I get so little sleep.” They laughed.
 
    “So, do I have to come back every so often to make the cure last?”
 
   “No. I'm sad to say, our paths may never cross again. And for that, I'm very sorry. You are quite a remarkable woman when monsters aren’t chasing you.”
 
   “If your prognosis is correct, you have actually saved my life. I don't know how to thank you other than paying your exorbitant consulting fee, which I understand is the highest in the city.”
 
   “What can I say? You get what you pay for.” 
 
   They stood, and Ivy shook his hand with both of hers. She wanted to embrace him, but didn't think it appropriate. After all, she didn't know if her monster was really dead yet. Time would tell.
 
   * * *
 
   As the weeks turned into months, Ivy’s apprehension about going to bed lessened and finally disappeared. She rarely had trouble falling asleep. If she remembered her dream at all, the escapades were simply disjointed images floating through her mind without consequence. Life had meaning and fulfillment.
 
   * * *
 
   Three years later, Ivy started dating Don Wainwright, a middle-aged former client. He'd asked her out when they met at a fundraising drive for a local charity. After three months of courting and enjoying each other’s company, she abandoned her home in the suburbs and moved into his high-rise apartment on Fifth Avenue.
 
   One Saturday at an expensive downtown steakhouse, Ivy informed Don she would be away in upstate New York for a week on a kickoff meeting for the construction of a visitor pavilion in one of the state parks. “It’s not big like a skyscraper on the Manhattan skyline,” she explained, “but some very important movers and shakers in the Big Apple are funding it. They have also chosen a world-renowned architect to design it. The project will be noteworthy on my resume.”
 
   Don’s face darkened, and a big pout blossomed on his pursed lips.
 
   “What's wrong, Darling?” she said playfully. “It's only a week. You can get along without me for that long, can't you?”
 
   “Why don't you invite me to go with you? You're not going to work twenty-four hours a day, are you? I haven't been in the woods since I camped out with my parents as a teenager.”
 
   “I'm afraid I'm a city girl. I don't have any desire to pitch a tent and pee behind the bushes. I prefer that my butler, if I had one, draw me a bath and serve me a stem of champagne.”
 
   “Believe me, you don't know what you're missing. Did I ever tell you about the time my whole butt was red with poison ivy when my penchant for modesty caused me to take a crap behind the wrong bushes?”
 
   “I think you spared me the details of that adventure, and I'm glad you did.” They laughed and bumped knees under the table.
 
   “Where are you staying, may I ask, in this desolate wilderness?”
 
   “I have a room at the Great Gorge Ski Lodge with a breathtaking mountain view.”
 
   “Great! Can we shack up together… or do we need to rent two rooms to make it look professional.”
 
   “Considering the stuffy client with the blue hair, I think two rooms would be appropriate.”
 
   “Okay. I'll sneak into your room when the coast is clear and get a wakeup call so I can leave before the sun rises.”
 
   Ivy laughed good-naturedly. “Oh, all right. If you want to go, I’ll make arrangements. But remember, my primary purpose is to attend the meeting and begin picking the team to build the Pavilion, not to have rip-roaring sex with you.”
 
   They laughed again, and he leaned forward and kissed her.
 
   After a splendid dinner, topped off by an outstanding crème Brule, Don paid the check, and they left the restaurant.
 
   When they reached Don’s apartment and finally managed to unlock the door, they scattered their clothes from the front door to the master bedroom. They ended the evening having a bout of rip-roaring sex in front of a breathtaking picture window overlooking the expanse of Manhattan. Life was good for Ivy now that the monster was dead.
 
   * * *
 
   On Monday, after checking into their rooms at the Great Gorge lodge, Ivy left Don to attend the nine o'clock kickoff meeting with the client, the designer, and construction supervisor. She was excited about the project and looked forward to seeing the innovative plan for the building come to fruition.
 
   That night after dinner, Ivy and Don decided to take a stroll along the path behind the lodge. It was a beautiful evening with stars blanketing the night’s canopy. They sat on a bench at the edge of the forest and discussed their upcoming marriage, having children, their careers, and their bright futures.
 
   “You know,” Don said looking at the sky. “I saw on my Ipad there's going to be a meteor shower in about twenty minutes. They say you will be able to see hundreds of falling stars tonight.”
 
   “Wow! That's incredible. You know in my whole life I've probably never seen more than four or five falling stars.”
 
   “Well, tonight you can add another hundred or so to your list. When I ask what you've done lately you'll remember twenty years from now, you can say I saw one hundred falling stars in one night. Not many people can say that. This is an once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”
 
   “I really want to do this, but I've got one problem. It's getting cold, and I didn't bring my sweater.”
 
   “Don't worry your pretty head, I will return to the lodge, fetch your sweater, and be back before the stars begin to fall.”
 
   “You're my hero.” She pulled him closer and kissed him tenderly.
 
   Don got up and disappeared down the walkway toward the lodge. Almost immediately, she felt a cool breeze prickle her face, and the lights around the walkway began to flicker. She had a disquieting feeling she’d not had in years. The wind blew harder and colder, and then, the lights along the path went out completely, plunging the entire area into pitch-blackness.
 
   As a city girl, Ivy had never seen darkness so complete. Everything around her seemed instantly ominous and foreboding. A stark quiet fell over the landscape she had never experienced in Manhattan. She hoped Don would return soon. She didn't like this feeling. It reminded her of her dark past when the monster was chasing her. She started humming a tune to calm herself, but she could not ignore the fear she felt creeping up her spine and the goose bumps forming on her arms.
 
   After what seemed like an eternity of straining to control her anxiety, the night felt ten degrees colder than when Brad was with her. The darkness of the woods had swallowed her up in its ebony cloak.
 
   Then, the wind’s eerie moan in the trees increased to a shriek as if born from the depths of hell. Her bare arms prickled with gooseflesh and her nipples hardened as if she had walked naked into a subzero meat locker. She sensed something terrible very close. But just as before in her nightmare, she dared not look behind her for fear she would see it and die of fright.
 
   Where was Don? Why had he not returned?
 
   Then, she smelled something foul waft into her senses on the breeze. It seemed familiar. An animal stench almost like the one in her dream, but not the same. She heard the snap of a twig behind her. Her nerves clenched like a steel trap ready to spring.
 
   Then, the sudden no holds barred rush of something no longer in a stealth mode, but barreling tooth and nail toward her came like a great tsunami from her memory.
 
   What was happening? She felt awake. Her eyes were open, and yet she was having that hellish dream again. She wanted to stand and run, but her legs wouldn't let her. She was paralyzed with unbridled horror. Her heart pounded like a jackhammer. She couldn't breathe. She felt just like she had in the old nightmares, but tonight it was so much worse.
 
   If she had dozed off during Don’s absence and was dreaming, the next part of the script should be the earsplitting roar of the ghastly monster.
 
   Then, right behind her, she heard the crash of something breaking through the trees and the most gut-wrenching roar she had ever heard. She had to run as fast and as long as she could now. She had to get away before the monster gobbled her up. She felt its hot breath on her neck, and the horrible stench of spoiled meat on its body. She had to muster the courage to turn to see its face so she could wake up and let life return to normal as it always had when she dreamed.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Don turned the corner on the path from the ski lodge. He whistled a tune as he approached the bench where he had left Ivy. His key card wouldn't work when he went to her room to get Ivy's sweater, and he had trouble convincing the desk clerk they were together. The manager even called Ivy’s client, and then her boss, for verification before letting him into her room.
 
   Suddenly the sky lit up with the first meteors speeding across a canopy of stars. He noticed the lights along the walkway had gone out. It was dark, much darker than in the city, but he could make out the empty bench as he approached. He looked in all directions but didn't see Ivy. Had she given up on him and returned to the room?
 
   Then he saw the outline of something red in the grass to the right of the bench. He ran to it, and gasped when he saw Ivy's terrified open eyes staring up at him. The look of horror on her face was more shocking than anything he had ever seen in the movies.
 
   He felt for a pulse, but as he feared, he couldn't detect any. He tried to resuscitate her with what he knew about CPR, but Ivy remained lifeless and unresponsive.
 
   He looked closer at her beautiful body. Except for the unsettling expression on her face, he couldn't see a mark on her. He guessed she had suffered a heart attack. He started to sob as he lifted her to him and cradled her in his arms. He sat there in the grass as one falling star after another raced across the sky.
 
   What, in the name of God, had happened? The two of them had been so much in love only minutes ago. The horrible nightmares Ivy had told him about crossed his mind. She said she always worried they would cause her to have a heart attack before the shrink cured her. Had the scary woods and being alone in the dark frightened her to death? The look on her face indicated she had seen something real or imaginary that terrified her to the breaking point.
 
   Then Don smelled the feral reek of something animal and awful behind him. He heard a ferocious growl as more stars sped across the universe.
 
   He turned toward the roaring, rushing thing in the black woods.
 
   Like Ivy, Don never saw the awesome horror of the seven hundred-pound bear, but he felt its fury. Unlike Ivy, he didn’t have time to scream, and he never woke up.
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THE PACKAGE
 
   As Jeffrey Halperin checked his emails before heading to the operating room, he received a call from the front desk. Picking up the receiver, he heard the familiar nasal tone of Margaret the receptionist. “Dr. Halperin, I have a package for you.”
 
   “A package?” Halperin repeated.
 
   “Yes. A man just delivered it.”
 
   Halperin wondered if it might pertain to his current patient. “Does it look like it might contain x-rays, Margaret?”
 
   “No, I don't think so. This looks like a gift from someone. It's square and wrapped in ribbons with the big red bow. It's pretty heavy, too.”
 
   “Can you have Charlie bring it to my office? I'm about to go into surgery.”
 
   “Sure thing, Dr. Halperin.”
 
   Three hours later, after completing a delicate procedure to remove a brain tumor, Halperin returned to his office.
 
   In the middle of his desk, he saw the meticulously wrapped package about one foot square in size. He looked at the paperwork attached and didn't recognize the name of the sender, a G. Reaper.”
 
   After a double take and looking at the sender’s name again, he assumed the package must be some kind of joke. As he undid the ribbons, he noticed a red smudge next to the giant red bow. It looked to him like a fingerprint inked in blood.
 
   One of his colleagues, Dr. Foster, was passing in the hall, and he saw the box on Halperin's desk. He wandered in with a big grin. “Gee, I wish somebody would send me a gift like that sometimes.”
 
   “I'm not so sure about that,” Halperin said. “This one is from G. Reaper, and I think there's a bloody fingerprint on the wrapping paper. Look at this.”
 
   Halperin showed Foster the smudge.
 
   “Well, I have to admit, it really does look like a bloody fingerprint all right. Did you shake it? Better yet, did you check to see if it's ticking?” Foster chuckled at his colleague’s genuine apprehension to open the package.
 
   Halperin didn't see the humor in his remark. He just sat there for a few seconds, then, leaned down, and put his ear closer to the box.
 
   “Well, should I have Margaret call the bomb squad?”
 
   “I don't hear anything ticking so far.”
 
   Halperin lifted the box carefully with both hands and tilted it to one side slowly.
 
   “Well,” Foster asked, amazed at the way Halperin kept looking at the package.
 
   “It's pretty heavy for its size. Whatever's inside didn't move when I tilted it.”
 
   “Do you want me to open it,” Foster said, boldly. “I’ll do it, if you're too creeped out over the name and the fingerprint. How bad can it be? A messenger bumped it all over town, and it didn't explode.”
 
   “Be my guest, if you're so inclined,” Halperin said.
 
   Foster grabbed the box, “Give me the scissors.”
 
   Halperin took a pair from his center drawer and handed it to Foster. He was feeling a little embarrassed at the absurdity of his timidity. Foster snipped the ribbons and removed the white paper, leaving only the square box.
 
   “It's okay, Harry. You're right. I’m acting like a wuss. I'll open it. Pass it over.”
 
   “I've gone this far, good buddy. I'm going all the way,” Foster pulled open the top corner and peeked inside.
 
   As if struck by lightning, his eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed on the floor in front of the desk. Halperin circled around to him and knelt beside him. Upon inspection, he was breathing, and his vitals were fine, but he had fainted dead away.
 
   Halperin stood and faced the box. Taking a deep breath, he lifted the flap on top and looked inside.
 
   Margaret could hear Halperin's screams halfway across the floor. It sounded like someone was in excruciating agony as the shrieks of emotion continued unabashed. Twenty of the occupants on the floor scrambled in the direction of the uproar and watched Halperin pulling his hair out and sobbing uncontrollably on his knees in front of the desk.
 
   Jerry Sprinkler stepped over Foster's body and tried to comfort Halperin, who kept pointing to the white box. Sprinkler lifted the top and let out a bloodcurdling scream himself as he glared at the horror inside. Miriam Halperin’s severed head stared up at him with empty black eye sockets.
 
   The police arrived a few minutes later, and bedlam continued in the surgery wing the rest of the afternoon.
 
   When the police removed the doctor’s wife's head from the package, they found a bloodstained note inside. The message read:
 
   To make sure you know my threats are serious, I have included your wife's head as evidence that I am a despicable monster trapped in the body of a human. No need to call home or to the college to check on your three sons. I have kidnapped them. They are somewhat worse for wear from scrapes and bruises inflicted during their capture, but for now, they’re still breathing.
 
   On June 5, day after tomorrow, at 10 a.m., take $5,000,000 (I know you can access funds in the Cayman Islands) in a duffel gag to the bus stop at the entrance to Fenway Park. Wait for further instructions. Let me stress. Do not involve the police. They cannot help you. Once I receive the cash, I will give you the location of your sons, and you can have their sorry asses back.
 
   If I do not receive the funds OR if you involve the police, you will receive another box like this one. Don't be stupid.
 
   Sincerely,
 
   The Grim Reaper, A Wild and Really Crazy Guy.
 
   As day turned into night, Halperin was a mental wreck, but despite his grief, he tried to focus on the two detectives’ questions for the sake of his sons’ lives.
 
   “Can you think of anyone who would commit such a heinous crime against you?” Lieutenant Rollins asked.
 
   “You don't think this is just for the ransom money?” Halperin answered skeptically.
 
   Rollins popped a breath-mint in his mouth and replied, “It could be, but the horrific nature of the murder, the staging, and the package usually indicates an act of revenge. Whoever did this obviously wants you to feel mental anguish in addition to paying the funds.
 
   “Truthfully, I can’t think of anyone who would commit such an inhuman atrocity against me.”
 
   “Well, I know it’s hard to concentrate after what you’ve been through, but time is of the essence,” Rollins continued. “Think back. Maybe something will occur to you. The ransom note is unlike anything we’ve ever heard of. Usually the perps kidnap a loved one, then promise to return them unharmed when they get the money.”
 
   “That's the way it always is in the movies,” Halperin added.
 
   Rollins ignored this inane comment and continued, “This perp kills your wife from the get go, making it absolutely clear his threat is serious. By doing so, he made himself an automatic candidate for the needle if he's caught. The bad part is he doesn't have anything to lose if he murders again. Then, he says he will kill your sons if he doesn't get the money. It makes no sense. Why involve more than one person in the ransom demand when one would suffice?”
 
   Halperin wavered in his chair as if he might pass out from the ordeal at any moment. His head bobbed back to attention, “What do you suggest I do?”
 
   “I guess the first question is, do you have the funds to pay five million dollars, and can you get it in cash by day after tomorrow?” Rollin’s partner, Joe Danough, asked.
 
   Halperin shuddered at the thought of this madman torturing and killing his sons so he decided to comply with his instructions completely and pay the ransom money. He loved his sons dearly and would do anything to keep them safe and free from pain. Five million dollars would put a dent in his savings, but he would have ten times that much left after he paid the ransom to the kidnapper.
 
   The doctor said firmly, “To answer your question, yes, I have the funds, and I can get it by the deadline. Let me be clear. I want to follow this fiend’s instructions to the letter. I don’t want to take any chances with my sons’ lives. I order you not to interfere, and if you disregard my wishes, I will hold you responsible if this maniac injures or murders them.”
 
   Rollins rose from his chair for coffee. His partner remained seated and added brusquely, “Look, Doc, I know you think paying the ransom will get your sons back safely. Unfortunately, most of the time, that doesn’t happen.”
 
   “If I comply with their wishes, why wouldn’t I get them back?”
 
   “What you’re not seeing is we’re dealing with people who could stab you in the heart as easily as stepping on a bug on the sidewalk,” Rollins said bluntly. “What’s fair means nothing to them. I’m sorry to break it to you if you don’t already know, in most cases, once the perp gets the cash; they kill the people they’ve kidnapped. Dead people can’t identify a voice or an inadvertent slip of the tongue one of these bozos may have made.”
 
   “The reason I hesitate not to ignore the kidnapper’s demands,” the doctor countered, “is in every movie I’ve ever seen, involving the FBI and the police was like signing a death warrant for whoever was kidnapped.”
 
   “Hey, if you kill the person right after you kidnap them, you don’t have a movie,” Danough replied. Taking a deep breath, he exhaled and continued, “Dr. Halperin, realistically, your sons may already be dead, and if they’re still alive, chances are they’ll be dead as soon as the ransom is paid. This is the reason that following the ransom demands could be actually giving away the only chance we might have to save your sons’ lives. Trust me. I know what I’m talking about.”
 
   Halperin obsessed over their pleas for police and FBI involvement for several hours, and then, reluctantly agreed.
 
   On the day of the drop, the doctor drove his car to the stadium and parked in the deserted lot. The FBI had coordinated everything with the local authorities, and police officers had positioned themselves as close to the bus stop as possible without being seen.
 
   As Halperin approached the bus enclosure after parking, he looked in all directions and saw no one. He took a seat on the bench and waited.
 
   As the seconds, then minutes ticked away, he wondered if the kidnappers had spotted the FBI or the police. They had indicated no buses were running today since there was no game.
 
   He couldn't understand the miscommunication when he saw a bus pull into the parking lot and move toward the enclosure where he sat. The bus stopped in front of him, and the doors opened.
 
   The driver, a man dressed in a black pullover shirt and trousers barked, “Step into the bus, and make it snappy.”
 
   When Halperin stepped up to the level of the driver, the man grabbed the duffel bag and bellowed, “Take a seat behind me.”
 
   “Where are my sons?” Halperin demanded.
 
   “They’re safe. Sit down and wait for further instructions,” the driver said coarsely.
 
   The doctor reluctantly complied, and the bus sped away. It wound around the circle and took the first ramp to the right. Without passengers, the bus accelerated rapidly onto the interstate. Halperin didn't see any FBI or police vehicles following. He had no idea what the authorities would do next.
 
   After speeding down the interstate, the bus suddenly veered off the road onto the shoulder into a maze of concrete trusses and came to a screeching halt. The door opened, and the driver, with the duffel bag in hand, exited and ran to a motorcycle, partially obscured by a concrete pillar. He placed the bag in a basket, started up, and sped away with tires screaming down an auxiliary access road under the freeway. Halperin watched him disappear into the distance.
 
   Immediately, the doctor saw a black helicopter lift off from behind a concrete stanchion and head in his direction. He heard sirens begin to wail, and then, three squad cars came barreling across the median in pursuit of the motorcycle.
 
   In seconds, three black and whites pulled up around the bus. Halperin exited and met two officers under the concrete pillars. The first officer said, “He was a wily son-of-a-bitch, but we got him.”
 
   The doctor looked at the first of the two of them with his mouth agape, “You got him?”
 
   Halperin wondered if that meant his sons were out of danger, and his decision to go along with the FBI’s recommendation was the correct one. He got into one of the cruisers and was taken to the local police station.
 
   Two officers escorted him into a conference room, and taking a seat, the doctor saw a picture window in the center of the wall, which he assumed must be a mirror on the other side. Through the glass, he saw the bus driver seated at a table similar to the one where he sat now. Two officers were questioning him, but he couldn't hear what they were saying.
 
   Lieutenant Rollins entered his room and shut the door. The doctor immediately noticed the downcast look on his face as he took the chair across from him. “Well, he almost gave us the slip, but with the help of the helicopters, we cornered him in an abandoned warehouse. We were going to teargas the place when he decided his number was up and surrendered.”
 
   “Was he armed?” Halperin asked, glaring at the bus driver through the glass.
 
   “Actually, he wasn't. At least he didn't have a gun on him when he left the building, and we couldn't locate one inside when we searched. We recovered all the money, but I'm afraid the driver was only a decoy,” Rollins said, markedly disappointed.
 
   “A decoy?” the doctor asked, a worried look creeping into his expression.
 
   “Yes. The bus driver claims he was hired by someone he’d never seen before at the place he hangs out with his gang. The man wore large black sunglasses, a hat that covered most of his head, and a handlebar mustache that could have been false. The apparent disguise hid almost all of his face, making any possibility of identification virtually impossible. The stranger offered him five G’s to follow his instructions.”
 
   “What Instructions?” Halperin asked.
 
   Rollins continued, “He told the driver to pick you up in the bus he provided, take you to the location where the motorcycle was parked, and then, deliver the duffel bag to a predetermined location. Once in the clear, he was to call a predetermined telephone number, which turned out to be a public phone, and wait for further instructions. He claims he didn't know what was in the bag, and he has no way to contact the guy who hired him other than the telephone number he gave him.”
 
   The doctor looked at Rollins with building disdain as his eyes began to tear. “So, if he's not the kidnapper, and the real kidnapper didn’t get the money, he's going to kill one of my sons. Isn’t he?”
 
   “The perp gave the driver an envelope to give you, in case he didn’t get the bag or couldn’t call,” Lieutenant Rollins said, handing the doctor the envelope, and avoiding the question.
 
   Halperin's hands were shaking as he took it and placed it on the table. After a long pause, he picked up the envelope, started to sob, and tore it open. Inside, he found a single Polaroid photograph of his youngest son, Timmy, tied to a chair in a dingy warehouse. The perp had colored in his eye sockets with a black Magic Marker. The doctor pushed it aside, laid his head on the table, and began to weep uncontrollably. Rollins called for a nurse to attend to him.
 
   The next morning, the same messenger service delivered another white package wrapped with red ribbons and a large green bow to Margaret at the front desk of the hospital. Everyone who passed by on the floor shuddered when they saw it, anticipating the impending horror their colleague, Dr. Halperin, would soon suffer.
 
   Margaret sadly called the doctor and informed him a similar package had arrived for him. Halperin was in his office, but couldn’t muster the nerve or the strength to retrieve it. He called Rollins and told him about the package. Afterward, the doctor became so distraught he had to be sedated.
 
   To avoid the horror a little longer, and to be on the safe side, Rollins called the bomb squad to retrieve the package from the hospital and deliver it to headquarters. An hour later, the door opened and two men wheeled in a cart and placed the dreaded square box on the conference table in front of them.
 
   Rollins and Danough sat in silence at the table with their eyes riveted on the box with ribbons and a big bow for a long time. They anticipated the ghastly horror their blatant disregard of the kidnapper’s demands would produce as Rollins finally pulled back the top flap of the box. As expected, they found Halperin's youngest son's severed head inside. Just as before, the fiend had removed his eyes and painted the empty sockets black.
 
   Neither agent had ever seen anything more grisly than this in his career. Neither could imagine what kind of subhuman could have done something so depraved to an innocent little boy.
 
   Rollins commented to his partner, “I think I’d take out my Glock and blow my brains out, if I received a package like this with my little boy’s head inside.”
 
   Beneath the blood and gore they found another note that read:
 
   Your son, Tiny Tim, wanted you to know he thought you loved him more than the measly ransom money. You apparently need another reminder not to play with your sons’ lives so I smashed both his kneecaps before I slit his throat and gouged out his eyes with a screwdriver.
 
   Don't fuck up the next time or Michael and Kevin will pay dearly, I promise.
 
   As always,
 
   The Grim Reaper, A Wild and Really Crazy Guy.
 
   Rollins slammed his fist on the table and threw down the note, overcome with emotion. After regaining his composure, he said solemnly, “I wish we had given this lunatic the money. At least, even if he did the same thing to the kid, I wouldn't feel so guilty.”
 
   “Hey man,” Danough said. “We didn’t write the book on protocol, we just follow it. We did what we were supposed to do. This time it backfired.”
 
   Rollins replied, still visibly shaking from the horror, “Look, Joe. I have no intention of showing Halperin this letter. If there’s trouble with the brass because of it, I’ll accept the consequences without involving you.”
 
   “Whatever you want to do. I’m with you, Partner.”
 
   * * *
 
   During the days that followed, Halperin, heavily sedated, looked like a bloodless zombie as he stared into space in his secluded hotel room. The police kept him under 24/7 surveillance.
 
   Finally, on the fourth day, the same messenger service delivered another package. This time, it was a small pouch with a letter enclosed that read:
 
   Tomorrow at noon, a black man dressed in a yellow polka dot suit will come to the front desk of the Elite Astoria Hotel. Book a room. He will tell the clerk at the desk he has come to pick up a duffel bag left for him by Dr. Jeffery Halperin. In case you haven’t guessed, the bag will contain $5 million dollars in unmarked bills. He will sign for it as Bozo the Clown and leave without any interference. I repeat: no one will follow him if they want to see Michael and Kevin again with their heads still attached to their bodies.
 
   Once I have the money, and if the bills are unmarked, and you have followed my instructions to the letter and not involved the authorities, I will release your sons, and you can live happily ever after. That is, if you still can, knowing your fuckup cost your youngest son, Tiny Tim, his life.
 
   Sincerely,
 
   The Grim Reaper, A Wild and Really Crazy Guy.
 
   * * *
 
   The next day, an Afro-American dressed in a yellow and white polka dot suit went to the front desk of the Elite Astoria, signed for the duffel bag as Bozo the Clown, and left the hotel as directed. The authorities abided by Halperin’s strict instructions not to interfere.
 
   Later that afternoon, a messenger delivered a sealed envelope to the specified hotel with a note. The agents and Halperin read it together:
 
   Is my face red? The brother I hired to pick up the ransom has absconded with the money and has disappeared for parts unknown. I left your son, Michael, in his care, and now I don't know where he is, or if he is still alive.
 
   I will pursue the black bastard to the ends of the earth, but for now, I must secure the cash I need for myself. Therefore, it is with deep regret that I must ask you to pay the five million dollar ransom again. Since you are running out of sons, and only Kevin might be alive, I must insist that you bring another duffel bag with the money yourself to the place where you proposed to your wife to be married. You must come alone and as I specified before if you are followed or if the police intervene I will be forced to torture and kill your eldest son in a way five times worse than your first son. So, don't fuck up.
 
   I may be a deranged, amoral psychopath with no feelings whatever for another human being, but I am as honest as the day is long. I swear on my syphilitic mother's black heart that Bozo the Clown stole your money, not me.
 
   Hopefully someday, you will receive a package with his head in it as punishment for his lack of integrity.
 
   Sincerely,
 
   The Grim Reaper, A Wild and Really Crazy Guy.
 
   “Can you believe this bullshit,” Danough said. “Bozo the Clown stole the money, and the maniac is sorry he has to ask for the ransom again.”
 
   “It's a crazy story, I grant you,” Halperin said, “but somehow, I think I believe it. It’s too bizarre to be anything but the truth.”
 
   “So what do you want to do this time, Doc?” Rollins asked. “Pay or try to nail the psycho at the drop off point.”
 
   “What I really want to do is kill the motherfucker if I get the chance,” Halperin said with blood in his eyes.
 
   “Do you want us to back you up at all?” Danough asked.
 
   “No. I can't take a chance with Kevin's life. I’m going in alone. Don’t interfere. He may be the only son I have left.”
 
   They heard a knock on the door, and Danough went to answer it. The door opened a crack, and the lieutenant listened to something whispered to him by someone Halperin couldn’t see. Danough shut the door and returned to his seat at the table.
 
   He looked at Halperin with a grave expression. “I'm sorry, Dr. Halperin. They found your son, Michael, floating down by the South End Pier early this morning. He'd been in the water for about nine hours. The ME says the cause of death was drowning. His hands and feet were strapped together behind his back. He didn’t have a chance.”
 
   “Was he tortured?” Halperin gasped.
 
   “I don't think so, but the crabs made a mess of his body. I'm so sorry.” The lieutenant said, solemnly.
 
   Halperin turned away and slammed his head down on the table. He began to sob uncontrollably once again. His wife and two sons had met a horrible death at the hands of this fiend. If it took all the money he had in the world, he would spend the rest of his days tracking him down and take pleasure in strangling the life out of him with his bare hands.
 
   * * *
 
   The next day, Halperin took the subway across town. At the fifth stop, without warning, he jumped up from his seat and scurried through the doors just as they were closing to make sure no one was following him. He had a 38 special concealed in his belt. This could be his only chance to kill the maniac, who had slaughtered his wife and sons. He had little hope the fiend would spare Kevin or himself after he got the money, but no matter what, he planned to go down swinging.
 
   As he approached Pier 57, where he had proposed to Miriam, he saw his only surviving son, Kevin, standing near the end of the pier. Even, in the waning light, he saw the bruises and cuts that covered his son’s battered face. With his upper lip split open, and his right cheek twice the size of the other, Kevin was almost unrecognizable.
 
   On the deck to his right, the doctor saw a black man’s body lying motionless in a pile. “Where's the madman, son?” he shouted.
 
   “He's got a bead on us from one of the apartment building window’s across the street. He said to leave the duffel bag at the end of the pier and walk away. He said his business with us is over.”
 
   “Is that the black man on the deck who took Michael and stole the ransom money?”
 
   “I never saw him before until just before you came. I think the man in black with the mask tasered him. He’s still breathing, but he’s out cold.”
 
   Halperin looked in all directions. The kidnapper had picked a good place for the drop-off; there was no one in sight.
 
   “This guy is insane, Dad. I hope you brought your gun. I think he's gonna kill us anyway once he gets the money. He beat me badly and threatened to kill Michael if I didn’t cooperate.”
 
   “I have my gun all right. And he lied; Michael is dead.”
 
   “Michael is dead?” Kevin asked, looking dumbfounded as he stared into his father’s sad eyes.
 
   “Yes, this fiend or one of his henchmen killed him, and we’re probably going to be next, if we don’t act right now. Take off down the pier that way. The bastard won’t have much of a shot at you if you stay low behind the posts.”
 
   “You’re not coming with me?”
 
   “No, son. This is personal now. It’s him or me. If he wants this blood money, he’s going to have to take it over my dead body.”
 
   Kevin stood in awe at the man who had raised him, stunned by the maniacal frenzy he saw in his eyes. Grimacing in pain, he gasped, “I’m hurt, Dad. That bastard beat me up so bad, I can hardly move let alone run.”
 
   Halperin forgot about the maniac and ran to his son's side. He could see his wrists were raw from rope burns, and Kevin looked like he was ready to collapse. He threw his arms around him and hugged him. Tears filled his eyes. He was so glad Kevin was still alive, and he was prepared to give his life to keep it that way.
 
   A terrible stabbing pain made Halperin double up in sheer agony. Again and again, Kevin plunged a long blade into his father’s midsection. The doctor looked bewildered as he fell to the dock floor with blood gushing from five stab wounds. “Son. How could you do this? Why? Don’t tell me you’re the monster, who slaughtered your mother and your two brothers?”
 
   “Sorry, Dad. I'm flunking out this semester. I haven’t got time for this bullshit. I certainly don't want to work like you did for thirty years and live in some shit hole till you and mom kick the bucket. If I did that, I would have to split the money and the assets with my brothers. No way, Jose! I could be dead myself waiting for all that to happen. Eliminating the four of you to inherit $50 million is my ticket to a beautiful life. Believe me, if I had to, I would have done a lot more than chop off a few heads for fifty million.”
 
   Kevin finally noticed he was wasting his breath. His father had already bled out and died.
 
   Kevin lifted the 38 from his father’s belt, took some gloves from his pocket, and put them on.
 
   Placing the gun in his father's hand, he pulled the trigger three quick times, which fired three shots into the black man's chest. He quickly removed the gloves and the plastic clothes he wore over his street clothes and placed them in a garbage bag concealed in his back pocket.
 
   He picked up a heavy stone he’d brought with him from his garden earlier, placed it inside the bag with the contents, and pitched it over the side. The water was deep here, and it quickly disappeared into the murky depths. He found his father’s phone in his suit pocket and called 9-1-1.
 
   He quickly laid down next to his father’s body on the dock and let some of his blood soak into his shirt. He lay motionless and began his best impression of a victim beaten into unconsciousness.
 
   Three police cars pulled into the parking lot almost immediately, and six officers converged on the crime scene.
 
   Each pair inspected the bodies on the pier. One pair knelt down beside Kevin’s body and felt his pulse. One of them extracted his wallet and stepped away. Kevin didn’t move a muscle.
 
   Another man dressed in a suit, who must have been in charge, joined the others. When they saw him, everyone, except the one who stayed with Kevin, gathered around him.
 
   The first officer reported, “This man's dead from several knife wounds. His ID says he’s Jeffrey Halperin, a surgeon who lives on Riverside Drive.”
 
   “What about the black dude?” the man in the suit asked.
 
   “Yeah, he took three shots in the midsection,” a second officer said. “He’s dead, too. He doesn't have an ID.”
 
   The suit pointed to Kevin, “What about him?”
 
   “He's alive but somebody sure made a punching bag out of him. Look at his face and his lip. Christ! He needs serious medical attention.”
 
   The suit saw the officer with the duffel bag “What’s in the bag?”
 
   “A shit load of cash,” he said grinning.
 
   The suit looked at him coldly and said. “Keep your eye on it. Don’t let it get away.”
 
   The grin faded and the officer answered, “Yes, sir.”
 
   The two FBI agents, who had met with Halperin, approached the officers gathered at the crime scene.
 
   “I'm Rollins. This is my partner, Danough. We're from the FBI.” They showed the other suit their badges. “We've been running surveillance on this case for about a week.”
 
   “The bag contains the ransom money,” Danough said, “This was the drop-off point.”
 
   The first detective on the scene looked at them oddly, and then said authoritatively, “A Dr. Halperin's is dead over there with five or six stab wounds in his chest. The other dead guy may be the perp. It looks like the doctor shot him after he was stabbed. The young man on the deck is Kevin Halperin, the doctor’s son. He's in bad shape after a brutal beating. I understand the black man’s knuckles were all chewed up. We think he must have beaten him up.”
 
   “Unfortunately,” Rollins said, “We know all that.”
 
   “How’d you know?” the first suit asked, “You just got here.” He saw motion from the corner of his eye, and turning toward the parking lot, he saw the other members of the surveillance group had surrounded the crime scene. “So, where were you and all these men when the murders were going down?”
 
   Rollins glared at him with an embarrassed look on his face and said, “Do you see those pillars over there?” Rollins pointed to two large posts about 200 feet from where they were standing.
 
   “If you were right there all the time, why didn't you intervene?”
 
   “It’s a long story, but the bottom line is Halperin demanded we not get involved in the drop off. He didn’t know we placed a tracking device in his shoe, and we followed him anyway. We were ready to save the day if the opportunity presented itself, but…”
 
   Rollins turned around and kicked Kevin in the stomach as hard as he could. “We didn't expect this piece of shit would stab his own father five times while they were hugging each other. Before we knew what was happening, this asshole fired three quick shots into this black guy with his father's gun.
 
   “Yeah,” Danough said, “He had us all completely fooled. Who would think a son would kill his father, cut off his mother’s head, and then, torture and kill his two brothers. The ransom demand seemed like the most logical explanation.”
 
   “This prick did all that?” the first suit asked in disbelief.
 
   Rollins nodded, and kicking Kevin in the stomach again, bellowed, “Get up you miserable piece of shit. Enough of this playing possum. We've got you dead to rights. Partner, read him his rights.”
 
   Kevin held his stomach and struggled to his feet. The first suit looked at him in disgust and gave him a hard punch in his cracked ribs himself.
 
   Kevin doubled over and screamed in pain, “I’ll sue you and the city for everything they own.”
 
   The first suit said, “I don’t think so, everyone here will testify you resisted arrest. Shut your face, or you’ll look worse than Rodney King when we get finished with you.” He turned and peered into the parking lot to see if he could see anyone with a camera. He sighed when there was no one in sight and added, ”They’ll still give you the needle even if you’re crippled.”
 
   As they put the cuffs on him, Kevin said dejectedly, “I planned it all so perfectly I knew you’d never suspect me. I had George beat me to within an inch of my life to make it look good. After I made it look like my father and the kidnapper killed each other, I was going to leave the duffel on the deck to make sure everyone really thought the murders were all about the ransom. I was going to inherit the money anyway so it didn’t matter. One stupid miscalculation, a tracking device in a shoe turned it all to shit.”
 
   “He lost us in the subway,” Rollins explained, “but we just kept following the tracer. He never left our line of sight after he left the station. You know, Kevin, I don't usually attend executions, but for you, I'm going to make an exception.”
 
   The officer with the ransom money handed it to Rollins, who handed it to his partner for safekeeping.
 
   Kevin glared at them coldly and started to sob.
 
   “Oh, one thing,” Rollins asked starting to smile, “Did you ever watch Hawaii 5-O when Jack Lord was playing Garrett?”
 
   “Yeah. I saw it a few times in reruns. Why? Who gives a shit?”
 
   “This is my favorite part in bringing despicable assholes like you to justice.” Rollins turned to his partner and said with a big shit-eating grin, “Book him, Danough, Murder One.”
 
   Danough smiled and said, “I think I'll let Jerry and the gang take Kevin in and book him this time. While we’re here, we should check on Halperin's yacht. It’s moored only a few blocks from here.”
 
   Rollins eyes brightened. “Good idea, Danough. Kevin’s note said Bozo the Clown absconded with the first duffel, but I think he lied, there goes the black man now, and he doesn't have it on him.”
 
   The two agents watched several men guiding two stretchers with body bags toward the parking lot. The deck was teaming with the crime scene unit collecting evidence.
 
   Rollins and Danough headed toward the parking lot, and arriving at their Crown Vic, Danough placed the bag with the ransom money in the trunk, got in, and they sped away.
 
   When they reached the pier where Halperin's yacht was moored, they parked as close as they could. Walking swiftly down the gangway, they ogled four magnificent vessels probably costing several million each but didn’t stop.
 
   Rollins remarked, “My father always said he wanted a boat like this.”
 
   “He was a real dreamer, huh?” Danough said, looking farther down the pier.
 
   “Yeah. He never had a dime in the bank and never had a snowball’s chance in hell to have something this fine, but he'd sit down here for hours pretending. I never wasted my time thinking about stuff like that. What would be the point on my salary?”
 
    “I know what you mean,” Danough said, pointing to the number on the sign on the left. “This is Halperin’s boat. It sure is a beauty, isn't it?”
 
   They boarded the vessel and found the door locked.
 
   “Damn,” Rollins bellowed, “I should've checked the kid’s pockets for the keys.”
 
   “Don't worry. I have a key.” Danough drew his 38 special and smashed the small window on the door. Afterward, he reached in, unlocked it, and went in.
 
   Rollins shook his head and followed him inside.
 
   They started searching one cabin at a time.
 
   In the bedroom, they found two suitcases and the duffel bag on the bed. Rollins turned the bag toward him, unzipped it, and opened it. 
 
   With hungry eyes, they let their eyes feast on the stacks of greenbacks. Danough said, “Don’t you just want to rip your clothes off and wallow in this stuff?”
 
   Rollins laughed and closed the duffel bag. Looking about the cabin, he said, “Kevin was already packed and ready to go. As soon he gave his statement about the kidnapping, he was going to spend some of his father’s money.” He spotted an airline ticket on the dresser. “Here it is! His ticket to Rio de Janeiro late tonight.”
 
   When Rollins turned around Danough had his gun drawn and pointed at him.
 
   “What are you doing, Partner?” he said nervously. “Are you crazy? Put that gun away; we've been partners for ten years. I was best man at your wedding. I’m godfather to your child, for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “Sorry, Hal. This money is too much to pass up. It can give me a new start in South America. Too bad, it’s not enough to share.” A tear rolled down Danough’s cheek as he stared into the eyes of the dearest friend he had ever known.
 
   Rollins stared back in a state of disbelief at the person he thought he knew better than anyone else in the world.
 
   Danough wiped away the tears and said, ”You know, I read recently that fifty percent of the people would walk away from their wife, their children, everyone they ever knew, and never look back for $10,000,000. Hey. I laughed at the idea at the time, not knowing then, I was one of those people.”
 
   Danough loved Rollins more than a brother when he pulled the trigger, grabbed the duffel bag, and began his new life.
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SOMETHING IN THE CAVE
 
   Barry and Ike loved to explore caves. Curtis, one of their spelunking buddies, had called and arranged a night out to tell them about a new cave he’d found on his vacation. When Barry and Ike entered the Purple Puma Lounge, they saw Curtis at the bar and took a stool on each side of him.
 
   They shot the shit for a while, and Barry finally said, “What about this cave you found in the Shenandoah Valley?”
 
   Curtis grabbed some peanuts from a bowl, and after chugging some beer, he said, “After searching the terrain around Luray, we came upon an opening in the side of the mountain. Not far from the entrance, we found this huge hole about forty feet in diameter, and guess what. It had a ladder inside it going down the rock face.” 
 
   “Gee. That’s weird. Was the ladder sturdy enough to use?” Ike asked.
 
   “It sure was. I tested it before I got on it, and it didn’t budge at all. Whoever built it made it strong and bolted into the rock.”
 
   “Wow. I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Barry remarked.
 
   “After climbing down it for a while and not making much progress, I secured my rope and threw it into the hole and repelled down. It was a lot faster, and my friends followed suit. When we reached the bottom of the ladder, my meter indicated we had descended about 500 feet.”
 
   “Incredible. It must have been scary that far down.” Ike replied, his face pulsing with excitement.
 
   “But what was more incredible was how deep the cave was after the ladder ran out. The shaft went on for what seemed like an eternity.”
 
   “Unbelievable!” Barry exclaimed, shaking his head.
 
   “I’ll say, but it gets weirder,” Curtis continued.
 
   “Are you making this shit up?” Ike barked, cutting a loud fart. A woman a few stools down from them got up and moved.
 
   “No, man, I’m telling it like it was. You’ll see when you get there. From the bottom of the ladder, we kept repelling down until we ran out of rope, which was about another 250 feet down.”
 
   Barry’s eyes were bugging out as Curtis continued, “I took out my Maglight and pointed it down the hole.”
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Nothing?” Ike bellowed. “What do you mean nothing? The ladder was down 500 feet; the rope was another 250, and the Maglight must have illuminated another 500 feet or so.”
 
   “Actually it illuminates 750 feet.”
 
   “Fuck me! Fifteen hundred feet is deeper than the Empire State Building is tall,” Barry shouted, drawing several hard looks from a nearby table.
 
   “It’s another world down there. The eerie quiet and the pitch-blackness of being down that far underground can really creep you out. I would have shit a brick if anything popped out at me. You know after seeing all those recent horror movies about caves,” Curtis said, whistling a scary tune from some old TV show.
 
   Barry laughed and slapped his thigh, almost turning over his pitcher of beer. After more hard looks, the people at the closest table moved to an empty table across the bar.
 
   Curtis chuckled and went on, “I threw a rock over the edge.” Barry and Ike sat with their mouths agape, waiting with obvious anticipation for Curtis to continue as he drank another slug of beer.
 
   “And we never heard it hit bottom.”
 
   “Come on,” Barry retorted. “You just didn’t hear it.”
 
   “We did it three times.”
 
   “Three times!” Barry and Ike repeated in unison. After they thought about that a while, Barry said, “What happened then?”
 
   “Since we were out of rope, we had to give up. I thought I would die trying to get back to the mouth of the cave. We had to stop and rest about five times, and when we finally dragged our sorry asses over the top, my heart was thumping like a son of a bitch. It’s a helluva lot easier going down a rope than climbing up it. You better rent a 4X4 truck with a remote control winch if you’re going any deeper than we did.
 
   After that, no one spoke for a time. They just drank beer.
 
   * * *
 
   A month later, Barry and Ike were standing inside the cave. They had no trouble finding the entrance from the map Curtis had given them. Not far from the mouth, they found the ladder their friend had described.
 
   Since they had already decided to ignore the ladder entirely, they rented a truck, and a Plexiglas enclosure they could lower with a winch by remote control. They also brought along 1,500 feet of cable and a couple of hundred feet of rope in their back packs and hoped it would be enough. They attached the end of the cable to a Plexiglas enclosure, and after pushing it over the side, they climbed down and got inside. Barry pushed the button on the remote, and they began to descend into the abyss.
 
   After reaching the bottom of the ladder, they exited the car and stepped on to a ledge, which led to a small recess in the rock face at that location. Barry’s distance meter confirmed they had descended about 500 feet. After Barry had a smoke, and they made a note on a pad on their location, they climbed back inside the Plexiglas car and continued downward another 250 feet. At this depth, they assumed they must be about the same place Curtis and his friends had stopped.
 
   Again, they found a ledge, and after tying down the car to a boulder, they found a spot to sit and have a swig of water from their canteens. Barry took out a glow stick and pointed across the chasm. They could see metal connectors driven into the wall all the way down the rock face, which they assumed had held the ladder in place all the way to where they stood now and beyond until someone removed it.
 
   Ike said, “You can see where someone broke off the connectors all the way down. The fasteners are still embedded in the rock. It doesn’t make any sense at all. Why would someone go to the trouble and expense of constructing such a sturdy ladder and then remove it?”
 
   Barry looked at Ike with an expression of horror and said in a whisper, “Maybe they found something down below they didn’t want to reach the top.”
 
   Ike’s face turned ashen, and he asked with marked anxiety, “Do you really think so?”
 
   Barry broke into a fit of uproarious laughter at how seriously Ike responded to his ridiculous assertion.”
 
   “I don’t think this ladder being removed from the wall is a reason to go bonkers, for Christ sakes. It doesn’t matter. We aren’t using it anyway.”
 
   Ike was totally pissed at Barry’s rebuff as he pointed his laser into the black hole. The darkness swallowed the light far below without offering any clue of how far down they would have to go to hit bottom.
 
   Everything Curtis had told them at the Purple Puma was true. Just as he had said, none of the members of the Everest Club had ever been in a cave this deep.
 
   Barry suddenly thought about Jules Verne’s book, Journey to the Center of the Earth and the monsters those travelers encountered on their trek into the unknown.
 
   Barry also thought about the monster the explorers had roused in the movie, The Descent. A chill ran up his spine as the two of them sat against the rock face and silently considered their next move. Barry had planned this adventure well. Unlike the morons in the standard horror flick, Barry had left detailed instructions of their whereabouts with his roommate, Noah Watkins, before leaving on the trip. If Barry didn’t contact him in three days, it would mean they were in trouble, and he should notify the authorities they were officially missing.
 
   Barry’s thoughts about monsters made him rethink what Ike had said about how strange it was someone had removed the ladder, but he decided not to bring it up again. 
 
   Just as Curtis had done before, Ike tossed a rock into the shaft. They both strained to hear a sound, but just as Curtis had said, neither of them heard it hit bottom.
 
   “Christ,” Ike groaned, “Can you believe how deep this hole must be?”
 
   Barry didn’t like the tremor he heard in Ike’s voice and wondered where this was going.
 
   “Are you sure you want to continue,” Ike said. “It's just a big black hole. There's really nothing to see down there we can't see right here.”
 
   Barry could see Ike's eyes under the lamp on his helmet, and he looked truly freaked out.
 
   “Are you wimping out on me? I thought you had more balls than this. We haven't gotten much farther than Curtis and his friends did.”
 
   “I've got balls, Mandy can testify to that, but is it worth taking a chance on going deeper?
 
   “Did you see the movie, The Descent?”
 
   “Of course, I did. I saw it with you, birdbrain… and no, I don't think there's a monster down here that's going to eat us for lunch.”
 
   “Then, what are you afraid of? Why are you building up all those muscles in the gym if you don't want to use them?”
 
   “What if there’s a flood and water starts filling the hole? What if there’s a cave-in? Anything can happen.”
 
   “What if the sky falls on your head, Chicken-Little?” Barry groaned with irritation. “Life is a gamble and then you die. It's the luck of the draw, Bwana. My grandfather was a chain smoker until he died of a heart attack at ninety. That comedian, you know, the one from The Man in the Moon, that Jim Carry biography….”
 
   “You mean the guy on Taxi? Christ! You must've been three years old when you watched that show.”
 
   “I caught it on the reruns. Andy Kaufman, that was his name. He died of lung cancer and never smoked.”
 
   Ike glared at Barry as if he had two heads. “I’m getting tired of this macho bullshit. Our lives are on the line here. “There's a big difference between sitting on your ass on the sofa watching TV and descending thousands of feet into a big black hole.”
 
   “Why, pray tell, did you come with me if you weren't going to explore the cave?” 
 
   “I never thought it would be like this. If the Everest Club goes on suicide missions like this, count me out.”
 
   “Look, Douche Bag, are you with me or not?”
 
   Ike stood pondering this question over and over in his mind. Trying to decide if he had the balls to go with his best friend he'd known since the second grade. Reluctantly, he gave in and finally said, “Okay.” He exhaled and quickly added, “I hope I live to regret this.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t believe in monsters?”
 
   “Stow the bullshit about monsters. Let's go before I change my mind and let my reservations prevail. I've got a bad feeling about this big black hole.”
 
   They returned to the cable and continued their descent into the abyss.
 
   Barry shook out a cigarette and lit up as they watched the rock face moving past the Plexiglas.
 
   “Those things will kill you if that macho I’m unbreakable attitude doesn’t get you first,” Ike said popping a Lifesaver in his mouth.
 
   Ignoring the macho part, Barry answered, “Like I said my grandfather smoked a pack a day until he was ninety. It’s the luck of the draw, I tell you. When your luck runs out, you’re fucked.”
 
   Ike peered over the edge and pointed his flashlight into the blackness.
 
   “Do you see anything yet?”
 
   “Nope,” Ike replied and tossed a rock.
 
   They waited. Then Barry said, “Did you hear that? I think I heard it hit bottom.”
 
   They looked up, and now they could barely see any light from above.
 
   Ike turned to Barry, “Are you sure Noah knows where we are if we don’t call?”
 
   “Absolutely. Stop worrying.”
 
   * * *
 
   While Barry and Ike continued to descend deeper into the abyss, back in Washington, DC, Noah, Barry’s roommate, had struck up a conversation with a stranger seated next to him at a local bar. The nerdy young man named Marshall, who wore wire-rimmed glasses and weighed about one–hundred pounds soak and wet, offered to buy Noah a beer.
 
   Marshall had a big nose, big ears, and a pie face. He seemed nice enough, and somehow spelunking became a topic of conversation. During the half hour they talked, Noah mentioned his roommate and some friends were exploring a very deep and dangerous cave this weekend.
 
   “Yeah, Marshall,” Noah said cordially when the brew arrived. “Thanks for the beer. It’s a big responsibility to be the only one entrusted with the location of this cave. I also have to contact the authorities if they don’t return on time. If I get hit by a truck, they could be shit out of luck.
 
   “You’re right. It is a huge responsibility. You must be a really reliable person,” Marshall replied. “You don’t think any of the others know the location. You would think they would.”
 
   “No. Barry said he’s the only one that has the map his friend Curtis gave him after he returned from the cave. He made a copy for me. That’s all.
 
   “Well, I’m sure nothing’s going to happen, and it won’t matter anyway.
 
   Noah looked at his watch and said, “I have to study for an exam tomorrow, so I have to leave. It was nice to meet you. Thanks again for the beer. You sure do look familiar, but I can’t place you.”
 
   ”I don’t remember meeting you before, and I remember faces well. Till next time.”
 
   Noah rose and made his way to the men’s room as Marshall hurried out the door and walked briskly down the street.
 
   Marshall was the nerdy guy Barry’s spelunking group, The Everest Club, rejected when he applied to join. For no legitimate reason, other than his looks, the Club had made a fool of him publicly when they had returned his application in a box full of turds in a booby-trapped Fed Ex package. When he opened it at his mailbox in the student union building, they videoed it exploding and splattering him and everyone around him with shit. The final straw came when they placed the video on You Tube, and it went viral.
 
   The Club had been reprimanded and had to pay a fine for the distasteful prank, but everyone at the college had shunned Marshall ever since the horrendous episode had occurred. He was not only the laughing-stock of the campus but also cyberspace. While his male hormones were running out of control, none of the girls at the college would give him a second look.
 
   When Noah entered the street, he started listening to music with his ear buds on his phone. Immediately, a Justin Timberlake tune played as a man in a raincoat came walking toward him.
 
   This section of the sidewalk was dark because it was covered over by scaffolding due to a construction project, but he recognized Marshall immediately. He’d just spent the last half hour talking to him.
 
   “Hey, Marshall,” Noah said, “I thought you said you were headed uptown on the two to Penn Station?”
 
   No sooner were the words out of his mouth than Marshall produced a switchblade knife from his coat and thrust the blade three quick times into Noah’s stomach. He gave the third thrust an extra twist and sliced across his midsection. Blood gushed from the wound and part of Noah’s intestines slid down the front of his pants as he slumped to the pavement writhing in agony. Marshall looked both ways, and like the last time he’d checked, he saw no one approaching in either direction. He reached down, removed Noah’s wallet, draped his raincoat over the now motionless body, and fled.
 
   Since it was dark inside the scaffolding, several people hurried by, thinking Noah was a drunk who had passed out on the sidewalk. He was beyond help when a woman finally noticed the blood on her shoes when she emerged from the scaffolding and went back to investigate.
 
   Marshall stopped a few blocks away to inspect Noah’s wallet. He found the map and the instructions inside. He stuffed the cash in his pocket, tossed the note, the wallet, and its contents into a sewer drain, and headed for the subway.
 
   Marshall had big plans for the members of the Everest Club. They had humiliated him, and they did not deserve to live. Now, they were in the cave, he had their balls in the palm of his hands, and he was about to squeeze.
 
   * * *
 
   Suddenly, as Barry and Ike continued to descend into the depths of the cave, from far below, they heard someone call, “Help!” The word reverberated up from the hole and seemed to linger on a breath of cold air that emanated from the black maw.
 
   Looking down, they both saw a strange red glow far below.
 
   “What the hell is that?” Ike barked, his eyes bulging withintrepidation.
 
   “It’s someone in trouble. Didn’t you hear him calling for help?”
 
   “Yeah, I heard that, but what’s that red glow down there? Does it remind you of anything?”
 
   Barry looked perplexed. “No, Ike. What does it remind you of?”
 
   “Hell in Dante’s inferno”
 
   Barry shook his head at Ike’s remark and his obvious apprehension in proceeding any further, and at the same time, increased the speed of their descent on the remote.
 
   “Something’s not right about this, I tell you. I can feel it in my bones,” Ike stammered.
 
   “What do you want to do, Ike? Leave the poor bastard to die without trying to rescue him.”
 
   Ike stood there, scared shitless, glaring at the strange red glow below.
 
   Barry pointed his light into the hole, and saw the outline of the bottom of the cave floor getting closer. Looking back at Ike, he asked, “Are you with me?”
 
   Ike nodded reluctantly.
 
   When Barry and Ike finally reached the bottom of the abyss, the strange red light illuminated the cave, but they couldn’t identify the source. Inspecting the immediate area, they saw other tunnels winding in several directions. Someone had created a network of passages far below the surface of the earth, but it appeared it was a long time ago
 
   Barry finally said, “Looks like someone's been prospecting for something down here. I guess that explains the ladder.”
 
   “I’d still like to know why they destroyed the bottom section of the ladder. If they did find something valuable, why didn’t they construct a lift or an elevator to bring it up?”
 
   “Who knows? The bottom line is we’re not the first people down here so we can forget about getting our names in the Guinness Book of World Records.”
 
   “Well, la de da,” Ike groaned. “That was never on my bucket list.”
 
   They heard another cry for help from the left.
 
   They moved toward the sound, and Barry cried out, “Hello. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m here!” a weird resonating voice answered.
 
   Rounding a bend in the wall of rock, they saw a young man lying on the floor in a cell constructed of iron bars.”
 
   Ike shined the flashlight into the cell, and the man winced from the blinding beam in his eyes. Barry noticed the door was slightly ajar and motioned to Ike. He nodded.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Barry asked.
 
   “No. I'm not hurt, but I’m weak from being held prisoner for so long. Two ruffians bound me up and locked me in this cell.” His eyes darted about as if apprehensive that his captors might return at any moment.
 
   “I hate to break it to you, Bwana, but the door isn’t locked. You can see it standing ajar unless you’re blind.” Ike said sarcastically. The stranger peered at the door and didn’t seem to know how to respond to this remark.
 
   Both Barry and Ike looked uneasily at the strange man, who definitely had a foreboding and malevolent air about him. His eyes were piercing, hypnotic , and extremely bloodshot. To add to the creepiness, his teeth were abnormally pointed. Not just the incisors, but all of them. They reminded Barry of a ghoul he’d seen in a Tales from the Crypt show on HBO.
 
   Barry gripped the pickaxe in his belt, just in case.
 
   “Where are these… ruffians now?” Barry asked skeptically.
 
   “I’m sure I don't know.”
 
   Ike pointed at the door and said, “Push the door open and walk out. You really aren't a prisoner.”
 
   “I can't, I tell you; it's not the lock I fear. These blackhearts said they would chop off my fingers if I touched the door. It doesn't need a lock if touching it means I’ll lose my fingers.”
 
   “When was the last time you saw these men?” Barry asked.
 
   “It's been a long time.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   The stranger hung his head and began to sob.
 
   Barry and Ike looked at each other, and Ike raised his finger to his ear and made a circular motion signifying the man in the cell might be crazy.
 
   Barry nodded.
 
   “What have you been eating all this time?”
 
   The man looked up with a wild expression, obviously terribly distraught, "Please, enough of this interrogation. Open the door so I can leave this horrible place, before they come back. We need to leave now, I tell you. These fiends are cannibals.”
 
   Ike saw Barry with his hand on his pickaxe and followed suit as he proceeded to the door, and, with a degree of ceremonious panache, pulled it open. Something shiny fell from the top of the door to the ground.
 
   A loud squeak that could have awakened the dead echoed through the cave. In the blink of an eye, the stranger morphed into a giant bat and flew through the yawning cell door. They both watched with their mouths agape as he disappeared into the darker recesses of the cave.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Ike stammered.
 
   “It looked like a giant bat to me,” Barry replied, pointing his flashlight into the maze of shafts leading away from this spot.
 
   “I’ve got that bad feeling again, and it’s a lot stronger this time,” Ike moaned, his lip twitching. Their eyes returned to the shiny object on the ground next to the cell door. Barry went to it and picked it up. It was a jewel-encrusted crucifix. “This must have been placed on top of the door, and it fell out when you opened it. That’s why he couldn’t escape. He couldn’t remove the crucifix.”
 
   “I saw a Twilight Zone episode like this once,” Ike said, still shuddering from what he’d just witnessed.
 
   “Yeah, I remember it, too, some kind of demon was in the cell. Right?”
 
   “No, not a demon. It was the devil,” Ike said, grimacing at the thought.
 
   “Well, we’re in luck. This guy was only a vampire.”
 
   “What's this luck shit? Are you out of your mind? We're over a thousand feet below ground in the lair of a vampire. What's lucky about that?”
 
   “Better a vampire than the devil.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   “I know several ways to thwart a vampire.”
 
   “Thwart? I didn't know that word was in your vocabulary.”
 
   Barry ignored the sarcasm. "Let me see," he pondered. “There's garlic, a crucifix, holy water, sunlight, a wooden stake. I think you can even drown a vampire, if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   Ike exhaled, not believing the bullshit Barry was spouting. "That's good to know,” he retorted, "Did you bring any of those items with you in your backpack?”
 
   “What I'm trying to tell you is a vampire is vulnerable to certain things like Superman is to kryptonite, but I don't know a single way to kill the devil.”
 
   “Superman is in a comic book; this is real life, Nimrod. Let's get the hell out of here. Now!”
 
   They heard a bloodcurdling scream in the direction of the main shaft. The light was dim, but the aura of the mysterious red light illuminated the cave so they didn’t need their flashlights to make their escape.
 
   Running back to the Plexiglas car at the bottom of the hole, they splashed through a puddle of something on the path and stopped in their tracks. Turning on their flashlights, they saw their pants-legs were covered in what looked like blood. They heard a ferocious growl approaching from the right and then another bloodcurdling scream from the left.
 
   "I’m too young to die." Ike stammered again, almost incoherent this time.
 
   Barry saw Ike’s eyes flitting back and forth in their sockets, trying to decide which way to run, as the howl of a wolf echoed through the tunnels behind them.
 
   “In some movies I've seen,” Barry explained, "a vampire can turn into a wolf."
 
   Ike ignored this piece of superfluous information and bolted toward the main shaft with Barry running close behind him, yelling, “Wait for me!”
 
   When they approached their entry point, they found the rope to civilization still hanging there.
 
   But, from the shadows, a tall figure in a flowing red cape with horns protruding from both sides of his head stepped in front of their path. Ike stopped short in his tracks, and Barry ran into the back of him. Cowering backwards, Ike said, "I guess were not so lucky after all, Bwana. It’s the devil." He swooned and slumped into a pile on the cave floor. His flashlight plunked on the ground next to him as the red demon approached with its ominous claws poised to strike. A deep mighty growl resonated through the cave.
 
   Barry threw up his hands and shouted, “ I think that's enough, fellas. You almost scared me to death, and I'm in on the gag. I think Ike has earned his membership to the Everest Club, don’t you?”
 
   One by one, four other young men appeared from the darkness around them, turning on their flashlights to illuminate the cave more.
 
   The devil removed his horrific headpiece, revealing his long blond tresses and manicured beard. He looked down at Ike's body in disbelief. “Wow! I can't believe he passed out. But it’s a good thing he did. I could barely breathe under the mask. The air is so thin.”
 
   As Barry moved toward his friend on the ground, he asked, “Who was that guy in the cell, and where did you get the makeup? The eyes and the teeth were awesome.”
 
   “You know Craig, don’t you?” Mark asked, shaking his head.
 
   “Sure, I know Craig, but if that was Craig, I certainly didn’t recognize him with all that makeup. But what I really want to know is how he pulled off the disappearing act and the transformation into a bat? It was fantastic. I almost pissed in my pants when he flew away.”
 
   After receiving no response, Barry looked back at the others with their puzzled faces and saw their bewilderment to his questions.
 
   An uneasy silence followed, and Mark said, "We haven't seen Craig since he left us to get into the cell we constructed just before you arrived. What did you mean by his transformation into a bat?”
 
   “You know. Somehow, it looked like…Craig transformed from a man into a bat and flew out of the cage into the dark. David Copperfield couldn’t have done it any better. We never practiced this at the club. I just wondered how you guys managed it.”
 
   The four men looked confused, and Larry finally said, “Craig just had some teeth to pop into his mouth and a scary laugh he'd been practicing in the dorm. That was it. He never had a disappearing act or a transformation.”
 
   “What about the puddle of blood? That really got Ike’s goat. Even in the dim light, I saw his eyes bugging out.”
 
   Everyone stood stock-still. The howl of a wolf came again and seemed louder and closer than before.
 
   “Those sound effects are awesome and the red glow, wow,” Barry said, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   Mark said, “Sorry, man. We have no idea what you are talking about.”
 
   Barry shook his head in disbelief and said. “Are you guys trying to creep me out? I’ve had enough scary stuff for one day.”
 
   Mark said firmly, “I shit you not. Craig had some vampire teeth and a scary laugh. That’s all. We thought you must have supplied the red light and the sound effects. We didn’t.”
 
   “We need to find Craig,” Barry said. “Something weird is going on here. Let’s bring Ike around and look for him.”
 
   As Barry knelt down next to Ike's body still lying in a pile on the cave floor, John said with a smirk, “Look at him. He's out cold. He fainted, for God sakes. I don't think he deserves to be in our club. He's a wuss.”
 
   Clint agreed, "You heard what he said. He almost didn't make the final descent. I don't think he has enough balls to join the club. We should pass on him.”
 
   “That's not fair," Barry retorted. “He made the right choice. He risked his life to save the man who needed help.”
 
   “Only after your prodding,” Larry added.
 
   “Look. None of us went through an initiation like this,” Barry answered, obviously pissed. “We just did some bullshit in the clubhouse. Would any of you who have come down here to join this fucking club. I don't think so. Get serious.”
 
   They all clammed up and thought about what Barry had said.
 
   John broke the silence. “I guess you’re right. Let’s let him join.”
 
   The others reluctantly agreed.
 
   Barry said, “Give me a canteen.”
 
   Mark handed him one, and Barry turned Ike over on his back and splashed some water on his face. He didn't respond.
 
   Barry said "Put some more light on him.”
 
   When the beam of the flashlight illuminated his face, they all saw his open, vacant eyes staring into space. Barry knew CPR, but he knew it was too late for that. He felt for a pulse and found none, as he expected.
 
   “What happened to him?” Larry asked bewildered. “Did he hit his head on a rock or something?”
 
   After further inspection, they saw no sign of the head injury or any trace of blood on his body.
 
   Mark said sternly, ”I hate to think it, but we may have scared him to death.”
 
   “Scared him to death?” Clint asked, trying to get his mind around it.
 
   “I’d say he had a heart attack from seeing Larry in his devil costume.”
 
   They all stood looking from one to another at the utter absurdity of such a conclusion. Each one of them wondered what they would say to Ike’s family and the other members of the club when they got back.
 
   “This was your stupid idea, Barry. It’s your fault Ike is dead,” John barked.
 
   Barry delivered a right cross that sent John to the cave floor. John rushed to his feet to retaliate, but the others grabbed both of them to stop them from killing each other.
 
   “It's no one's fault,” Mark said, trying to stop the insanity. “Ike must have had a weak heart or some other medical problem we didn't know about. That’s all.”
 
   Barry remembered Craig was missing and said, “We can’t do anything for Ike, but what about Craig? We need to find him. Why would he not be here with us? Where could he go? And what about the blood?”
 
   The four of them separated and went in different directions, calling Craig's name. As they went farther away, the echo of his name resonated eerily about the cave.
 
   After a time, Clint called out, “He's over here, fellas. At least, I think it’s him.”
 
   The others came running in Clint’s direction and arrived almost at the same time. Clint was kneeling next to something on the ground behind a boulder with his flashlight. They all stood with their mouths agape as they assembled in a circle around a stew of bloody body parts and broken bones. A circle of dried blood lay beneath the mostly devoured corpse.
 
   “This grisly mess couldn't be Craig,” Clint said unable to imagine what they were seeing could be his friend. John lifted an Omega watch from the horrific remains obviously devoured by some kind of animal. “His father gave it to him for his birthday last year. It's Craig’s all right.”
 
   “How could an animal have done this? I haven't seen a trace of a living thing down here. And believe me, I've been watching my back,” Larry replied.
 
   “I noticed that, too. You'd think there would be a pile of animal shit somewhere in this cave. You think we would see a bat at least, but there's nothing.”
 
   Clint noticed the weird look on Barry’s face. “What are you thinking?” Clint asked nervously.
 
   “I think something in this cave is eating up all the varmints.”
 
   “If that's true, why didn't this thing gobble up Curtis when he came down here last month,” Mark asked.
 
   “Has anyone seen Curtis since he got back?” Larry asked.
 
   “Remember, Ike and I had drinks with him at the Purple Puma. That’s when he told us about the cave,” Barry explained. “But Ike was right. Something weird is going on down here. This corpse isn't fresh. The blood has already dried; yet, you say you saw Craig leave for the cell about a half hour ago. How could that have been Craig if this is his body?” Barry looked to the others for an explanation.
 
   “I know Craig, and we were with him not more than a half hour ago I tell you,” John said. “I was his roommate for a year, for Christ’s sake. I should know.”
 
   “Craig doesn’t’ have wings. He couldn’t turn into a bat and fly away, but someone or some thing did” Barry countered. “The weird guy in the cell didn’t look like Craig to me even if he was wearing makeup. I think something ate him several hours ago and took his place in the cell.”
 
   “Come on, Barry, that's the craziest thing I've ever heard. You've been watching too many horror movies,” Mark said, shaking his head in disbelief. “You think there's a shape-shifting cannibal down here that wants to eat us?”
 
   They all laughed nervously, but after Barry’s expression remained heart attack serious, they stopped laughing. He said, “As Sherlock Holmes once said, or someone like him, when you have exhausted all the plausible facts and can't explain the conclusion, then the improbable, no matter how far-fetched, must be the solution. Well, it was something like that.”
 
   “I’ve heard enough; let's get the fuck out of here, now.” Larry shouted.
 
   “We’ve had enough spelunking for one trip. We'll send a crew for Ike's body and for Craig's, if that’s him.” John agreed, gathering his stuff.
 
   When they reached the shaft where they'd entered the cave, the cable car was gone. They looked for their backpacks and their pickaxes where they’d left them, but they were gone as well.
 
   A rock from above careened off a boulder close to where Larry stood barely missing his head. They aimed their flashlights upward. On a ledge about fifty feet above them, they recognized someone they had not expected to see in this cave in a million years. Marshall Dwiggins, the freak who wanted to join their club last year. Laughing, he kicked a few more rocks down on them. One sliced through Larry’s cheek, and blood started to run down his face.
 
   “Hey assholes,” he yelled like a god sitting on top of the world. “I wasn’t sure you guys would take the bait, so I bribed Curtis to tell you how great this cave is. He’s not much of a friend; he sold you out for two-hundred bucks.”
 
   Marshall kicked a few more rocks off the ledge and the group scattered. “Of course, he didn’t know what I really planned for you lowlifes. I told him I only wanted to get even for what you did to me when I asked to join the club. I don’t know if he believed that bullshit or not, but he took the money.”
 
   “Wait till I get my hands on Curtis. I’ll rip him a new asshole, the son of a bitch,” John shot back.
 
   “Pipe down, moron. I took care of him for you,” Marshall said, smiling broadly.
 
   “You what?” Barry asked dumbfounded by the remark.
 
   “Hey, I couldn’t take a chance on him feeling guilty about taking the money when you don’t make it back.”
 
   “You actually killed Curtis, because of the prank we played on you. Are you out of your fucking mind?” Barry asked.
 
   If I am fucked up, you assholes are to blame, and pretty soon, you’ll be begging me for a swallow of water. You’re gonna be sorry you put that video on You Tube.”
 
   “Marshall heard several snickers from below, but couldn’t see who was lame enough to think this was funny at this point.
 
   “I may come back and video you jerk offs when you’ve lost about thirty pounds each. It’ll be fun hearing you beg. I won’t be able to put it on You Tube, but I can get some laughs out of it once in a while.”
 
   “You sick fucker. You’re insane,” Mark screamed, shaking his fist in rage. “It was a joke. Nothing worth killing someone over, you freak.”
 
   Ignoring this remark, Marshall said, “Did you guys see the movie, Alive, about the soccer team that went down in a plane in South America. They ate the passengers who died in the crash to survive.”
 
   Clint picked a rock to hurl at Marshall, but decided against it since the creepy nerd was too far away, and he couldn’t throw that far uphill.
 
   “I guess since you don’t have any dead bodies to eat,” Marshall chuckled. “You’ll be more like the poor dweeb in that song Timothy that came out in the seventies. Three miners were trapped in a cave for a month after a landslide. All of them survived except poor Timothy, who was never seen again. They didn't say it in the song, but there was no doubt they ate his ass.”
 
   This remark told Barry that Marshall didn’t know Craig and Ike were dead so he couldn’t have been snooping around down here very long. More importantly, he must not be responsible for Craig’s demise.
 
   “Who did you bring with you to help you get down here.? Are you going to kill him, too?” Barry asked, thinking Marshall had to have an accomplice to get so far below ground.
 
   “I guess you douche bags didn't even look at my application. If you did, you’d know I’ve been climbing since I was a little boy. I'll bet I’m a better climber than any of you clowns. Well, Duck Dynasty is coming on tonight so I need to be moving along. I don't think anyone will ever find you guys down here. After all, who in their right mind would risk their lives to explore this godforsaken black hole?”
 
   “I hate to throw a wrench into your perfect plan, but I left complete details where we are and what to do if we don’t return by a certain time.” Barry said. I guess you’re gonna get the needle after all, you rat bastard.”
 
   “Not to rain on your parade, but I overheard Noah blabbering about you coming down here at the student union building the other day. He bragged he held your lives in his hands since he was the only one you left instructions with if you didn’t make it back. So, I had a few beers with him just before I came here. I picked his brain some more, and even bought him a beer… before I killed him.”
 
   Barry’s face turned scarlet as he glared up at nerdy psychopath.
 
   “You'll never get away with this,” Mark screamed.
 
   “I think I will,” Marshall replied coldly, entering the cable car hanging just off the ledge about sixty feet above them and pushing the button on the remote to ascend to the top. But to everyone’s surprise, including Marshall’s most of all, the cable broke, and the cable car and Marshall plummeted to the cave floor.
 
   The fall broke Marshall’s neck instantly. When they dragged him out of the car and turned him over, they found his nerdy, wire rimmed glasses embedded in his face around his flattened, broken nose.
 
   “Well, at least the crazy bastard won't be having the last laugh,” John snickered.
 
   The rest looked at him in disbelief at his inane comment when their very lives were on the line.
 
   Barry looked at the broken shell of the cable car and the strand of black cable attached to it. “Do you guys think we can get to the ledge up there using this pitiful short length of cable without a pickax?”
 
   “I don't know,” Clint said, shaking his head. “It's doubtful.”
 
   Even if anyone comes along up top, they won’t hear our screams down here. Remember when we threw a rock off the top ledge, we never heard it hit bottom?”
 
   No one said anything. They kept looking dejectedly up at the unreachable ledge.
 
   “Do any of you have anything to eat in your pockets?” Barry asked.
 
   After a brief inspection, they shook their heads. “All the goodies are in our backpacks. We're fucked,” Larry replied.
 
   Barry shined his flashlight on Marshall’s broken body. Blood had pooled around it, and several severed bones protruded from his shirt and jeans. “Does anyone have a knife?” he asked.
 
   The others looked at him and then from one to another. Clint finally replied, “Are you out of your fucking mind? Have we become cannibals in the last five minutes?”
 
   “If you have a better idea, tell me what it is. What else can we do? We may be here a long time. Did anyone tell anyone else where this cave is?”
 
   After a time, they shook their heads. Their faces were etched with the realization they might actually die down here.
 
   Larry said, looking at Marshall’s broken body, “We have to make the best of what we have until somebody finds us, if they ever do.”
 
   “I don't think we can reach the ledge, John said, “and if we don't, who knows how desperate we'll become.”
 
   Barry's right,” Clint said. “It’s better to start carving up Marshall before we draw straws to eat one another.”
 
   “What about Ike and Craig?” John asked.
 
   “Something already ate most of Craig, and it may have eaten Ike by now. Does anyone know how long you can store meat without refrigeration and still eat it without it killing you?” Larry asked, looking like he was about to throw up.”
 
   “Before we start carving up anybody, I think we’ve forgotten one important thing in all this excitement,” Barry said, “If that wasn’t Craig in the cell, who was it? Or should I say what was it?”
 
   Mark picked up the piece of rope lying next to Marshall’s bloody remains, and looking at the end, he said grimly to the others, “this rope didn’t break; it’s been cut.”
 
   Suddenly, they all heard a deep, bone-chilling shriek resonate in the pitch-blackness just beyond the light. It almost sounded like a high-pitched laugh, and yet, it didn’t sound quite human….
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GOR
 
   Bart Jenkins saw movement from the right and stood frozen. He didn't move a hair for fear his prey would detect his presence and scurry away. He turned his head toward the movement almost imperceptibly.
 
   Then he saw a patch of brownish fur protruding from behind a tree about fifty yards away.
 
   A young doe nibbled on a leaf, unaware that danger lurked nearby. Bart moved slowly behind a pine tree a few feet in front of him to hide the lifting of his rifle into a shooting position. He rested the end of the barrel on a small knot protruding from the tree at eye level and placed his eye to the scope. Lining up the animal’s heart, which was just below the shoulder in the crosshairs, he took a deep breath, let it out, and held it as he slowly pulled the trigger.
 
   A red puff of blood colored the air around the creature's shoulder just before the deer’s legs gave out, and it toppled to the ground.
 
   When the hunter approached the doe, he saw its frightened eyes were open, and it's body quivering with fear and the pain of its lethal injury. Blood pooled under its belly. With each beat of its heart, a small spurt of blood added to the pool forming on the ground.
 
   Bart always hoped the animal would be dead when he reached the body, but apparently, this shot did not hit the spot where he had aimed.
 
   Bart never liked to shoot an animal a second time when it was down, but in this case, he had no choice. He couldn’t let it suffer. He knew better than to get too close to a dying animal. Too many hunters had been badly injured or even killed when a wounded deer in its death throes struck at them with its hoofs.
 
   Gor, the alien thing from deep space, had grimaced from the sudden repercussion when he heard the shot. In the blink of an eye, he felt a sensation of loss he had not felt since he’d left his parents on their dying planet to find another planet where he could live. He crash-landed in a spaceship in this very clearing.
 
    He'd seen the human enter the forest with his thunder stick and knew it fired small missiles. However, since no humans had come to the forest for so many years, Gor hadn’t fully understood the danger the man presented when he first saw him.
 
   But the instant Gor had heard the loud noise; he knew something terrible had happened. He could feel it in every fiber of his being. He moved like a panther through the underbrush, closer ever closer to the man beast. He'd smelled the stench of the red liquid on the wind. The reek of it hung in the leaves and sickened him. He'd smelled the stink of death many times, but this time, it had a peculiar burnt overtone that wafted from the direction of the interloper.
 
   A light cloud of smoke hung in the air, and a deep, foreboding stillness had fallen over the forest. The skies seemed darker than the alien had ever remembered. All the animals in the vicinity must have found a hole to crawl into or a thicket where they could hide. Nothing stirred, except the man beast advancing quickly through the trees with his thunder stick. For the first time since he’d come to Earth, he felt a vast, suffocating loneliness.
 
   Gor had the ability to take on the color and the texture of his surroundings at will. His ability to camouflage himself and to become invisible to all the other creatures on Earth was one of the reasons he had survived unscathed for so many years. He rarely needed to use his special power, but just before the human passed by him, he’d morphed his skin into a coat of green and brown that disappeared into the colors of the forest.
 
   The hunter walked right by and didn’t have the slightest awareness he was there. Gor moved stealthily and silently a few feet behind him completely undetected.
 
   And then, the alien saw his friend, Kali, lying motionless on the ground in a pool of the red liquid he suddenly remembered humans call blood. Her eyes were open; and her heart still beating, but he could see she was suffering and very afraid.
 
   In the forest, Gor had seen many of his friends come to the end of their lives. Sometimes from sickness, sometimes at the hands of a predator who sought them out. Survival of the fittest was the law of nature. But, Kali’s death felt wrong somehow. The alien was angry and very sad he would never see his beautiful friend again. The fearsome hunter had an unfair advantage against his animal friends with his awesome thunder stick. They were at his mercy. He could violate their enchanted sanctuary and snuff out the life of any animal he chose any time he wanted.
 
   As the alien watched the hunter standing over Kali's body, a blind fury rose within him. He despised this human more than any other living thing. The brute had cold calculating eyes and a shaggy red beard. He could smell the man’s sweat and his sour breath. His reek almost gagged him.
 
   Gor watched in horror as the unfeeling bully fired another shot into Kali’s head. He watched him kneel down and slit her belly open with his sharp knife. The alien felt his loathing escalating into a maniacal frenzy as he watched his friend’s intestines slip through the long gash and fall out upon the ground.
 
   Gor had seen wolves rip apart many of his friends over the years. He’d watched them feast on them as well. It always made him feel sad, but the wolves were his friends, too. He tried to protect all animals as best he could, but he could never take sides. Death was nothing personal, only survival. This was different. This was a travesty of justice and should not be allowed to continue.
 
   The hunter tied a rope around Kali's' neck and dragged her unceremoniously through the woods to his truck.
 
   * * *
 
   Ten days later, another human came to the forest and hunted for three days. On the final day, he killed Moona, an elderly moose who was minding his own business, chewing on a piece of grass. A month later another human came, and then another. The peace and equilibrium of life that had been so heavenly for so long had changed, and it appeared it would never be the same again.
 
   Several of his friends had been killed and more would follow. The animals were at the mercy of the hunters and were incapable of defending themselves. They chose to hide rather than to attack or retaliate against the man beast.
 
   On Nebulus, Gor had been a warrior where a fang for a fang and a claw for a claw was the rule. On his planet, if something ate your offspring, you would eat theirs, and this would continue until there was no more offspring to eat on either side. He grew up in an environment Earthlings would call a dog-eat-dog world where no one took shit from anyone.
 
   Gor had been blissfully happy, living among the animals in the woods since he landed on Earth in 1989. His spaceship had been damaged beyond repair when it crashed into the trees. He knew he would spend the rest of his days here. Before leaving his dying planet, Nebulus, he had studied the ways of the earthlings and knew he would always be an alien among them. He feared if he were captured, the humans would lock him away and study him for the rest of his life, as they would an experimental lab rat.
 
   Although he possessed high intelligence, he looked more like an animal than a human in his natural state. Therefore, he decided to live in the forest with the animals that befriended him and offered him no threat. The inhabitants of Nebulus were vegetarians so he existed on the plants, foliage, and berries he found in the forest and never had a reason to harm animals to survive. He’d learned to love living on Earth in peace and harmony until that miserable day the hunter killed Kali. As an alien, he had special abilities his animal friends did not have. It was up to him to teach this hunter and all the rest a lesson they would never forget.
 
   * * *
 
   A month later when another hunter came with his thunder stick, Gor watched him from afar. This human was not as adept a hunter as the others before him. He fired five shots over a period of four hours, two at a buck, two at a rabbit, and one at a squirrel. He was a miserable shot and didn't come close to hitting anything. Consequently, Gor decided not to punish this pitiful excuse for a hunter since he had not harmed any of his animal friends.
 
   * * *
 
   A week passed before the first hunter with the red beard came again. His first shot picked a crow from a tree limb. Gor had never befriended a crow, but it saddened him to see the poor creature torn apart and fall to the ground.
 
   This man’s aim was deadly, and during the course of the two days he hunted, he killed Ramba, a buck, and Munda and Gisel, two does. All three were Gor’s friends.
 
   After the hunter disemboweled them, he dragged them one at a time to his truck. Gor followed each time and watched the hunter carefully. At the end of the second day, when red beard was leaving, the alien silently climbed into the bed of his truck and hid under a tarp.
 
   When the hunter reached his home, Gor slipped from the back of the truck into some shrubbery along the side of the house under the cover of night. As the evening progressed, Gor watched the hunter and his family eating dinner at the kitchen table. The man had a wife and two small female offspring, who kept giggling in their highchairs. They all looked very happy.
 
   Gor couldn’t tell if they were feasting on one of his three animal friends the hunter had taken from the forest over the two-day period. He’d seen the hunter take a cooler into the garage after he arrived home, but he didn’t know what was in it.
 
   Gor listened to the man’s wife moving things about in the kitchen for about a half hour before the light went out in the garage. The man finally went inside the main house. Gor assumed the family had eaten something else that night since the wife had called the man to dinner shortly after he left the garage. Maybe, they were eating something the hunter had killed on a previous hunt.
 
   The next morning, Gor watched the hunter, now dressed in a business suit, leave in an automobile right after sunrise. While it was still dark and very few lights on in the nearby houses, the alien tried all the windows and doors around the house. He found the final window he tried unlocked, and he crawled inside. Immediately, he smelled something cooking and heard the woman begging her offspring, who appeared to be twins, to eat their cereal.
 
   All at once, she left the two little females in the kitchen and climbed the stairs to the second level. Gor quickly moved like a panther into the bright room that reeked with the smell of some kind of cooked meat. The two twins continued to goo and gurgle in their highchairs, which were close to a table set with several plates and pieces of tableware.
 
   Gor heard the woman coming back down the stairs and wasted no time snapping the necks of her offspring. When she burst into the kitchen and saw him, and then what he had done, she screamed so loud it hurt his sensitive ears. Gor had misjudged how easily the first twin’s neck would break, and he had inadvertently wrenched her head completely off and placed it on the tray of her highchair. He exerted far less energy with the second one and simply let her body slump backwards in her chair with her head lolling to one side.
 
   Gor couldn't stand the pain in his ears caused by the mother’s earsplitting shrieks so he shoved his claw into her mouth, separated her jaw from her face with a mighty pull, and continued pulling it down her neck until the screaming stopped.
 
   Her blood sprayed all over the beige table, the countertop, and the floor, as well as Gor’s green scaly body. The woman flailed the air wildly with her arms until she fell into a heap on the tile floor.
 
   After the woman stopped moving, Gor wondered what would make the most horrific impression on the hunter when he returned home. He spent a considerable amount of time obsessing over how he should stage the three bodies to get the maximum effect he thought would dissuade other hunters from coming to his home in the woods.
 
   Gor decided to hang the first little female by her feet from the foyer chandelier of the sixteen-foot ceiling.
 
   Then he returned to the kitchen and placed the headless female’s body on a large serving dish in the center of the dining room table like a large turkey. He found some string, and after breaking a few bones, he tied the arms and legs together so they fit perfectly on the platter. He placed the head on a dinner plate and covered it with a large napkin.
 
   What to do with the hunter’s wife? Finally, he decided to emulate what the hunter had done with his animal friend in the other room. First, he severed her head, and then chopped up sections of her arms, legs, and torso. After wrapping the pieces in freezer paper, he placed them in the freezer with the other wrapped pieces of his friends the hunter had cut up after eating dinner.
 
   Afterward, he went to the basement to see what he could use for the project. He found just the right size piece of plywood under the workbench. Taking it back upstairs, he mounted the hunter’s wife's head on it and attached it to the wall in the den. His mount didn't look as professional as the ten-point buck hanging next to it, but he thought it would make a lasting impression on the hunter, particularly with her broken jaw hanging down on her neck. She truly looked hideous, in his opinion.
 
   Gor admired his handiwork in each room for a while and was very pleased with the results. He scribbled out the following note and left it on the kitchen counter:
 
   I killed and mutilated your woman and your offspring. Now you know how I felt when you slaughtered and butchered my three friends in my forest last week. Tell all the other hunters this is what will happen to their loved ones if they ever return to violate my home again.
 
   Gor.
 
   * * *
 
   Bart returned home from work in the afternoon and saw the unspeakable horror and the note Gor had left for him.
 
   His first thought was to commit suicide. He went directly to his gun cabinet, withdrew his Colt 45 revolver, loaded it, and placed the barrel in his mouth.
 
   With his finger resting on the trigger, he started reciting the Lord’s Prayer as he looked up at his wife's mutilated head mounted on the wall next to the ten-point buck he’d killed last year. The monster that did this fiendish act had placed a quarter in each of Abigail’s eye sockets.
 
   He knew beyond a doubt, there couldn’t be anything in hell that could approach the horror of his wife's face with the jaw torn away from her head and dangling on a portion of her severed neck. The appalling half-grin of her upper row of teeth without the bottom row took his breath away. But as he sat wanting desperately to end the mental anguish too overwhelming to bear, he could hear his poor wife’s gut-wrenching cry in his mind for him to grow some balls and deal with the fiend who had murdered her and his precious daughters.
 
   His sobs gave way to a fit of rage he had not known could live inside him. He threw down his Colt and shook his fist at the picture of Jesus staring at him from the wall. How could there be a God in heaven who could allow this? He picked up the phone and called 9-1-1.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, the sheriff and his deputies arrived on the scene with the rescue squad and the ME. One by one, his loved ones were removed in body bags as his father and mother tried to console him as best they could. But nothing they could say could ease the pain he felt in his heart and his very soul.
 
   A team of police combed the forest for six days where Bart had hunted the week before the murders and found no trace of a killer lurking in the woods. They wanted to pursue other possible leads as to who could have perpetrated such a horrific act but were clueless as to where to start. The cryptic note left by the killer was all they had to go on.
 
   * * *
 
   Days passed and the funeral broke Bart’s heart again. There could only be a closed casket for his wife due to her horrific facial injuries. This was far better for Bart to deal with emotionally than seeing his two little girls on display in their tiny caskets. It was the saddest and most heartrending experience of his life. He knew it would be branded in his memory until his dying day.
 
   The next morning at sunrise, Bart decided since the police were getting nowhere, he would get this fiend named Gor’s attention. He thought he knew just the way to do it.
 
   He kept reading the note over and over trying to make sense of it. The way it was worded was extremely bizarre. This depraved maniac said he killed and mutilated his wife and children because he had slaughtered and butchered three of his friends last week in his forest. The murderer said he wanted him to know how it felt and to tell all hunters to stay away from his forest or the same thing would happen to their families.
 
   Bart had never killed a human being except during the conflict in Afghanistan years ago. He had only killed wild animals for sport like thousands of other hunters during hunting season. So, Gor, whoever he was, had sought revenge on him, not for killing three humans, but three animals. He remembered killing a buck and two does the week the maniac had mentioned in the note. How could a human be friends with an animal? He could love them, but the term friends didn’t make sense unless Gor was an animal, and that couldn't be. Could a warped human being look at life that way? It would take a real screwball, but he knew the world was full of them.
 
   Also, why did he say to keep out of his forest? Normal people understood ownership, but this weirdo didn’t seem to. Bart had purchased 5,000 acres of woodland three months ago to hunt. He wasn't a trespasser; he was the owner and legally entitled to hunt on his land whenever he chose.
 
   Bart didn't understand where Gor was coming from. Had he escaped from an asylum and was running wild in the forest? Was he a modern-day Tarzan? A human living with wild beasts? 
 
   Whoever or whatever he was, Bart had not the slightest sympathy for him no matter how he got that way. He would follow him to the ends of the earth if need be and tear him limb from limb if he could get his hands on him. But thankfully, according to the note he left, that wouldn’t be necessary. The police had searched and found nothing, but Bart believed the madman was still hiding in the very woods he owned. Did this misguided weirdo actually think he could get away with murdering Bart’s family without repercussions? Unbelievable!
 
   * * *
 
   A week later, Gor was munching on a succulent plant, listening to the birds and the locusts singing. A cool breeze whispered through the green mansions of his beautiful forest. No hunters had come since he had killed the last one’s family and left the warning. All was right with the world again. His woods were teeming with his many animal friends going about their daily routine to survive.
 
   In the distance, Gor heard the whir of helicopter blades. In seconds ten choppers rushed into view, each with two large silver bombs hanging from its undercarriage. The alien stood in horror as the first copter dropped its payload.
 
   Each bomb fell through the air and exploded in a wall of flame, incinerating a large section of the forest. Over a ten-minute period, the intensity of the fire burning out of control turned his world from green into a fiery inferno yielding only death and destruction. Everything beautiful around him was transforming into black, smoldering ashes. One after another, the other nine helicopters dropped their bombs until the entire forest as far as the eye could see was ablaze. An acid rain enveloped the area that no living thing could tolerate and stay alive.
 
   Gor assumed all of his friends had been burned alive or suffocated from the fumes of the deadly incendiary substance. As he burrowed deeper and deeper to escape the wall of fire sweeping across his paradise above him, he realized his brutal attack on the hunter’s family had undoubtedly led to the utter destruction of everything he knew and loved.
 
   Knowing it was his fault, he stopped burrowing. What was the point in living? His friends were dead; his paradise destroyed. He was an alien on a distant planet populated by earthlings who would never let him live among them in harmony.
 
   He lay in the depths below the raging fire, inhaled the acrid fumes seeping into the earth around him, and stopped trying to stay alive. For the first time in his life, he gave up and let the black abyss envelop him.
 
   * * *
 
   Days later, the alien awoke in his earthen tomb, groggy but still alive. He knew there could be side effects that could kill him later but the fire had not reached him, and the fumes had not killed him as they had his animal friends.
 
   He crawled out of the hole and saw the wasteland that had been his home. In the midst of the ashes, he saw a white post someone had driven into the ground among the rubble with a sign that read:
 
   Gor, unless you are Superman, and I assume you are not, you are dead. I would spit on your grave if I could find it. If you did survive somehow, I am confident the Mark 77 bombs incinerated the majority, if not all, of your animal friends. I learned how to use this terrible stuff at Tora Bora in Afghanistan, and I had to call in some special favors to get it.
 
   I wanted you to know how it feels to be solely responsible for your “friends” extremely unpleasant deaths.
 
   Be aware, I own these woods. Not you. I can do anything here I want. If you are alive, get your sorry ass off my land. Find another rock to crawl under. You are trespassing, and if I find you, I will tear your heart out if you have one.
 
   Bart Jenkins, owner.
 
   The alien stood glaring at the words on the post. The hunter had retaliated the same as he would have under similar circumstances. How could he have thought otherwise? The anger he had felt when the hunter had murdered his friends had softened, even after their scorched bones lay strewn across the ruins of this vast wasteland.
 
   Moving northward from a high hill, Gor could see the green of another forest far away, so, he headed toward it. After several hours of walking, he finally reached a road that separated acres and acres of blackened rubble from acres and acres of beautiful forest.
 
   He saw a gate, and a road behind it leading into a lush wilderness. A sign on the gatehouse read: Private property. No trespassing. Violators will be prosecuted. Bart Jenkins Owner.
 
   Gor ignored the sign and easily hopped over the fence and disappeared into the undergrowth. He heard the familiar song of many birds and the intermittent animal sounds of all the species he's known in his former homeland. He longed to make new friends, but somehow he didn't want to start at that moment. It saddened him to know Jenkins might eventually kill whoever he befriended when he came to hunt.
 
   The alien decided he would not tolerate such a life any longer. He knew where Jenkins lived. After all, he'd been there before.
 
   * * *
 
   Later that night, Bart sat in his den watching TV. He had an uncanny feeling, Gor was still alive and would be coming for him tonight. He had a submachine gun on his lap, and he knew how to use it.
 
   If Gor had survived the MK-77s, he was either an extremely lucky son of a bitch and was not there when the bombs exploded, or he wasn’t human.
 
   Earlier Bart had booby-trapped the yard with high explosives that would kill a T-Rex. This was his only line of defense. If the explosives didn’t work, the machine gun wouldn’t matter. He would be up shit creek without a paddle.
 
   After all, Bart didn’t happen to have any kryptonite.
 
   


 
   
  
 



From Billy Wells
 
   Thanks for reading my book. I hope you enjoyed it.
 
    
 
   Reviews In Today’s World
 
   In the past, when everyone knew everyone else in their neighborhood, people used to share information about the good and bad things they discovered to help each other in their day-to-day living. 
 
    
 
   Now, in this global village where we are in touch with everyone and everything in nanoseconds, Amazon monitors what readers say about the books they read in order to distinguish the good from the bad. Amazon is particularly interested in what the readers that actually bought the book say about it.
 
    
 
   Since reviews are the life’s blood of today’s authors, and we depend on them more than ever before, I would sincerely appreciate it if you would place a review of this book on amazon.com. It does not have to be long; only a minimum of twenty words is required.
 
   This link below will take you to the Amazon page to place your review for Scary Stories: A Collection of Horror- Volume 2.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Scary-Stories-Collection-Horror-2-ebook/product-reviews/B00J0GUEMO 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Short Story Collections by Billy Wells
 
   Don’t Look Behind You: A Collection of Horror 
 
   My Amazon best seller is a collection of seventeen nightmares in the horror/thriller genres.
 
   In Your Face Horror 
 
   A compilation of 31 of my most gruesome stories from Black As Night and Shivers and other nightmares
 
   Thrillers & Chillers 
 
   A compilation of my least gruesome stories from Black As Night and Shivers and Other Nightmares for my readers who love thrills and chills, but not so much horror involving vampires, werewolves, and hairy monsters. 
 
   Shivers and Other Nightmares
 
   My second collection of 30 short stories, mostly horror with surprise endings. The book includes some thriller and chiller stories as well.
 
   Black As Night 
 
   My first collection of 32 short stories, mostly horror with surprise endings. The book includes some thriller and chiller stories as well.
 
   Scary Stories: A Collection of Horror –Vol. 1
 
   A collection of ten short stories, mostly horror with surprise endings. This book contains longer stories than my others, and in my opinion, some of my best work to date.
 
   Billy Wells Horror Anthology I
 
   A compilation of my first two books, Black As Night and Shivers and Other Nightmares containing 62 mostly horror stories with surprise endings.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Places To Find Out More About Billy Wells:
 
    
 
   Billy Wells Amazon Author Page
 
   billywellshorror.com home page
 
   Billy Wells Horror You Tube Channel
 
   Billy Wells Coffeesmoke You Tube Channel
 
   Billy Wells Author's Den Page
 
   Billy Wells Boards On Pinterest
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