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   FOREWORD
 
   When There’s No More Room in Digital Hell…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   One Christmas, when I was a kid, I rushed downstairs with my younger brother to tear into our bounty and found, amongst the treasures, a strange rectangular black box with a slot in the center of it. It was of course, an Atari game console, but to us, it might as well have been a spaceship. Though we were only ten and four respectively, we managed to hook up the mass of cables, joysticks and whatever else stood between us and unlocking the mystery of the console. Then we turned on the TV and up popped the logo for the first video game I would ever play (and play to death) outside of an arcade, Ghostbusters. As you can imagine, the graphics were blocky, rudimentary, odd looking things, but for us, it was the height of modern technology, nothing short of a technological marvel that opened up new worlds for us the way only books and movies had managed up to that point.
 
   Cut to my twenty-first birthday. My girlfriend buys me another chunky black plastic thing. It’s a cell phone the size of my forearm, and it takes me a week to figure out how to use it. I take breaks in between decoding the bugger to play Metal Gear Solid on the Playstation.
 
   On my twenty-second birthday, I get my first laptop.
 
   Cut to today, thirteen years later. I use an iPhone for communication, a term that now encompasses email, social applications like Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and more, I seldom play games but when I do, I play them on an Xbox or my phone, both of which have frighteningly realistic graphics. I can browse movies and applications on the TV by waving my hand in front of it a la Minority Report. If I want to get in touch with someone, I can ask my phone to pull up their information without ever touching the device. And I can’t remember the last time I had real cash money in my wallet.
 
   We are, ladies and gentleman, living in a time that twenty years ago would have seemed like science fiction. If I could travel back and show my ten year old self an Xbox 360 running Halo, that child would have accused me of sorcery and run screaming into the snowy morning. Similarly, the idea of having a PC that would fit into the palm of your hand would have seemed like something we had no right to expect for another fifty years. But it’s here and we have it. You’re reading these words on a digital screen. Ten years ago, hell, five years ago, you couldn’t, nor would you want to.
 
   We’re living in the digital age whether we like it or not.
 
   But of course, with convenience and ease of access there are always risks: hackers, stalkers, abusers of technology. For us, it’s a luxury, for others, a weapon. Thieves no longer need our doors and windows to enter our lives. Now, all they need is a modem. Recently I read an article about a hacker in South America who figured out a way to access people’s webcams without alerting them to the fact. He just sent them an email that, once opened and the attachment downloaded, allowed him to watch his victim freely. He did this to hundreds of people, watching them at their most intimate, until his voyeurism graduated to blackmail and he was ultimately caught. But this story chilled me. Never before has our privacy been so in danger of violators. Every time we turn our computers and phones on, who knows who might be using them as windows? 
 
   That story inspired “Offline” which you’ll find here. Also included are the tales “Empathy” based on an experience I had that I wish I hadn’t, “Seldom Seen in August”, a technological tale of crime and punishment, and a new story “There’s An App for That” inspired by my days spent working customer service. However bad you think your experiences have been dealing with customer service, believe me, it’s nothing compared to the abuse and aggravation they have to endure on a daily basis. They have perhaps one of the most stressful and thankless jobs out there. This story is for those poor souls.
 
   And now I leave you to this sampling of technological horror. Until we meet again, be sure your connection is secure and that the reflection you see in the screen is really yours.
 
   Kealan is offline.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   OFFLINE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   What follows is the transcript from a series of screenshots emailed to the Columbus City Police on June 7th, 2011, and subsequently distributed to the media. In the wake of the investigation and as a result of the extensive media coverage, countless falsified copies and revised versions of the document were later posted to various social media platforms via a "meme" which later proved to be a virus.
 
    
 
   This is the official authorized version of the document
 
    
 
    
 
   # # #
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 2nd, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Hey
 
   Mandy: hi
 
   Josh: Thanks for accepting my request
 
   Mandy: np. Why did you add me?
 
   Josh: thought we had a lot in common
 
   Mandy: cool
 
   Josh: plus, you're hot, lol!
 
   Mandy: thx
 
   Josh: so how r you?
 
   Mandy: good. Gotta go.
 
   Josh: ok
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 3rd, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Hi Mandy
 
   Mandy: hey
 
   Josh: What's going on?
 
   Mandy: nt much. u?
 
   Josh: cooking
 
   Mandy: that's cool
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 4th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Hey.
 
   Mandy: Hey.
 
   Josh: What are you up to?
 
   Mandy: Txtng my friend
 
   Josh: Cool. How is she?
 
   Mandy: Not so good. Her online 'boyfriend' just dumped her…lol.
 
   Josh: that sucks.
 
   Mandy: Yeah. I better go.
 
   Josh: Oh, ok. Sorry I bothered you.
 
   Mandy: You didn't. ttyl.
 
   Josh: Ok.
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 5th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Hey
 
   Mandy: Hey.
 
   Josh: How are you?
 
   Mandy: Ok. u?
 
   Josh: bored
 
   Mandy: sorry to hear that.
 
   Josh: I like your new profile pic.
 
   Mandy: thx!
 
   Josh: you should be a model
 
   Mandy: lol. Yeah, right.
 
   Josh: I'm serious. You look a bit like Celine Dion, only hotter…!
 
   Mandy: Ugh, Celine Dion is gross, lol.
 
   Josh: lol, sorry! Well you're not gross.
 
   Mandy: thx
 
   Josh: so do you have a boyfriend?
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 7th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Hey
 
   Mandy: Hi. Jeez, do you ever sleep?
 
   Josh: what do you mean?
 
   Mandy: you're always on here.
 
   Josh: not always. But a lot, I guess. Nothing better to do, lol.
 
   Josh: what are you up to?
 
   Mandy: not much. Just responding to email
 
   Josh: sweet.
 
   Josh: do you get much email?
 
   Mandy: lol
 
   Josh: what?
 
   Mandy: nothing. Just an odd question
 
   Josh: oh, lol. Sorry. Just really bored. Not many people to talk to on here
 
   Mandy: aww
 
   Josh: I don't have many friends
 
   Mandy: on FB?
 
   Josh: anywhere
 
   Mandy: that's sad. Sorry :-(
 
   Josh: s'okay. Where I live it's hard to be popular
 
   Mandy: where do you live?
 
   Josh: did you look at my profile?
 
   Mandy: no, sorry. I will now.
 
   Josh: cool
 
   Mandy: You're in Urbana?
 
   Josh: yep
 
   Mandy: cool. I used to live there a few years ago
 
   Josh: I know
 
   Mandy: ummm…how do u know, lol?
 
   Josh: says you went to school there on your profile, silly, lol.
 
   Mandy: lol. Blonde moment. Sorry.
 
   Josh: yeah, but you're not blonde :-)
 
   Mandy: I am actually ;-)
 
   Josh: in your picture you are, but you're originally a brunette, right?
 
   Mandy: how do you know that?
 
   Josh is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 10th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: Hi!
 
   Josh: Hey
 
   Mandy: Quick question…
 
   Josh: sure
 
   Mandy: when I talked to you before, you said I wasn't a real blonde
 
   Josh: yes. Sorry about that. Didn't mean to upset you
 
   Mandy: Nah, it's cool. Just wondering how you knew that?
 
   Josh: so it's true?
 
   Mandy: Yeah, but I've been a blonde for a long time
 
   Josh: why?
 
   Mandy: ???
 
   Mandy: Why what?
 
   Josh: why are you blonde?
 
   Mandy: Uh…I dunno. I just prefer it. I like how it looks, I guess.
 
   Josh: makes sense
 
   Mandy: So, how did you know? Is it obvious or something, lol!
 
   Josh: Nah, you just look like you used to be a brunette
 
   Mandy: Oh. In a bad way?
 
   Josh: No
 
   Mandy: Ok, phew, lol. So whatchoo doing?
 
   Josh: Not much. Bad day
 
   Mandy: what happened?
 
   Josh is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 11th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Hi Mandy
 
   Mandy: Hey
 
   Josh: Sorry about yesterday
 
   Mandy: S'ok. 
 
   Josh: I've been going through some stuff. Makes me cranky, lol.
 
   Mandy: no probs. Happens to me all the time. Everything ok?
 
   Josh: I like your new profile pic
 
   Mandy: awesome, thanks so much! Do you like it better than the Celine Dion one, lol!
 
   Josh: Yes. Looks like you didn't crop it enough though on the right side.
 
   Mandy: I was kind of in a hurry. Does it look bad?
 
   Josh: No, but you can see your boyfriend's arm in it.
 
   Mandy: Yeah, I like how I look in that picture so I wanted to put it up. 
 
   Mandy: If I cropped it anymore tho, I'd have had to cut myself in half, lol.
 
   Josh: So who's the guy?
 
   Mandy: An ex. A jerk.
 
   Josh: why'd u break up?
 
   Mandy: He cheated on me.
 
   Josh: Ouch
 
   Mandy: Yeah.
 
   Josh: He'll get what's coming to him tho. Everybody does
 
   Mandy: I guess. So what kind of music do you like?
 
   Josh: It's on my profile
 
   Mandy: K, will check it out
 
   Josh: K
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 13th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: Hi
 
   Josh: Sup?
 
   Mandy: nothing. Just saw that you were on.
 
   Mandy: you still there?
 
   Josh: yes
 
   Mandy: you're not very chatty tonight, lol.
 
   Josh: bad day
 
   Mandy: me too
 
   Josh: seems to be going around
 
   Mandy: yeah. My friend might be pregnant
 
   Josh: that's too bad
 
   Mandy: yeah, she asked me for advice and I didn't know what to tell her
 
   Josh: how old is she?
 
   Mandy: 17. Same as me
 
   Josh: she should probably get rid of it
 
   Mandy: she doesn't want to
 
   Josh: then it's on her
 
   Mandy: that's not nice. She's really freaked out
 
   Josh: she should be. Maybe in the future she'll keep her legs closed
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 14th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: hi
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 15th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: hey
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 16th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Did you get my email?
 
   Mandy: Yes. Thanks
 
   Josh: I meant what I said
 
   Mandy: I know, thank you
 
   Josh: I am sorry
 
   Mandy: I believe you
 
   Josh: Was having another shitty day. Shouldn't have said what I said.
 
   Mandy: It's ok. I didn't like hearing it, but you're not really wrong.
 
   Josh: what do you mean?
 
   Mandy: She sleeps around
 
   Josh: Ah. Not good
 
   Mandy: lol, yeah right. You're a guy. I'll bet you do it too. 
 
   Mandy: It's okay when guys do it though. If we do it, we're sluts
 
   Josh: I don't do that. Do you?
 
   Mandy: sure you don't. liar :-)
 
   Josh: I've never had sex 
 
   Mandy: yeah, right
 
   Josh: I'm serious
 
   Mandy: really?
 
   Josh: swear
 
   Mandy: wow
 
   Mandy: nothing wrong with that though!
 
   Mandy: r u religious?
 
   Josh: not really
 
   Mandy: i c
 
   Josh: so do you?
 
   Mandy: what?
 
   Josh: sleep around?
 
   Mandy: that's a bit personal, isn't it?
 
   Josh: well, I was honest about it
 
   Mandy: still not sure I believe that
 
   Josh: why not?
 
   Mandy: dunno. You're pretty good lookin
 
   Josh: I'm blushing here
 
   Mandy: lol.
 
   Josh: so…
 
   Josh: do you?
 
   Mandy: aaargh!
 
   Josh: what?
 
   Mandy: my little sister is being a pain in the ass. brb
 
   Josh: k
 
   Josh: hello?
 
   Josh: u there?
 
   Josh: talk to you soon
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 18th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Hi Mandy
 
   Mandy: hey there
 
   Mandy: sorry I had to go the other night. 
 
   Mandy: Ended up watching a movie with my sister and fell asleep on the couch
 
   Josh: no sweat. What was the movie?
 
   Mandy: eh, just some Jennifer Garner flick. Fell asleep about 20 mins in, lol
 
   Josh: I don't know who Jennifer Garner is
 
   Mandy: wow, you need to get out more, lol
 
   Josh: probably
 
   Mandy: so what you up to?
 
   Josh: looking at your pictures
 
   Mandy: oh yeah? I'm a hottie! lol, j/k
 
   Josh: You are
 
   Mandy: aw thx. ur sweet
 
   Josh: if I was closer, I'd totally take you out
 
   Mandy: yeah?
 
   Josh: yeah
 
   Mandy: my sister says you're cute
 
   Josh: cool
 
   Mandy: says you look a bit like Toby Maguire
 
   Josh: I don't know who that is either
 
   Mandy: Jeez, do you ever watch movies? He was in Spider-Man
 
   Josh: I prefer to read
 
   Mandy: Google Toby Maguire. I'll wait, lol
 
   Josh: ok
 
   Mandy: well?
 
   Mandy: hello?
 
   Josh: I don't look anything like him
 
   Mandy: well, my sis thinks you do
 
   Josh: tell her I said thanks
 
   Mandy: she says you're welcome. She asks if you have a girlfriend
 
   Josh: tell her to ask me herself
 
   Mandy: she is! This is her typing
 
   Josh: no, it isn't
 
   Mandy: now it is! HI! This is Sarah!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!xxxxxxxxxxxxxx
 
   Josh: hi Sarah. 
 
   Mandy: HIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII
 
   Josh: Are you retarded?
 
   Mandy: ur being a dick again
 
   Mandy: what's ur problem? That was my sister talking to you
 
   Josh: Sure
 
   Mandy: ???
 
   Mandy: have a good night.
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 20th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: you there, Mandy?
 
   Mandy: what do u want?
 
   Josh: to apologize
 
   Mandy: you could save yourself a lot of apologies by not being an asshole in the first place
 
   Josh: I didn't mean to be
 
   Mandy: then why did you?
 
   Josh: I get angry a lot
 
   Mandy: at me? Why?
 
   Josh: at everything. I don't like where I am or what I am and it gets to me. Makes me crazy
 
   Mandy: what are you?
 
   Josh: angry and miserable
 
   Mandy: maybe you should talk to somebody
 
   Josh: I am. You.
 
   Mandy: maybe somebody who could help u with your issues
 
   Josh: you could help me with them
 
   Mandy: not sure I'm qualified
 
   Josh: do you have issues?
 
   Mandy: sure. Everybody does.
 
   Josh: what are yours?
 
   Mandy: I hate my nose, lol
 
   Josh: you have a lovely nose.
 
   Josh: for an anteater
 
   Josh: that was a joke
 
   Mandy: better be. You're on strike two, buddy
 
   Josh: lol
 
   Josh: seriously though, you're beautiful. I've always thought so
 
   Mandy: always? You added me about three weeks ago, lol.
 
   Josh: I knew you before I added you.
 
   Mandy: explain pls
 
   Josh: I remember you from middle school back in Urbana
 
   Mandy: seriously?
 
   Josh: yeah, we were in the same grade for a year
 
   Mandy: wow
 
   Mandy: that's cool!
 
   Josh: you don't remember me, do you?
 
   Mandy: I think so
 
   Josh: no you don't. lol. That's okay though. not many people do. 
 
   Josh: my family only moved there in time for me to take the last grade.
 
   Mandy: wow
 
   Josh: yeah
 
   Josh: I think I was in love with you
 
   Mandy: awww, that's so sweet. Why didn't you ever say anything?
 
   Josh: I did
 
   Mandy: what did you say? I don't remember?
 
   Josh: better if we don't go there
 
   Mandy: uh-oh…was I mean?
 
   Josh: a little bit, lol. It's okay though. 
 
   Josh: I was awkward as hell in those days. Had a stammer. Probably spat all over you
 
   Mandy: lol. That's cute
 
   Mandy: I'm sorry if I did anything mean. I was a bit spoiled in those days
 
   Josh: no worries
 
   Mandy: so I've gotta get ready
 
   Josh: where u going?
 
   Mandy: staying over at Sue's. not looking forward to it. She's still a mess
 
   Josh: cool. I'll be here for a while, so if you can get online later, I'll chat at ya then.
 
   Mandy: okee dokee. l8r!
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 20th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: hi
 
   Mandy: SUP
 
   Josh: how is the sleepover going?
 
   Mandy: UD
 
   Mandy: GUD
 
   Josh: what are you all up to?
 
   Mandy: IGNOREING U
 
   Josh: ?
 
   Josh: why?
 
   Mandy: BC UR A FAGET SHIT 4 BRANES
 
   Josh: uh…what?
 
   Mandy: MANDY TOLE ME WAT U SD ABT ME
 
   Josh: is this Sue?
 
   Mandy: WHO D FUCK U THNK U R? U DNT EVN NO ME!!
 
   Josh: Yes I do
 
   Mandy: HOW?
 
   Josh: I know you from school
 
   Mandy: U DNT GO 2 MY SKOOL DICKHEAD
 
   Josh: And you don't go enough, apparently.
 
   Mandy: MY FREIDNS WLL FUCK U UP U MESS W THIS!!!. 
 
   Mandy: DNT U DARE TLK SHIT ABT ME!!! 
 
   Mandy: U DONT ME OR WAT IM GIONG THRU.
 
   Josh: You're right. I got you confused. 
 
   Josh: I only know you from your picture on Mandy's FB. 
 
   Josh: You're the one who looks like a diseased crack whore, right? 
 
   Mandy: FUCK URSELF PEACE OF SHIT
 
   Josh: maybe if you'd done that, you wouldn't be in the trouble you're in now.
 
   Mandy: CANDY ASS BITCH. ILL BRAKE UR FACE
 
   Josh: Where's Mandy? Can you get her for me? At least she speaks English.
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 21st, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: nice job dude
 
   Josh: what?
 
   Mandy: Sue is pissed at u. big time.
 
   Josh: So what? I don't even know her. Or as she would say: U DNT EVN NO ME!!!!!
 
   Mandy: LOL
 
   Mandy: yeah, well I know her
 
   Josh: my condolences
 
   Mandy: she said you were on her friend list
 
   Josh: For a little while, until I started reading her status messages. 
 
   Josh: They made me a little queasy. The ones I could understand anyway.
 
   Josh: So I unfriended her.
 
   Mandy: ic
 
   Josh: you probably shouldn't have told her what I said about her
 
   Mandy: I didn't tell her your name. just said a guy on FB I was talking to.
 
   Josh: is that what I am?
 
   Mandy: what?
 
   Josh: a guy on FB you're talking to?
 
   Mandy: what else would u be?
 
   Josh: dunno. Thought we were friends
 
   Mandy: we are, kinda. But I think to be friends you have to have met in real life
 
   Josh: we have met in person, remember?
 
   Mandy: years ago
 
   Josh: so those 1,355 people on your FB are all people you've met in real life?
 
   Mandy: you're giving me a headache. I'm not in the mood for this.
 
   Josh: I could have told Sue what you said about her
 
   Mandy: what did I say?
 
   Josh: You agreed with me about her being a slut
 
   Mandy: No I didn't
 
   Josh: I could email a screenshot to her. How mad would she be then?
 
   Mandy: don't
 
   Josh: why not?
 
   Mandy: fine. Do whatever you want.
 
   Mandy: if you do, I'm unfriending you bc a friend wouldn't do something like that
 
   Josh: I'm kidding
 
   Mandy: u better be. I have enough trouble
 
   Josh: so do you want to meet?
 
   Mandy: I'm tired. Need to sleep. night
 
   Josh: just answer me before you go.
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 22nd, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: u there?
 
   Josh: aren't I always lol?
 
   Mandy: Sue's talking shit about u all over FB.
 
   Josh: good for her. Anything to deflect people's attention from her own mistakes
 
   Mandy: yeah. Don't know why she bothers. It's not like u can see it
 
   Josh: I can see it
 
   Mandy: how? She said she blocked u
 
   Josh: she didn't
 
   Mandy: weird. Probably wanted u to see it then
 
   Josh: good for her
 
   Mandy: so how u been?
 
   Josh: down
 
   Mandy: why?
 
   Josh: hard to explain
 
   Mandy: gotcha. Been a rough week here too. 
 
   Josh: why?
 
   Mandy: my sister's getting sick. 
 
   Mandy: Mom and dad thought it was the summer flu or something
 
   Mandy: but it keeps getting worse. She can hardly go ten minutes without throwing up
 
   Mandy: and now my throat is all scratchy too. I'm freakin out. 
 
   Mandy: Hoping it's just food poisoning or something. 
 
   Mandy: Last thing I need is to be sick for the prom 
 
   Josh: who's taking you to the prom?
 
   Mandy: jeez, you're nosy, lol. It's nobody u know
 
   Josh: then what difference does it make if you tell me?
 
   Mandy: well, I wouldn't want to make u jealous. After all, u said you used to love me
 
   Josh: I still do
 
   Josh: u there?
 
   Josh: Mandy
 
   Mandy: yeah. Just not sure what to say to that.
 
   Josh: say you want me to take you to the prom
 
   Mandy: LOL! You're not even in my school.
 
   Josh: so what?
 
   Mandy: I wish I could. Really
 
   Josh: then wish and it'll happen
 
   Mandy: I've already agreed to go with someone else. Sorry :-(
 
   Josh: no you're not
 
   Mandy: I totally am!
 
   Josh: You're relieved, and maybe a little creeped out right now
 
   Mandy: why creeped out?
 
   Josh: because I creep people out…lol
 
   Mandy: It was sweet of you to ask. Thanks :-)
 
   Mandy: Josh?
 
   Josh: Sure hope you don't get sick.
 
   Josh is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 27th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: I think u jinxed me
 
   Josh: how?
 
   Mandy: I'm sick
 
   Josh: sorry to hear that
 
   Mandy: And just had a big screaming match with my parents.
 
   Josh: that sucks
 
   Mandy: ugh, my head fills like it's full of sawdust
 
   Mandy: *feels*
 
   Mandy: even my spelling is sick, lol
 
   Josh: sorry you're sick. you still going to the prom tomorrow night?
 
   Mandy: yeah. I mean, I have to, but it's gonna suck
 
   Josh: maybe you'll be better by then
 
   Mandy: fingers crossed! What're u up to?
 
   Josh: nothing much. Talking to you, lol
 
   Mandy: lol
 
   Mandy: brb
 
   Josh: ok
 
   Josh: you there?
 
   Mandy: sorry, had to go throw up
 
   Josh: ugh
 
   Mandy: lol, sorry. TMI
 
   Josh: what does that mean?
 
   Mandy: too much information
 
   Mandy: I think I need to lie down. Getting dizzy
 
   Josh: I hope you feel better
 
   Mandy: me too. This blows
 
   Josh: I can give you my number if you wanna text me or anything
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 28th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: hey
 
   Mandy: u there?
 
   Mandy: guess I missed you. As you probably figured out, I'm not at the prom. 
 
   Mandy: Was hoping you'd be online
 
   Mandy: My date canceled and Sue's not answering the phone. 
 
   Mandy: Just wanted to bitch for a while and ev
 
   Mandy: eryone else who didn't go to the prom seems to be offline. 
 
   Mandy: Thought about going anyway, but I feel like death 
 
   Mandy: I'm just going to crawl into bed and stay there.
 
   Mandy: Who's the girl in ur profile pic, btw? 
 
   Mandy: Looks like she's kissing your webcam, lol. Didn't know u had one. 
 
   Mandy: So much for you being all innocent, lol! Better not let Sue see that. 
 
   Mandy: She'll probably bitch about the girl having the same shirt as she does.
 
   Mandy: anyway, I guess I'll catch you tomorrow. I'm going to go die for a few hours.
 
   Mandy: bye
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 29th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: Josh? Are u there?
 
   Mandy: grrr
 
   Mandy: email me if you get the chance. Hope you're okay.
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 30th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: hey!
 
   Josh: hey
 
   Mandy: you okay?
 
   Josh: yes
 
   Mandy: I missed u over the last few days
 
   Josh: you did?
 
   Mandy: I mean, everytime I msg'd u, you didn't answer
 
   Josh: sorry. Was busy. Forgot to log out last time I was on
 
   Mandy: s'ok. Was just bored and kinda freaked out
 
   Josh: why?
 
   Mandy: I missed the prom
 
   Josh: I saw that. Sorry :-( the guy's a jerk for canceling on you
 
   Mandy: nah, turns out he was sick too. 
 
   Josh: sounds like a lame excuse to me
 
   Mandy: Nah, I talked to him on the phone. He's in bad shape. 
 
   Mandy: This stupid virus has everybody in bed. 
 
   Mandy: There's even rumors going around that people are dying from it. 
 
   Mandy: I'm scared. 
 
   Mandy: Sue blames Fatty Kathy's food, lol.
 
   Josh: Who's that?
 
   Mandy: the lunch lady at school.
 
   Josh: oh, lol.
 
   Josh: don't be scared. You'll be fine. You should probably be in bed too though.
 
   Mandy: I am in bed. Using my laptop
 
   Josh: so you have me in bed with you?
 
   Mandy: lol, perv
 
   Josh: knew I'd get there eventually! :-)
 
   Mandy: yeah, yeah. Not cool to hit on someone who's dying. 
 
   Josh: you're not dying
 
   Mandy: sure feels like it. 
 
   Mandy: Ugh. Just caught myself in the mirror. I look like the chick from The Ring.
 
   Josh: I'll bet you look gorgeous.
 
   Mandy: depends on how you feel about corpses, I guess, LOL.
 
   Josh: I notice Sue hasn't updated her page in a while
 
   Mandy: Yeah. Don't know what's going on. 
 
   Mandy: she may have decided to go take care of her problem and just didn't tell anybody. 
 
   Mandy: Didn't think she'd skip the prom though. 
 
   Mandy: And I thought for sure she'd tell me what was happening. I'd have gone with her.
 
   Josh: She was probably pretty stressed and panicky. Probably just forgot.
 
   Mandy: yeah, true
 
   Mandy: so who's the girl in the pic?
 
   Josh: what pic?
 
   Mandy: you had a new pic up for a while the other night. Saw it before I went to bed. 
 
   Mandy: Some girl. Looks like you got over me real quick, LOL!
 
   Josh: hmmm…don't know what you're talking about. 
 
   Josh: I haven't changed my picture since the day I set up my account
 
   Mandy: well, someone did.
 
   Josh: maybe I got hacked
 
   Mandy: maybe. The girl kinda looked like Sue.
 
   Mandy: But I could only see the lower half of her face. Looked like she was blowing u a kiss
 
   Josh: Can't say I know what you're talking about
 
   Mandy: wow. Crazy.
 
   Josh: what would be crazy would be me putting a picture of SUE as my profile image.
 
   Mandy: yeah, that's true. She'd say you had the hots for her.
 
   Josh: I have the hots for you, Mandy, not her. She's a pig.
 
   Mandy: you're an oddball ;-)
 
   Mandy: and a flirt
 
   Josh: why?
 
   Mandy: you don't even know me
 
   Josh: feels like I do. I've wanted you for a long time
 
   Mandy: …
 
   Mandy: wow. I don't know what to say
 
   Josh: Say "Josh, I can no longer resist the urge to throw myself into your arms." 
 
   Josh: "Take me away to a better place where we may be united in passion"
 
   Josh: "the lies of which would set the very world aflame!" 
 
   Josh: or something like that
 
   Josh: *likes* instead of *lies*, sorry
 
   Mandy: LMAO!
 
   Mandy: you should go into writing romance. You're good at it
 
   Josh: nah, not my field of interest
 
   Mandy: what is then?
 
   Josh: not sure yet. Psychology maybe
 
   Mandy: you want to be a shrink?
 
   Josh: they don't like to be called that
 
   Mandy: sorry :-(
 
   Josh: I'm totally kidding
 
   Mandy: :-)
 
   Josh: I'm not sure yet what I want to do. 
 
   Josh: I know I love to study people, love finding out what makes them tick
 
   Josh: love to watch them.
 
   Mandy: what got you interested in that?
 
   Josh: my dad was one
 
   Mandy: was?
 
   Josh: he died six weeks ago
 
   Mandy: WHAT???
 
   Mandy: OMFG…I'm so sorry…
 
   Mandy: I was talking to you about, like, two weeks after that. 
 
   Mandy: OMG, why didn't you TELL me????
 
   Mandy: Jesus…I feel like such a horrible person…
 
   Josh: Don't.
 
   Mandy: why didn't you say anything????? :-(
 
   Josh: Why would I? So you could feel bad about it too? 
 
   Mandy: I could have done SOMETHING
 
   Josh: Like what? Would it have made you change your mind about meeting me?
 
   Josh: dating me?
 
   Josh: going to the prom with me?
 
   Mandy: I don't know.
 
   Josh: Yes you do, and it's okay. 
 
   Josh: u there?
 
   Mandy: yeah. I just don't know what to say, lol.
 
   Josh: It's okay. Really. I'm dealing with it in my own way.
 
   Mandy: how is your Mom holding up? Is she okay?
 
   Josh: she died when I was nine. Cancer.
 
   Mandy: oh god…I'm crying here. I'm so sorry.
 
   Josh: it's okay. Really it is. I'm doing just fine. And you're not really crying
 
   Mandy: No, but I'm really sad for you
 
   Josh: I'm okay, really. I'm a strong person
 
   Mandy: still sucks though.
 
   Josh: yeah, it does, but that's life
 
   Josh: So…
 
   Josh: now will you go out with me?
 
   Mandy: Josh…
 
   Josh: I'm kidding ;-)
 
   Mandy: so who do you live with now?
 
   Josh: No one
 
   Mandy: what? How is that possible?
 
   Josh: It's only temporary. I'll be in a better place soon.
 
   Mandy: That sounds…
 
   Josh: what?
 
   Mandy: gloomy
 
   Josh: lol, I don't mean it like that. I mean, better than this crappy house
 
   Mandy: Glad to hear that.
 
   Mandy: hate to do this, but can you give me a half hour?
 
   Josh: sure. U ok?
 
   Mandy: I'm gonna go try to eat something and hope I can keep it down. Will you be on later?
 
   Josh: most likely
 
   Mandy: okay. c u then
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 30th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: back
 
   Mandy: did I miss u again?
 
   Mandy: going to bed. Talk soon…and sorry to hear about what you've been through.
 
   Mandy: sorry I wasn't more sympatethic(sp?). I didn't know, though. so…my bad 
 
   Mandy: night
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   May 31st, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Mandy: hey
 
   Josh: hey beautiful
 
   Mandy: ugh…if you saw me now…
 
   Josh: if I saw you now, I'd try to kiss u better. Would u stop me?
 
   Mandy: prolly not
 
   Josh: really???!!!! why?
 
   Mandy: so sick. Wouldn't have the enrgy…
 
   Josh: you're not getting any better?
 
   Mandy: worse
 
   Josh: that's too bad
 
   Mandy: yeah. Sue's in hospital
 
   Josh: about the pregnancy?
 
   Mandy: no
 
   Josh: ?
 
   Mandy: she went to sleep and her mother couldn't wake her up. They say she's in a coma.
 
   Josh: wow, that's crazy
 
   Mandy: yeah. I should feel sadder than I do, but I can barely breathe. Feels like I have a fvre
 
   Mandy: fevere
 
   Mandy: fever
 
   Mandy: Don't know what's going on. Nobody seems to know. Lots of people getting sick
 
   Josh: I know what's going on
 
   Mandy: yeah?
 
   Josh: Yeah
 
   Mandy: that's cuz you're a genius
 
   Josh: can I come over?
 
   Mandy: silly
 
   Josh: I can make u better
 
   Josh: if u let me
 
   Mandy: everybody is sick
 
   Josh: yes they are
 
   Mandy: I don't want to die
 
   Josh: you won't
 
   Mandy: feels like I am
 
   Mandy: are u sick?
 
   Josh: I've always been sick, Mandy
 
   Mandy: what u mean?
 
   Josh: you need to let me come over
 
   Mandy: need to sleep
 
   Josh: do you love me?
 
   Mandy: nite
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   June 2nd, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: hello gorgeous
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   June 4th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: Hey
 
   Mandy: so sad
 
   Mandy: sue died
 
   Josh: I know. Saw her Dad's post on her page. Are you okay?
 
   Mandy: no
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   June 5th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: hey
 
   Mandy: h
 
   Josh: how are you?
 
   Mandy: nt god
 
   Josh: not good?
 
   Mandy: s
 
   Mandy: so
 
   Mandy: sick
 
   Josh: awww…why are you on FB?
 
   Mandy: dunno. Nobdy esle 2 talk 2
 
   Josh: I should come over
 
   Mandy: y?
 
   Josh: so I can make you feel better
 
   Mandy: can't
 
   Josh: sure I can
 
   Mandy: mean, cant come ovr
 
   Josh: why?
 
   Mandy: dunno
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   June 6th, 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: do you love me, Mandy?
 
   Mandy: no
 
   Josh: why?
 
   Mandy: jst…
 
   Josh: why not, Mandy?
 
   Mandy: dunno. Don't knw u
 
   Josh: yes you do
 
   Josh: I want to help you, but you have to let me
 
   Mandy: my hair falling out
 
   Josh: Can I be honest with you?
 
   Mandy: ys
 
   Josh: I've been lying to you
 
   Mandy:  ?
 
   Josh: I've never been to Urbana
 
   Mandy: k
 
   Josh: But I have met you
 
   Mandy: whre?
 
   Mandy: brb
 
   Josh: My parents have both been dead for years, for longer than you've been alive, actually
 
   Josh: The picture you saw on my profile that night was Sue. She sent it to me. 
 
   Josh: Sent me a bunch. Usually of her naked, but I couldn't put that one up
 
   Josh: you'd have gotten really suspicious…lol
 
   Mandy: ?
 
   Mandy: ?
 
   Mandy: wat?
 
   Josh: Do you love me, Mandy?
 
   Mandy: stop
 
   Mandy: plz
 
   Mandy: hurts
 
   Josh: I was flirting over and back with her a long time before I started chatting with you. 
 
   Josh: She looked slutty every day I saw her, with those tight sweaters and skirts
 
   Josh: so I chose her first. But she's thick as a tree stump and an ignorant little bitch
 
   Josh: so I left her hanging in the wind. 
 
   Josh: So you know the "online boyfriend" who dumped her? That was me.
 
   Mandy: wtf?
 
   Josh: Only she knew me as Donny.
 
   Mandy: I hve 2 go. Gng 2 b sick
 
   Mandy is offline
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   June 7th, 2011
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh: hi!
 
   Mandy: leve me alone Josh
 
   Josh: My name isn't Josh 
 
   Josh: I'm going to tell you my real name, because I really do love you
 
   Josh: But first you have to tell me you love me too.
 
   Josh: Mandy?
 
   Josh: Answer me.
 
   Josh: I know you're there. Just tell me you love me. 
 
   Josh: Just once, and I promise I'll leave you alone. 
 
   Josh: And I swear on my life that I'll make your pain go away.
 
   Josh: Mandy?
 
   Josh: you have five seconds before I sign off. After that, you'll never know
 
   Mandy: knw wat?
 
   Josh: who killed you and your friends
 
   Mandy: plz. plz stop. My skin…I'm brning. I'm so sick
 
   Josh: do you love me?
 
   Josh: Mandy?
 
   Josh: Mandy? Do you love me? 
 
   Josh: Say you love me
 
   Mandy: I lv u
 
   Josh: that's my beautiful girl. I love you too. Do you know that? 
 
   Mandy: ys. 
 
   Mandy: I dunno
 
   Mandy: Y r u doin this?
 
   Josh: do you feel it past the pain? Do you feel it deep inside your heart where it matters most?
 
   Mandy: stop
 
   Josh: okay, my love. 
 
   Josh: My name is Kathleen Myer. 
 
   Josh: But you probably know me better as Fatty Kathy. 
 
   Mandy: no r not
 
   Josh: Yes. I am. And the police will probably be here soon, so try not to interrupt me.
 
   Mandy: this is cruel stop pretndng
 
   Josh: I promise you, I'm not
 
   Mandy: o god
 
   Mandy: plz 
 
   Mandy: stop 
 
   Josh: and what's killing you is thallium nitrate, 
 
   Josh: introduced into your system via my homemade chicken soup. 
 
   Josh: Do you remember the soup, Mandy? Sue even had the gall to complain to me about it.
 
   Mandy: why? o god y r u doinng this?
 
   Josh: because they don't deserve to be beautiful. 
 
   Josh: They've never worked a day in their lives and they never will. 
 
   Josh: Everything they want will just fall into their laps. 
 
   Josh: Nobody ever gave me a goddamn THING, Mandy. 
 
   Josh: I had to WORK, to BEG, and sometimes worse, for anything I got. 
 
   Josh: And what do I have NOW? Nothing. Scars, moles, diabetes
 
   Josh: And ugliness your friends exploit for laughs.
 
   Josh: they were rotten on the inside, baby girl. 
 
   Josh: But I never saw YOU laugh at me, and join in their cruelty. 
 
   Josh: Knew you were beautiful and different. Knew you had to be mine. I wanted you.
 
   Josh: Wanted to BE you.
 
   Mandy: my parents r cllng the police
 
   Mandy: so if ths a joke stop now
 
   Josh: it's too late for that. Remember what I wrote? 
 
   Josh: You laughed and said I should be a romance writer?
 
   Josh: "Take me away to a better place where we may be united in passion
 
   Josh: the likes of which would set the very world aflame!"
 
   Josh: Remember? Well, I do write romance stories. I have, for years. 
 
   Josh: Sitting here in this rotten little house with my clothes still stinking of grease
 
   Josh: writing down my dreams for nobody but me to read. 
 
   Josh: Well this one isn't a dream. This is the REAL romance. You and me, my precious little girl.
 
   Josh: We're going to be together very soon. I'm the angel that's taking you away from all of this.
 
   Josh: Just us. Forever
 
   Josh: I did this for both of us, to set us free and bring us to a place 
 
   Josh: where ugliness won't matter because our souls will be one and the same.
 
   Josh: and we'll both be beautiful
 
   Mandy is offline.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   # # #
 
    
 
    
 
   Shortly after the last exchange between Mandy Ruminek and "Josh", Mandy was rushed to the hospital, where she was pronounced dead at the scene. Her sister later made a full recovery. In all, thirty-one students suffered thallium poisoning at the hands of cafeteria worker Kathleen "Fatty Kathy" Myer. Of those, seven died.
 
   Investigators later confirmed that Kathleen Myer had been the author of the instant messages to Mandy Ruminek and Sue Patterson. Myer, 56, was described as morose and irritable, and had a history of mental problems for which she was still receiving treatment. Two hours after Mandy Ruminek was admitted to the emergency unit, local authorities received, via email, screenshots of the conversations she had had with Myers. They were accompanied by a message:
 
    
 
    
 
   Come find my remains. 
 
   I don't envy you your search for answers. 
 
   Sometimes there aren't any.
 
    
 
   I'm with her now, and we are at peace
 
    
 
   Kathleen Angelica Myer
 
    
 
    
 
   Myer was later found dead at her keyboard. She had suffered a heart attack as a result of a large dose of thallium. In the rundown house on North High Street, in which she'd lived alone, investigators recovered a plastic tub in which traces of thallium nitrate were detected, and over a hundred handbound manuscripts, all of which contained Myer's handwritten romance novels.
 
   There was no suicide note.
 
   Among the scant few pictures on the walls of Myer's home was one of a teenage boy, later identified by a neighbor as Myer's brother, who died in the car accident that claimed their parents in 1969.
 
   The boy's name was Josh.
 
   At the time of this printing, and despite ongoing protests by the parents of the victims, eleven of Kathleen Myer's novels are scheduled for posthumous publication.
 
   Two of them have been optioned for film.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   # # #
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SELDOM SEEN IN AUGUST
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
    
 
   Sirens wailed three blocks away.
 
   Garden railings and high wooden fences whipped past Wade as he ran, his feet pumping the earth hard enough to send bone-jarring jolts through his legs. Frantic, he cast desperate glances at the houses whose backyards let out on either side of him.  Each one seemed to be a carbon copy of the other, their windows visible over the fences like the eyes of mischievous children. They all appeared new too, which made sense to Wade. After all, he’d lived in this city his whole life, knew its highways and byways as if the veins on the back of his hand were a topographical map, and couldn’t remember ever seeing a street called Seldom Seen Drive before. He figured it had materialized while he was in jail. Good thing he didn’t give a shit about preserving Harperville’s historical assets or he might have taken offense at the audacity of the city’s planners, because if memory served, an old cathedral had once occupied the space where now stood about sixty cookie cutter homes. Whoever had purchased the lot had apparently done so without fear of divine retribution, and though Wade appreciated that kind of balls-to-the-wall confidence, he had no time to ponder it.
 
   As he ran, the gaps between the fences made the neatly manicured lawns flicker like projections from a vintage show reel. Here and there he saw brightly colored toys scattered in the grass, or doghouses missing their dogs, the chains snaking into the grass and ending in nothing, as if the animals had burrowed down into the earth and died there. 
 
   Breath like fire in his lungs, he picked up the pace, sweat running freely down his back, dripping from beneath his arms, slithering into his eyes in an effort to blind him. The midday sun was a helicopter spotlight roasting the skin on the nape of his neck. In a body that felt like it was cresting a thousand degrees, the only cool spot was at the base of his spine, where his revolver was tucked snugly into the waistband of his jeans.
 
   All the gates appeared to be locked, and all the locks looked the same. Wade wondered idly if the community had a pre-approved list of merchants they dealt with for such things, and thought he wouldn’t survive a minute in such an anal-retentive neighborhood.
 
   The alley between the rows of houses seemed endless, but the sirens kept him moving. Sooner or later it would open out onto a larger street—Kendrick Avenue, if he remembered correctly—and then he’d be even more exposed. And that was not good, not when the cops were so goddamn close. He had to find a place to hide, if only for a little while, just long enough for the cops to expand the radius of their search somewhere other than right up his ass. 
 
   He was thinking clearly and that was good, because the adrenaline was doing its best to disorientate him, making him feel as if he was a cartoon character, fleeing for miles past a looping, unchanging background.
 
   Sirens wailed two blocks away.
 
   Dammit. Rather than quicken his pace, he slowed to a jog. This was getting him nowhere, because although he had kept himself in shape over the years and could easily run for another ten miles if he had to, the reality of the situation was this: He was on foot, the cops were in cruisers. How long did he think it would take them to catch up? The only reason they hadn’t already done so was because he suspected they weren’t entirely sure where he’d gone, so for a brief time, the advantage had been his. But it wouldn’t take much looking to spot him, thus, whatever he was going to do would have to be done fast.
 
   You’ve got a gun, chief, he told himself. Use it. You’re surrounded by houses. Houses with people in them. People who have cars and can be persuaded to transfer ownership.
 
   The jog became a trot that became nothing. He stood still, the sirens sundering the hazy air around him. He had maybe five minutes before those cruisers came tearing through the alley. He looked at the nearest gate to his right. Locked, just like the others. It also seemed that every single one of the gates had a BEWARE OF DOG placard screwed onto it, as if having a mutt was a requirement of occupancy here in Stepford. A moment of scanning, however, revealed a gate a few houses down that didn’t. Remembering the dog-less chains and vacant kennels, he decided this was the safer bet. It wouldn’t do to break into a yard and get mauled, a possibility that might still be realized if it turned out the sign had simply fallen down, or been blown off. His options scarce, he decided to take the chance and made his way toward it. 
 
   He wasn’t surprised to see yet another padlock. 
 
   He reached for his gun then thought better of it. The sound of the shot would be like a public announcement, and besides, shooting locks only worked in the movies. In real life, chances were if the bullet hit the hard steel casing, it would bounce right back and put a hole in him. He thought about using the butt of the gun as a hammer, but that didn’t seem reasonable either. It would take too long and his hands were so sweaty he didn’t have much faith in his ability to keep a hold on the barrel.
 
   Wade put a hand to the wood, craned his neck to peer at the width of the slats and nodded one time. 
 
   To hell with it. He positioned himself squarely before the gate, drew back and delivered a solid kick to the panel just beneath the padlock. The lock rattled, stayed intact, but the panel itself swung in from the bottom like a cat-flap. Another kick to the adjacent panel and he had a gap wide enough to squeeze through, which he did without pausing to look for splinters or jagged spars of wood that might cut his throat. Once inside, he cast a quick look over the house for a sign that his less-than-subtle entry had alerted someone, then, satisfied that the eyes of the windows had developed no unwelcome pupils, he quickly inspected the gate. The first panel was still attached, albeit barely; the second had been blown out entirely. That wouldn’t do. Leaving it as it was would be as good as erecting for the cops a sign with an arrow pointing toward the house. He made a hasty but serviceable job of setting the panels so they appeared undamaged. Of course, all it would take would be a nudge and the hole would reveal itself, but with any luck he’d be long gone from here before anyone thought to try. Plucking the largest of the splinters from the grass and pocketing them, he moved fast and low toward the house, one hand behind his back, fingers pressed against the butt of the gun.
 
   A pair of garden gnomes, their bearded faces split wide by identical smiles, regarded him without judgment as he stepped onto the pristine patio and hurried into the cool shadow thrown like a dirty rug at the foot of the house. To his right was a koi pond, the colorful fish wavering lazily in an artificial current among polished stones made rough by algae. A stunted elm leaned over to gaze into the water. From one of its palsied branches hung a quartet of fake robins spinning in eternal circles, their route dictated by a motorized brass hoop. One of the robins was missing a leg, which Wade found oddly amusing despite the uncomfortable feeling of familiarity that came, he could only assume, from seeing so many bloody yards and their inane accoutrements.
 
   He was startled then by the screech of tires and the staticky squawk of a radio from somewhere up the street.
 
   Shit. They were almost on top of him, and he congratulated himself on having the sense to make the gate appear unbroken. With one hand still behind his back, he grabbed the gun, hefted it and hurried to the pair of sliding glass doors directly ahead of him. Only darkness showed within. Cupping his hands around his face he peered inside. He could just about make out the hunched silhouettes of furniture, the dull gleam of a mirror, but no movement, which didn’t mean that someone wasn’t in there, just that he stood a better chance of gaining access before anyone noticed.
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   There were any number of flaws in his plan, and though he tried not to think about them, they persisted, driven by self-preservation to remind him of the risk. 
 
   The door might be alarmed.
 
   Someone might be waiting inside, hidden in the shadows with a gun aimed at where Wade now stood second guessing himself.
 
   One of the neighbors might be watching him, a phone to their ear as they quickly related to the emergency operator what they had seen, and were seeing still.
 
   Paranoia brought upon him the undeniable sensation of being watched. He felt it like lying like a cape across his shoulders. The hair on the nape of his neck prickled and he glanced back over his shoulder. There were windows all around him, staring vapidly down from over a labyrinth of privacy fences. 
 
   He shook his head. Flaws, or not, he didn’t have a choice. It was hide or keep running and he could only run so far before they wore him down. He reached out a hand, closed his eyes for a moment, and gripped the cold metal handle on the sliding door. C’mon, you sonofabitch, he thought, and pulled. To his amazement, the door slid open with a soft whoosh.
 
   He paused on the threshold, listening, heart hammering against his ribs.
 
   There was no sound from within.
 
   Wade smiled. Another furtive glance over his shoulder, and he was inside.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
    
 
   The interior of the house offered no surprises.
 
   Wade gently slid the door shut behind him and locked it, then pulled the curtains. 
 
   He turned to inspect his surroundings, but it was hard to make anything out in the gloom. What he could tell was that beneath his feet was a carpet that had seen better days and the air smelled faintly of furniture polish and pine air freshener. He did not need to know what the room looked like, only that he was the only one currently occupying it.   
 
   He felt a little better now that he was off the street and hidden, though he remained intrinsically aware that this did not constitute freedom. He was far from out of the woods. Anything could still go wrong, and in cases like this, usually did. Until he knew that he was alone in the house, he wouldn’t let his guard down. Even then, he would remain on edge until a viable long-term escape plan presented itself, if one presented itself and he wasn’t just dawdling here while a juggernaut of doom bore steadily down upon him.
 
   Goddamn you anyway, Cartwright, he thought, clenching his teeth in frustration. He remained where he was, standing in the darkness by the drawn curtains, listening.
 
   The house was quiet as the grave.
 
   Not fool enough to take that as proof that he was alone, Wade cocked the gun as quietly as he could, which was not quiet at all, and slowly crossed the room, bound for the door in the wall opposite. Twice he barked his shin against furniture that had been lurking in the dark and had to restrain a gasp of pain. At length, ankle throbbing, he found the door and beside it a light switch he yearned to turn on, but resisted just in case it gave him away should someone be waiting for him in the hall.
 
   Quietly, he opened the door.
 
   A naked bulb cast sickly yellow light down on the narrow hallway.
 
   There were coats, children’s by the look of them, hooked over the newel post at the bottom of a short flight of carpeted stairs. A punctured football sat on one step beside the naked head and torso of a baby doll. Its eyes were closed as if sleeping. Wade gave it only the most cursory glance. He hated dolls, and had ever since that movie he’d seen as a kid in which one of them had opened its eyes in a darkened bedroom and grinned at a terrified child. The stupid movie hadn’t even been about dolls, he recalled, and shook his head as he edged into the hall. 
 
   Ahead of him was a doorway, the light from the hall unable to reach very far over the threshold. There’s no one here, Wade told himself. He was alone. He could feel it, but he knew better than to rely solely on instinct. Last time he’d trusted his gut, he’d enlisted Cartwright to help him with a heist and now six people were dead and the police were hunting them both. Unless of course they had already caught Cartwright, and Wade might not have been bothered to learn that was the case had his idiot partner not been lugging around with him the fifty grand or so they’d cleared from the bank job.
 
   He moved on, back pressed to the wall, until he was inside the kitchen. It smelled like disinfectant in here, and he imagined the chaos of a busy family in the morning: kids yelling and shoveling cereal into their maws while their parents got dressed and tried not to let show the hatred and regret they felt for their own lives and each other. He pictured a woman, just this side of good-looking, her teeth grit as she vigorously scrubbed down the kitchen surfaces while pretending the sponge was a lathe and the counter her husband’s face. They would exchange pleasant farewells for the sake of the kids, all the while secretly wishing fatal misfortune on one another.
 
   Misery.
 
   Wade had lived it and so found it easy to envision. Indeed, though he recalled little of his childhood, so generic was this house that it summoned what unpleasant memories he had retained of it. 
 
   Pain.
 
   Anger.
 
   Annoyed, he shook off the reverie before it could properly take hold of him and moved further into the kitchen, sure now that he was alone in the house. The kitchen was empty. The dirty cups, bowls, and glasses piled in the sink in the center of the L-shaped counter confirmed his suspicion that what he had walked into was the aftermath of an ordinary morning in a hectic household. It was Monday; if he was lucky, the family would be gone until early evening when school and work relinquished its hold on them. If not, and someone came home for lunch, things could get ugly. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
 
   There was a small calendar tacked to a corkboard beside the refrigerator. He noted that today’s date had been circled in red marker. August 16th. The picture above it was of a lush green meadow, speckled with dandelions beneath a sprawling blue sky. It might have been a pretty scene if not for the monstrous black satellite dish dominating the right side of the picture, the red tip of its phallic probe turned heavenward. 
 
   After uncocking the gun and tucking it back into his waistband, Wade opened the refrigerator and helped himself to some milk, straight from the carton. He belched and, still thirsty, exchanged the milk for a cold bottle of water, which did a better job of soothing his parched throat. His stomach growled, but he decided that could be dealt with after he’d inspected the upper rooms. He finished the bottle of water and tossed it in the trashcan, then moved to the large window, which looked out on the street. Cautiously, he fingered open the Venetian blinds.
 
   Cars sat silently beside curbs.
 
   Windows reflected the clear blue sky.
 
   Sunlight through the sycamore trees painted leopard skin patterns on the sidewalks. Heat shimmered on the road.
 
   But there was nobody on the street, no neighbors enjoying a day off, no retirees out mowing their lawns, no housewives gathering up the morning paper, no dogs barking despite the signs he’d seen that claimed the place was chock full of them. It was completely deserted, which was odd. If he’d chosen a dilapidated neighborhood as his hiding place, the absence of people would not have bothered him so much, but Seldom Seen Drive, while clearly not upper class, was no ghetto either. There should have been someone out there.
 
   And you should be thankful that there isn’t, he told himself and a moment later nodded his agreement. There would be countless obstacles in his path before he made it home free, he knew. Better not to question the things that weren’t a problem. 
 
   He let the blinds snap back into place and returned to the hall. Averting his gaze, he stepped over the doll torso and quietly ascended the stairs. The further up he went, the darker it got until his progress slowed to a crawl and he was left fumbling for a light switch. Again he was reminded of the danger of switching on a light before he had explored the whole house, but concluded that it was equally dangerous to be trying to explore it blindly.
 
   "Shit," he hissed, almost tripping when his foot connected with something hard and unyielding. He steadied himself, dropped to his haunches and listened for signs that someone had been drawn to his presence on the landing, but heard nothing. Only his own steady breathing. He squinted down at the floor and reached out with his hands until they touched on something smooth and round. An attempt to form a picture with his hands of what the object might be proved fruitless, so he lifted it, surprised by the weight, and lugged it over to the head of the stairs where he set it down on the top step.
 
   It was a large pink ceramic pig with a slot in its back.
 
   Jesus, Wade thought. A friggin’ piggy bank.
 
   It was loaded with coins, but why it had been left in the middle of the landing, like a lure for thieves pettier than he, was a mystery that immediately seemed less of one when he reminded himself that children lived here. Not without difficulty, he shoved it aside and thought that maybe he’d rob it after all, just because it had inconvenienced him. Besides, it would do the kid who owned it good to learn a hard lesson about life early on, so maybe the shit that lay ahead of them wouldn’t be nearly so surprising. 
 
   He stood, turned, and flipped the switch on the wall behind him. The landing flooded with stark white light from another unshaded bulb and he raised a hand to shield his eyes. Spastic shadows slipped under the three doors on the second floor and down the stairs as he blinked ghostly orbs from his eyes.
 
   Nice house like this, he thought. No shades. Fucking weird.
 
   He took a step and put a hand on the nearest door. It swung easily open revealing a cramped, unremarkable bathroom that seemed unsuitable for anything but a bachelor who didn’t mind getting piss in the sink. The shower curtain was spotted with mildew and pulled back to reveal a bathtub with a pink slip-proof mat, a drain clotted with long dark hairs, and a decidedly unhappy looking rubber duck. Time and multiple saturations had erased the pupil of one eye, leaving it with a cataract, while the other stared myopically upward as if questioning the injustice of it all. Wade grinned and turned away.
 
   In the absence of any ambient sound, the sudden vibration against his right thigh made him jump and he scowled, embarrassed and glad as hell that no one had seen his reaction. From the pocket of his jeans he withdrew a slim silver cell phone. It hummed faintly as he checked the display.
 
   "About goddamn time," he muttered, and though he wouldn’t have admitted it under duress, he was relieved to see his partner’s name on the phone’s readout. It meant two things: Cartwright was alive, and he was loyal enough to keep in touch. The opposite in either case would have meant a whole lot of money lost to the wind. 
 
   Beneath Cartwright’s name was a flashing envelope icon. It was not a call but a text message. One of the last things Ward had barked at Cartwright had been "no calls, you hear me? I don’t want to be hiding up a goddamn tree and have the cops find me by following my Mission Impossible ring tone." And he was glad he’d imparted that little caveat, for while there were no cops breathing down his neck at the moment, he still didn’t know for sure that there wasn’t someone hiding in one of the other two rooms. Turning the phone off hadn’t been an option either. He needed to regroup with Cartwright once the heat died down a little, and the sooner he knew the score, the better. If I don’t hear from you by sundown, he’d told his partner, I’m going to assume one of two scenarios: (a) you got caught, or (b) you got greedy and decided to split with the money. If the latter happens, I won’t come after you, because I probably wouldn’t know where to start looking. That’s just me being honest. So you’ll probably get away with it. I won’t dog you. Instead I’ll visit your family and you can see what I’ve done to them on the main evening news from whatever hole you’re hiding in, got it?
 
   And apparently, Cartwright had.
 
   Wade pressed the green phone symbol and the text message spread across the screen:
 
    
 
   SRRY. FUCT UP
 
    
 
   Wade bit down on his lower lip, his breath whistling through his nose. What the hell did that mean? Sorry, I fucked up. Was he referring to his little rampage at the bank despite Wade telling him only to shoot if someone got brave? Or was this some new turn of events? Had he lost the money?
 
   Aggravated, he quickly hit REPLY and thumbed the buttons until he had typed: 
 
    
 
   FUCT UP HOW???
 
    
 
   He hit SEND and cursed a little too loudly. He ran his free hand through his hair and caught a whiff of himself. The odor was rank, unpleasant, like sour cream, an unnecessary reminder that he needed to take a shower. And he would, but not here. He was relatively fearless, but not enough to totally disregard common sense by taking a soak in the house he’d broken into. 
 
   Agitated and eyeing the phone in the hope that he wouldn’t have to wait long for the response, he pushed away from the wall. "C’mon, c’mon," he whispered urgently, willing Cartwright to respond. If it turned out the money was gone, Wade figured he might as well come out with his hands up. His share of the takings wouldn’t be nearly enough to pay back the men who were out to break his legs, but it would keep them off his back for a while. Without it, he was as good as dead. And if they didn’t get to him first, the cops surely would. But if he settled some of his debt, he still ended up with nothing, which was why Wade planned to kill Cartwright and take his share. It would be just enough to finance his relocation somewhere south of the border. It was a cliché, sure, but one that held endless appeal. He liked the sun, he liked Mexican food, and he liked dark women. Where was the catch?
 
   So intent was he on the phone’s display that it took him a moment longer than it should have to sense that there was someone standing behind him. Hair standing on end, body braced for the feel of slugs punching into his flesh, he turned, fumbled for the gun, but by the time he had it withdrawn, cocked and aimed at where the—what?—had been standing only a split-second before, it had vanished into the bathroom, slamming the door shut so hard behind it that for a moment Wade thought he’d pulled the trigger.
 
   "Jesus H," Wade murmured, his heart thundering. For a moment he stood there, vacillating, unsure what to do next. Only when he carefully walked himself through what he’d just seen did he realize how convinced he’d been that there had been nobody in the house with him. And perhaps he hadn’t been entirely wrong. After all, he couldn’t be certain that whoever had scurried into the bathroom hadn’t just come home. Wade hadn’t heard a car, or a door, but that didn’t mean squat.
 
   No, he told himself. No…they were here all along.
 
   His hackles rose, his senses on full alert now. He had let himself get complacent after the exhaustion of the chase, and that was an amateurish mistake to make, one that might have been his last.
 
   Swallowing a lump the momentary shock had lodged in his throat, he pocketed his cell phone and took a step closer to the bathroom door.
 
   It was a kid, he thought. A teenager maybe.
 
   Not that it mattered a damn. He had no interest in taking hostages, only lives, especially those that intersected with his in ways in which he didn’t approve. 
 
   Slowly, he dropped to one knee and brought his face close to the latch panel, his eye to the keyhole. He squinted, caught a glimpse of a bare chest rapidly rising and falling, the acne-flushed cusp of a chin. It was a boy, probably no more than fifteen or sixteen, sitting on the toilet, terrified.
 
   Wade exhaled explosively, his knees cracking as he stood up.
 
   "Hey," he said evenly. "Hey kid, come on out."
 
   There was no answer, but he fancied he could now hear the faint hush-whisper of the boy’s breathing as it quickened in panic.
 
   "There’s nowhere you can go. You understand that, right?" Wade said into the door. "You’re stuck in there and I’m out here with a gun. What’re your options?"
 
   He waited a few moments, but the kid didn’t answer.
 
   "How about I give you three seconds to open the door, huh? One way or another, this hide-and-seek game’s gonna end, but it’d be easier on us both if you just came on out of there on your own. One…" 
 
   Despite what many people had said over the past twenty years, Wade would get no pleasure at all from what he was about to do. 
 
   "Two…"
 
   But that didn’t alter the inescapable reality of the fact that it had to be done.
 
   "Three."
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   Gun held low, he kicked in the door so hard the jamb splintered and sent daggers of wood flying. Bringing his weapon up to draw a bead on the kid sitting on the lid of the toilet, he expected screaming, crying, pleading. What he got was silence. The kid, pale and hollow-eyed and stripped to the waist, didn’t even look at him. He just sat with his head down, looking at the straight razor he held in one hand, his chest rising and falling rapidly, the breath hissing in and out of his nose.
 
   "Okay," Wade said. "Nice and easy now…"
 
   In response, the kid made a strangled noise, then thrust his head back until it was resting against the wall and his green eyes were focused on the scabrous patches of mildew on the bathroom ceiling. His Adam’s apple looked like a small fist pushing through white plastic as the kid stamped one bare foot against the floor and whined.
 
   I know him, Wade thought, and felt his skin go cold.
 
   It was a ridiculous notion and he shook his head to deny it. If the kid looked even remotely familiar it was because he lived in the same city. It was entirely likely Wade had seen him making his way to school one day, or hanging around outside one of the shadier clubs where grownups who had forsaken the thankless monotony of blue-collar life engaged in riskier but more lucrative pursuits. At such venues, Wade had once been a regular, and he’d often seen the children of gangsters hanging around outside, looking sullen that they’d been excluded from the proceedings, their eyes shining with ambition. A million years ago Wade himself had been one of them, had stood outside a warehouse that had appeared abandoned to anyone not affiliated with the people who owned it. But Wade knew what went on in there, and dreamed of the day he’d been enlisted to help one of the men on a job. That day had come, and it had helped to carve from shapeless useless clay the man he had become.
 
   The kid began to weep.
 
   Yes, Wade decided. That’s how I know him. But he didn’t believe a word of it.
 
   "Listen," he said, "I want you to put that blade away, ok?"
 
   The boy kept his head back, his eyes staring upward. Then he brought the ivory-handled razor up in front of his chest, the blade facing Wade.
 
   Wade aimed for the head. "Put it away, kid. I’m not going to tell you again."
 
   The blade hovered, reflecting both the harsh light and Wade’s likeness back at him. He trembled for a moment in the boy’s slender fingers. Then the razor carried on and up, stopping before his exposed throat.
 
   "Hey…"
 
   "Sorry," the boy replied in the smallest of whispers, tears trickling down his gaunt face. The blade danced, and when the dance was over, there was a wide yawning smile just above his Adam’s apple. Unlike Wade, the blood seemed almost hesitant to run.
 
   "What the fuck?"
 
   The boy continued to stare at the ceiling, at nothing. His hand fell away, the razor clattering off the bathtub, spattering the white surface with red periods before it hit the floor.
 
   Wade let out a slow breath and lowered the gun. In some distant part of his brain, it registered that this development was a positive one—it had saved him an ugly job and —but so unexpected and sudden had it been that he wasn’t entirely sure how to react. Why had the kid killed himself? Because of him? As obvious a solution as that was, he didn’t believe it. Over the years he’d become something of an expert in the human response to fear, to the threat he represented, and never before had he seen anything like this. Then there was the question of the straight razor. It hadn’t been in the bathroom when Wade had checked it. He knew because it had been a nice one, and if it had been there, he’d have taken it as a souvenir, and possibly as an unpleasant how-do-you-do for the first cop who tried to cuff him. Of course, it could have been stashed in a drawer or something…
 
   He ran a hand through his hair, scratched his eyebrow with the still cocked hammer of the gun and closed his eyes. A few moments of indecision later, he back stepped out of the bathroom and closed the door behind him.
 
   You need to get out of here, he told himself. 
 
   As if the thought had been a cue, his cell phone buzzed. Glad of the distraction, he snatched it from his pocket. Cartwright again. Another text message. Wade hit the button. His partner’s response was a single word, damning in its implications:
 
    
 
   TALKED
 
    
 
   So they’d caught him. 
 
   And the motherfucker had sung like a canary.
 
   Wade felt such a surge of anger he grimaced in actual pain that burrowed up from his balls and twisted through him until it snagged in his throat and burst into flame. Face crimson, he started to tremble. A roar trapped behind his teeth, he aimed the gun at the floor, the walls, the closed doors at the end of the landing, his finger itching to squeeze off a few rounds to see if the clamor of the shots could compete with his own expression of rage.
 
   "Fuck!" he yelled, for the moment uncaring about who did or didn’t hear him. His muscles felt like ropes twisted to breaking, his blood like acid coursing through his veins. "Goddamn cocksucker!" Spittle flew from his lips as he spun on a heel back to the bathroom. In here was a piñata for all that violent anger, and hell, the kid wouldn’t even mind, the little split-throat shit. He was beyond feeling anything anymore. But right now, Wade felt too much and he needed to hit something, needed to imagine the corpse in there had a different face, namely the pinched face of his backstabbing rat-bastard partner.
 
   Cartwright, you’re a dead man.
 
   He shouldered open the door, a sneer on his lips.
 
   The body was gone.
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   Phone in hand, Wade paced the landing. The sooner he was gone from this place the better, but every now and then he’d hear the distant squawk or the whoop-whoop of sirens as cruisers pulled to a halt, and it would remind him why he needed to be patient. Problem was, there was now a prankster running around out there covered in fake blood just dying to tell the cops about the guy he’d fooled. Oh, and Officer, did I mention he broke in and had a gun?
 
   Wade cursed himself. What the hell was wrong with him? Had eleven years in the pen made him rusty or what? There was a time when he could have sniffed out a ruse without even being in the same building as the guy pulling it. But not only had he fallen for the kid’s prank, he hadn’t even realized the kid was in the house to begin with. He was getting old, that’s what it was. Old and rusty, kept going by his addiction to vices and the consequential need to compensate for them with cash he didn’t have. And that, he suspected, would never change.
 
   "Hell with it," he said, and scrolled through the names in his cell phone’s memory until he found one that read simply: "CUJ" which was an abbreviation for "Clean-Up Job", itself a code name for a man named Alex Eye, which no doubt was an alias but it was better than a series of stupid letters. Alex had proven useful, if ridiculously expensive, in the past when things hadn’t exactly gone the way they’d been supposed to. Alex was six-foot six, black, and didn’t speak a word. He just showed up, did what he’d been hired to do, then charged you up the ass and back down again for it. But he could untie the knot in almost any situation, thinking up clever escape plans where there didn’t appear to be any. As a matter of pride, Wade had never used Alex’s services. But he needed them now.
 
   He made the call. Listened to the dial tone buzzing in his ear.
 
   Paced.
 
   Stopped when a phone in one of the rooms he was facing began to ring. He frowned, hung up on his call and cocked his head slightly.
 
   The house phone stopped ringing.
 
   He waited, expecting to hear whoever had answered muttering urgently inside the room. Please help me there’s somebody in my house! But they were either being painfully quiet, or the person calling had given up. Wade waited a few more minutes. The doors to the rooms he had not yet investigated faced each other across the narrow landing. He hit the SEND button on Alex’s number, and walked slowly to the door on the left. 
 
   The call went through.
 
   Inside the room on the right, the house phone began to ring again.
 
   "What the hell is going on?" he mumbled, and took the phone from his ear to check the display. Alex’s name showed above the miniature icon of a phone ringing so violently the receiver was dancing. Frowning, Wade jabbed the END button, canceling the call, and immediately raised his eyes to the door from which the ringing sound had come.
 
   It stopped.
 
   He surprised himself by chuckling and shaking his head, as if he’d just been told a hoary old joke but owed it to the teller to laugh.
 
   "I’ll be damned," he said. "Now that’s clever."
 
   Just to be absolutely sure, he tried Alex’s number again.
 
   The house phone rang.
 
   Hung up.
 
   The phone went quiet.
 
   A single bark of laughter and he pocketed the phone, raised the gun. "Jesus, I never…" he said, wiping a tear from his eye. "But…how?"
 
   A number of possible explanations came to him.
 
   One: By some miracle or coincidence, he had broken into Alex’s home, which would explain why the house phone was ringing when he dialed the man’s number. 
 
   Wade groaned.
 
   Two: Alex had some kind of weird but ingenious redirect function attached to his number that, rather than lead to an answering machine, led to the phone nearest the caller.
 
   Wade closed his eyes.
 
   Three: Someone was fucking with him.
 
   Wade opened his eyes.
 
   Enough.
 
   In three short steps he was at the door on the right and throwing it wide. It thumped against the far wall and shuddered back toward him, giving him the deeply unpleasant sensation that the room was shrinking while he watched. 
 
   The sunlight stretched languidly into the room through net-curtained windows, spotlighting the fall of dust motes to the bare wood floor. An old vanity squatted in shadow in one corner. In another was a rocking chair. Atop it sat an old black rotary phone. In the center of the room was a bed with a single dirty white sheet, and beneath it lay a woman, her long silver-gray hair spread out around the stained pillow.
 
   Wade put a hand out to stop the door from closing, and stepped into the room.
 
   The old woman shifted, turned her head. "Billy?"
 
   Her voice, like the room, was dusty.
 
   "’Fraid not," Wade said. "And who might you be?"
 
   The old woman rose out of the bed like a specter. There was no series of movements, just one fluid one, as if she were attached to ropes threaded through hooks in the ceiling. One moment she was on her back, an ordinary old lady, the next she was floating toward him like something out of a horror movie, her feet tangling in the sheets, pulling them away, revealing the bloodstains on the mattress beneath.
 
   Gooseflesh rippling all over him, Wade retreated from the room, his attempt to shut the door behind him so frantic he missed the knob on the first try and had to lean in to make a second one.
 
   The lady, in no hurry at all, drifted toward him and now he could see that she was blind, that her teeth were gone, that her flimsy nightdress was spattered with blood both old and new.
 
   She was almost upon him, her withered arms outstretched toward him in a gesture of pleading or longing, her face twisted into an expression of such profound sadness it almost drained the energy from him.
 
   "Jesus," he said and pulled the door shut, but not before he heard her say, "You never come to see me anymore, Billy…"
 
   He stood there, perplexed and unsettled. Just what in the blue hell was going on? Had he broken into a lunatic asylum masquerading as a suburban home? 
 
   As he stood there, his brain telling him that the best course of action, the only course of action now was to get moving, get as far away from this madhouse as possible, he heard a humming sound he at first assumed was his phone. Cartwright, he thought with a by now familiar flare of anger, but the cell’s display was dark, the phone quiet. The humming was coming from the walls. 
 
   "Okay," he muttered. "Okay, we’re done."
 
   He turned, intending to head back across the landing, down the stairs, and out, when the door to his left, the only one he hadn’t yet opened, creaked and swung wide, exposing the room beyond.
 
   Go, Wade told himself, absently slipping the cell phone back into his pocket. Don’t bother looking in there. Just go.
 
   But without being fully aware that he was doing so, he moved slowly to the door and peeked inside.
 
   The floors and walls were blackened, as if by fire. The air smelled like soot and charcoal, and burnt meat.
 
   The windows were boarded over.
 
   There was no furniture.
 
   Staggering drunkenly toward him was a woman with a broken neck. She was naked, her heavily veined breasts like punctured balloons hanging down over ribs that poked through her mottled blue skin. One broken-fingered hand covered the dark thatch of her pubic hair in a gruesome parody of modesty. Her head had been twisted almost all the way around, the skin on her neck bunched into folds. He could see the ridge of one ear, the faintest curve of a bloody smile as she tottered like an infant toward where he stood, horrified. There were needle marks on her arms and legs and feet, and he could not stop looking at them. 
 
   The woman gargled, then flickered.
 
   Wade blinked rapidly.
 
   The woman flickered again, like a movie with gaps in the reel, like the yards seen through the fences as he’d fled, and then she changed, whined much like the boy in the bathroom had. Abruptly the film jumped and she became a terrible charred thing, patches of red visible through a veritable carapace of roasted flesh.
 
   She stopped her tottering advance and screamed, and though it made little sense to him, it was that scream rather than the pantomime of broken-necked burning that made him remember who she was.
 
   "Gail?" he said, and the door slammed shut so suddenly and so forcefully it cracked the wood and shattered the frame. Wade cried out in surprise, his attempt to back away foiled by something that had insinuated its way between his feet. The doll torso, he saw but was already falling, the notion of another cry dissuaded by the floor as his back thumped against it, winding him.
 
   Though the instinct to flee was overwhelming, he stayed on the floor for a moment, eyes closed while he regulated his breathing.
 
   So how do you explain this? he asked himself. Did I break into a haunted house or what?
 
   No, he thought. I didn’t. It’s a trick, and a damn good one, but a trick just the same.
 
   He slowly, painfully got to his feet.
 
   Wade didn’t believe in ghosts. In his line of work, he couldn’t afford to. Bad enough that he spent his life looking over his shoulder looking for living enemies than have to consider the ones he’d already put in the ground. But it was that clear whoever had engineered this little theater production knew him, and had somehow managed to corral him here for a little show-and-tell. But to what end? And exactly how had they known he’d be here, in this particular house? Were all the others similarly booby-trapped? He might have thought that stoolie son of a bitch Cartwright had included Wade’s hiding place among the notes he’d sung to the police, but Cartwright didn’t know where he had gone after they’d split up.
 
   That’s when he thought of the gate. 
 
   The only one without a sign. And while Wade had no particular feelings about dogs one way or another, common sense dictated that a man seeking a haven would choose the path of least resistance. No psychological profiling necessary to glean that particular nugget. But what if he hadn’t? What if, instead of choosing Seldom Seen as his hiding place, he’d run on and sought sanctuary elsewhere? He had chosen to come here, to this house in this neighborhood. Why then did he feel as if he’d been lured here?
 
   No, it didn’t add up. Factor free will into the equation and nobody could have known he’d have chosen this house, dog sign or no.
 
   And yet, here you are.
 
   Because of a sign, or rather, the lack of one?
 
   The sign, he realized, and the sirens. He now recalled that those wailing sirens had seemed to come from everywhere, from all around him until he hit Seldom Seen Drive. Then they’d only been behind him. Closer and closer all the time until he felt trapped, vulnerable, desperate…
 
   "Jesus, this is ridiculous," he said aloud and brushed himself off. He took a deep breath and slowly released it.
 
   How are they doing this? 
 
   He didn’t know, nor did he care. It was time to go.
 
   A kick sent the doll torso flying over the balcony and down the steps. Wade listened to it tumbling, waited until it stopped, then followed it down.
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   At the foot of the stairs, he stepped on the doll and gave a start when it emitted the sound of a woman quietly sobbing. He had no wish to give this further consideration and so stalked through the house until he had reached the living room and the sliding doors he had used to gain entry.
 
   Wade was no idiot. He knew that walking out there with the cops on his tail was likely to be the last thing he ever did, at least as a free man. But he couldn’t stay here either. Not while there was someone hiding in the house who knew him, knew what he was and what he had done, someone who was having just the grandest time tormenting him with sideshow trickery. It all felt a little bit too predestined for his taste.
 
   No. He was going, and he would just have to be careful once he crossed the threshold. He did not want to think about Cartwright and the money, and what it meant for his chances of a future. All that mattered now was getting gone.
 
   Resolute, he stayed down and moved in a crouch to the curtains, parted them with a finger and felt his breath catch in his throat. 
 
   There were two cops in the yard, and they were heading toward the house, guns drawn.
 
   "Great." Wade backtracked to the hall, then hurried into the kitchen where he flexed the fingers of his free hand, the sweat oozing from his pores, and tried to think. In seconds the cops would knock on the sliding door. After seeing the gate they wouldn’t be so easily persuaded that nothing was amiss. They would force the door and they’d have him.
 
   Keep it together, man, he told himself. You’ve still got a weapon. You’re not done, yet.
 
   But despite his own encouragement, he felt done.
 
   Cartwright was gone.
 
   The money was gone.
 
   The pigs were at the back door and his hidey-hole was filled with spiders.
 
   Check the front.
 
   The rapping of hard knuckles against solid glass echoed through the house, each knock sending a jolt of electric fear up his spine.
 
   Wade ran to the kitchen window, looked outside.
 
   Two cruisers were parked at the curb, lights flashing. The trio of cops standing around them was the only sign of life on an uncannily empty street. If the sight of police hadn’t lured the curious out of their homes, then it was quite possible that nobody lived in them after all. It put him in mind of the fake homes filled with mannequins the military set up in the desert as targets for nuclear testing.
 
   His head hurt. Things had gotten way more complicated than they should have been. Rob the bank, nobody gets hurt, split up and meet later to divvy up the score. That was it. A simple plan. Instead, people had died, victims of Cartwright’s itchy trigger finger, Wade was stuck in some kind of sick-joke carnival funhouse designed from blueprints straight out of his head, and now Cartwright was in custody and telling the cops…
 
   Still looking out onto the street, he frowned.
 
   Just what did Cartwright have to tell them? That he hadn’t robbed the bank by himself? There were ample witnesses who’d testify to that, and if not, there were the security cameras. There wasn’t much else he could give the pigs that they could use. Cartwright didn’t know him well enough. He wouldn’t, for instance, be able to tell them where he was likely to hide, or whom he might seek sanctuary from. In fact, Cartwright didn’t know jack. So, assuming Wade had properly understood the text message, what exactly had he "TALKED" about? Who exactly had he "TALKED" to?
 
   Then it clicked.
 
   Not the cops, but the instigator of this little ghost house tour that had been set up in his honor. Whoever the Wizard behind the curtain was, he would need to know everything about Wade to be able to pull this off and had, it seemed, enlisted Cartwright’s help in constructing the charade. Which in turn explained why the only "ghosts" Wade had seen had been ones he had managed to forget over the years. The minor transgressions. The puppet master of the house hadn’t had access to his deeper, darker secrets or the show might have been an altogether more gruesome one.
 
   He smiled. Figured you out, you fuck.
 
   Glass shattered in the kitchen.
 
   "Wade Crawford," one of the cops called. "This is the police."
 
   You don’t say, Wade thought and crossed the room, shoving his back up against the wall beside the kitchen door.
 
   His phone hummed.
 
   Christ, now what?
 
   "Wade, we’d like to do this quietly if at all possible. We don’t want anyone to get hurt, and that includes you. We just want to talk."
 
   Wade hadn’t fired a shot since he’d arrived at the house, out of fear that it would alert the cops to his position, but that was hardly a concern now. Fortunately, it meant he had a full clip now together with the extra one in his jeans pocket. He could hold them off for a little while, at least until a better option presented itself.
 
   He took out his phone, slid his back down the wall until he was sitting, and peeked around the corner. There was nobody creeping up on him, but it wouldn’t be too long before they would, right before the SWAT team arrived to teargas his ass. He checked the phone. Another message from Cartwright, and just as cryptic as before:
 
    
 
   BSMENT
 
    
 
   He studied the message for a brief moment before pocketing the phone. He didn’t know if there was a basement in the house or not, and didn’t much care. Basements were not traditionally famed for being good escape routes unless they had a series of intricate tunnels leading elsewhere. They were traps. And even if he’d chosen to overlook that glaring fact, he wasn’t about to take advice from Cartwright now that he knew he was in on the whole thing.
 
   So no, to hell with the basement.
 
   An attic on the other hand…
 
   It would still be trapping himself, but better the high ground than the low, and it would be difficult for anyone to get at him without getting a bullet to the head.
 
   He almost laughed at the image of himself, knees drawn up, shooting a succession of cops one after the other as they poked their heads up into his hideout.
It wouldn’t work. The only option then was to shoot his way out and hope for the best.
 
   Movement in the hall made his shoulders tighten. He leaned out and saw a young, fresh-faced cop doing the same thing. Only the cop looked surprised. 
 
   Even more so when Wade shot him in the head.
 
   The cop fell back against the wall. 
 
   There was stunned silence for a second. 
 
   Then all hell broke loose. 
 
   More glass shattered, men shouted commands, furniture was overturned, more crashing, hammers were ratcheted back, static exploded from radios.
 
   Wade grinned. "Get the message, you assholes?" he called out.
 
   "You’re a fucking dead man," one of the cops shouted back and was quietly reprimanded by another.
 
   From one of the upstairs rooms came the sound of footsteps. They were penning him in, as if he wasn’t already penned in enough.
 
   As he prepared to rise into a crouch and make a break for the stairs, his plan to intercept whoever this latest unwelcome visitor was before the option was taken away, he noted that the doll torso had somehow found its way into the kitchen. It lay between his legs, eyes open and staring at him.
 
   He rose onto his haunches.
 
   "You hear me, Crawford?" the angry cop yelled at him, his voice cracking. "You’re not walking out of here."
 
   It was clear the young cop’s death had hit the guy hard. Boo-hoo, Wade thought.
 
   "What? You mean like that kid out there missing the top half of his head? Like him, you mean?" he called back.
 
   The humming sound came again.
 
   A quick check told him it was not his phone.
 
   He tried to filter out the clamor from the cops as they tried to talk some sense into their incensed comrade. 
 
   Hunkered shadows moved past the kitchen window.
 
   Shit.
 
   He put a hand on the floor to steady himself, his mind buzzing.
 
   Gotta be a way—
 
   His fingers brushed against the doll and he recoiled. Was it his imagination or had the doll appeared to be shivering when he’d touched it? He returned its unwavering stare for a moment, until he realized he’d found the source of the humming sound.
 
   The doll was vibrating. 
 
   Gunfire made him duck as a chunk of plaster and wood the size of a fist exploded from the doorway mere inches above his head. Gray dust rained down on his shoulders.
 
   "Hear me now, you prick?" the cop roared at him.
 
   Rustling in the hall again. The cop the shot had been meant to cover, he assumed.
 
   Well, this is it, he thought with curious calm, and took a deep breath, bracing himself to swing out around the kitchen door and plug another dumb cop. He cast one last look down at the doll and smirked. 
 
   The doll smirked back.
 
   Wade flinched.
 
   The doll opened its Cupid’s bow mouth wide. Wider. Something glinted inside, and despite the horror, despite the urgency of the situation in which he was currently mired, Wade leaned forward and peered into that open plastic maw. 
 
   The doll began to hum again. 
 
   Needles, Wade realized, it’s got needles in its mouth, and jerked back a second too late to avoid their trajectory as the doll winked and spat them into his face.
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   He awoke what felt like only seconds later, but clearly it had been more than that because he was no longer in the house, or at least in any part of it that he had seen during his turbulent time there. As the effects of whatever drug the needles had contained gradually abated, he was left with only a mild headache, slightly muddled vision, and a great disappointment not only that he had been caught, but also that he hadn’t managed to take down a few more of the cops before the end. Not that he blamed himself for that. Who knew a doll could spit poison darts? He shook his head and it hurt. 
 
   They had bound him to a chair by his feet and ankles. In true modern fashion, they hadn’t used ropes, but PlastiCuffs, the kind that you had to gnaw through your own limbs to escape. As expected, when he tested their hold, there was no give at all. He was, as Shakespeare had once said, well and truly fucked.
 
   There was little to see in the room but a small blue card table, the cheap kind you could pick up at any convenience store. A chair was set on the other side of it. Behind the chair was a wall of television screens. The screens were on, but showed nothing but gray.
 
   Wade waited.
 
   At length a door opened somewhere behind him. He tried to see who was there but gave up when it caused fiery threads of pain to scurry up the back of his neck.
 
   "Mr. Crawford?" the visitor asked in an oddly benevolent voice, as if he had been dying to make Wade’s acquaintance.
 
   "Yeah? Who’re you?"
 
   The man came around the table, allowing Wade to get a good look at him. 
 
   "My name is Hank Cochran. You may have heard of me?"
 
   "Nope," said Wade.
 
   "Ah. Well, no matter. We have plenty of time to get to know one another."
 
   Cochran was silver-haired and dressed in a charcoal colored suit and a midnight blue tie. A matching handkerchief poked like the tongue of a hanged man from his breast pocket. As he sat and put his hands together, Wade saw that his nails were neatly clipped. The man’s face was long and pale. Bushy eyebrows fought to unite over a pair of light blue eyes. Everything about him spoke of money, of a no-nonsense attitude toward life.
 
   Wade wondered if he was a lawyer, a mortician, or a mobster. He looked like a combination of all three. Of course, many of the lawyers he’d known who’d worked for the mob had been forced to adopt all of those roles at one time or another. One thing he did know for sure was that the old man in front of him was not on the right side of the law.
 
   "I’m sorry for keeping you waiting."
 
   "No problem. It was a good chance to gather my thoughts."
 
   Cochran looked at him, a faint smile on his face. "Do you know where you are, Wade? May I call you Wade?"
 
   Wade shrugged. "So where am I?"
 
   "Still in Seldom Seen."
 
   Wade looked around again, noted the dirt walls around the bank of television screens, and nodded. "The basement, right?"
 
   Cochran smiled, exposing brilliant white teeth. "Right."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "We’re conducting a project here."
 
   "And it’s not arts and crafts."
 
   "No. No it isn’t. It’s a little more elaborate than that, though I suppose there are similarities. Both require the coming together of certain elements to work."
 
   "And I’m an element."
 
   "You are, yes. A vital one." Cochran seemed to be enjoying their exchange, which baffled Wade somewhat.
 
   "So what does the project entail?"
 
   "Rehabilitation."
 
   "By what means?"
 
   Cochran raised his eyebrows. "Oh, but you’ve already seen the means." He looked up at the ceiling, which consisted of a network of wires and rotting beams Wade didn’t think would take much to bring down. "Upstairs."
 
   "The ghosts?"
 
   The old man shook his head. "They’re not ghosts."
 
   "Holograms then."
 
   "In a way, if you think of yourself as the projector."
 
   "So you put on this show of things from my past in the hope that I would—what? Drop to my knees and pray for forgiveness?"
 
   Cochran sat back and folded his arms. "That’s the gist of it, though given your history, we’d all have been rather astounded if your reaction had been so dramatic, or so easily attained."
 
   "What were you hoping for then?"
 
   "Gradual dawning."
 
   Wade pondered this a moment, then said, "Well if by "dawning" you mean figuring out your game, then I won, didn’t I? What’s my prize? Few hookers and some Cuban cigars? One-way trip to Mexico?" He grinned, but let it fade when he realized it wasn’t being returned. Cochran suddenly looked all business.
 
   "Wade," he said, leaning forward again, his palms flat on the table. "You’re a psychopath."
 
   "That’s kinda strong, isn’t it?"
 
   "It’s fact."
 
   "Well, so’s the fact that you’re an old fart, but you don’t hear me pointing it out."
 
   "You killed a man three weeks shy of your fifteenth birthday. There was a boy with you. Do you remember?"
 
   Wade remembered the man clearly, the boy only vaguely.
 
   "Not the kid. Only met him that one time," he said. "But the guy had it coming."
 
   "Or so you were told. That he deserved to die. If they’d said the same about anyone, whether it was true or not, you’d have done what they asked of you, wouldn’t you?"
 
   "I suppose so," Wade said. "It was the way things were."
 
   "And it was the way you wanted it to be."
 
   Wade frowned. "Have we entered the psychological evaluation stage of our relationship, Mr. Cochran?"
 
   Cochran ignored him. "The boy’s name was Eddie Scarsdale. Like you, he wanted to be a gangster, wanted some way to make a lot of money so he wouldn’t get mocked at school anymore for having holes in the soles of his shoes, but he didn’t have the chutzpah, the nerve to take the life of another human being. After you killed the old man, he was so distraught, so guilty, he went home and got his father’s straight razor…" He waved a hand in the air. "You know the rest."
 
   Wade thought of the kid in the bathroom upstairs and shook his head. "So it’s my fault he took the chickenshit expressway?"
 
   Cochran just stared, his face unreadable.
 
   "Whatever," Wade said. "So who was the old floating bitch in the bedroom?"
 
   "My wife," Cochran said evenly.
 
   "Whoops." Wade chuckled. "I’d put my foot in my mouth if it wasn’t tied to the chair."
 
   "She was never the same after Eddie’s death."
 
   Despite the lingering skeins of disorientation, Wade was able to connect the dots fairly quickly. "Your wife?"
 
   Cochran nodded.
 
   "So then, this Eddie character was your son?"
 
   "No."
 
   "All right then, I’m lost."
 
   "He was already dead by the time I met and married his mother."
 
   "Gotcha."
 
   "But I saw how she suffered. Saw how it ate away at her worse than any cancer." A distant look entered his eyes. "I think she married me just so she wouldn’t be alone. Not sure there was any love there. At least, from her."
 
   Wade leaned forward as much as his restraints would allow. "Can I interrupt you for a sec?"
 
   Cochran waited.
 
   "Thanks. Um…how did you get the impression from my record, which I assume you’ve read in detail, that I would give a cartwheeling fuck about anything you’ve just told me?"
 
   Cochran shook his head.
 
   "Hey, look, I am sorry about what happened to your…whatever he was to you, and your wife. Really, I am."
 
   Cochran gave a feeble smile. "Perhaps you should care, Wade. It is, after all, part of the reason you’re here."
 
   "Okay, so what’s the other part of the reason?"
 
   "Do you know what nanotechnology is?"
 
   "Computer classes for grandmothers?"
 
   "Funny," the old man said. "But no, it refers to control of matter on the atomic and molecular scale."
 
   "Sounds fascinating. And is it safe to assume that it also means we’ve moved from psychoanalysis to psychics? Because if we have, I’d like to apologize in advance if I nod off during your lecture."
 
   "In this case, they’re interlinked."
 
   "You're losing me again."
 
   "Then I’ll condense it for you," Cochran said patiently. "In 2000, my company announced a breakthrough in psychotherapy following a fusion of two distinct but radically different departments of the University of Ca—"
 
   "Jesus Christ, get to the point already," Wade said around an exaggerated yawn.
 
   "Very well. What we developed was called "nanoreality"—a means of using nanotechnology to construct realistic visual images, or as you so rightly guessed, "mental holograms" based on the memories of a subject."
 
   "Interesting," Wade said, sounding bored. "But it makes me wonder why you felt the need to strap me to a chair when just listening to you would have been enough to bore me into a coma."
 
   Cochran continued, unfazed. "It was primarily developed as a way for doctors to abandon professional speculation and actually see the trauma in the minds of their patients, as if it were a movie, to witness firsthand the core of the patient’s illness in living color, and therefore treat the patient accordingly. Of course the possibilities didn’t end there. Witnesses afraid to talk, or abuse cases with repressed memories…all of it could be found in the subconscious and projected for observation and study. We could, in essence, see reflections gleaned from the subject’s life. Better yet, a dying man could project images of his killer and we could save them. Better than any mugshot. It stands to turn the justice system as we know it on its ear."
 
   Wade felt the restraints biting into his wrists. There was a way out of these zip-ties. Someone had told him how to do it once upon a time, but the method eluded him now. 
 
   "But like any great discovery, "nanoreality" had its problems, and some pretty significant ones at that. Once access was gained, we found it difficult to isolate the memories we wanted. The mind doesn’t have an index, you see. It’s like a library full of books with no titles. We ended up selecting them at random." He shook his head. "Which had unfortunate consequences for some of the subjects, otherwise good people who had seen terrible things and had managed to forget them. Essentially we made them relive those nightmares, and of course, when memories are recreated in front of you, they cease to be memories anymore. They become the present, the now. So those who had witnessed or endured tragedies were forced to witness them again. And once the present became the past again, the memory was duplicated, intensifying the level of emotional turmoil. It proved counterproductive, exacerbating the very symptoms we were trying to cure."
 
   Wade smiled. "So you fucked them up even more, in other words."
 
   "Yes," Cochran conceded. "And I’ll spare you the speech about every great advance needing sacrifice. It was my fault. We weren’t ready."
 
   "But now you are?"
 
   Cochran sat back again and appraised Wade for a long moment. Then he offered him a tight smile. "Yes. Many lives have been lost trying to perfect this thing. The initial project was deemed a failure and shut down until I decided to fund a new version of it. As you might imagine, the old concerns were revived right along with it, but I had done my homework this time. We had planned to go public until someone in my staff leaked word of the project to the press. It was not received well. They accused us of trying to steal the last of mankind’s secrets, invading the only place left the government hadn’t already probed. During this wave of negativity, the government men showed up, stirred from their nest by the media and on the warpath. After an admittedly impressive demonstration, I was able to keep them from shutting us down, but only if I agreed to sign the whole thing over to them when complete, with my role reduced to advisor."
 
   "That had to suck," Wade said, grinning.
 
   "Not nearly as much as I thought. You see, the advances we made in that three year period were phenomenal. We broke barriers we never imagined we’d break, and extended the realm of possibility almost infinitely. There is very little we can’t do with this technology, but of course claims are nothing without proof." He smiled and joined his hands. "Which is where you come in."
 
   Wade nodded his understanding. "I’m the guinea pig."
 
   "Yes."
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   Wade was sweating again, but this time he was glad of it. Enough lubrication and he stood a better chance of slipping free of his restraints. Not a much better chance, but anything was better than nothing. And if he got free, the first order of business would be to strangle the boring old bastard with his own tie. He could think about what to do with the cops upstairs—assuming they were still there—later.
 
   "So what’s next?" he asked Cochran.
 
   "We’ve already run through the first stage. Exposure to select memories to gauge your reaction."
 
   "Which was disappointing if the reviews are to be believed."
 
   "Yes, but as I said, hardly surprising."
 
   A thought occurred to him then. "You said you weren’t able to isolate individual memories, didn’t you?"
 
   Cochran seemed pleased. "So you were listening after all?"
 
   "Can’t help it," Wade said. "My ears don’t listen to reason."
 
   "Well, you’re correct. We weren’t able to isolate individual memories. But we figured it out. Now, not only can we pick and choose the memory, we can transfer them."
 
   "What does that mean?"
 
    "It means," Cochran told him. "That the memories you experienced upstairs didn’t significantly affect you for a good reason."
 
   "Which is?"
 
   "Not all of them were yours."
 
   "Hardly a shock," Wade said. "I wasn’t there to see the kid die. I’ve never even seen the old w…your wife before. And…"
 
   "Correct, but the last one, the hooker, couldn’t have come from anybody’s brain but yours."
 
   For the first time since meeting the old man, Wade felt a pinch of anger in his belly. There was no denying that Gail, a girl he had loved, if only for a short time, had been a prostitute. God knows she’d turned him away enough times or asked him to wait in the diner downstairs because she was "entertaining" but then as now, he hated hearing her called a ‘hooker’. It was, he knew, the typical reaction of the blind, those people who judged her based on how she looked and what she did rather than who she was. And if they’d known, they might have been surprised to find that she had a college degree (though in what, he no longer recalled), and a six-year old child she’d adored (but who lived with her mother for obvious reasons), and that she’d played piano like a virtuoso. She hooked to make enough money to buy a house for herself and her son, and she’d been pretty close to realizing that goal when she’d decided she’d had enough of Wade. A violent man by nature, he nevertheless managed to rein in his temper for her. Hurting her wasn’t the way to secure her love, to persuade her that her life would be better with him in it, even if it only served as a constant reminder of what she’d done in the years before she made a clean break. So instead of beating her, he’d introduced her to drugs, and that had worked like a charm. She’d grown to depend on him again, to appreciate him, and that had lasted until the night she threatened him with his own gun. By that time, the drugs had completely taken hold of her, leaving her delusional, unreachable. When she’d pleaded with him to let her go, he knew she was talking to the cocaine in her system, in her brain, so that when he killed her, it was a mercy.
 
   "Did I strike a nerve at last?" Cochran asked.
 
   "Nope."
 
   "Ah well," Cochran said, sounding not at all disappointed, "There’s plenty of time."
 
   Wade sighed. "Okay, let’s quit fucking around. What am I doing here?" As he spoke, he tugged his arm up as much as the restraint would allow. The zip tie caught on his wrist-bone and moved no further. It would though, he was sure of it.
 
   Cochran smiled broadly and gestured at the room around them. "It’s actually quite clever. I shifted the focus of the project as needed to keep its validity in the eyes of those who might be swayed to pull the plug."
 
   Wade closed his eyes, exasperated. "Good for you."
 
   "I proposed, instead of concentrating solely on mental patients, that we expand our scope to include violent criminals. Not that I believe there’s much of a difference, mind you. I suggested we build a fully functional neighborhood right in the middle of Harperville’s black zone, where recidivism is out of control."
 
   "Black zone?"
 
   "The area worst affected by crime."
 
   "Careful Reverend Sharpton doesn’t get wind of that."
 
   "It was to be, what my workers affectionately called a ‘glue trap’. The objective would be to lure or force pre-selected criminals into the house chosen for them."
 
   "Where they would be visited by the ghosts of Christmas past," Wade said with a smirk.
 
   "In a sense, yes. Each house contains two-dozen hosts, which are units installed in the walls behind perforated plaster. When triggered—remotely, of course—they send out spores, nanobots, which are then inhaled. Once inside you, they begin to acquire your information, much like a system search on a hard drive. When they find what they want, they shoot signals against your eyes like a cathode ray will shoot electrons against a television screen. So what you’re seeing in front of you, isn’t really there."
 
   "But why images that weren’t mine?"
 
   Cochran’s smile disappeared. "A personal touch. A signature. For that, I’m sorry. It’s not something I’m permitted to do, but I wanted you to see them. You’ve gone so long not feeling a damn thing for the lives you’ve destroyed. You killed a man. A child killed himself over it, and his mother went mad. I married her and watched it happen. And I didn’t help. Didn’t know how. Instead I buried myself in my work. Dedicated myself to finding a way to make remorseless killers regret what they did, and experience in vivid detail the pain they’d caused."
 
   "Doesn’t seem to have worked though, does it?"
 
   "We’re not finished, Wade." Cochran tilted his head and spoke in a low voice to someone who wasn’t there. "Monitors, please."
 
   Immediately the bank of screens behind him came to life. Each one showed a different man, and in one case a woman, exploring rooms similar to those in the house above Wade’s head. Some of them had weapons, others looked as if they were the weapon. 
 
   "Who are they?" Wade asked, but already knew the answer.
 
   "Criminals, just like you," Cochran said, without looking at the screens. "Murders, rapists, drug-dealers, arsonists…"
 
   "And you think the glue trap is going to work on them?"
 
   "That’s the hope, yes."
 
   "Rats in a cage," Wade said bitterly. "To me it doesn’t look like you’ve come that far from sixth grade biology." He watched as, on one of the screens, an enormous man riddled with tattoos, bent down to inspect something on the stairs in front of him. It looked like a jack-in-the-box.
 
   "Perhaps," Cochran replied. "Or perhaps the key to our worst fears can be found in childhood games."
 
   Wade thought of something and studied the television screens for a moment before he brought it up. "Where’s Cartwright?"
 
   "Hmm?" Cochran said, the faintest hint of a smile on his lips. "Oh, Cartwright, yes. He’s not currently active."
 
   "Active? You killed him?"
 
   "I didn’t, no. And the intent was never to take his life, but it would appear we still have a few bugs in our system."
 
   "Huh."
 
   "Does that surprise you?"
 
   Wade nodded. "A little. You talk about this project of yours like it’s going to be the greatest gift to mankind, but don’t blink when you talk about someone dying because of it."
 
   "It would be hard to defend my position without sounding like a Bond villain, Wade. Or worse, making me sound like you."
 
   "Why stop now? I was enjoying the monologue."
 
   "I’m sure, but I’m afraid you’re not the only subject I have to deal with today." He half-turned and indicated the monitors with a sweep of his hand. On one of them, Wade saw that the woman was fishing through the kitchen drawer. She stopped and withdrew a long carving knife, then smiled.
 
   "There’s something I don’t get," Wade said.
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "What was with the text messages?"
 
   "How do you mean?" The sparkle in the old man’s eyes suggested he already knew exactly what it meant.
 
   "Who sent them?"
 
   "Why, Cartwright, of course."
 
   "What did they mean? That he’d talked to you?"
 
   Cochran nodded. "Yes. Unfortunately, he was not as inclined as you were to follow the predetermined path. He strayed, so we had to rely on backup to bring him in. From the outset he knew the house was a ploy of some kind. He just didn’t understand the nature of it. Before he died, we asked him one question, and one question only. It concerned you, and he was most forthcoming."
 
   A chill spread like cold hands across Wade’s back. He jerked on his restraints, to no avail, and decided he might have to try dislocating his arm. "What was the question?"
 
   Cochran stood and checked his watch. "I must be off. The day’s only a quarter done. I will, of course, check back in with you later."
 
   "Wait." Wade tried to keep his voice calm, but it was getting difficult. The implications of what Cochran had said about Cartwright nagged at him.
 
   "Yes?" Cochran asked, clearly amused.
 
   "What did Cartwright tell you?"
 
   The old man seemed to consider his answer, then smiled. "Something that proved that the host settings for each subject need tweaking because not every mind is the same, and the ability of a subject to repress memories may be stronger in some than in others."
 
   He nodded his farewell and walked around the table. In frustration, Wade tried to lunge at him, hoping at the very least he might be able to pin the scrawny old man down with his body weight if he timed it just right. But Cochran merely stepped aside and Wade hit the floor, still bound, the dirt floor rough against his skin.
 
   "I’ll kill you, you know," he promised. "When this is over—"
 
   "When this is over, Wade, you won’t feel the need to harm anyone ever again. And I suspect you’ll be referred to as the project’s greatest success. They only gave us a month, you know. They gave us August, the hottest month, which suited us just fine. Nothing pushes a man closer to the edge than heat, and entrapment. I think we managed to recreate that scenario quite well, don’t you? The pressure, the panic, the cops, the backstabbing friend… "
 
   "The cops...."
 
   "Actors."
 
   "I killed one of them. I saw it."
 
   "You saw a hologram. No cop would be dumb enough to stick his head out knowing you were armed. They would have waited for the SWAT team. You know that."
 
   He did, but it hadn’t occurred to him at the time. He’d been fighting to survive, to escape. Now it seemed he’d been feeling that way because it was how they’d wanted him to feel. They’d played him like a chump from the very beginning, and somehow that, above all else, enraged him. He began to thrash against his restraints, but only succeeded in making the ties slice through the skin on his wrists.
 
   "While you’re waiting," Cochran said, and he sounded farther away now. "It might do to ponder something else about this month that’s of personal significance to you. I must apologize in advance that we had to condense the experience into what’s left of it."
 
   He exited and a moment later, the lights went out. The indigo glow from the television screens was the only illumination in the room. 
 
   Behind him, Cochran’s voice: "Goodbye, Wade," followed by the sound of a door closing.
 
   He was alone.
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   Days seemed to pass him by as he lay on the dirt floor suffocating beneath a sheet of sweat and above a mattress of old dirt. He tried hard not to let Cochran’s words drain the fight from him. August was a month that meant nothing. The longer he spent obsessing over it, straining his mind, the less chance he stood of keeping it together long enough to deal with whatever came next, so he banished it from his mind.
 
   Then something on one of the monitors caught his eye. At the same time he was startled by a shriek of static. It quickly abated, fading to a muffled stutter as someone fed audio from the screen he was watching into the basement.
 
   A tall thin man dressed in a dark suit was absently scratching his thigh with the muzzle of a revolver while his other hand turned the hot water faucet in the bathroom sink. The bathroom looked identical to the one in which the phantom child—Eddie—had killed himself, only reversed, like a mirror image. A simulation, Wade reminded himself. That’s all it was. Nothing to do with me no matter what that old bastard said. I don’t control what other people do with their lives. Onscreen, the man in the suit leaned over to stare into the sink. The water was exposing something that had been written there, washing away a thin veneer in the basin to reveal a clue, or a message. With great effort, and disregarding the absurd twinge of jealousy that he hadn’t thought to do what the man was doing now, Wade tried to straighten his head to make out the words. As it turned out, it wasn’t necessary. The man in the bathroom spoke them aloud in a low gravelly voice. 
 
   "Revelation."
 
   Beneath the crackle and hiss of the audio, the familiar humming began. To Wade it was like invisible hornets had been released into the room and were coming closer.
 
   The man in the bathroom stopped scratching, set his gun down on the rim of the bath tub, his attention still focused on the sink.
 
   "Repentance."
 
   A noise distracted the man and he turned, made a grab for his revolver, but only succeeded in knocking it into the tub. He cursed loudly as the shower curtain tried to strangle him, and retrieved the weapon. When he straightened, he saw what Wade had already seen. An enormous shadow had darkened the bathroom, cast by someone or something standing on the threshold, just out of frame. Fear contorted the man’s face and he jerked out his arm, reflexively and without aiming, pumping one, two, three rounds into the shape before him. The reports were too much for the small speakers to handle. They sounded like a gloved fist thumping a microphone. 
 
   Apparently the bullets had no effect. The man screamed and fell back against the sink, cracking his skull against the porcelain rim. He slid to the floor, unconscious.
 
   Allowing Wade to see the final word.
 
    
 
   RETRIBUTION
 
    
 
   Wade yanked at the restraints so fiercely he felt the flesh bunch up and begin to tear around his wrist bone. He didn’t care. He was well able to handle himself, well able to think his way out of damn near any situation, no matter how hopeless it seemed. The pain his efforts incurred was inconsequential in the grander scheme of things. But this situation made him nervous because he wasn’t sure what was coming next. The humming was getting louder all the time and the dark was unsettling, obscuring as it would any enemy Cochran might throw at him. Worse, whatever it was would be something from his own head. Something apparently he had forgotten, and what worse monster is there than one with which we are not familiar?
 
   He yanked again and his wrist caught fire. His head swam, lightning bugs sailing through the dark before his eyes. Teeth clenched, he persisted until he felt the zip-tie on one hand slip lower, taking with it a flap of skin. Wade hissed air through his teeth, and looked back at the screens to distract himself from the mounting agony.
 
   The woman with the knife was standing in the living room, watched by a half-dozen indistinct and curiously faceless shapes. They twitched and shook every time she raised the knife and brought it down on her abdomen. At least a half-dozen of them were small, like children, watching impassively, shivering with almost orgasmic glee.
 
   "Fuck," Wade said and redoubled his efforts. Skin tore free, muscles strained, and nerves sang. With a startling burst of pain, his thumb broke with a dull popping sound, but there was no time to consider the injury. Slick with blood and sweat, his hand slipped free of the zip-tie.
 
   "Hallelujah," he said, hoarse from the effort it took not to scream. He took a moment to nail down consciousness as it struggled to leave him, then pulled on the seat of the chair while moving his feet downward. A bit of wriggling and the chair legs were free of the plasticuffs, freeing his own legs in the process. He stood, shakily, his limbs numb, the pain fierce in his right hand. Briefly he inspected it and grimaced. It would need some work, and soon, if he didn’t want it to get infected. He had come close to slipping the skin off like a latex glove. The restraint on his left hand proved no easier to remove now that he had all but flayed his right, but eventually he managed to snap the frame of the chair and slide the hand free.
 
   Then he turned to face the screens.
 
   The humming was so loud now it seemed to come from inside him.
 
   Three of the screens had gone dark. Not just blank, they’d been switched off. Wade felt he knew what that meant, and didn’t like it much. He felt a modicum of relief that he wasn’t on one of those screens, waiting to be switched off, then realized he probably was, in some other place, with some other captive watching fearfully on the other side.
 
   Resisting the compulsion to massage the blazing pain from his hand, he used his other hand to search his pockets, his waistband. He was not surprised to find they’d relieved him of his gun, and everything else he’d had on him.
 
   On another of the monitors, a small squat man with a comb over was peering up at the light bulb in one of the upstairs bedrooms while behind him, a black man with half his head missing wriggled like a lizard out from under the sodden mattress.
 
   August, Wade thought as he headed for the door through which Cochran had exited. The hell happened in August?
 
   Another screen went blank. Wade could tell only because the blue light from the bank of screens faded a little. It inspired urgency in him. He did not want to be in this musty room when the lights went out.
 
   August…
 
   Despite what Cochran had said, he was sure that particular month held no significance for him. Unwillingly, he ran through a mental list of the people he had encountered and the things he had done over the years. It was difficult, as there had been more than one incident that had occurred during his "gray period", a time in which, like the ill-fated Gail, he had worshipped a chemical god. Of the memories he was able to summon, was not proud, nor could he stand to dwell upon them for long, a development that Cochran might have found of great interest. Wade was not immoral; he did have a conscience. He had just found a way to exist and do what needed to be done without it plaguing him. Regret and remorse were like a pair of mean dogs he kept staked out in his backyard. He knew they were there, but only because he heard them barking, and it was easy enough to drown out the sound.
 
   He found the door. It was made of metal and cold to the touch. There were a number of dents in the surface. Wade scrabbled for a knob and found it, turned, and the door would not open. It hardly budged at all.
 
   "Shit." He hammered on it with his good fist. "Hey!"
 
   To his ears it sounded as if his cry had not gone further than his lips. Meanwhile, the humming seemed to have settled in his ears, those industrious hornets searching for the fastest route to his brain.
 
   His shadow, blurred at the edges, faded as another screen died.
 
   Wade turned. With only a half-dozen screens still on, he would need to find an alternate way out before the room was in total darkness. Quickly, he inspected the ceiling, but saw little, the light blocked by the heavy beams. He recalled how they’d looked in the full light—as if a few tugs would bring them down. It was a risky proposition. If it did come down, he’d be standing right under it and stood a good chance of getting crushed under the weight of its collapse. Another problem was that he was now one-handed and as such doubted he had the strength to cause those rafters much distress.
 
   Sudden frantic motion on one of the screens made him look at them again. Just before it went dark, he thought he saw an obese man try to punch a sobbing woman, until she looked up at him and screamed from the open, fleshless hole of her face.
 
   Wade winced and shook his head, his wounded hand throbbing and dripping blood on the floor. He looked back up at the ceiling. Darker now, the shadows thicker still. Okay, forget trying to bring it down, he thought. If it was as fragile as it looked, there was a chance he might be able to use something to knock a hole in it large enough for him to squeeze through. The table would help give him the boost he needed to reach up and pull himself out. Of course, he didn’t know where it would lead, but considering his options, it was the better one.
 
   He squinted around the ever-darkening room, eyes scanning the gloom for something, anything he could use, and found only the broken remains of the chair. With difficulty, he braced the broken frame against his chest and kicked out at the legs until they broke away and fell noiselessly to the floor.
 
   Another television went off.
 
   Grabbing one of the chair legs, Wade all but leaped onto the table. It wobbled but held under his feet. He looked up at a dark space between the beams. There was nothing to see there, so he reached up with his unwounded hand and pressed his fingers against the wood. It was soft, spongy and crumbled at his touch. Wade smiled. Perfect. As he’d guessed, it wouldn’t take much to punch through, though the space between the beams was going to make it a tight squeeze.
 
   He stepped back, the leg of the chair held like a sword before him, splintered end up, and paused as abruptly, Cochran’s words came back to him: I suggested we build a fully functional neighborhood right in the middle of Harperville’s black zone. Wade frowned, so preoccupied by this newest mystery that he scarcely noticed when another television died. If they had built the neighborhood only recently, why was the basement ceiling decayed, as if it had suffered the weathering of countless generations? The answer, when it presented itself, reduced dramatically the hope that he’d felt at the sight of that crumbling wood.
 
   The ceiling was old and weak because in an otherwise sealed room, it would be the only logical escape route. The decay was deliberate, subtler than a flimsy trapdoor or a neon sign pointing upward, but the nature of it was the same. Like so much of what had occurred since he’d come to Seldom Seen Drive, this move had also been premeditated. Just not by him.
 
   He swore and rammed the chair leg up into the ceiling. It punctured a hole in the wood on the first try. He quickly withdrew the spear and attacked the panel as hard as he could with only his left hand. It was an awkward assault, but the objective was reached. The leg penetrated as if the ceiling were made of bread. With almost manic glee he watched as a hand-sized hole appeared in the wood, lit by the faintest suggestion of daylight.
 
    
 
    
 
   9
 
    
 
    
 
   The last of the television screens went off and now he was surrounded by darkness that felt dense, heavy, suffocating. The humidity made it seem as if he were in a room with a thousand men, each one struggling to draw air as thick as glue into their lungs. Fresh sweat broke out all over his body. The sound of his blood smacking against the surface of the table was the only sound in the room.
 
   He resumed his assault, jabbing up at the ceiling as if he were Jonah struggling to open a rent in the belly of the whale, every thrust marked by the pained rasp of his breathing.
 
   The air was close, clinging to him.
 
   Wood crumbled. The hole widened.
 
   A television lit up.
 
   Wade did a double take, then glanced over at the screen, guardedly thankful that the cloying dark had been allayed even if only for a moment.
 
   But what he saw on that screen quickly changed his mind.
 
   The picture was grainy black-and-white, the kind of poor quality image generally associated with cheap closed circuit cameras. This one stared unblinkingly down at a wrought iron gate three times as tall as the men waiting in line behind it. A klaxon sounded and the gate swung open, revealing a parade of men in orange jumpsuits, each one with a number printed on the pocket. The majority of the men were black, but here and there a white face was glimpsed, looking distinctly out of place and more than a little scared. Among those faces, Wade recognized a much younger version of his own. He was skinny, his eyes huge dark holes in the round oval of his face. To the adult Wade’s older, experienced eyes, he knew the term for a boy who looked like that: "punk" – which meant a prime candidate for rape. The sight of that boy, his face struggling to find a suitably sullen expression to make him appear less vulnerable, sent a wire spinning out from him to his older self, reestablishing a connection Wade had managed to sever in the intervening years.
 
   With the connection, came the memory.
 
   Standing atop the table, Wade exhaled a shuddering breath that took most of his will to fight with it. The arm holding the spear slowly fell to his side, the chair leg clattering off the table. Wade didn’t notice. His attention was fixed, not on the video of a younger version of himself entering the maw of hell, but on the time code in the lower left hand corner, which read: 12:15:32 - 8-16-1983.
 
   August 16th, 1983.
 
   Flailing blindly with his one good hand, Wade eased himself down off the table, and moved in an almost dreamlike fashion toward the monitor. Tears filled his eyes as the memories—cold feet, cold hands, cold walls and warm, heavy bodies, of blood and electric terror, of animal violence, of screaming, of sweat and hate and laughter and loneliness, of hanging bodies, and nakedness, cruel smiles and broken teeth and busted bones, of endless darkness and hot breath in his ear and I’ll kill you if you tell—came to him in a merciless torrent that almost knocked him off his feet.
 
   "Jesus…" he whispered, the humming so loud in his ear now he felt as if something in his brain must surely give. Standing before the screen, trembling, feeling as if everything in him had been scooped out, leaving only a hollow vessel behind, he reached out with his wounded hand and touched bloody fingers to the screen.
 
   The young man tripped over his chains and fell. No one picked him up.
 
   Plenty kicked him while he was down.
 
   The guards did nothing.
 
   A frightened sob burst from the elder Wade’s mouth.
 
   And the screen went off.
 
   Darkness crashed back in on him like a wave.
 
   He fell to his knees, mouth agape.
 
   In the dark, someone chuckled.
 
   Cochran’s voice came again. Whether or not it was in his head or in the room with him, Wade didn’t know, but he could barely make it out over the raging of the hornets.
 
   They only gave us a month, you know…
 
   Wade raised his head. He’d been in prison many times. The longest had been the first time, shortly after his eighteenth birthday. They’d released him from Hell on his twenty-ninth.
 
   Eleven years. 
 
   They only gave us a month 
 
   And though he remembered every other period of incarceration, he had managed to forget the first, and with good reason.
 
   I must apologize in advance that we had to condense the experience into what’s left of it.
 
   Wade stood. He was blind, but as soon as he located the hole in the ceiling he would run to it and get out. He promised himself he would. He was not afraid. No. He could handle himself. He didn’t have to run, but enough was enough. Cochran had made his point and he would tell him so and endure the old man’s piety for however long it took until this fucking charade was over.
 
   Already he could smell them.
 
   He swallowed, felt his way toward the table.
 
   It was gone.
 
   No. How?
 
   Keep it together keep it together keep it together. They’re visions, holograms, images. You could walk right through them if you wanted to. They’re not real.
 
   Relief then as his hip collided painfully with the table’s edge. He had misjudged it in the dark. He almost laughed, but couldn’t quite summon the air required. He was drenched in sweat, could hardly breathe. The room had become a sauna, and a foul-smelling one.
 
   In the dark, he heard them pacing.
 
   Wade dropped to his haunches, his hands like antennae, searching the floor for the chair leg. He didn’t need a weapon. It would hardly do much good against an immaterial thing, but he wanted it, knew it would make him feel less vulnerable.
 
   They can’t hurt you, he reminded himself.
 
   A klaxon sounded in the room, and he cried out in fright.
 
   Gates opening.
 
   No, not gates.
 
   Cell doors. 
 
   Keep it together, it’s a trick, just a trick, just—
 
   In the dark, someone touched him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   # # #
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EMPATHY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Will Chambers heard the muffled thump in the upstairs bedroom and sighed. He'd hoped his absence wouldn't wake Melanie but here she came now, trudging down the stairs, eyes narrowed at the light, auburn hair tousled, dressed in nothing but an old LAPD T-shirt and a pair of black silk panties embossed with roses. Ordinarily the sight of her—long pale slim legs, unhindered breasts pushing against the material of the shirt—would have been enough to arouse him and force the worries from the forefront of his mind. But not now.
 
   Dear God, not now.
 
   He watched her shuffle to the table and yawn as she withdrew a chair and plopped down into it. "What's wrong?" she asked, stifling another yawn.
 
   He shrugged, offered her a feeble smile. "Couldn't sleep."
 
   "Me neither."
 
   He suppressed a laugh at that. When he'd left her in bed, she'd been snoring softly. As always, his absence had roused her, like a silent alarm.
 
   "You must be working too hard," he said, and took another drag on his cigarette.
 
   Smoke threaded its way upward, only to be shredded by the frantic whirl of the fan. He followed the nicotine with a slurp of coffee and sighed.
 
   "Maybe, but what's your excuse?" Melanie asked again, crossing her legs and playing with a lock of her hair, her eyes filled with the memory of sleep. He knew she hadn't meant her words to sound as snide and accusatory as he took them. He'd lost his job at The Delaware Gazette almost a month ago now, replaced by some hotshot young kid who'd come straight from Penn State armed with 'fresh and innovative ideas,' as
 
   Will's editor had put it. So far, Melanie hadn't confronted him about his prolonged unemployment, or when he might start taking steps to rectify the matter. In truth, he was afraid to tell her his plan. Writing was all he was good at, and the thought of working as a salesman or security guard disturbed him—not because of the work involved, but because of how stifling it would be to his creativity. What he wanted to do was write a novel, but he had not yet summoned the requisite courage to announce to Melanie that she would have to support them while he tried his hand at it.
 
   "I couldn't stop thinking, that's all. You know how it is sometimes. Stupid brain won't shut down long enough for me to get to sleep."
 
   She nodded in sympathy. "Yeah, I know. Did you try reading for a while?"
 
   "Yeah. I grabbed that horror novel you'd left on the nightstand. Talk about the absolutely worst possible book to choose on a sleepless night."
 
   She grinned, exhaustion still clinging to her face like a well-worn mask, and spoke as if addressing a child. "Aw, did it scare you, honey?"
 
   No, I was scared to begin with, he almost said, but returned her smile instead. "It was a little on the violent side."
 
   "It's a horror novel. What do you expect?"
 
   He stubbed out his cigarette, clucked his tongue when the air from the fan encouraged it to stay alight and mashed it until tobacco erupted from the filter.
 
   "I think it's out," Melanie said. Her hand slid across the table to rest on his forearm. "What's the matter? Tell me." He offered her another shrug, but she squeezed his arm.
 
   "You've been walking around with a frown all week. Even when I say something funny enough to get a laugh out of you, it sounds like you're doing it to keep me satisfied. Something's bothering you and you know I'll plague you until you tell me what it is."
 
   He slid another cigarette from the gaping box by his left hand. "It's the video."
 
   "The one you watched on the Internet?"
 
   He grimaced around the cigarette and nodded.
 
   "I can't understand why this is staying with you," Melanie said, rubbing her fingertips along his wrist and across his palm. It tickled, but Will was afraid if he told her so she'd take her hand away, and right now he desperately needed her touch, needed to feel the blood, the life, ever so softly pulsating beneath her skin. "I mean, it was a terrible thing to see, but in fifteen years of reporting for the Gazette, I'm sure you've seen worse—"
 
   "No I haven't," he said, with a bitter smile. "I've seen accident victims, murder victims, all the awful aftermaths. This wasn't an aftermath. I've never seen anything even remotely like that."
 
   She sighed, leaned forward so her elbows were on the table. "It'll go away eventually," she said softly. "You just need to get it out of your system."
 
   "Maybe, but what I saw on that screen isn't the worst of it."
 
   Melanie said nothing, but waited for him to continue.
 
   He swallowed the fear that seemed to force the words out of him and cleared his throat. "Those people...that woman who died...who they killed."
 
   Melanie nodded somberly.
 
   "When they...when I close my eyes, I see what they did to her, in more detail than they showed on that tape."
 
   Stop now, he thought in one dazzling, desperate moment of panic. Don't go any further with this. You'll scare her.
 
   Melanie's hand found his fingers, squeezed them tight.
 
   Will lowered his gaze to the tip of the cigarette. "I see every minute detail, from the blade touching skin, to the blood pooling around her head as they begin to cut. It won't go away."
 
   "Honey, don't—"
 
   "I hear her screaming and..." He swallowed again, but this time it was bile he was forced to restrain, just like the first time he'd seen what his mind now replayed in vivid detail. "Tonight, in bed, it sounded so clear it could have been playing at a low volume on the radio." He gestured emptily. "The sound changes when they saw through her vocal chords."
 
   Melanie's face had lost all color. Her free hand now covered her mouth. "Jesus, Will. Stop, please," she mumbled.
 
   "She whimpers." He gasped for breath as the panic that came with remembering seized him. The cigarette began to tremble in his fingers at the realization that talking about it—something he had hoped would help—only served to make them clearer, more vivid. "She sounds so child-like, as if...as if the pain is so incomprehensible it reduces her to an infant...oh God...that sound...and...and when it's over...when it ended, up here, tonight," he whispered, tapping an index finger against his temple, "...they take her head and raise it to face the camera...but...it's not her face."
 
   "Will..."
 
   When he looked up, there were tears in his eyes. "...It's yours."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   She stayed with him until dawn's sepia-toned fingers parted the blinds and painted bars of fire on the wall. They'd moved to the sofa, where he lay on his back staring at the ceiling, Melanie nestled against him, her hand on his chest. He stroked her cool skin while she slept, occasionally squeezing her closer to him, though they could be no closer, smiling now and then at the pleasurable moan she gave when he drew his fingers down her spine. He felt as if the only way to smother the horror that seethed within him was to pull her inside him, so perhaps she could fight the terror with him. So he wouldn't have to fight it alone. For now, she was a slender, sleeping figure, oblivious to the nightmare that danced across her husband's eyes with every breath, every blink.
 
   He was scared, and it was a preposterous fear. But knowing the foolishness of it didn't lessen its severity and now he felt as if the simple act of watching an execution, something not meant to be seen, had broken something inside him; that a rudimentary shield, essential to the sanity of man, had ruptured under the weight of his shock, and now the world had shriveled and dimmed, become a dank dark cell.
 
   As he watched the sunlight crawl across the walls, he squeezed his eyes shut, praying nothing but dark awaited him there.
 
   A knife grinding through muscle...a gurgled moan...Blood plumes, squirting upward and blinding him...
 
   His eyes flew open, blinking in time with the stuttering thud of his heart.
 
   "Oh fuck," he whispered shakily. "Oh fuck, God, why won't this stop?"
 
   A sob so loud it frightened him burst from his mouth and Melanie jerked awake, startled, her eyes searching the room before she blinked once, twice and looked at him.
 
   "Will?"
 
   Tell her it's all right.
 
   But he couldn't. He could not tell her it was a dream, a nightmare, something that hurt and frightened him for a while only to flee with the realization that his imagination was to blame.
 
   Instead he said nothing, but covered his face with his hands and wept.
 
   "Will?"
 
   But even in the darkness behind his hands, he saw shredded skin.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "I could stay home," Melanie said, standing behind him and massaging the concrete tension from his shoulders. Will shook his head, and stared at his hands, at the faint trembling there. He was coming apart.
 
   "No, you go. It won't do you any good to sit around here looking at me feeling sorry for myself."
 
   She was already dressed for work, and looking more beautiful than ever. In truth, he did want her to stay—the thought of being alone filled him with cold panic—but he knew it really wouldn't help. She couldn't chase away the shadows that capered behind his eyes no matter how much light her company brought with it.
 
   She gave his shoulders a squeeze and went to fetch her purse from the kitchen counter. "Okay, but you call me if you need me and I'll come home."
 
   He nodded. "I'll be fine. Don't worry."
 
   She turned and watched him for a moment. "You'll get over this, Will. I promise."
 
   He wanted desperately to believe her, but the fact remained that she hadn't the slightest inclination of what he was going through, of how much his world had changed in so short a time. If he could only let her see the nightmare that had corrupted his thoughts, if he could, just for a moment, share the images that relentlessly invaded his sleep, only then might her words mean something. As it stood, her attempts to make him feel better sounded trite and absurd in the face of his overwhelming fear.
 
   Alone.
 
   Melanie was a mere whisper of light in a roomful of shadow. "Call me," she said and kissed his cheek, her lips cool against his skin.
 
   "I will," he replied, and did not look at her as she waved goodbye from the door, afraid if he did, he might see a thin red line forming around the base of her throat.
 
   She left and silence took her place in the kitchen.
 
   Exhausted, frightened and already beginning to feel the dark creeping back to the forefront of his mind, Will stood and hurried to the phone.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   He would not watch the news.
 
   He would not watch a movie.
 
   He tried to watch cartoons but even the animated violence quickly brought to mind the echo of what he had seen.
 
   He switched to M*A*S*H, and quickly changed the channel when one of the characters, a surgeon, got blinded by a fount of arterial spray.
 
   He settled on a vapid sitcom—surely a safe choice—but soon even the wisecracking characters clustered around the bar began to lose their heads and bleed into their drinks.
 
   The audience laughed.
 
   In the end, he stabbed the OFF button on the remote so hard his fingernail cracked.
 
   He lay on the sofa, finger throbbing, struggling to fill his mind with benign images: a sunny beach, the gentle hush of waves, a parade filled with grinning clowns and people in animal costumes; then a carnival, a place taken from a box marked 'safe' in his memory: dour-looking barkers plying their trades, starry eyed children clutching prizes, spinning lights, the scent of sawdust and cotton candy, and the deafening sound of screams of screams
 
   of screams
 
   Until the scream was his and the room grew silver teeth.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "Is this going to cost me?" Will said.
 
   Don dropped his considerable weight into the armchair across from Will, and smiled. "Relax. You're one of the most together people I've ever met. I doubt this is going to have me running to write you up for Psychiatric Times." He shrugged off his sport coat and scowled as he draped it over the arm of the chair. "I need a new suit."
 
   "Heal thy friend and I'll buy you one."
 
   "You couldn't afford the type of suits I wear," Don said. "Even I can't afford the type of suits I wear, but I have an image to maintain, you know?"
 
   "What kind of image is that? Overweight, balding forty-something on the verge of a midlife crisis, too fond of Scotch and not fond enough of his second wife?"
 
   "People like you negate the need for an autobiography."
 
   They shared a smile, then Will sat back and sighed. "Thanks for coming over. I couldn't think of anyone else to call. I need your help."
 
   "So you said on the phone. What's the problem? Nightmares?"
 
   "It's a little more than that. Actually, it's a lot more than that."
 
   Don relaxed into his chair and clasped his hands over his large paunch. "Tell me about it."
 
   Will gave him a tired grin. "Now you sound like a doctor."
 
   The big man shrugged. "I've been impersonating one for over twenty years now, my friend. Sooner or later it starts to come naturally. But, as I say to all my paying patients, don't think of me as a shrink, think of me as someone who owes a small fortune in alimony and has nowhere better to be right now."
 
   "Comforting."
 
   "Works every time."
 
   There was a moment of companionable silence, then Will cleared his throat. "Someone sent me an e-mail a week or so ago. In it was a link to a web site called Noble Sacrifice.com"
 
   "Doesn't sound like porn," Don said.
 
   "No. It was a website of banned movies and images."
 
   Don frowned. "Movies and images of what?"
 
   "People being killed. Accidents filmed by people who just happened to be there with a video camera, footage from wars, disasters...I guess all of the things they don't...can't show you on the six o' clock news. There were films of soldiers being tortured and killed in various conflicts...a lot of war stuff."
 
   "And you looked at all these?"
 
   "No...God, no. There were descriptions beneath all the links, more or less telling you what to expect if you were brave, or sick enough, to watch."
 
   Don grimaced. "Sounds like tons of family fun."
 
   "Yeah, everything from celebrity autopsy photographs to videos of massacres."
 
   "Isn't that stuff illegal though? I mean, how can something like that be available for public viewing?"
 
   "It had a warning...can't remember what it was...and a bunch of legalese saying they were protected by FirstAmendment—one word, with a link to whatever they were talking about."
 
   "Jesus. What kind of sick fuck watches something like that?"
 
   Will looked at him.
 
   Don's bushy eyebrows rose. "Ah, I see."
 
   "If you're thinking of asking me why, don't," Will told him, dropping his gaze. "I don't know. I'm not one of those people who get a kick out of watching people being killed. I don't even know why I followed that fucking e-mail link in the first place. But I did, and even as disgusted as I was by all the videotaped atrocities I saw were available, I still, with everything in me resisting, clicked on one. It said: "Nadejda Petrovna's Execution."
 
   "Who's Nadejda Petrovna?"
 
   "A Russian reporter. That's all I know, except of course for the fact that Chechen rebels captured her, and videotaped themselves beheading her. "
 
   "Christ."
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "And you watched this?"
 
   "Not all. What I saw was enough though. I threw up right afterward and I haven't slept since."
 
   "I'm not surprised. That would be enough to fuck up anyone's sleep."
 
   Will nodded. "When I do sleep, there are nightmares, except I see the people I love being hurt, not that woman."
 
   "That's to be expected," Don said.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Well because what you have to realize is that you witnessed a murder. How many average Joes can say that? Just because you watched it on a computer screen doesn't lessen the reality of it. You might as well have been looking through a window. And as any murder witness will tell you, it takes some time for the shock to wear off. Even after it does, they find themselves unable to shake off the horror, the stark reminder of just how tenuous this life of ours actually is, and the guilt."
 
   "Guilt?"
 
   "The guilt of watching that poor woman die, the guilt of giving in to that morbid voyeuristic impulse that exists in all of us, and of course, guilt for not doing something to help her."
 
   Will frowned. "But I couldn't!"
 
   "Exactly. Had you actually been looking at her through a window, you could have tried to help, or called the police...something. But you weren't. Remember that this technology—the ability to watch such things from oceans of time and distance away—is relatively new. You wouldn't see it on the news. The movies make it fake enough for you, but when you're essentially there, when the atrocity takes place inches from your face, the mind, sitting in the front row, demands intervention. The impotency that follows as a result of inaction leaves a clear path for guilt, self-disgust and depression."
 
   Will pondered this for a moment. Don had the complacent look of a man impressed by his own wisdom, but despite it, Will felt a swell of gratitude toward him.
 
   There was, however, another problem.
 
   "How does knowing all this help me to deal with it? How does it make me stop seeing death and violence every time I close my eyes?"
 
   "It will pass eventually. That I can assure you. My advice is to find something positive in all of this." Will made to say something; Don raised a hand. "I know, I know. What could possibly be positive about it, right? Well, how about the fact that death, to you, is no longer something that happens to everyone else? Maybe from now on every time you hear about some tragedy you won't—like everyone else does—just shake your head and cluck your tongue before getting back to your crossword puzzle. Maybe it will actually mean something to you."
 
   "That can't be all," Will said, feeling the familiar barbs of panic writhing through him. "I mean, just feeling bad about death can't be the only reason this is happening."
 
   "No, the reason this is happening is because you watched a woman getting her head sawed off."
 
   Will felt his hope dwindle. "So in the meantime I just sit around and...what? Isn't there something you can prescribe for me?"
 
   "Other than patience, no. At least nothing that would do you any good."
 
   Will rubbed his hands over his face. "Shit."
 
   "Look, Will. You made a mistake watching that damn video. But it's a mistake you'll get over with a bit of time. The cost of it is suffering through this little nightmare show for a while."
 
   When Will dropped his hands from his face, his eyes were hollow, haunted. "And what if that isn't all?"
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   That night, Melanie dragged him from his turbulent nightmares with her lips, and her tongue. He moaned in pleasure as she tended to him, rocked his hips as she straddled him, her hair hanging in her face, eyes twinkling in the gloom. The streetlight filled the window behind her with moonlight blue, making a silhouette of her.
 
   "I love you," he whispered.
 
   She didn't reply. He sat up, embracing her and crushing her heavy breasts against his chest; the nipples were hardened points against his own, her legs like a vice around him, locking him into the soft wetness of her. She breathed in short sharp gasps as he ran his fingers through her hair.
 
   Then her breathing caught. Another silhouette rose behind her.
 
   Will froze, his erection wilting immediately.
 
   Slowly, slowly, Melanie threw her head back.
 
   And her neck split with a horrendous zipping sound.
 
   As her body fell away and rolled heavily off the bed, Will found himself staring into the still watching eyes of his wife, his fingers, still tangled in her hair, now the only thing holding her head aloft.
 
   "Help me," she gurgled.
 
   Will screamed.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "Don?" Static crackled over the phone. Will frowned. "Hello, Don?"
 
   "Hey buddy, you there?" Don said. "This line sucks, let me call you back, okay?"
 
   "Okay. Thanks."
 
   A moment later, with Will standing in the hallway, chewing his thumbnail down to the quick and frantically avoiding his reflection in the hallway mirror for fear of the ghoulish visage he might see staring back at him, the phone rang and he snatched it up.
 
   To his relief, this time the line was clear.
 
   "How's my favorite non-paying patient doing?" Don said.
 
   Will's cast a glance at Melanie, who sat on the sofa in the living room, nursing a cup of coffee and looking worried. He felt such a swell of love for her he thought it might reduce him to tears, and an equal pang of regret that she should have to bear witness to whatever was happening to him. Although she hadn't said anything about last night, he had caught her more than once massaging her scalp and wincing, which forced him to wonder how hard he had pulled her hair. Guilt forced him to look away, and he turned his attention back to the phone.
 
   "Will?"
 
   "I've been better," he told Don. "Last night was the worst night yet."
 
   "How so? Nightmares?"
 
   Will sighed shakily. "No. They're more than nightmares. Hallucinations, maybe. I find myself watching..." He lowered his voice, aware that Melanie was within earshot, "...watching them killing Mel."
 
   "Watching who killing Mel?"
 
   "I don't know. Whoever I saw in that video killing Nadejda Petrovna, I guess."
 
   A sigh. "Jesus, bud, this has really burrowed its way into you hasn't it?"
 
   "Yeah. Big time. I'm walking around in a daze from lack of sleep, afraid to close my eyes for fear I'll see the same thing over and over again—some shadowy figure cutting my wife's head off." He heard the faint rustle as Melanie rose and moved away into the kitchen. "I can't do this forever, Don. There has to be something you can do for me."
 
   "I suppose I could prescribe some relaxants for you. Maybe some Valium."
 
   "Will that help?"
 
   "Well, from the sounds of it, anything would be better than lack of sleep. If nothing else, it'll help calm you down, siphon off some of that anxiety. It could be that the apprehension and fear is prolonging these 'hallucinations'—you're expecting to see them, so your mind is obliging. I think maybe one calm, uninterrupted night's sleep will do you the world of good."
 
   "Ok, great," Will said, relieved. "So do I come down there to pick it up, or what?"
 
   "No need. There's a CVS around there somewhere, right?"
 
   "Yeah, over on Sandusky Street."
 
   "Good, I'll call them from here and have them set you up. They'll call when they have the goods for you."
 
   "Thanks a million, Don. Really."
 
   "Don't thank me yet, bud. There's no guarantee this will help, but it should."
 
   "It'll work. I know it will." He ran a hand through his hair. "So what do I do in the meantime?"
 
   "Hang up, light a big fire, grab a bottle of wine from the refrigerator, get Melanie drunk as hell, then take her to bed and teach her the ancient art of bang-fu."
 
   Will laughed. "A note from my doctor might help the request. After last night, I expect she'll be a little gun-shy."
 
   "Gun-shy? Man, Freud would have had a field day with your sorry ass. And what happened last night?"
 
   "Coitus interruptus, in the worst possible way."
 
   "Ah, well...say no more, and that's a command, not a request. If I start getting envious of your failed attempts at getting it on, it'll only serve to remind me how empty and pitiful my own sex life is."
 
   The burgeoning strains of cautious relief threatened to turn laughter into a fit of weeping as Will wiped a tear from his eye. Melanie returned to his side, put a hand across his shoulder, her eyes wide with concern.
 
   "Thanks, Don," he said, his voice unsteady.
 
   "For what? I'm well aware that you do this shit just to irritate me, to get me working harder than I care to. Then you stiff me and I'm the one left depressed. Textbook emotional osmosis, pal. Thanks a bunch."
 
   "Would you knock off the wisecracks? I'm serious," Will told him. "I think I'd have gone completely insane without you."
 
   "Bullshit. My ex-wife said the exact same thing and now she's getting porked by pool boys down in Maui, on my tab I may add. Now get off the damn phone and see to business."
 
   "Okay, okay. I owe you one."
 
   "Right. Give Melanie one for me and we'll call it quits."
 
   A rumble in the distance and a sea of static erupted from the phone. "Don?"
 
   There was silence, then the dial tone stuttered in his ear. With a slight shake of his head, Will hung up.
 
   Melanie turned him around to face her, her hands seeking his face. "Are you all right?"
 
   He summoned the best smile he could muster and wrapped his arms around her. "I think so."
 
   She kissed him, a long passionate kiss he didn't want to end. But after a moment he broke away, staring at the small arched window at the end of the hall. Dark clouds had obscured the sun, leeching the light from the day. A moment later, rain began to fall, pattering against the glass and tapping on the roof.
 
   "What is it?" Melanie asked.
 
   Will looked at her, at the slender oval of her face and grinned. "Do we have any wine?"
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Sometime later, with a full-blown storm battering the house and premature night pressing against the windows, the phone rang. Sluggishly, already regretting the half bottle of wine he'd consumed before taking Melanie to bed for mercifully uninterrupted and frenzied sex, Will strode naked to the phone. Through the staticky crackle on the line, a voice laden with false cheer informed him that his prescription was ready. He hung up, quickly dressed, and hurried out to his car, the wind wrenching and tearing at him, the rain needling his face.
 
   As he drove the short distance to the store, the wipers working frantically to keep the windshield clear, he realized he already felt better. No hallucinations had spoiled their lovemaking, no shadowy specters had risen from their bedroom floor and afterward, when he'd dozed, there hadn't been any nightmares waiting to thrust him back out of sleep. The dirty feeling still clung to his skin, inside and out, however, a repulsive sensation he knew would take much longer than a day to erase.
 
   He allowed himself a sigh and, one hand on the steering wheel, reached over and popped the glovebox. An almost empty pack of Marlboro Lights tumbled out into his waiting hand. He checked the road ahead and fished out a cigarette, then straightened and thumbed the lighter on the dashboard.
 
   Spindly-legged lightning flashed around the car like negative images of dead branches, briefly turning the rain on the windshield to glimmering jewels. Will coughed, cigarette clenched between his teeth, and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.
 
   To his right, the CVS sailed out of the dark, and he flipped the indicator, letting the car coast to a stop as he reached the intersection.
 
   The lighter clacked its readiness and he reached for it.
 
   Then froze.
 
   The hair rose on the nape of his neck as a chill scurried down his spine.
 
   I didn't, he thought, fingers still poised before the lighter. I didn't see anyone in the mirror.
 
   A gust of wind buffeted the car, rocking it on its axle.
 
   Closing his eyes, but only for a moment for fear unseen hands would grab him from behind, he whispered further reassurances to himself. The trick is to believe you didn't see it, not just to tell yourself, he imagined Don telling him. Force it out of your head, and you'll be okay, bud. Trust me.
 
   Will nodded slightly, as if Don were with him in the car to see the gesture and swallowed as he straightened.
 
   A car honked behind him, making him jump.
 
   "Just a second, you son of a bitch," he muttered.
 
   The rearview mirror was inches from his face, awaiting him like the sheeted body of a loved one in the morgue. He did not want to look, for ignorance granted him the ability to deny what he thought he'd seen, to deny what might be there.
 
   He cleared the knot of anxiety from his throat and wiped a trembling hand over his face, barely heard the rasp of stubble.
 
   Melanie will complain, he thought. She'll have beard rash. He almost smiled, but another angry burst of sound from the car behind him jerked the thought from his mind.
 
   Headlights filled the window like glaring eyes, attempting to blind him, as the impatient driver let his car drift closer to Will's fender.
 
   "All right, asshole," Will said, and straightened in his seat, eyes squarely on the rearview mirror.
 
   For a moment, he saw nothing but the white light making fleeting ghosts that fled across the tan upholstery and the pebbled rain on the rear windshield. But then, there was a woman sitting there, as if she had every right to be, as if she'd dashed in for shelter out of the rain and had just forgotten to thank him, or ask his permission to invade the car.
 
   "No," he moaned and yet could not turn away from the horror that exploded within him at the sight of her raising her bony white hands in front of a face that was slowly slipping to the side, as if she were merely nodding off to sleep. He blinked rapidly, demanding his eyelids scrub away the apparition, ghost, hallucination....whatever it was.
 
   But the woman remained, her eyes deep dark hollows in a moon-shaped face. And "helllllp," she whispered, before the angry red wound that circled her neck began to yawn open.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "Sir, are you okay?"
 
   "Valium...um, Will Chambers...My psych...my doctor called earlier, called in a prescription for me, for...for Valium...Don Webley...Doctor Webley...My name is William Chambers."
 
   "Would you like a glass of water, Mr. Chambers?"
 
   "Please, just the fucking pills, please...I'm sorry. Please hurry."
 
   "Are you going to be all right? Sir? Sir, are you—?"
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I'll get home, he thought in a panic. I'll get home and they'll be in my house. Those men, those things, those animals, and they'll have my beautiful sweet precious Melanie kneeling on the floor before them. They'll have their hands in her hair and a saw to her throat, and I won't be able to stop them. I won't be able to do anything but regret for the rest of my life that I was fucking stupid dumb piece of shit idiot enough to leave her on her own. They tricked me...this is what they wanted...this is what they wanted to do all along...getting inside my head...invading me so I'd leave my wife ripe for them to come and cut her fucking head off...
 
   He got home and barely thought to put the car in park before he was racing up the driveway and yelling his way into the house, not caring that he was dripping rainwater onto the carpet, not caring that at any moment the lights might go out, the power might fail and he'd be left alone, in the dark, with the monsters who had most certainly slaughtered his wife.
 
   The door clattered against the wall and shuddered its way back.
 
   Then the house gloated with silence.
 
   "Melanie!"
 
   No answer. He put his hands to his face, nails primed to tear the skin away if it turned out that his nightmare had taken his wife away from him, if the poison that had marred his soul had reached out and murdered her, if—
 
   "Honey, what's wrong?"
 
   He almost collapsed with relief. Melanie, eyes narrowed at the light, hair tousled, was slowly coming down the stairs, tying the belt on her robe to hide her nakedness from the cold, or from him, who'd become little more than a terrible phantom standing crazed in the hallway.
 
   "Oh Jesus," he breathed, the relief draining him, the adrenaline slowly ebbing away. He leaned back against the front door. "I thought they'd got you," he whispered and with the admission came a huge whooping sob that set Melanie hurrying to cradle him in her arms. "I thought they'd got you," he wept, trembling.
 
   The tears made the dead woman behind his eyes appear to swim.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "Don will call to check on you tomorrow."
 
   Will nodded, already feeling drowsy. The Valium would work. It would have to. The alternatives were looking grimmer by the second and the renewed onslaught of gruesome images were now sharing headspace with thoughts of institutionalization and white padded rooms with screams for cushions and dripping faucets for music.
 
   The bed felt soft and eased the rigidity from his muscles. Beside him sat Melanie, one hand propping up her head, the other stroking his hair like a violinist playing a soundless lullaby.
 
   "I'm sorry," he told her, as the shades began to creep down over his mind's window. "I'm so sorry this is happening."
 
   "Hush," she soothed. "It will be better after you've had a good night's sleep. Tomorrow, we can have a nice breakfast and maybe go for a walk. How does that sound, hmm?"
 
   He composed a smile, but it was not heartfelt. "Good," he said, feeling as if a warm tide were rising in his chest, lapping at his throat. "Good."
 
   "Try to sleep now," she whispered, and her whisper had an echo. He wanted to point this out to her, but the tide had reached his tongue and seized it. He was not alarmed, for it felt sweet as honey and he let it fill his throat until he was lost in its thick, comforting folds.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   The phone rang.
 
   Melanie dropped the paperback she'd been valiantly attempting to read in an effort to forget what was happening to Will and hurried into the hallway. With a shaky sigh, she snatched up the receiver. "Hello?"
 
   "Mel. It's Don. Is Will still up?"
 
   "Hi Don. No, he's asleep. Should I wake him?"
 
   "Absolutely not. Let him sleep. He needs it. Besides, it's you I wanted to talk to anyway."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "Wake up, pig."
 
   Frowning, Will's eyes snapped open and he coughed, wheezed and watched in amazement as what appeared to be dust rolled away across a stone floor. He shivered as a deep chill settled into his bones. Suffused white light pulsed across his vision, quickly followed by an acrid tang that was wholly unfamiliar.
 
   "Where—?"
 
   A sharp blow to his stomach propelled him backward and he yelped in pain as his back collided painfully with a solid wall.
 
   Only then was he truly awake.
 
   Jesus...he thought, the now familiar terror clawing its way through him with icy nails. Jesus, they're here. They came while I was sleeping. Melanie...oh God, where's Melanie? Where am I?
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "You're familiar with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder?" Don asked her.
 
   "Yes, it's fairly common in soldiers, right?"
 
   "That's right, but it's actually more common than that. Any victim of shock or trauma can suffer from it. Rape, molestation, accident victims..."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "The reason I mention it is because I think that's what Will's suffering from."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Before him stood a tall thin man, dressed from head to toe in black.
 
   "Who are you?" The questions pushed against Will's tongue like water through a crack in dam. "How did I get here?"
 
   The man said nothing, but despite the headgear he wore, allowing only his eyes and the wide bridge of his nose to be seen, Will knew he was grinning.
 
   "Get up," the man ordered then, in a clipped accent Will thought might be Russian.
 
   "Why am I here?" Will pleaded with him. "Tell me, please. What...what are you going to do to me?" He was trembling so bad he thought he might rattle himself to pieces.
 
   The cold gnawed at him—a merciless freezer cold.
 
   "Stop asking question." It emerged as: 'Stup asging kess-chun'. The man leveled the large assault rifle strapped across his chest in Will's direction. Distantly Will found the fact that he could discern not even the slightest tremble in the man's hands incredibly disturbing. It suggested a callousness only obtained by familiarity with violence.
 
   Whoever the man behind the mask was, this was a role he had played often.
 
   Will moved, slowly, toward the man, and as he did so, he realized he was wearing clothes he'd never seen before, and certainly hadn't donned himself—a shapeless, ill-fitting suit of the kind he'd only ever seen on the news. Prisoners in penitentiaries wore them. His heart thumped in his throat hard enough to make his head hurt, eyes brimming with tears.
 
   "How did I get here? Please...tell me."
 
   "Stand," said the man. "Stand now!"
 
   Will quickly obeyed, the dusty floor ice-cold against the soles of his bare feet, making his toes curl. I'm dreaming, he thought. Those pills did something to me and I'm dreaming. But he knew, though he wished he didn't, that whatever was happening now was the proper end for whatever horror he'd been suffering until now, that this was where it had been leading him. And that it was no dream.
 
   I'm going to die, he realized and felt his legs threaten to buckle beneath him.
 
   The armed man nodded his satisfaction and thrust a hand in the center of Will's chest, knocking him back against the wall. Will, winded, looked around at the small room, at the fall of dust motes illuminated by cold white sunlight that slanted through the bars of the room's sole window.
 
   The man spoke something unintelligible and a narrow door opened at the far side of the room.
 
   Three men entered. All of them were dressed the same as the gunman. One of them held a video camera by his side; another held a pistol.
 
   Will felt his skin crawl.
 
   The third man held a saw.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "The symptoms of PTSD are numerous," Don told her, "hallucinations, anxiety attacks, night terrors, memory loss, insomnia, erratic moods, lapses in concentration, depression...sound like anyone we know?"
 
   Melanie sagged. "So what do we do about it? Is there a way to treat it that doesn't involve a tight jacket and a cushioned room?"
 
   "Of course. There are Neuro-Emotional Techniques, a relatively new form of 'power therapy' that have proved far more effective than 'talk therapy.' It targets the mind through the body using systems borrowed from the Chi—"
 
   Melanie rolled her eyes. "Don."
 
   "Sorry. But that's your answer. There are numerous treatments available." He sighed heavily. "What I think happened Will is that after seeing that video, he almost immediately began to visualize the murder, only with him in that woman's place. You can imagine what persistent visualizations like that can do to the nerves. Sooner or later the brain can become convinced that it's really suffering the agonies the eyes have only witnessed. It can even start reproducing the sensations associated with such a death."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Will moaned, his body vibrating with fear as the tall man lunged forward and grabbed him by the collar of his jumpsuit. "Now!" he barked into Will's face and flung him toward the others, who had stopped in the center of the room. The one with the pistol pointed it at Will's head and said something in his own language.
 
   The video man busied himself with setting up the camera, his ministrations oddly calm—he could have been fixing the machine for a kindly old lady, instead of preparing it to film an execution. And Will had no doubt that was exactly what was happening, what was going to happen, and that in a few days or weeks, his death would be appearing on a sleazy website he'd once had the misfortune to visit. A horrendous snuff site that justified its existence by claiming it had a responsibility to show the world what they were trying so hard not to see, that they had no business seeing, when in actual fact, it had a far more sinister purpose.
 
   Will knew that now.
 
   What he didn't know was how it had been done. How he had gone to sleep beside his loving wife and woken up in a strange place surrounded by masked men who spoke a foreign language?
 
   He supposed it didn't matter now.
 
   He was shoved to his knees, but on the way down, he caught a glimpse of the world beyond the window, and it was not his world at all, but a cold, stark landscape of faltering buildings and slush-laden roads.
 
   Not my world at all, he thought with a flicker of calm. Not my world. I'm not here. They can't hurt me they won't hurt me they can't.
 
   A surer voice rose like a bloated corpse to the surface of his mind.
 
   But they will.
 
   He thought of Melanie, stroking his hair last night, and felt a debilitating wave of sorrow at the thought of never seeing her again, of her never knowing how or why her husband had died.
 
   I love you, baby, he thought, willing the words to cross time and space and distance so she would hear them. So very much.
 
   They bound his wrists and ankles with thick heavy rope that smelled vaguely of motor oil.
 
   "Please, don't," he pleaded, trying in vain to shuffle away from them. "I didn't do anything to you. I don't even know who you are." Tears spilled down his cheeks. "Please. I have a wife..." Terror unlike anything he'd ever known swept through him.
 
   Somewhere beyond the room, a church bell tolled.
 
   Cold steel bit the skin on the back of his neck.
 
   "Don't..." he sobbed, as he struggled.
 
   The camera began to whirr.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   "Don. Why are you telling me this? Nothing like that is going to happen to Will."
 
   "I know, I know. I'm not saying it will. I use it only to illustrate what the mind can do to someone when it manages to convince itself it's what the body deserves. Atonement for not being able to prevent someone else's suffering. It's a remarkable and tragic condition, but all the seeds are showing themselves in Will, and that's why we have to monitor him closely. You need to stay with him. He needs you now, Mel. You're the only link he has left to the outside world."
 
   "Outside world?"
 
   "Yeah, the real world, because to all intents and purposes it would appear he's losing his grasp on it at a frightening rate. Either that, or whatever dark alternative world he envisions in his head is tightening its hold on him."
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Melanie hung up, and hugged herself against the unmerciful cold that Don's phone call had left with her. My God, could it really be so bad? Could she wake up one day to find Will had utterly and completely lost his mind? What would she do? How could she save him?
 
   No, she decided, brushing a single tear from her eye. She would never let that happen. Never. She was stronger than that and she knew Will was too. She'd help him climb his way back from the dark valley into which he'd stumbled.
 
   As she made her way to the bedroom, she brushed the chill from her shoulders. It almost seemed as if the house itself had grown colder. She guessed it was her imagination but told herself to check the thermostat anyway when she returned from checking on Will. A fat lot of good she'd do her husband if she let the heating go berserk.
 
   She cracked open the bedroom door, slicing a wedge of yellow light from the dark inside. "Honey?" she whispered.
 
   Will didn't answer, but she fancied if she strained her ears she could hear him breathing deeply, though it was hard to tell with the rain drumming on the roof.
 
   Nevertheless, she allowed herself a slight sigh of relief. It was fiercely encouraging to see that he wasn't tossing, turning or screaming at ghosts. Perhaps the pills would do the trick after all. She prayed they would.
 
   She opened the door a little wider and entered the room. Will was lying on his back, facing the ceiling, eyes closed. Slowly, she lowered herself down on her side of the bed, wincing at the faint squeak from the mattress springs.
 
   I do love you, she thought, reaching over to stroke his hair. More than you know. Her fingers found the soft curls and lightly brushed over them.
 
   He turned his head toward her, eyes still closed, and she quickly withdrew her hand, cursing herself for disturbing him.
 
   "Hush," she whispered.
 
   And watched in stunned, numb horror as Will's face met the pillow and blood began to flow from his partly open mouth.
 
   "Will?" She quickly stood, and shook him. "Oh Jesus, Will?"
 
   His head rolled free of his body, tumbling down beneath the covers on her side of the bed. Melanie gasped, clutched both hands to her chest as if fearing her heart would burst through it at any moment, and felt the strength leave her.
 
   "Will?" she croaked, staggering back, away from the bed and the ragged bleeding neck still poking up from the covers. She collided with a dresser and fell heavily to the floor, a trembling hand rising to her mouth. Briefly she tried to get up, a scream trapped like angry wasps in her throat, unable to break free. And then the world went black and she fell willingly into its soporific depths.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Melanie stared into her coffee, the steam rising like sinuous ghosts from a black pond, and remembered Don's words, spoken over the phone on the last night she'd awoken from yet another hideous and terrifying nightmare.
 
   This has to be more than a coincidence, Don. What's happening to me?
 
   Her fingers trembled as she traced a line around the rim of the cup.
 
   Cold white sunlight pressed against the windows of the kitchen. From the television in the living room came the sound of a solemn voice relating the details of another atrocity. Melanie put her palms to her face and closed her eyes.
 
   An impassive, bloodless, familiar face shrieked at her in the dark.
 
   She jerked upright in the chair and looked at her hands, at the intensified trembling in them and stifled a sob. Will was dead. Almost five weeks had passed and still she expected him to come waltzing into the kitchen, unshaven and yawning with a dopey smile on his face. She missed him so much, missed the smell of him in the house, the feel of him in the house.
 
   Gone. And she couldn't understand why, no more than she could understand the sudden, soul-freezing fear that had possessed her over the last week or so.
 
   Trauma, Mel. The reason it seems so familiar is because it is. It can manifest itself in different ways, but essentially it's the exact same thing Will went through.
 
   She rubbed her fingers over her temples, chewed her lower lip.
 
   So this is what he had to suffer. You know...I wished for his pain. When he was sick, I wished I could take it from him. Now I don't want it. What kind of a person does that make me?
 
   Human, Don had assured her. These days she felt anything but.
 
   Next to her coffee cup sat an unopened pack of cigarettes. She quickly tore the plastic off, discarded the foil that was all that stood between her and the panacea of nicotine, and quickly withdrew one. She lit it and inhaled deeply. She considered calling Don again, but resisted. Sooner or later she would have to conquer the fear on her own, and maybe it was better to start weaning herself off his aid now before she grew to depend on him so much he tired of her constant phone calls, and referred her to someone else. Someone less caring. Someone who didn't understand what had happened to her husband.
 
   I've thought long and hard about it, Mel, Don had told her after the funeral. And it all keeps pointing to the same thing, though professional skepticism prevents me from buying it outright. She hadn't wanted to hear it, but let him continue.
 
   Closure, she knew, was needed, or she would forever be haunted by the mystery of Will's death. Would never be able to stop blaming herself unless someone offered proof that it hadn't been her fault. An irrational need, perhaps, but very little about her life these days was rational.
 
   You've heard of stigmata, right? When people, usually religious folks, start showing the wounds of Christ on their bodies? Bleeding feet and palms, and all that jazz?
 
   She'd told him she had and he'd proceeded to inform her of various examples in which ordinary people had suffered extraordinary tortures, with no apparent cause.
 
   There was a colleague of mine in Washington who documented a case in which an eight year old boy, after witnessing his mother's arm being torn off by a Rottweiler, almost immediately began to develop bruises and small wounds, consistent with bite marks, on his own arm, the same one his mother had lost, though he'd been nowhere near a dog. Three weeks later, the arm was hanging on by strings of flesh and little else, with no physiological explanation for why it had done so. In the end, psychiatrists were brought in to study the boy; they concluded that the boy's trauma at what had happened to his beloved mother was so great, it somehow lent him the ability to experience her pain, by subconsciously willing her wounds onto himself. I imagine if a boy can 'borrow' his mother's wounds to punish himself, then a devout follower of Jesus Christ could conceivably do the same.
 
   The phone rang, jarring the thoughts from Melanie's head. She ignored the persistent shrilling and finished her cigarette. As she'd hoped, it had calmed her, but not nearly enough. She rose and went to the bathroom, locking the door behind her out of habit. As she tugged down her panties and sat on the cold oval of the toilet, she pondered Don's theory, and, as she had when he'd first proposed it, decided it was impossible. But then, wasn't the manner of Will's death also impossible? No matter which way she looked at it, something unnatural had occurred in their bedroom that night, and yet she couldn't force herself to believe that her husband had willed his own death. Trauma could be overcome.
 
   Shock would always fade, and people didn't just decapitate themselves in the dark without a weapon.
 
   Nothing more sinister than empathy.
 
   She covered her face with her hands and moaned. Her body ached, the muscles in her back like taut wires beneath a trembling sheet. There had to be a rational answer to her nightmare but she was no longer sure she wanted to know it. Perhaps there was safety in mystery. At some point, somehow, she would have to start rebuilding her life, even though the mere thought of it felt like a betrayal of Will. Shaking her head, she opened her eyes.
 
   There was a man standing before her, his shadow thick and cold.
 
   Melanie's breath caught in her throat and she looked up, tears threatening to blur her vision, fear like a snare around her throat, tightening, tightening.
 
   Something hit the floor, and rolled and when at last she gathered the courage to look upon it, she found herself staring into her husband's glassy eyes.
 
   She screamed and grabbed her hair, her nails digging, then dragging down her face, drawing blood, as all the horror, the loss, and the grief erupted, spewing from her open mouth as she slid from the toilet to her knees, even as instinct tried to tug her away from the head on the floor and the still, silent form of the dead man it belonged to.
 
   And still she screamed.
 
   And screamed.
 
   Until the scream became a tortured gurgle as a slim but deep wound began to draw its way across her throat.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   # # #
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THERE’S AN APP FOR THAT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SCS: Synaptic Enterprises Customer Service.  How may I help you?
 
    
 
   Customer: I don’t know, but you’d better do something, and right now. I’ve been on hold for forty-five minutes and that’s after being bounced around from one useless bum to another, so if this isn’t the last stop, I’m suing you people.
 
    
 
   SCS: What’s the nature of your problem, Ma’am?
 
    
 
   Customer: The nature of my problem is this goddamn app I downloaded to my iPhone last weekend. This so-called Nightmare app. Should be called Nightmare crap for all the good it did me.
 
    
 
   SCS: What was wrong with it, Ma’am?
 
    
 
   Customer: Everything! Everything was bloody wrong with it! It didn’t do a blasted thing!
 
    
 
   SCS: I’m not sure I understand, Ma’am. Are you saying it didn’t install correctly?
 
    
 
   Customer: It installed just fine. It turned on just fine. What it didn’t do was anything else, and correct me if I’m wrong but that’s what I got it for. To do something. Instead, it just sits there on my phone taking up space and I’m out $9.99. At the very least I want a refund.
 
    
 
   SCS: Unfortunately Ma’am, there are no refunds for the application, but what I can do is walk you through the installation again and see if we can figure out what the problem is.
 
    
 
   Customer: Oh no you don’t. I’ve uninstalled and reinstalled the bejesus out of this thing and it’s just not working. I paid for something that’s basically junk, so either you fix it or give me a refund. Plain and simple. Anything less, and I’ll take your whole stupid company to court. 
 
    
 
   SCS: Okay, calm down, Ma’am and let’s see wh—
 
    
 
   Customer: Don’t tell me to calm down. Don’t ever tell me that.
 
    
 
   SCS: I apologize, Ma’am. Would you care to speak to my supervis—?
 
    
 
   Customer: I’m speaking to you, assuming you were hired to do a job other than phone monkey. You’re familiar with this software, yes?
 
    
 
   SCS: Yes Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: You know what it’s supposed to do, yes?
 
    
 
   SCS: Yes Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: And you’re qualified to handle the problems that arise when A doesn’t lead to B, yes?
 
    
 
   SCS: Yes Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: Good, then fix the problem.
 
    
 
   SCS: All right, Ma’am. If you can, please tell me exactly what the issue is.
 
    
 
   Customer: God give me patience. Supposedly your application allows you to install a nightmare into another person’s mind, just by letting them use your phone. This is what it says on the ads and on the application page in the iTunes store, unless I’m completely mad and somehow read it wrong.
 
    
 
   SCS: No, you’re correct, Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: Good, nice to know. So I bought it, installed it, ran it, gave my phone to my husband so he could call and pay the gas bill. Which he did. Afterward, the application showed that it had successfully delivered the nightmare into my husband’s brain. But that night, nothing. He slept like a baby. The next night, same thing. This was a week ago and I haven’t seen a sign of him—as your application promises—“screaming like a little baby gone mad with terror.”
 
    
 
   SCS: I see. May I ask what nightmare you selected from the templates list?
 
    
 
   Customer: The Madness Package.
 
    
 
   SCS: Okay. I’m looking up the account info now.
 
    
 
   Customer: Great. Try not to take all day about it. I’ve wasted enough time on this already.
 
    
 
   SCS: I just need your name and the last four digits of your social security number.
 
    
 
   Customer: I’ve already given that out to the last three flunkies I spoke to, and I wasn’t comfortable doing it then, so forget it. You can have my name and address, that’s it. Margaret Butcher, 436 Juniper Lane, 43554.
 
    
 
   SCS: Mam, protocol states that—
 
    
 
   Customer: You’re not a bank. You’re not a utility company. You don’t get my social.
 
    
 
   SCS: And your phone number?
 
    
 
   Customer: Doesn’t it show on your phone there?
 
    
 
   SCS: Yes, but it isn’t—
 
    
 
   Customer: Then you have my phone number.
 
    
 
   SCS: One moment, please.
 
    
 
   Customer: Fine.
 
    
 
   SCS: Okay, I’m showing that the application was indeed successfully installed and that it did deliver the nightmare to the intended recipient. In fact, I’m showing here the residual path it took through his neurological system and it appears to have done its job quite well. 
 
    
 
   Customer: That’s ridiculous. Check it again.
 
    
 
   SCS: I’m looking at it here in front of me, Mrs. Butcher. The delivery date is down as 2.08 a.m. on Thursday night. The program kicked in during REM and lasted thirty-six minutes. I’m not exactly trained to decipher the code as it appears in the log—we have a tech team specifically for that—but it looks as if the program called upon memories of childhood trauma involving spiders.
 
    
 
   Customer: I don’t believe you. He has never mentioned anything to me about spiders.
 
    
 
   SCS: That’s what it says here, Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: So you’re saying he had the nightmare?
 
    
 
   SCS: Looks that way, yes.
 
    
 
   Customer: So how come he didn’t go mad?
 
    
 
   SCS: Effects can vary from person to person based on their psychological and pathological makeup. He may display no outward signs of mental instability for weeks and then suddenly snap.
 
    
 
   Customer: It would have been helpful to know that ahead of time or I mightn’t have bothered.
 
    
 
   SCS: It actually says so in the FAQ on the application page, Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: Like I have time to wade through you people’s waffling.
 
    
 
   SCS: I understand that, but it’s advisable to—
 
    
 
   Customer: So what am I supposed to do now? Sit around for God only knows how long waiting for him to go nuts? I need his m…well, I need this taken care of quickly. I have a life to live.
 
    
 
   SCS: It shouldn’t take that long, Ma’am. But also bear in mind—and the FAQ’s also cover this—that there are select individuals who are immune to the application.
 
    
 
   Customer: What do you mean: immune?
 
    
 
   SCS: Yes Ma’am. While it’s rare, there are a percentage of people on whom subliminal implantation has little to no effect, again due to an aberration in their neurological makeup.
 
    
 
   Customer: That would make my husband pretty unique, wouldn’t it?
 
    
 
   SCS: In physiological terms, yes Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: Well then I have nothing to worry about because he might be a lot of things, but unique isn’t one of them.
 
    
 
   SCS: I see, well if that’s the case, you should see the results of the application sooner rather than later.
 
    
 
   Customer: That’s not much comfort.
 
    
 
   SCS: I’m sorry Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: You should be. I could still sue you people for false advertising.
 
    
 
   SCS: I’m not sure how that’s the case, Ma’am, especially since your husband Stan has yet to pass the 30-day guarantee period. By my records, it has only been a little over a week.
 
    
 
   Customer: I don’t remember seeing anywhere that… 
 
    
 
   SCS: Ma’am?
 
    
 
   Customer: How do you know his name?
 
    
 
   SCS: Sorry?
 
    
 
   Customer: How do you know my husband’s name?
 
    
 
   SCS: It’s showing on my screen Ma’am.
 
    
 
   Customer: Why would his name be on your screen?
 
    
 
   SCS: Whenever I access an account, the names of all associated accounts show up also, Ma’am. It’s fairly standard. Nothing to worry about.
 
    
 
   Customer: Associated accounts? What does that mean?
 
    
 
   SCS: It means your husband, Stanley Butcher, is also a customer of ours.
 
    
 
   Customer: What?
 
    
 
   SCS: It means—
 
    
 
   Customer: Oh for Chrissakes, I heard you. Why is he a customer? 
 
    
 
   SCS: Ma’am?
 
    
 
   Customer: Why is his name on your screen? What did he buy?
 
    
 
   SCS: I’m not permitted to discuss that with you Ma’am. Not without the express permission of the accountholder.
 
    
 
   Customer: I am the damn accountholder!
 
    
 
   SCS: Actually, Ma’am, I have your husband as the primary on here.
 
    
 
   Customer: Then change it! I want to know what he bought.
 
    
 
   SCS: I’m sorry Ma’am, I can’t—
 
    
 
   Customer: Put my onto your supervisor. I have a right to know what my husband bought from you people.
 
    
 
   SCS: I can put you onto our supervisor, Ma’am, but she’ll just tell you the same thing I did. We can’t give out any information regarding—
 
    
 
   Customer: He bought the Nightmare application. I know he did, that son of a bitch. What kind of nightmare did he buy? Tell me. I demand to know what he bought!
 
    
 
   SCS: According to the number you’re calling from, Mrs. Butcher, the number that’s showing on the Caller ID, you’re using his phone to call today, is that correct?
 
    
 
   Customer: So what? Tell me what…oh my God…oh no…
 
    
 
   SCS: Enjoy our product, Mrs. Butcher. Is there anything else I can help you with today?
 
    
 
   Customer: Oh…oh God…
 
    
 
   SCS: Thank you for calling Synaptic Enterprises Customer Service.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   # # #
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   Born and raised in Dungarvan, Ireland, Kealan Patrick Burke is a Bram Stoker Award-winning author described as "a newcomer worth watching" (Publishers Weekly) and "one of the most original authors in contemporary horror" (Booklist).
 
   Some of his works include the novels KIN, MASTER OF THE MOORS, CURRENCY OF SOULS and THE HIDES, the novellas THE TURTLE BOY (Bram Stoker Award Winner, 2004), VESSELS, MIDLISTERS, and JACK & JILL, and the collections RAVENOUS GHOSTS, THEATER MACABRE, THE NUMBER 121 TO PENNSYLVANIA & OTHERS (Bram Stoker Award-Nominee, 2009), DEAD OF WINTER, DEAD LEAVES, and THEATER MACABRE.
 
   Visit Kealan on the web at http://www.kealanpatrickburke.com.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sign up for Kealan's newsletter for all the latest news, ebook giveaways, competitions and more, here.
 
    
 
    
 
   More Books from this Author
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   # # #
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
KEALAN PATRICK

BURK

DIGIT

4 TALES OF i3ei8





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





