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Honor thy Mother
J. M. Clark
Others recoiled at the thought of caretaking a parent, but Cora would have been happy to do it forever. Her knuckles split as she scrubbed last night’s broth from her mother’s favorite bowl, but she hummed as she worked, a nursery rhyme her mother once sang to drown out thunderstorms. Sunlight bled through the lace curtains, gauzy and thin as hospital sheets. The sweetness of the lavender candle on the coffee table muscled past the grease of breakfast and the sour tang of overripe fruit. The wax pooled and hardened into a brittle shell around the stub of the wick. She’d let it burn for days.
“Cora, are you coming up soon?” Her mother’s hoarse and sickly voice floated down the stairs, soft and familiar.
“Yes, Mother, just finishing breakfast,” Cora called back, her smile tight with patience. She flipped the bowl face down on a towel beside the sink and arranged the breakfast tray, the eggs pale as porcelain, the bacon crisped to mahogany, the toast flecked with char. A vase of fresh-cut daisies nestled beside the plate.
As she climbed, each stair groaned beneath her weight, the house shifting around her like an old, restless thing.
Cora knocked softly. “Breakfast is served, Mother.” She nudged the door open and placed the tray on the bedside table. Darkness gathered around the room's edges; Too much sun turns a body sour, her mother always said.
“Enjoy your meal.” Cora kissed her mother’s cobweb hair, thin as ash and smelling faintly of leave-in conditioner and vanilla. She turned for the stairs, then paused to gather the two spent candles from the dresser before they could stain the wood with wax. She closed the door and collected the last candle from just outside the door.
Cora tended the garden, she tidied up the living room, and scrubbed dishes until they gleamed. Lately, she’d begun taking the wall phone off the hook; the doctor’s constant calls about the results of tests performed weeks ago were driving her mad. Cora refused to receive any more bad news. It was foolish, maybe, but what did it matter? The truth loomed whether she answered or not. Her mother was slipping away, and Cora couldn’t bear another reminder. The phone hung limp from its coiled cord, swaying like a noose.
At noon she assembled lunch—chilled cucumber soup, crackers, and a cup of fruit. She climbed the stairs, eager to see if her mother’s appetite had returned. But when she entered the room, Cora found the breakfast tray from earlier untouched, the yolk congealed into a jaundiced film. Her mother’s appetite had shrunk dramatically over the past three weeks, but Cora still brought the trays, grateful for the small amounts her mother ate, with Cora’s help. A good daughter measures love in rituals, not portions. She lifted the cold plate, her thumb brushing a streak of grease, and replaced it with the fresh meal.
“Mother, it’s time for lunch.” Cora’s fingers sank into the cold dough of her mother’s upper arm, rousing no motion. She perched on the edge of the bed, voice bright as she recounted pruning roses and scrubbing pans, while her mother’s gaze drifted over the soup like a fog. The spoon trembled in Cora’s hand; she steadied it against her mother’s chin, forcing the spoon past her lips. A trickle escaped, seeping into the pillowcase.
When the bowl was half empty, Cora surrendered. She rearranged the blankets, tucking seams tight as tourniquets, then lit the new candles, ocean breeze and jasmine, their wicks virgin and bright. Their smoke coiled into the stale air, smothering the sour scent of cold broth.
“You’ll feel stronger tomorrow.” The words dissolved into silence.
Cora dusted the dresser, her rag smearing grit across its surface, then folded her mother’s nightgowns into neat, scentless squares. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Three more emails from Dr. Tanner: Urgent. Hospice care. Legal intervention is required if we don’t see Mrs. Langford or hear from you. Her thumb hovered over the delete key, then erased each plea with a stab. Let him petition the courts. Let him pry her mother’s brittle wrists from her grip. She’d sooner bite through glass than accept his verdict of hospice care and the end it implied.
The television droned in the corner; the Dr. Phil show pooled in her mother’s eyes. Cora tucked the phone away and folded the final nightgown, her fingers lingering on the collar’s yellowed lace.
“I picked fresh lavender today. The garden’s thriving.” Cora brushed a hand over her mother’s quilted bedspread, the fabric prickling with static.
“That’s lovely, dear,” her mother said.
Cora smiled, but her mother’s fragile voice worried her. It was just fatigue. She’d been telling herself this for a while now. Illness stole energy, not presence.
She reached up to squeeze her mother’s hand, too cool to the touch. Cora ignored this and launched into a story about the stubborn hydrangeas by the porch. Her mother’s laugh surfaced, a brittle sound, but Cora clung to it. It was so rare to hear her mother laugh, but when she did, that was the highlight of her day.
After returning the lunch tray to the kitchen, Cora carried up a basin of water. She lifted her mother’s nightgown over her head, stiff at the collar, faintly sour, and tossed it near the door. Her mother slumped slightly as Cora scrubbed, her skin puckering like parchment under the cloth’s friction. Cora worked in methodical silence—scrub, rinse, repeat, until the water grayed and her mother’s skin gleamed with a waxy sheen. The television’s glow lacquered her mother’s face in pallid light, her eyes watching Cora work as she tugged a fresh nightgown over her meager frame.
“You always loved this song,” Cora hummed, brushing the white strands of hair into a semblance of order. A clump snagged in the bristles. She plucked it free and quickly tucked the silvery threads into her apron pocket.
The room thickened with the candle’s suffocating vanilla scent, which masked the damp undertone seeping from the walls. Cora massaged lotion into her mother’s wrists, her thumbs circling bone.
“Tomorrow, I’ll take you out back for a little bit, show you what I’ve done with your favorite flowerbed.”
“Okay … I’d really like that, Cora.”
The garden had once brightened her mother’s spirits. But now, when Cora carried her outside, it was as if she looked through the beauty rather than at it.
It crushed Cora in ways she couldn’t name, but she never let it show. And she never stopped. As long as her mother lived, she would carry her down the steps, settle her among the flowers, and pretend it still meant something to her.
While in the hallway bathroom just outside her mother’s room, Cora heard a sharp banging at the front door. This was the second time in the last week that someone unwelcome had shown up. Cora’s jaw tightened, her reflection a picture of her mother in her youth. Uninvited. Unwanted. She imagined them out there, voices muffled by the oak, a neighbor’s nasal drawl, maybe, or the bark of a nosy cop. Dr. Tanner’s doing, no doubt.
She tipped the basin’s murky water into the sink, watching the gray swirl of soap and grease vanish down the drain before wiping the sink clean. Let them knock until their knuckles split. Let them shout themselves hoarse. The silence had returned when she crossed the hall to reenter her mother’s cathedral of shadows.
“Shall we read for a while?” Cora asked, already opening the book. Her voice was steady and soothing, each word carrying them to far-off places, distant times untouched by the present.
As the afternoon melted into evening, she marked the page with a grocery receipt and reached for the remote. She flipped to her mother’s favorite show. They sat watching together in serene silence, broken only by their occasional ripples of laughter.
“Oh, Mother, remember this episode?” Cora said, glancing over with a fond smile. “It’s the one where Lucy tries to bake the giant loaf of bread.”
In moments like this, Cora felt no regret for the life she had never lived, the career left behind, the children she never had. None of it mattered. She had her mother: their laughter, their shared glances, proof of something unbreakable.
This was why she ignored the calls, warnings, and threats. Family, doctors, and even the police did not understand.
She laughed loudly at the show, her fingers kneading the frail slope of her mother’s shoulders, the bones sharp beneath the thin nightgown. They watched television together until her mother’s bedtime. Cora turned the TV off and left, closing the door softly behind her.
Cora left the untouched dinner tray in the kitchen as night settled over the home. Instead, she cut a wedge of cherry pie, its crust flaking like dried petals, and carried it upstairs. “In case you want something sweet later,” she whispered, setting the plate on the bedside table. Two meals a day were enough for someone so slight, so still. Her mother didn’t stir. Still sleeping.
Cora lingered a moment, then quietly shut the door and returned downstairs, the house sighing around her.
The living room clung to the past. Faded photographs lined the walls: her father, broad-shouldered and grinning beside her mother at a lakeside picnic; Cora at twelve, mid-spike on the volleyball court, her face alight with triumph; a playbill from Our Town in which she’d starred as Emily, her name bolded under the spotlight. A record player sat beneath the photographs, its wood veneer cracked. Cora wiped the dust from a Sinatra LP, her father’s favorite, and lowered the needle. The opening strings of Strangers in the Night trembled into the silence.
She sank onto the couch, taking in the music. Her gaze drifted to the mantel above the fireplace. There, Cora herself stood in cap and gown, clutching her college diploma, weeks before her father’s heart gave out. The photo beside it showed her mother mid-laugh, her hair still chestnut, her hands cradling a cake crowned with Happy 16th! Cora got up and walked over to the picture, tracing the edge of the frame with her finger. The needle skipped, looping the same syrupy lyrics, Something in your eyes, Something in your eyes.
Cora adjusted the record; the song resumed. She gathered an armful of scented candles from the pantry, striking matches one by one. Flames flickered to life, casting restless shadows on the walls as she arranged them throughout the home: on the mantel, the windowsills, and a few on the steps leading to her mother’s room. She moved gracefully, dancing to the music, her mind adrift in nostalgic reverie.
Outside her mother’s bedroom, the candlelight pooled in warm halos, turning the narrow space into something almost sacred. Cora positioned the final candle by the door, just as she had every night for weeks. Her eyes gleamed with quiet devotion as she turned the doorknob and peered inside.
Her mother lay still, the dim glow morphing her sagging features. If Cora didn’t know better, she might have thought … 
No, a silly thought not worth having.
She smiled and blew a gentle kiss into the room. “Goodnight, Mother,” she said, her voice warm with love. “Hope you enjoyed your day.”
She didn’t know how much time remained. But whatever was left, she would cling to it, every second, every breath.
Cora shut the door gently, the sound barely audible over the soft strains of the record playing. She moved down the hallway with slow, sweeping steps, lifting an arm overhead, fingers poised like in ballet class all those years ago. That had been another life, another girl.
At the bottom of the stairs, she twirled once, twice, her laughter catching in her throat as the room blurred around her. The motion was not as tight, not as effortless as the dancer frozen in the framed photos on the wall, her younger self, mid-leap, all grace and promise. Another turn sent her drifting, light as a specter, into the dim bathroom near the front door.
She flicked on the light, blinking in the sudden glare, and pulled open the medicine cabinet. Her fingers traced the dust-lined shelves, pausing over the bottles. Expired prescriptions, all over a year old. Their labels faded, clustered like relics of neglect. Her mother’s untouched medications sat alongside her own pills, prescribed for her “fragile mind,” as the doctors called it.
Cora stared at her reflection, a twisted smile creeping across her lips. The doctors had been wrong about her mother, so sure of their grim predictions, the numbered days, the deadlines scrawled onto prescription pads. She wasn’t as sick as they claimed, not yet, and as long as Cora was there to care for her, she would defy their calculations, outliving every deadline they dared to set.
And what of her own doctor? He’d been wrong, too. All his talk of imbalance, of needing help, of pills that dulled the world to a gray hum. He’d been no more than a quack. Within the cabinet was a shrine of defiance, its contents untouched, the expiration dates proof that prognoses could rot faster than flesh.
“She’s fine … I’m fine.” Cora’s breath fogged the glass. “We are fine.” Her voice was steady, her gaze unblinking as she shut the cabinet with quiet finality.
Beyond the bathroom, the candles burned low, their mingling scents of lavender, vanilla bean, and fresh-cut flowers winding through the air. For all the increased labor of the candles, the truth tore through like a banshee’s scream. Beneath the floral aroma, something darker festered. A thick, sugared decay had saturated the floors, the walls, and the mortar between the bricks. The house breathed it in, exhaling rot through every crack. It didn’t bother Cora, though, because while she knew others recoiled at the thought of caretaking a parent, she was happy to do it. Forever.
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Bortle Scale One
Hannah Gibbs
Come on, it’ll be fun!”
Tommy had spent the last week trying to convince Matthew and Shawn to go with him on the next step of his recent obsession, to search for a Bortle Scale One.
Two months prior, their astronomy professor had introduced them to the numerical scale which measures the brightness of the night sky. He had told the class that since the invention of modern electricity, a Bortle Scale One—the darkest and most pristine night sky—was nearly unheard of in the continental US. In fact, he had told them, there were few such places where Bortle Scale Ones were known to exist; they were only passed down by word-of-mouth; kept in secret to protect them from light pollution.
Tommy, like the others who grew up in the city, was immediately transfixed by the idea of finding a version of the night sky that he had never seen. Nothing but a Bortle Scale One would satisfy him, though he knew how rare they were. Shawn tried to convince him of a lesser Bortle scale, maybe a two or three, thinking they could just as easily drive somewhere a few hours out of the city and satisfy his craving. But Tommy had been dead set on finding a Bortle Scale One and made it clear that nothing else would do.
“I don’t know, Tommy. How do we know that the location you got is even legit? What if we get lost?” Matthew had, like Shawn, been pushing back against Tommy. They were usually a tight trio, having grown up together and eventually following each other to University. Tommy was often the ringleader, coming up with reckless ideas. Usually, Matthew and Shawn followed along without much hesitation, but there was something about the idea of trekking into the middle of nowhere as inexperienced outdoorsmen that didn’t sit well with either of them. Sure, they had done risky things before, but usually in the context of familiarity, like sneaking liquor from Matthew’s dad’s liquor cabinet, or skipping class to go to the lake. Most of their endeavors were harmless. But this felt different.
“We’re not experienced hikers, dude.” Matthew exchanged looks with Shawn. “The only experience I have with the outdoors is in Minecraft, and I doubt my years of crafting and mining will be of any use where you’re wanting to go.”
“Come on guys, don’t be such pussies. The dude I talked to swore that this place is legit. Told me it’s a big secret among park rangers, and for a reason. Can you imagine how badass it would be? The night sky with no lights, only stars! We could see the Milky Way.”
Lately, Tommy talked as if it would change something to see the sky like that, as if it were bigger than them somehow. He had spent several weeks droning on and on about it. He had even bought a telescope, hoping that exploring the night sky in other ways might tamp down his growing interest in the Bortle Scale, but it only made it worse. A week after he bought the telescope, he met up with a retired forest ranger who told him of an alleged off-grid location that promised a Bortle Scale One.
“The only Milky Way I’m interested in costs me less than two bucks at the gas station,” Matthew chimed in. “And I can drive there to get it and be back in my bed in like five minutes.”
“I’m with Matthew,” Shawn added. “I don’t like the idea of it. That place is a four-hour drive and then, if that random fucking ranger is being honest, another hour off-trail hike.”
“The drive will be nothing. We’ve sat through longer lectures. And the ranger told me exactly how to find the place.” Tommy paced in front of his friends as he rambled on. “All we have to do is follow the path until it turns left. Instead of taking the turn, we go off the trail directly to the right. From there, we just walk until we come to a big standing stone. Then it’s only a half hour away from the standing stone in the clearing. Find the stone and go south in a straight path. It’s a straight shot! Piece of cake.”
“A standing stone? Like fucking Easter Island? That’s weird, dude,” Shawn said.
“It’s just a rock in the forest. Someone probably put it there for people like us, to mark the way. I’ll bring a compass just in case we need it, and we’ll have our phones too.” Tommy stopped his pacing to look at each of his friends in turn, before throwing up his hands. “I’ll do your homework for the rest of the semester.”
“I’m in,” Matthew and Shawn said in unison.
The trio formulated a plan to leave early on a Friday morning to make the drive to the National Park. They would skip their afternoon classes and get a head start, planning to be home by midday Saturday, which would leave the rest of the weekend to recover and then be back in class on Monday. They reasoned that it would be less crowded on a Friday than on a weekend, when popular trails might be overrun with families and middle-aged women walking their dogs. They’d each brought a flashlight and Tommy, as promised, wore a compass clipped to his belt loop. They decided to pack a tent as well, just in case they wanted to stay the full night, and tucked it into a small backpack along with a pocketknife, some water bottles, and a few granola bars.
“You boys headin’ out for a hike?”
Tommy jumped so hard that the compass on his belt loop rattled. A disheveled older man had come from nowhere as they were unloading in the parking lot. He looked to be in his sixties, wearing hiking boots, shorts, and high socks, plus an insulated jacket tied around his waist. He was filthy, with rings of dirt caked on most of his visible skin, even his face.
“Uhh … yes, sir,” Matthew said.
“Pretty day for it. It’ll be a pretty night too—soon, I’d say.” He nodded toward the horizon, where the sun inched closer to the land. Warm hues of pink and orange were starting to speckle the evening sky.
Tommy, at the mention of the night sky, perked up and pushed his way to the front of the group. “What’s it like? Can you see the stars and the Milky Way and everything?”
The old man swung his head to face Tommy, a wide grin on his face. It looked slightly unsettling, that grin. Something about the way his cheeks stretched so thin against his gaunt face gave the appearance that the grin was just slightly too wide. But it was his eyes, those unblinking, pinpoint eyes that stared into Tommy as he waited eagerly for a response, and that made Shawn shuffle a step back toward the car. Matthew noticed the movement and mimicked it, stepping back until his calves hit the bumper. The sound of their legs hitting the car caused the old man to swivel his head, that unsettling grin still in place, to survey the two boys briefly before clicking his tongue and turning back to Tommy.
“Yes. The darkness is different here,” he said, placing a hand on Tommy’s shoulder. “It’s special. Something you won’t soon forget, I’d imagine.” With that, the old man dropped his hand and walked away, heading directly toward the thick line of foliage that surrounded the parking lot. Matthew, Shawn, and Tommy watched him go. Before disappearing into the trees, he called over his shoulder, “You boys have fun now, ya hear?”
Shawn waited a few seconds after the man was no longer visible before breaking the silence. “Well, that was fucking weird.”
Matthew rubbed the back of his head, gaze lingering at the tree line where the old man had disappeared. He pushed off of the trunk of the car and opened his mouth, ready to agree with Shawn, but was interrupted by Tommy.
“No way, man. Just some random old dude. Let’s go.”
“Random dude or not, I’m keeping the knife on me,” Shawn said, reaching into the pack on Tommy’s back. He pulled the knife free and pocketed it. “Just in case.”
“Better safe than sorry,” Matthew added with a final glance over his shoulder.
The encounter with the man still fresh in their minds, the trio didn’t wait long before beginning their journey. They were losing daylight fast. The anticipated four-hour drive had turned into five, due to traffic and two gas station stops, and they had left later than planned because Matthew had slept through his alarms and nobody could reach him until well after 11 AM. 
The forest canopy blocked what little daylight remained, making it seem later in the day than it truly was. Thick, luscious hues of bushy green covered the tops of the trees and the mossy forest floor, save the small foot trail they now walked on. Dark, rich brown soil covered the trail and soon dust had settled on the tops of their shoes and their ankles, and they realized how the old man had gotten so filthy. A few times, Shawn, who had asthma, had to cover his mouth and nose with the collar of his shirt to avoid inhaling the dust that was continuously kicked in the air. The action soon had his hands coated in dusty brown, earthen hues too.
They passed a few people on the trail, all of whom were heading back toward the parking lot. Nobody asked them what they were doing walking into the forest this late in the day. As they progressed, Shawn mostly kept his mouth and nose covered and Tommy continuously glanced at the compass on his belt loop, scanning the trail for the fork that would signal the start of the final off-trail portion of the hike to the clearing.
Matthew made a few jokes here and there, trying to lighten the mood, but, for the most part, they didn’t talk much. As the sun dipped below the horizon, they resorted to using flashlights.
“There!” Tommy exclaimed, pointing ahead.
Matthew and Shawn both turned their flashlights in the direction of Tommy’s. The trail turned left. The ranger had told Tommy that when the trail turned left, they should go directly the opposite of the trail and continue straight until they came to the standing stone. The stone was the landmark that signified they were heading in the right direction. Once there, it would be a fairly short walk to the clearing, to the Bortle Scale One that Tommy had been dreaming of.
“This is it, boys, straight to the spot. Keep an eye out for the stone.”
“Thank God we’re getting off this dirt trail. I should’ve brought my inhaler.” Shawn released the collar of his shirt and wiped at his face, falling in line behind Tommy and Matthew as they stepped off the path.
They walked in silence for several minutes, each of them using his flashlight to survey the surrounding area. There was no path to guide them anymore, so they focused on walking one foot in front of the other in single file. In the fading light, it proved challenging not to get disoriented. The thick and vibrant greens of the daytime foliage had quickly turned to black shadows and sharp lines. It looked much less inviting when there was no light, as if they weren’t meant to be there.
“Holy shit, boys, that’s a big fucking rock.”
Tommy stopped walking, nearly causing Matthew to stumble into his back. They all turned their flashlights. There, in a small clearing, stood a solitary stone. Though it was perhaps no bigger than five feet wide across, it dwarfed the boys, standing no less than seven feet tall. The stone was thin and wide, like a large gravestone. There was no foliage within the break in the trees, only the same dry, brown dirt that coated their skin and the stone.
“Jesus. That thing is huge,” agreed Matthew, stepping into the clearing. He reached out and placed his palm against the stone.
His eyes rolled back in his head, and he started to shake uncontrollably, his flashlight dropping to the ground behind him.
“Matt!” cried Shawn, rushing forward, Tommy behind him, each reaching for Matthew.
As they began to pull him back from the stone, Matthew’s shoulders bounced with laughter. He leaned to scoop up his flashlight, pulling free from his friends’ hands and away from the stone.
“You guys should’ve seen the looks on your faces. I got you good!”
“What a dick move,” Shawn muttered.
Tommy was quick to agree with Shawn, although they were all laughing now.
“Let’s take a quick break before we head out. Pass me a water bottle, Tommy,” Matthew said once their laughter subsided.
They all agreed this was the best plan—once they started back into the trees they would have only a short trek to reach the larger clearing where the night sky would be most visible. But despite how tired they were, none of the boys moved to sit down.
Tommy was the first to break the silence. “We have half an hour ‘til midnight. We should probably get going if we wanna make it to peak darkness.”
As they stepped out of the small clearing and were swallowed by the foliage on the opposite side, there was a shift in the air. It had been quiet near the standing stone. With the first step into the tree line the sounds of the forest came alive, as if someone had hit unmute on a remote. Where moments before there had been total silence, as if all sound had been swallowed, they could now hear the cawing of birds, the skittering of unseen creatures on the forest floor, and even the distant hoot of an owl.
The air felt thicker, weighed down by the smell of damp earth and decaying leaves. The trees looked different than before too, gnarled and twisted, with long branches that reached out for them like skeletal fingers. Moonlight struggled to break through the dense forest canopy, and where it did, it cast distorted, eerie shadows all around. It was summer, and shouldn’t have been cold, but the three boys found themselves speckled with goosebumps as a cold breeze whispered around them, carrying with it the murmurs of the forest.
The forest was alive, but not with the comforting presence of nature they had known only minutes prior, but with an energy that was unsettling—unkind, even. Every step weighed heavily, as if warning them not to go farther. The longer they walked, the further the descent into a place where the line of the living and spectral was blurred.
It was Matthew who finally put words to the anxiety they all felt. “Something’s off about this place, man. I think we should go back.”
“No way—we have to be close now,” Tommy shot back. “The ranger told me once we got to the standing stone it was a short, straight shot. Don’t pussy out now.” However, it didn’t escape the others’ notice that he too scanned the darkness, his eyes shifting every few seconds, on high alert.
“If we don’t get there in ten minutes, I’m out too, man,” Shawn replied.
Tommy turned to face them, ready to offer a rebuttal, but then he stopped, eyes wide, following the direction his flashlight pointed. Shawn and Matthew both hurriedly turned their own flashlights.
There, bathed in the light from their flashlights, stood a raccoon. Or, what should have been one. Only this raccoon, in place of the usual black-bead eyes that often lent to their popularity, were wide, white eyes with no pupils. It stood on its hind legs, staring back at them with an unblinking gaze. The characteristic black mask that surrounded those eyes served only to accentuate the unnatural and unsettling glow that appeared in its gaze. Slowly, the raccoon tilted its head to the side, as if trying to peer around the boys, and pulled its lips back, revealing sharp, yellowed teeth. A low, guttural, chittering sound came from deep within its throat, a noise that seemed to vibrate through the air, filling the night with an unsettling resonance. A sound that was not of this world. This was not the call of a curious creature, but rather a warning, an omen of something far darker.
“What. The. Fuck.” Shawn picked up a small stone from the forest floor and threw it at the animal, and it skittered away, melting into the foliage. Though it was well and gone, the presence of those blank, white eyes lingered, as if the creature watched them still. “I’ve never seen a raccoon like that before.”
“He’s probably just blind. Let’s go, come on,” Tommy urged. “We’re almost there. No wimping out now.”
“Blind, Tommy?” Matthew shouted. “Are you crazy? That thing was looking right at us! Blind, my ass. That thing was evil. Did you hear the sound it made? What kind of raccoon sounds like that!?”
“Dude, listen to yourself. An evil raccoon, what is this, a Goosebumps book?” Tommy laughed, but the sound didn’t seem genuine. Instead, it seemed laced with worry.
“I’m with Matt on this one. Whatever that thing was, it was fucked.” Shawn called from his spot at the back of the line.
“Okay, then you two babies stay here and wait for it to come back,” Tommy called over his shoulder. “I’m going ahead. We’re close. I can feel it.”
As he spoke, a bird broke through the canopy, large enough that it crashed against the trees like an explosion, and came to rest on one of the gnarled lower branches of a large sentient tree appearing in front of them. It cawed loudly, as if calling directly to them. Tommy, still at the front of the single-file line, shone his light in the direction of the sound, and Matthew and Shawn mimicked the movement. Staring back at them was another pair of white, pupilless eyes, this time belonging to a bird with feathers so black they had an oily sheen that almost glowed, even in the darkness. The bird turned to face them. Its long, sharp talons dug into the branch of the tree, digging into the bark. Its beak seemed slightly too long for its face, and appeared upside down on its face. When the bird opened it to caw, the sound was so unnatural and so unsettling that it could not be of this world.
Another caw came from the long, wrong-shaped beak. The white eyes narrowed and then widened. The light of the boys’ flashlights reflected the inky blackness of its feathers, and every small, jerky motion of the bird highlighted the anomalous horned beak that pointed up unnaturally toward the night sky. With a final, haunting cry, the bird broke through the canopy to make its exit, leaving behind a palpable sense of unease and the lingering impression of having encountered something far beyond the realm of the natural world.
They didn’t have to talk. Matthew screamed, but they did not speak. They simply exchanged looks and started running. Tommy led the way, with Matthew and Shawn directly behind him. They ran for several long minutes, the weight of the bleached, colorless eyes following them. They dared not turn for fear of getting lost. They ran in as straight a line as they could, guided only by their flashlights, which weaved and bopped with every hurried step. They took one step in front of the other, single file, straight ahead as quickly as they could go. Heartbeats pounding, footsteps thudding, they ran onward through a forest that seemed to breathe with them under a blanket of crooked, deformed trees that reached for them as they darted by.
“There! Up ahead. A break in the trees!” Shawn, having pulled his shirt down from over his nose and mouth, called out from the back of the group. The energy amongst them changed with the knowledge that the clearing they sought was within reach, and that they were only seconds away from being free from this foul place.
Tommy was the first to make it to the break in the trees. His breathing was ragged as he entered the clearing. Matthew and Shawn were so close behind him that they stumbled into one another, and into Tommy, who had stopped and was standing frozen, flashlight pointed straight ahead.
“No.” His whisper was barely audible. “This can’t be right.”
What should have been the several acres of cleared land that the ranger had told them to expect was instead a small patch of dried, brown earth in a clearing that could be no more than five feet wide before being swallowed again by the forest. Tommy’s flashlight cast a weak, shaky light on the standing stone they had used to mark the start of their trail. Realization sunk in at the familiar sight of the looming stone and panic clenched their guts, sudden and strong, not unlike the talons of the wrong-beaked bird.
“Did you lead us in a circle, Tommy? I swear to God, you fucking idiot. You have had us walking in a goddamn circle.” Matthew’s eyes were wide and his face flushed as he rushed into the clearing and shoved Tommy, sending him to the ground and his flashlight tumbling out of his hand.
Tommy landed with a loud thud and the clear, distinct sound of shattering glass. Bathed in the light of Shawn and Matthew’s flashlights, he reached for his belt loop to pull the now broken compass from underneath his hip.
“I guess we’ll never know now, will we, genius? You broke it.” Tommy unhooked the ruined compass and threw it at Matthew. The throw went wide and the compass disappeared into the darkness, devoured by the forest.
“Good thing I didn’t leave my phone in the car, like you idiots,” Shawn said, pulling his iPhone from his back pocket. 
Tommy raised himself from the ground, dusting himself off and collecting his flashlight before returning to peer down at Shawn’s phone. The phone was open to the compass app, which was spinning in a circle. No matter how he held the phone, or how many times he opened and closed the app, the dial spun in a rapid circle, around and around.
“It’s your fucking fault, Tommy,” Matthew snapped. “It was your idea to come here and you’re the one that led us in a circle. This is dog shit, dude. I’m going back to the car. I don’t give two shits about the Bortle Scale. This place is fucked up, and I’m leaving.” He glanced at Shawn, waiting to see where he would side.
“I’m sorry man, Matt’s right,” Shawn said. “Let’s just go home. We can try another night.”
“No way. No fucking way. We're close. We got turned around somehow, but now that we’re back at the start, we know it’s a short walk, straight ahead. I’m not going back now, when we’re this close.” Tommy shrugged the backpack further up on his shoulders.
Shawn retrieved the pocketknife from his pants and offered it to his friend. Having heard how desperate Tommy was to go, and given that he felt the same about leaving, he felt no need to try and persuade Tommy to leave with them. “Here, take this,” he said. “You’ll need it more than us.”
They told Tommy they’d wait at the car for him, but that was the extent of their planning. Matthew and Tommy were both too angry, and too dead set on their decisions, to have a productive conversation, and Shawn was too on edge to referee. Once it was settled, Tommy gave them one last determined look and disappeared into the dark forest. Matthew and Shawn stood in silence for a few minutes, waiting until they could no longer see the bopping, flickering light of Tommy’s flashlight.
Finally, Shawn broke the silence. “Think he’s gonna be okay?”
Choosing to avoid the question, Matthew put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and replied, “Let’s just get back to the car. He’ll meet us there, like we planned. Help me find the North Star. Professor Eaden taught us a lot more than just the Bortle Scale. Polaris is gonna get us out of this hellhole.”
He was right. They had learned a lot in astronomy. Even without a compass, they knew they could find their way north if they could find the North Star. The clearing was small, but the sky was big enough that they were quickly able to locate the Big Dipper, then the Little Dipper, and ultimately the last star on its tip—Polaris, the North Star. The Ranger had told them to go south, so to get out of there they reasoned they needed to go in the opposite direction. All they had to do was follow Polaris and they’d make it back to the car.
Neither boy wanted to admit that he didn’t want to go first in line, so instead they walked side by side, an unspoken decision between them. As they entered the tree line, they were immediately inundated with the sounds of the forest. They knew instantly that they were not alone. Occasionally, as they moved, they could feel that something, somewhere was watching. From time to time, they would hear the far-off, or at times very close, cawing of the wrong-beaked bird. When they heard scampering sounds of movement around them, they thought of the raccoon with its too-wide grin. They worried what other creatures watched them from the darkness with wide, pupilless, white eyes.
Suddenly, a bright beam of moonlight broke through the tree canopy, casting an otherworldly glow on the forest floor. In unison, Matthew and Shawn paused their trek and looked up.
A massive, swirling vortex of black clouds had formed, just visible beyond the trees. The edges of the formation crackled with eerie, unnatural green light, and at its center was a big, white orb, not unlike the eyes of the forest animals. The orb slowly creaked open. It was unlike anything they’d ever seen, pulsating with a malevolent energy that seemed to resonate in their very being. Their skin prickled with goosebumps. A clawlike grip tightened in their stomachs and their heart rates increased.
Here, now, in this canopy of darkness, there was no Polaris. There was no Milky Way. There were no stars. Just the vortex and its impossibly large eye, sweeping its gaze across the trees—watching them. As the eye rolled, scanning the trees with a cold, calculating gaze, the air shifted around them. A low, resonant hum vibrated through the ground, lifting the hair on their necks. The forest floor trembled in the wake of the all-seeing eye.
“It’s …” Shawn whispered, “… watching us.”
“No,” Matthew replied, his voice barely audible. “It’s looking for us.”
The two boys looked at each other and again, without speaking, no longer needing words to communicate, they began to run. Fear propelled them. As they ran, the forest came to life. The trees groaned, and long, skeletal limbs reached for them, sometimes brushing a shoulder. The roots, writhing like snakes, reached up for them from the forest floor, grabbing at their ankles.
Heavy, suffocating dread filled their lungs. At times, the penetrating glow of the eye in the sky would break free of the trees and the boys would jump out of its way, desperate not to be touched by that light. The hum grew louder, resonating through their bodies with a sinister, almost palpable, force. Shawn, with his asthma, found it difficult to breathe and ran with his hand clutching his chest, sucking deep breaths of air into his lungs with each lunging stride. It was as if the very fabric of reality bent under the weight of the ancient malevolence in the sky, and all they knew was they needed to run, to get out, to escape.
“We’re almost there—I can see it,” Matthew shouted. If they could just make it a little further, they would be back on the nature trail with a clear path out of there. He didn’t know how he knew, but he was certain that their salvation was directly ahead. So he pushed on, reaching back and tugging on Shawn’s arm, as his friend had slowed, struggling to breathe. In relief and joy, they broke out of the tree line.
Instantly, the sounds of the forest disappeared. No path laid ahead. Once again, before them was the standing stone in its miniature clearing. Again, they had walked straight and somehow circled back to the stone. There was relief, momentarily, as the eye in the sky was no longer overhead; instead, they could see the stars as they had never seen them before—untouched from any other light source. A Bortle Scale One. 
Closely following their relief was horror. The emotion washed over them and neither could speak as they took in what stood in front of them.
Shawn bent over with his hands on his knees, crying and pulling long, ragged gulps of air into his lungs. His exhales were so loud that neither he nor Matthew noticed the other sound from within the clearing. It should have been apparent, given that every time they had made it to the standing stone there had been no other noises to distract them—no cawing, no rustling leaves, no whispering winds. Only silence. This space seemed to exist in its own plane of reality, free from any other earthly presence. Dead silence every time. But now, when the only sound should be the haggard breathing from Shawn, there was another. From the other side of the stone, where Matthew and Shawn could not see, came a sound. 
Thud. Squelch. Thud. Squelch. Thud. Squelch.
The sounds were rhythmic, not at all like the sounds of the forest. These were mechanical, robotic even. Each squelch was followed by a two-second pause, then a soft thud, pause, and another squelch. And it did not stop. They waited, hoping it would cease, but the sound carried on in its systematic pattern. Shawn, struggling less now, stood and looked at Matthew. Neither wanted to look behind the stone to find the source of that sound. It was Matthew who made the first move by turning off his flashlight. Then he looked to Shawn, who nodded, and flipped his off as well.
Using the dim light from the stars to navigate the space, Matthew motioned to Shawn. They would each come around one side of the stone at the same time. Shawn nodded in understanding and moved into place. After a final glance at each other, they stepped forward as one, to come to the other side of the standing stone.
Thud. Squelch. Thud. Squelch. Thud. Squelch.
Tommy. 
Matthew turned on his flashlight to illuminate their friend, naked and kneeling in the dirt. He held the pocketknife Shawn had given to him, and it repeatedly entered and exited his own thigh.
Thud. Squelch. Thud. Squelch. Thud. Squelch.
“Tommy, what the fuck, man!” Matthew screamed. 
The sound did not stop, nor did Tommy acknowledge them. His hand moved with a horrific, mechanical precision, repeatedly driving the knife into his own thigh.
In. Thud. Out. Squelch. In. Thud. Out. Squelch. In. Thud. Out. Squelch.
“Dude, stop!” Shawn stepped forward and reached for the knife, but before he could make contact, Tommy’s head turned in a sudden, jerky movement to face him. Matthew and Shawn, startled by the sudden break in the rhythmic sounds, both directed their flashlight to their friend’s face, away from the knife.
“He wanted to see. I gave him my eyes.” 
Blood. So much blood. Tommy’s hands were bloody, and his face was covered in scratches. And it was absent of eyes. Where once Tommy’s brown eyes had been—his mother’s eyes—were two bloody, empty pits. On the ground behind him, in front of the stone, rested two tiny spheres. The two boys knew, without looking, what lay there in the small pool of blood just at the base of the stone.
“It’s … It’s an altar, Matt. It’s not just a landmark. It’s a fucking altar.” Shawn looked back at Matthew, who was still watching Tommy, who had wordlessly resumed his mechanical self-harm.
Tommy, still moving the knife in and out of his thigh, blood spraying out in front of the stone with each strike, said, “He wants to see.”
“Stop it, Tommy!” Matthew yelled, reaching forward to grab the knife. But before he could grasp it, Tommy stood, revealing the blood and dirt caking his nude body, and turned toward his friend, holding the knife out threateningly. The flesh around his raw, empty sockets was ragged and torn, as if he had clawed his eyes out with his own hands rather than with the knife. The blood had long since dried in dark, crusted streaks down his cheeks, mingling with the dirt. 
“He is always watching,” Tommy declared. He turned to the stone, then raised his face to the sky and drove the knife deep into his chest, pointed up toward his heart, with a deep, sickening thud. No squelch followed this time. His arms dropped limply to his sides, and he stumbled a few steps closer to the stone. His body crumpled to the ground in front of it, falling to rest beside his eyes.
Again there was silence in the clearing. 
Matthew and Shawn screamed, tears streaming down their faces, but both were too terrified to move. Fear cemented their feet to the forest floor. They could not take their eyes, or their flashlights off of Tommy’s naked, bloodied body on the ground. Shawn, who had only just started to regain normal breathing, now took quick, rapid, tiny inhalations of air. His light, still cast upon Tommy’s lifeless form, began to tremble, and he dropped his flashlight entirely. It landed on the ground with a sharp thud, breaking the silence. He was panting now, practically gasping for air as the panic overtook him. 
“Where do we go? We’ve left this clearing from every direction, and we always end up here. How do we get out of here?” Matthew asked, turning to his friend, breaking his eye contact on the body of his friend for the first time. As he said it, he noticed the faint sound of a bird—not the evil, wicked cawing of the wrong-beaked bird, but instead the familiar twittering of birds he was used to hearing outside his bedroom window. For the first time, sound penetrated the clearing. Shawn’s eyebrows shot up upon hearing it, and the boys looked at each other.
“It’s the light. The sun is coming up!” Matthew pointed toward the horizon, where the stars were fading, replaced by warm hues of gold and pink as the sun began to crest. 
Slowly, they moved to the opposite side of the stone, careful not to touch it. They waited and listened as the forest came alive. Butterflies fluttered around them in the clearing, and they could hear more and more birds awaken and join the symphony of songs. They heard the scampering of squirrels as they climbed trees and jumped from limb to limb. They stood, backs to the stone as the sun climbed higher, listening as the forest gradually grew warmer and brighter, each sound a reminder of the vibrant life within. The morning symphony was a celebration of the new day of survival, a harmonious blend of nature’s voices that filled them, for the first time, with hope.
Three months later, Matthew and Shawn were hanging out together at Shawn’s house, playing video games and listening to loud music, as they often did. Anything to keep their minds busy. It was starting to get dark, something they now both avoided, though neither spoke of it. In fact, they hadn’t spoken of the events of that night since they had broken from the tree line into the parking lot and ran to their car, earning curious stares from onlookers who had just arrived at the park for the day. They had driven the entire four-hour journey home in silence. The only time they had ever spoken of that event was when they reported Tommy missing. They had told the police he had gone off the trail and had never come back. They had looked for him all night, they told the detective, but finally gave up and came home and immediately reported him missing. Tommy’s parents hadn’t been happy. But it was better than the truth. Whatever the truth was.
“Hey man, will you help me bring in the garbage cans?” Shawn asked after peering at his phone to read a text from his mother. “I left ’em on the street, and if my mom sees that I didn’t pull them up, she’ll kill me.” He dropped his controller on the coffee table and slid off his headset.
Matthew turned to glance out the window before answering, “Yeah, sure. Let’s be quick.” 
Because it will be dark soon, Shawn understood. 
They walked together down the short driveway. It was not quite dusk, but the sun was lowering fast, and they both knew the light would soon be gone. As they approached the garbage cans, they stopped, hearing the rattling sound that came from within one of them. Neither spoke, but they exchanged glances, not unlike the many shared glances from all those months ago. Matthew kicked out a leg in a lightning fast move and knocked the two metal garbage cans to the ground. After they’d stopped rolling and had settled on the asphalt, Matthew and Shawn could hear a metallic scraping from inside one of them.
“It’s probably rats. I heard the neighbors complaining about rats getting in their trash. God, Mom is gonna kill me for leaving the cans out so long,” Shawn said, shrugging, though his breathing started to come in more rapid succession.
Before they had a chance to confirm the theory, the animal—which was indeed a rat—circled the can and came to face them. It sat on its hind legs, forearms out, and when it tilted its head down they saw its eyes. Staring back at them were the same wide, white, pupilless eyes that haunted their dreams.
They ran. Without speaking or thinking or looking, they ran. Thankfully, they weren’t in the forest this time, but instead at the end of a short, flat, suburban driveway. Safety was only a few yards away, and that knowledge propelled them forward faster. Not daring to look behind them, they made it to the door, and wrenched it open.
Inside was not the familiar living room, nor Shawn’s headset resting on the coffee table where he had left it. There was no couch and there were no pictures of Grandma’s eightieth birthday party hanging on the wall. Where there should have been carpet was a dirt floor, and in the center of the room, where they had moments before been playing video games on Shawn’s dad’s flat-screen TV, was the standing stone. Waiting.
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Honeybones
 
Logan Sroufe
This is the second rule you’ve broken, John.”
The streetlights dimmed as they drove deeper into the country. Endless rows of dead cornfields lay on either side, the chopped-up stalks scattered flat across the expansive farmland. John didn’t respond to Alice. Instead, he cracked the windows and pressed down on the gas. The Rolls-Royce Cullinan roared as it picked up speed atop the blistered two-lane road, the GPS estimating thirteen minutes to their arrival.
“I’m not having this conversation right now,” John grumbled, closing his eyes as he took a deep breath of the fresh air. “You are the one who stopped helping me, and now look at you. So do me a favor and get off my back, eh?”
John glanced toward Alice, silent defiance being her favorite song and dance during a fight. She looked to be staring out at the storm gathering on the horizon, pretending the featureless black sky was somehow interesting. The seatbelt cut awkwardly across her, and John reached over to adjust it. She scoffed at his paltry attempt to soothe her. It never worked. 
Alice’s hand bobbed against the bespoke crème-colored leather interior. She’d called it tacky the day he’d bought the car, and he could still hear her vile words: “All your money, John, and you waste it on toys like this.” She never appreciated anything he’d given to her. Not once.
Ten years since they’d met, and nine since Alice had discovered John’s magnificent obsession. John gripped the wheel as heat crawled up his neck, making him giggle in the dark. Alice seemed to be gazing at the stars inside the cabin, probably wishing on one of them that he’d hurry up and die. He knew she thought he was a bastard. She thought all men were bastards, though. You’d think after what her father had done to her that she’d be somewhat grateful. But no, John was somehow even worse.
Rain began to pitter-pat on the windshield, and the wipers engaged automatically.
John’s eyes twitched toward Alice, her caustic voice making his skin itch. “You said—”
“I said I’m not having this conversation right now!” John snapped his attention back to the road, his knuckles white. The warmth in his neck had crept up into his cheeks, but he growled at the euphoria.
“I’m not afraid of you anymore,” Alice’s mocking voice whispered in his ear.
John wiped the sweat away from his eyes and leaned forward as he backed off the gas. He could almost feel her gaze burrowing a hole through his head. She’d probably start nitpicking his appearance, another favorite pastime of hers, mid-argument. Would she start with the gray hair that began to trickle through his dusty blonde hair? His double chin and pitiful jawline? Or his bulbous nose? She’d called him a swine the last time they’d argued like this. That had sent him over the edge; he wouldn’t let her do it again.
“Stop looking at me!” John snapped at Alice, his eyes wide as panic began to take hold. The not-so-insignificant amount of pills he’d swallowed before the evening’s events had really started to kick in. Whenever they’d go out on these special occasions, he didn’t usually take so much, but this time was different. Flipping down the sun visor, John looked at himself in the mirror, his saucer eyes almost bulging out of his face. He slammed the visor up in fury. He’d get this done all by himself, even if Alice thought he couldn’t. She thought he was a coward, even called him harmless. But John was a lion.
Alice jostled in her seat as they hit a pothole. “I’m not helping you this time. You’re going to have to do it all on your own, you know? Did you think about that before—”
Jerking the steering wheel abruptly, John floored it as he plowed into the cornfield. The rain picked up, and the SUV bucked over the ragged stumps of harvest remains, the sound of splintering stalks cracking like bones beneath its weight. John barreled deeper into the field, the vehicle slinging mud and shredded cornstalks in its wake.
“I’ll handle everything just fine!” John barked as the rain began coming in through the open windows. As soon as the water started to strike his face, he knew Alice would roll her eyes and say something.
“Roll the windows up, you absolute fool! It’s raining!”
Seething, John slammed his fist against the dashboard, then complied. After several minutes of driving, they came upon the edge of a copse of trees. John slammed on the brakes almost too late and lurched into the thicket, bumping into an old sycamore tree.
“Damn!” John yelled, putting the Cullinan in reverse and backing into the cornfield again. Scanning the dashboard, he slapped the off-road button, then pulled at his shirt collar. The heat was unbearable.
“A little late for the off-road button, don’t you think?” Alice whispered, her mocking tone like nails on a chalkboard. “Now what?”
“For the love of God, shut up! I know you won’t help, but the least you could do is”—John swallowed hard, his throat dry as a desert—“shut. The fuck. Up!”
John flung his door wide open and unbuckled his seatbelt, sliding down into the mud. The cool rain whipped his face as he fiddled with the adjacent rear door, and it swung open. He fished an umbrella from a hidden cavity within the door panel before slamming it shut.
The feeling of being watched with utter disdain followed John as he stumbled over the uneven ground to the back of the vehicle. He peeked back to see his door still wide open, rain pouring onto the supple leather interior he’d babied ever since buying the car. Even still, a smirk slowly snaked across his face, realizing that at the very least, Alice would get wet, and there was nothing she could do about it.
He went back to the task at hand, feeling for the button that opened the trunk. It opened slowly like a gaping maw and swallowed John as he climbed inside on top of the rear seats that were laid flat and covered with a clear plastic sheeting. The umbrella got stuck on his way in, and he yanked at it furiously before throwing the mangled wreck back into the rain. A surge of beastly power surged through him at how easily he destroyed it, but his victory was interrupted by a soft groan.
A black nylon body bag he was sitting next to moved, and panic returned along with the realization that Alice was still watching him, judging him. He roared as thunder cracked in the distance, sliding the bag toward the edge of the lift gate. Spewing a litany of curses, he shoved the bag over the edge, making sure to include how much he hated his soon-to-be prey, his useless family, and, of course, Alice. The bag thudded into the wet muck, and John stepped back out and stood next to it. It began to squirm and squelch in the mud.
“What … do I do next?” John began pacing, trying to organize the chaos of his chittering mind. He’d not given her enough of the drug that’d put her to sleep to begin with. Then again, if he gave her too much, she’d die, and that’d spoil the whole thing. What if she fought back? Alice had always taken care of this part, making sure that they stayed asleep so he could butcher them without having to worry about anyone waking up. This one was waking up, which wasn’t supposed to happen.
Trudging back to the passenger side, John opened the door and lowered his gaze, so as not to make eye contact. She would make this hurt. “I-I don’t know what to do. They’re waking up.”
“Of course. You never know what to do. You let other people do your thinking for you, and here we are.”
“Help me.”
“Why should I? What do I get out of it?”
Always with her contracts. John knew that’s what she wanted. She didn’t even have to say it.
“I’ll make a new contract. I won’t break any rules this time. Ask anything and it’s yours. I’ll build you a shrine that you can live in, filled with treasure. I’ll worship you, take you with me wherever you want to go in the world. Anything, just please, help me!” John pleaded, hiding his face in his hand. 
John’s linen shirt was soaked and sagging away from his body. He pulled at his collar until a button snapped, filling him with vigor again. The sky rained down upon his face as he looked up, mouth agape and arms wide. So, this was what it felt like to be invincible. He howled into the storm before putting an arm over Alice’s open door, leaning his head against his wet bicep.
The way Alice seemed to shift in demeanor told John all he needed to know. The pills were working, and the power he felt coursing through his body would be more than enough to overpower his feeble prey, plus she was still trapped in the body bag he’d stuffed her in. Despite Alice’s lack of help, things weren’t nearly as bad as he thought they’d be, but he still needed to know how to finish the job without spoiling the meat.
“Please, Alice?” John sniffed loudly and slicked his wet hair back with a smile. “Look, I don’t know what I’m doing here, sweetie. You know how much I need this. My offer still stands, honey. But please, tell me.”
Alice was still playing hardball, and despite being given the moon, she remained silent. It was infuriating. The five-carat, natural diamond glinted from her hand, mocking him as always. It was a shining reminder of how little she cared for anything he’d given her. The woman was impossible to please, despite John’s attempts to give her everything. But he’d wait her out; he knew she’d crack eventually.
“You’ve bitten off more than you can chew, and now you want me to help swallow it for you, is that it?”
John straightened up. “No, Sheriff Alcorn knows not to patrol out this way tonight, and I gave him more than usual this time because I knew you wouldn’t be participating. He promised to help take care of the cleanup, so if you could just walk me through how to do it, Alice, that would be great! I really don’t want these pills to wear off before—”
“Then beg.”
Dropping to his knees without hesitation, John clapped his hands together and bowed his head. “Please, your majesty, please! I beg you!”
He knew she was looking down at him, absolutely disgusted. She was constantly rubbing it in, whenever she could. A man has limits, though, and she knew that.
“Fine, bring him to me.”
With a hollow sob of relief, John stood and patted a hand on Alice’s seat before trudging back toward his prize. The rain was cold, but this would be over soon enough. He’d spend some time in the sauna tonight, that’s for sure.
The body bag wasn’t squirming as much as before, so it was easy to pull over to the passenger side. John hesitated, unzipping it, then lifted his head toward Alice. “I think they might be waking up,” John grumbled as he unzipped the bag from head to toe, revealing the woman he’d captured only hours ago. Her ankles and wrists were wrapped in duct tape, with a strip over her mouth.
The cold rain came down in sheets, filling the bag until she shuddered awake like some drowning animal. It filled John with dread. Not much time. “They’re definitely waking up, Alice. I need to hurry!”
“Give him the salts. Keep him disoriented, then you can get started.”
Stepping over the body and reaching in front of Alice, John pulled open the glove box. Inside, he found a white medicine bottle, which he quickly grabbed and started battling with the child lock, which was nearly impossible to operate with wet hands. Finally, the cap popped off, and John squatted down to let the woman sniff at the bottle’s contents. She lurched away and winced, then her eyes shot open. John’s fingers lingered at the edge of the duct tape around her mouth. “Should I?”
“What’s his name?”
John sniffed, wiping the wet away from his face and slicking back his hair. She wouldn’t like this. “Rosie. Look, she was closing up shop at—”
“A woman!?” Her words cut like razors into John’s brain. “You promised it would only be men! Between this and …” Alice’s voice scraped at his ears until John tuned her out to focus on Rosie, who was screaming beneath the tape over her mouth. She looked so helpless. Her delicate flesh made John’s mouth water as he gingerly picked at a corner of the tape and began to pull. With his other hand, he cupped Rosie’s face, holding her head still.
“Just pull it off already, quit fooling about with it, you child!” Alice’s voice crowed, lightning flashing in the distance.
She knew John was enjoying this too much. She just had to ruin the fun, as that was the way of things. Someone else having a good time? Time to make it all about her. John spat in the dirt and licked his teeth, then ripped the tape away from Rosie’s mouth. Lowering his head, he took a deep breath. Her gagging breath reeked of stale coffee and bile. She had a smoky scent to her that John could pick out even through the sweat, rain, and drugs. The screaming had stopped, too. He looked into Rosie’s wide, brown eyes, so full of fear.
“I’m …” John could barely keep himself from giggling with excitement, “I’m going to eat you, Rosie.”
The thought of showing his prize off to Alice, who couldn’t do anything about it, filled him with glee, so John pulled and prodded at Rosie, trying to position her so that Alice could take a good, long look. Oh, he’d sign another contract, but only if Alice permanently added women to the menu. John could have never dreamed they tasted so good, and after decades of eating only men because of family tradition or contracts or whatever, well, those times were behind him.
Propping her up so Rosie could see, John smacked her across the face to get her attention before pointing at Alice. His prey squinted, then John watched her eyes bug out and dart back and forth between them both, lingering on Alice.
“I don’t want her looking at me,” Alice moaned, her frustrations putting a smile on John’s face. “Just get on with it!”
“Why choose me …?” Rosie whispered in a hoarse voice that took John by surprise. He quickly put a finger over her lips as he lay her back down.
“Hush, it will all be over soon,” John cooed, leaving his finger pressed against Rosie’s delectable, plump lips. Smiling, he bobbed his head back to Alice. “So, what’s the easiest way to kill her without spoiling the meat? I don’t want to mess it up like last time.”
“Did you bring your knife?” Alice cackled, and the way she lingered on the last word told John she already knew the answer.
John’s smile dropped, his guts clenching. “I left it back at the house!”
“You have bungled this entire process every step of the way, haven’t you? If you don’t have your knife, why don’t you—”
White-hot pain exploded through John’s hand as Rosie’s teeth sank deep into it. He squealed like a hog at slaughter, thrashing at her face, but she blocked his blows with her bound wrists. Her wicked, red mouth clenched around most of his index finger, bones grinding as she chewed. Why wasn’t Alice helping him? Of course, she wasn’t. This was grand entertainment for her. She was probably tickled pink.
“Let go of me!” John yelped as he flopped to the ground, kicking at Rosie. He wailed on her with his free hand, one of his muddy boat shoes flying off and into the waning rain. He tried scratching her with his blunt fingernails, but nothing worked. She wasn’t letting go.
A horrid voice cried out from the Cullinan. “You’re useless, John!”
His mind racing, John flailed his free hand against Rosie’s shoulder. “Well, if you’re so smart, tell me what to do! She won’t let go of me!” 
More searing pain twisted up John’s arm as he struggled to free himself, his hand throbbing. His prey began pulling herself free from the waterlogged tape around her wrists and ankles. Without letting go of his finger, Rosie kicked away her binds and climbed into a crouched position. In a flash, John felt immense relief right before a hard shove from Rosie knocked him backward. John cradled his mangled finger and wept in the muck. It hurt so bad.
The sound of Rosie walking away was nothing compared to the pain. So what if she ran? They were in the middle of nowhere. John peeped out a corner of his eye, watching her walk around the front of the car.
“She’s getting in the car, John!”
The driver’s door thumped shut as John managed to pull himself back to his knees. There was no way she knew how to handle that kind of machine. The SUV roared as it sped backward, the passenger door still open. John stood slowly and squinted at the blinding headlights racing away. “Hey, come back here!”
The SUV slowed, then stopped, right about the same time as the rain. John staggered forward, his feet sinking in the mud with each step. He’d figure this out. She was in the middle of nowhere, and she’d need his help either way. Alice was probably enjoying every minute of this, watching him make a fool of himself. He wondered what Rosie thought of Alice. Were they working together?
The rumbling engine growled as the headlights suddenly grew larger. John waved his arms to tell Rosie to slow down, but she didn't seem to notice. John scrambled in the muck and mire toward the thicket, his legs burning as he ran. The saplings on the outskirts filled him with relief. He had almost reached the forest when his vision went white, and the sound of shattered glass pierced his ears.
Everything hurt. John felt the irresistible urge to fall asleep, but he still couldn’t believe what had happened. He turned his aching head toward Alice and saw a shadow walking toward him, just before everything went black.
“Wake up, John,” Alice whispered.
“Wake up, you bastard,” an unfamiliar voice barked as John inhaled a scorched vinegar smell that made him retch. He shook his head and opened his weary eyes. His body ached with a dull pain that seemed miles away.
Somehow, Alice was sitting on a white marble island in front of him, their white marble island. This was their kitchen. John moaned and looked about his aching body, finding himself bound to one of their dining room chairs. One of the nice ones that we weren’t supposed to sit in. Alice had such ridiculous rules for everything. For how much he’d paid for the dining room set, he should’ve been allowed to sit on it whenever he wanted. Alice was never fair. She probably thought it looked better with him tied to it.
“Enjoying the show?” John spat blood on the floor, glaring at Alice.
Alice’s silence was deafening. John lifted his head to look out of a swollen eye toward Rosie, who looked … different. Had she changed? Why was her hair wet, and why was she wearing Alice’s robe? Hadn’t that been put in the basement? John twisted his arms and struggled against the ropes, but gave up when they wouldn’t budge.
Rosie was pacing around the kitchen, a quivering kitchen knife in her hand. It was one of his favorites, too—a custom Damascus blade with a beautiful, wooden handle made of rich purpleheart. Rosie had no clue she was holding such a quality instrument. Reality skittered down John’s spine as Rosie turned, blade toward him.
“What are you going to do to me?”
There was something odd about how John felt so calm despite the absolute terror of seeing his knife come so close to his face. The pills had surely worn off, but maybe Rosie had given him something else? John scanned the kitchen, surprised to find the dart gun he’d used to subdue Rosie resting next to Alice.
Ah, so it was ketamine, then. How had Rosie managed to find her way here? More evidence Alice and Rosie were working together.
“You do realize the GPS route home was still active, don’t you, John?” Alice’s voice crawled into John’s ears. “I’ve decided I’m going to help Rosie kill you.”
Of course she was. John shook his head, a laugh almost escaping between his wheezing breaths.
“I’ve decided to stop watching you fail your way through life. In fact, I’ve decided that you don’t deserve to have one.” Her words spilled out like venom; the shrillness alone made John wince. “This pretentious palace filled with worthless trinkets means nothing to me. I thought you had real potential, which is why I allowed Daddy to arrange our marriage. I saw how well your brothers had done and thought you’d follow suit, but no. You’re just the runt of the family, a feckless, pitiful boy.”
John grimaced. “I hate you, Alice.” That level of disrespect was beyond forgiveness. No amount of help she’d given him in the past gave her the right to disparage him in such a manner. You’d think she would have already learned that lesson. Her succulent curves couldn’t save her now.
A shock of ice water splashed into John’s eyes. “You’re going to tell me what the fuck is going on here,” Rosie growled, an empty cup in one hand, the knife still twitching in the other. She set the glass down and began fumbling in her pocket—no, Alice’s pocket—until she pulled out a cell phone. “No service, of course!” Rosie gestured the knife around the room. “All of this, but no service!?”
John shrugged, lowering his head. His wrists were bound, and his mangled finger was still bleeding. The realization hadn’t occurred to him in the hazy blanket of calm. The wound needed bandaging, and quickly. “Hey, why haven’t you cleaned and dressed this yet? I’m going to get an infection!” John raised his head to Rosie, giving a smile sure to win her over.
“That’s the least of your worries. Why don’t you tell Rosie how to make a phone call?” Alice’s voice lilted. “Maybe then she’ll help wrap your hand, you big baby.”
It wasn’t a bad idea. John cleared his throat. “Hey, Rosie. I’ll tell you where my conference phone is if you clean and wrap my hand.” John contorted his face into a well-practiced frown. “It really hurts.” Truth was, it did. The ketamine seemed to be wearing off, and as John wiggled his fingers, he could feel the pain creeping back in. “I’m bleeding, Rosie!”
“I need a drink,” Rosie said, grabbing the glass she’d splashed John with from the counter. “Where’s the good stuff?”
John lowered his head and watched the slow trickle of blood drip from his fingers. “In the cabinet near the coffee machine. If you want ice, I’ve got plenty in the freezer,” John whined, hoping that his kindness would be rewarded. “If you need simple syrup, I might have some in the—”
“Have some dignity, for the love of God,” Alice sighed and followed it with a groan. “Stop with the pointless bargaining, John. It’s over.”
The sounds of Rosie puttering about the kitchen gave John an idea. “Maybe for you, it is.” John grinned, turning toward his wife. He gripped his feet against the tile floor and slowly pulled himself toward Alice. Enough was enough.
Out of the corner of his eye, Rosie was pulling jars from the refrigerator and setting them on the island. They were some of John’s favorite delights. One jar contained a brain submerged in honey, and next to it was a heart soaking in a similar solution, but John had added some dried chiles for a bit of zing. It had more of a kick than he’d anticipated.
“What the … fuck?” Rosie was inspecting a smaller jar in her hands, turning it beneath the glow of the kitchen light. Her face curdled from confusion into revulsion, or maybe she was faking like Alice always did. “Is that a tongue?”
John nodded. “Bingo.”
Rosie set the jar on the edge of the counter near the others, but it slipped off and shattered on the floor. The golden syrup oozed across the tiles, the tongue worming out of the broken container. A sour-sweet stench wafted up from the slop. What a waste. Rosie gagged and turned away.
“It’s quite delicious. Intoxicating, really,” John said as he pushed himself closer to Alice. “That’s mad honey imported from Nepal, and it imparts a special sweetness that is quite heavenly. I was planning to throw those in the smoker this weekend, but, ah well …”
“Was I supposed to be the main course?” Rosie whirled around, her eyes wide. She didn’t seem to have noticed how much John had moved.
John chuckled. “No, I was planning on freezing most of your body until around Christmas. I’ve got a few others on ice as well, since I’m planning on a big spread for my family gathering this year. It’s my turn to host.”
Rosie scooped up something from the countertop before showing it to John. It was the cell phone she’d pulled from her pocket earlier. John looked at the live image of himself on the screen, with a timer ticking away near a red button at the bottom.
“I’ve been recording this entire time. You’re not going to get away with this.”
“So you say.” John shrugged, then turned to his wife with fake puppy dog eyes. He was so close, his mouth began to water.
“You think I’m going to help you get out of this?” Alice mocked, clearly unfazed by John lurching closer. “I think she’s right, and I plan to help her; we’ve struck a deal.”
Finally, the confession. It would make this all so much easier. “I’m going to do what I should have done weeks ago, Alice.”
“Let me guess.” Her words flowed syrupy into John’s ears, her voice as sweet and thick as the honey pooling on the floor. “You want one last taste, don’t you?”
Her sultry words emboldened his resolve. John pushed his chin against the counter and kept moving closer to Alice, inch by inch. Rosie had disappeared into the office that adjoined the kitchen, and a loud dial tone droned from the conference phone inside. It didn’t matter. Alice had crossed too many lines too many times. She’d made him do this.
“Nine years of playing along with this sick hobby of yours,” Alice cried, her crocodile tears convincing nobody. “You promised that you’d buy meat from a reputable dealer. Just because your source got arrested didn’t give you the right to start hunting down your own putrid delicacies.”
John paused, nodding at his wife as if he cared one bit. She knew how much it mattered to him; it wasn’t just a hobby. Sourcing his own meat was freeing, if nothing else. He likened it to switching from cage-raised to free-range. How could she not see that?
“I can’t believe I agreed to help you,” Alice whispered, her voice dropping as she sobbed. “I was just so desperate to end your ceaseless whining.”
“And?” John looked up at Alice expectantly. “And what else made you agree to help me?”
Alice balked, as usual. “I … I wanted you to dissolve the prenup you’d forced me to sign before the wedding.”
“Exactly.”
It wasn’t just the prenup, however. Alice had written an entire contract. It was ridiculous. She would source local men via any means necessary via some convoluted process, which usually involved baiting the mark into some scenario where Alice would exchange sex for money. Then, once they were alone, John would show up with the dart gun full of ketamine. At least that part was fun. The rules were simple: no women, no children, and no family.
Rosie’s whimpering voice floated through the kitchen, likely pleading with someone in the other room. John spotted her cell phone propped against a bowl of fake fruit near the opposite edge of the island, still recording. He watched the image of himself as he edged closer and closer to Alice’s hand. Her beautiful, delicate, juicy fingers were so close he imagined them caressing the scruff of his cheek.
With a nudge of his forehead against the glass jar, John pushed it over, and the lid popped off, the honey oozing out all over the island. Like a dog, John began to lick along the edge of the counter, lapping up the honey as he watched himself in the selfie camera. His lips closed on something solid. First a crunch, then a delightful pop, and mushy marrow burst across his tongue, mingling with rot-sweet honey. John’s eyes fluttered in pure ecstasy. Nothing compared.
“You broke two rules at the same time, John.”
“It was too much! It took too much time, and you always dragged your feet through the whole process. I hated how you made me do all the butchering too, when that was supposed to be your job.” John swallowed the first bite, then took another. He could talk with his mouth full now, and Alice couldn’t stop him from doing anything. “Anyway, you stopped helping me, so of course I grew resentful. You made me do this.”
“I seem to remember you nitpicking every little detail,” Alice grumbled. “You’re impossible.”
Alice’s flesh was absolutely delightful. He’d added some cardamom and cinnamon to this mixture, even a few sprigs of fresh lemon verbena, hoping to impart a note of citrus, and it had paid off. Her fingers tasted like Christmas. He took another bite, not quite finished with the last, and his eyes bulged.
“You ruined my life, John.” Alice’s voice lingered like fog. “You ruined my life, and then you took it. I think I deserve a little revenge.”
A laugh escaped John’s mouth, causing a jagged morsel to lodge itself in his throat along with globs of honey. John wrenched his neck, each swallow more painful as the honey felt like glue inside his throat. The copper tang of his own blood filled his mouth as he muffled a scream. He squirmed frantically until the chair toppled over, writhing like a hooked fish on the floor. Everything reeked of sugar and iron, each useless gasp pulling more sweetness and rust into his lungs.
“I’m going to kill you, John.”
Rosie appeared above him, carrying the conference phone with her ear to the receiver. Her eyes were wide, but she didn’t do anything to help, and John tried screaming again, but only muffled bubbling spilled forth from his frothing mouth.
“I think he’s choking to death,” Rosie said to someone on the phone. She set everything down on the counter, and suddenly John heard the speaker kick in. “I think he’s dying!”
“Well, that’s a given,” Alice hissed within his skull, cruel to the very end. “Ready to join me, dear?”
Darkness clouded John’s vision. He tried to keep his eyes open, but they sank shut, heavy as the honey dribbling from his mouth.
“Just stay put, Rosie,” John heard a voice call out from the speakerphone, his consciousness fading. “Sheriff Alcorn is on the way.”
[image: pasted-image.pdf]
 

Welcome to the Family
Noah Hoffmann
The pain in my knee is so bad it shocks me out of the corpse-like sleep I had been enjoying so much in this dank and dusty bedroom and it almost makes me scream. Only the quick jolt of panic allows me to stuff a knuckle into my mouth and bite down hard enough to kill the sound threatening to explode out of my throat. A close call; noise gets you killed in the wasteland.
For three agonizing minutes, I wait for the pain to die down. 180 seconds. That’s my personal limit. Any longer than that, I could justify rifling through my backpack for the tiny, white bottle that offers sweet, sweet relief. But in order to get home alive, I would need to ration them. Thus, 180 seconds.
My slow count ticks up to 181.
Biting the inside of my cheek to stifle a groan, I shift to my side and glance around the dim room. There’s my black backpack, dirty, worn, and stalwart as ever. I throw my arm out to the side and manage to hook it by my fingertips. Dragging it over, I unzip the side pocket and rifle around until I find a small pill bottle, label long ago worn away. After popping off the cap, I peer inside at the collection of shapes and colors, then fish out three large chalky white diamonds. Aspirin, triple-strength hospital grade, a lucky find in a pharmacy I raided four months ago. Strong stuff, so I need to be careful; taking too much at once could make me seriously sick, too sick to … 
A meaty twinge rips through my knee and I shove all three pills into my mouth, choking them down with the little bit of sticky saliva left in my mouth. They leave a bitter, sandy taste, which I wash away with a small sip of water from my canteen.
A trickle of red catches my eye. My finger: in my panic to stay quiet, I bit down on it hard enough to draw blood. I lean the backpack over and fish out more supplies. First, a small container of rubbing alcohol. I dump a good quarter of the bottle on the cut. You can never be too careful with open wounds; the virus can kill you with the smallest of cuts. Next, I unwind my roll of clean gauze, wrap it tightly around the knuckle, and cut it with a small pair of scissors, tying it tight. One emergency down. 
Speaking of … the tiny voice in my head says. I look over to the backpack, then unzip the main pocket and take out a small, palm-sized, steel mirror and start to check over my whole body, angling the mirror to catch the places I couldn’t see before now. Checking for cuts every day is vital; the virus can get into any open wound, no matter how small.
Early on, I lost one friend to a sticker bush; the thorns nicked his neck. I forgot his name a long time ago. I lost another when we decided to cremate the first. In spite of myself, I still remembered her name: Ashley. A neighbor I had barely spoken two words to, before the dead started rising. Afterwards, we spent almost five years together, scavenging, surviving, mourning together. Night after we burned our friend, she was fine. Alive and alert. Next morning, she was tangled in her own sleeping bag, delirious, feral, and hungry. Only mercy I had left to spare was a bullet to the head, to end it fast. Best I could figure, she stood just a little too close to the smoke and breathed in some of the ash. That was the day I decided to start traveling alone, and to stop mourning friends.
Good news: seems like I’m clear. No additional cuts, other than the self-inflicted one. My face is a shock, though. Dark rings around my eyes, the browns of my irises contrasting with the bloodshot whites. The deep tan of my face is almost leathery. My dark brown hair is dirty and tangled, and the stubble on my cheeks has graduated to a healthy wild-man beard. Once I’m back in my clean home, I can risk a shave and the chance of razor cuts; until then, the scratchy beard stays.
The knee is another story. It’s angry and red, swollen to the size of a cantaloupe and hot to the touch. If I want to get out of here … 
I stop.
Where the hell is here?
I’d been scavenging in the outskirts of Oklahoma City. I remember that. Most of the cities on the East Coast have too many zombies to risk searching through, but cities west of the Mississippi are safe, as long as you stuck to the edges and paid attention. Problem was, I hadn’t. I’d been so focused on trying to pry off the padlock from the back room of a gas station that I’d almost gotten ambushed by a runner. My only saving grace had been a perilously stacked display of beer cans the thing had sprinted into, full speed, the sudden clatter breaking me out of my concentration. I’d managed to spin around and bash the thing’s brains in before it got up, but not before it had screamed in rage at the top of its lungs like a demon from Hell itself.
And noise is what gets you killed.
Less than a minute later, I had a full walker horde on me. Slow shufflers. I did my best to keep cool, trying to find some exit from the labyrinthine suburbs they were pouring out of, taking down runners with my pistol whenever they managed to force their way past the other corpses.
All the while, the runners screamed and walkers groaned. There were so many of the damn things, the sounds began to meld together, morphing into a tidal wave that threatened to drown me. That was the problem with zombies. One saw you, they got excited. Vocalized. That drew three more in. Those three summoned five more, then a dozen, then a hundred. In just a few minutes, there were hundreds of thousands, pouring out of every building, hands grasping towards you, teeth snapping, a flood of death.
That’s when I did what you’re not supposed to do.
I ran.
You don’t run. You jog, you trot, you power walk if you have to, but you don’t run. Running tires you out. Running causes you to sprint head-first into hazards you don’t see. Running makes you panic.
And if you happen to trip over a pothole in the road, running is what makes you twist your leg so badly you manage to rip your knee out of its damn socket.
That was when my panic shifted from a curse to a blessing; that adrenaline gave me just enough to keep it together, hobble over to a backyard shed, and slip inside, latching the door behind me and curling up behind pungent-smelling bags of mulch and fertilizer. Desperately fighting the fire in my lungs to keep my breathing slow and calm, I did the only thing that made sense to me: I slipped one of my more-valuable-than-gold opioid painkillers, chased it with a sleep aid, and hoped that if I knocked myself out hard enough in this smelly, little shed, the rotting brains inside of the undead would forget what had gotten them all so excited in the first place and they would shuffle back to wherever they came from, giving me a chance to rest up and, once I felt better, slip out with them none the wiser. Sounds insane, I know, but zombies are dumb. Give them an hour, an hour and a half, and they forget what got them so riled up and they shuffle off. The fertilizer would hide my scent, and smell is the sense most undead use to hunt. I just needed to shut off my brain and stop myself from making any panicked little noises that gave away where I was before I could sneak off.
Instead, I woke up here.
I squint. The room is dim; only a few lines of sunlight squeeze through the boards nailed across the window. Not that there’s much to see. It’s cramped, carpeted, and sparsely furnished. There is a small wooden desk and a rolling chair in one corner, and the small twin bed I’m occupying has been shoved into the other corner. A few shelves adorn one wall, displaying bric-a-brac that I can only guess at in the murky light. 
The room hasn’t been used in a long, long time. There’s dust layered on everything, turning all the surfaces a chalky gray. Hell, I can smell it. That stale, dry musk practically wafts into clouds every time I move. A good amount of it is caked onto my backside, mixing with my sweat into a thick gunk covering my arms.
I scrape off as much as I can and swing my legs over the side of the bed. I have to get out of here. The list of things that could have dragged me up into the bed is short, and I don’t like any of them. The good Samaritans died out a long time ago. Bandits who chain you up and sell you off as a slave are far more common. There’s also the odd, desperate crazy who’s turned to cannibalism to survive. But considering how close we are to zombie territory … 
Not helpful thoughts, I chide myself. I pause and breathe deeply, bracing myself. Then, with teeth gritted, I shove myself up and attempt to stand.
Instantly, I regret it. The pain in my knee ignites once more and erupts up my leg. It trembles violently. I’m too focused on trying to bury the rising scream in my throat to keep my balance and I sway backwards, colliding with the wall behind me with a loud THUMP. I grind my teeth and roll back and forth, riding out the wave of agony. It’s so bad that I don’t notice the slow, methodical footsteps plodding down the hallway until they stop.
Something is starting to open the door.
My heart beats faster and my brain turns down the volume of pain. My hand flies to my waist, but whoever has brought me up here has taken my gun. Ditto my crowbar. My eyes fly about the room, looking for something, anything, that I can use as a weapon. There’s nothing. All I can do is press myself into a corner and clutch my backpack to my chest, my only bit of cover within reach.
It steps in.
And all my worst fears are confirmed.
Whoever she was, she’s been dead for a long, long time. The body has reached that putrid point of decomposition where the skin is a mushy green. That scent of turn-of-the-stomach sweetness of rotten meat rolls off of her with every stiff shuffle. Wounds and holes riddle her skin, oozing a thick, tar-like liquid that stains the threadbare, white dress she wears. Her hair is a dusty, faded auburn, long and dry, and at least one clump has pulled away the skin to reveal the decayed, yellow bone of the skull.
And her eyes … they’re gray and cloudy, and one is cocked, angled up to stare at the ceiling, while the other nails me. Her lips peel back and she smiles with rotten, brown teeth, one hand presenting me with a sports drink bottle filled with a murky, gray water and the other holding a shallow soup bowl filled with more of the same.
A ghost.
I’ve been abducted by a ghost.
Not all zombies are the same. The virus likes to mutate, twisting and warping into different strains. The slow, shuffling walkers are the most common, but there are also the rage-filled runners or the skeletal ghouls.
And then there are ghosts.
You see them sometimes when scavenging, sitting in cubicles in burnt-out office buildings, or standing behind the counter of stores filled with empty shelves, or waiting in the rusted frames of buses that haven’t moved for decades. In that strain, the virus burns out their personality, their intellect, their humanity, until all that’s left in their heads are the memories of the monotonous day-to-day they lived before the world ended. They mutely pantomime out those routines, heading to work, heading to home, jabbing at broken computers and coffee makers and radio controls of cars long ago collapsed into scrap.
They aren’t violent. At least, not at first. Most are too consumed in their make-believe former lives to really notice you. But that changes if you break their precious illusion. If you do something to interrupt the charade, like break into an abandoned house or take something from a store without “paying” for it, they get angry. They start to rage. And if you can’t find some way to calm them down, they will try to kill you. Most likely succeed, too. Angry ghosts are fast, faster than you expect the dead can be.
That’s what’s staring in front of me. And that dumb grin is beginning to fall. Her eyes narrow. Her breathing is starting to get ragged, shallow. I have no idea what kind of broken logic caused this thing to drag me from the shed to here, but I need to figure it out fast.
“Hey there, uh …” I pause, then choose to take a gamble. “Mom?”
She stops. Then the smile returns. She sets down the soup bowl, then reaches a hand out and strokes it down my cheek. It takes all of my willpower not to shudder in disgust as the ice-cold rotten fingers slide over my face. But I am alive. I passed the test.
She gestures out with the bottle filled with cloudy, gray water.
Sick, I think to myself. For some reason, she sees me as her son and thinks I’m sick, and she’s prepared the classic stand-by of chicken noodle soup and Gatorade. At least, that’s what she thinks she’s done. Who knows what’s actually in there, or how much of it has been contaminated by the virus.
“Thanks. I-I …” I hold a hand out at the offered bottle. “I’m good.”
She frowns.
“I’m not really all that thirsty.”
She shoves the bottle into my chest with a snarl. Foam is starting to form at the corners of her mouth.
“Okay! Okay!” I sit up in the bed and take the bottle. Whatever’s inside smells like fish and rotten eggs.
I look at her.
She grins and nods.
I brace myself, then take a small sip of the liquid inside. Something solid slips past my teeth and into my mouth and I fold over, riding a wave of gags and dry heaves, trying to keep myself from spitting the foul liquid up. Once that’s passed, I sit back up, water still held in my mouth, and give a weak smile.
She cocks her head and runs her fingers through my hair, pulling hard enough to rip out several strands. Then she gets up, leaves, and closes the door behind her.
Immediately, I lean over the bed and spray the water onto the floor. Then I grab my canteen, take a large gulp, swish it around my mouth, and spit that out as well.
I need to get out of here before her kindness kills me.
It takes almost an hour and a half for me to even leave the bedroom. With no canes or crutches anywhere in sight, I’ve had to improvise, ripping two boards out of the header of the bed frame, painfully and slowly working the nails out of them with my fingers and, after tearing the bedsheets into cloth strips, tying them around my bad leg. My improvised splint is pretty shoddy, but it’s at least allowed me to move around as long as there’s something nearby to lean my weight on.
The next thing to conquer is the ocean of space between me and the door. I attempt to stand two times and I fall two times, the second time hard enough against the edge of the bed frame that it twists my dislocated knee. Somehow, I manage to ignore the siren song of the pill bottle in my backpack, riding the agony out instead. Then, after a minute of heavy breathing, I stand up again.
This time, I remain on my feet long enough to slam my shoulder into the bedroom wall. That gives me enough support to take a step. A small, painful step, one that makes very little progress outside of seizing me in a wave of agony that almost sends me crashing into the bed again.
But it’s still progress.
There’s a problem, though. My original plan was to struggle downstairs and casually stroll out the front door. That’s not happening now. Even if I can stumble down the stairs well enough for the ghost to let me go, in this state I can’t even out-walk a walker. Hobbling down the street like this in zombie territory is suicide.
I swing my bad leg out as far as I can, then hop another tiny step. The pain flares again, but now it’s familiar, familiar enough for me to ignore, just enough to weigh my options as I wait for my bad leg to stop shaking.
I need to recuperate. To recuperate, I need time, and I need a safe place in which to spend that time, a place where I don’t need to worry about stray bandits or zombies interrupting.
Leg is good. I swing out and hop once more. The motion is quickly becoming familiar; in the wasteland, if you can’t adapt fast, you die.
I don’t know where to stay, though. This cul-de-sac is the farthest I’ve traveled. I don’t have any safe houses or bolt-holes set up. And as dangerous as this house is, I lucked out. If I try to crawl into a random shed again, something far more aggressive could stumble upon me.
Swing. Hop. Pain. Wait. I’ve made about two feet of progress. I have about ten more to get to the door.
Maybe … . maybe I recuperate here.
Five more steps pass by before I revisit the idea, spending the time thinking about anything, any possible plan of action other than staying here with this dead woman and her rotting house. Staying here is like playing Russian Roulette with five chambers loaded. I would have to stretch my limited food, water, and medical supplies to the absolute limit. I would have to placate her mad whims. And in this house, the infection rages like an inferno. To do all that without allowing the virus to enter my body … 
But I know the horde is still outside. Will be outside for days, weeks, even, until something living finally stumbles across their path and draws them out. The stench of death these ghosts have cultivated has masked my own. As dangerous as the Russian Roulette is in here, out there all six chambers have a bullet in them.
The looming door interrupts my musings. In my dread, my body has taken the process into auto-pilot. I’m just a few steps away from the hallway beyond.
The decision has been made. I’ll search this house for a mobility aid: crutches, a cane, a walker, anything. If I can find one, I leave. If not, I have to stay until I’m stable enough to walk out without help.
I grip the door handle and breathe, in, out, in, out, letting the rhythm calm the frenzy of my heartbeats. I want to pray to something, or someone, up above that the thing I need to leave this house today is hidden away in here, but I don’t. I can’t. I’ve had too many unanswered prayers to muster the hope. All I have is myself and the random chance of a cruel, uncaring universe, the same one that conspired to put me here.
Well, here goes everything.
I turn the handle and swing the door open. Like the bedroom, the hallway is dim. Only a few beams of sunlight manage to penetrate the boards over the windows. Where the light does squeeze through, swirling clouds of dust dance. The dry scent it brings mixes with dozens of other subtle aromas, mildew, pollen, animal urine, creating a disgusting tableau that weaves through the almost overpowering scent of rot. I bite back the bile in my throat and force myself to instead focus on the hallway itself, the narrow white walls stained with dirt and scuffed wooden floors, then on the objects contained in this space.
Junk is everywhere, random objects the ghost’s diseased brain has convinced her are worthwhile to keep around: weights for an exercise machine, a double-ended paddle, a fancy coffee maker, a million other broken items of things that weren’t even that valuable or useful before the world ended, piled into corners and along walls and blocking doorways.
Ghosts do that: accumulate junk. Who knows what they actually think they’re doing when they drag this garbage home. Their grasp of objects and their purpose are vague at best; I once managed to walk out of a store with an armful of food cans by giving the ghost behind the register a bookmark, a candy wrapper, a Monopoly hundred-dollar bill, and three buttons.
But this very quirk might just be my salvation. There, in a pile of refuse, is a shiny, red cane, the kind with four feet at the end that a senior citizen might have used in the old world. A glorious sight, if ever there was one.
And now, a problem: it’s past a mountain of trash, at least a three-foot swath of clutter that would be ambitious to clamber over with two working legs, let alone one.
From downstairs there comes a deafening crash, followed by the sound of a surprised animal yowling. A scream, deep and primal and yet also high-pitched and furious, explodes from the ghost, followed by a sick snap, like the breaking of wooden sticks.
The yowling stops.
I swallow what little sticky saliva is in my mouth and carefully, carefully, lower myself to the floor, thrusting my body against the wall and slowly sliding down. After a minute or so of pain, I manage to twist myself so that I’m kneeling on my good knee, close to the floor. That allows me to start crawling, clearing away a path with my hands to get to my prize.
SNARL.
The sound is so loud, and so close, that my heart jumps into my chest. I panic and try to scramble to my feet, only succeeding in breaking my splint and spinning around to fall on my back, on top of the garbage I was trying to shove away. I don’t even notice the bruises and cuts I receive due to my thudding adrenaline.
A girl. A young dead girl, who must have been bitten when she was about twelve. She hasn’t been dead as long as the other woman, maybe about five, six months. You can tell from the skin; hers is a pale, bloodless white, not yet rotting into green and brown mush. It’s almost the same color as her dress, at least those parts that don’t have crusty brown and black stains. One of her eyes is gone. The one that remains in her skull is a dusty, dead gray, and it’s glaring at me. Her lips snarl as she bears over me.
Fuck. Another ghost. I should have known. They like to congregate together; they’re almost human that way.
“Shit. Uh, sorry,” I try, pushing myself away from her.
She screams and swipes an arm at me, taking a step forward.
I flinch, raising my hands in defense.
The dead girl stops and narrows her eyes.
In horror, I realize what I’ve done. I drop my arms and try to play it off as a joke, weakly managing to choke, “Ha ha. You, uh, you got me,” but it’s too late.
I’ve shown fear, and fear doesn’t exist in the little imaginary world in her head.
She screams again, but this time it’s earsplitting, like nails on a chalkboard broadcast through a feedback whine, and she pounces, jumping on me and clawing with her fingernails. I manage to get my arms up before she can reach my face and she cuts angry, red welts into them. Another scream, and slobber forms around her lips, dripping down her chin, a thick, viscous liquid mixed with a rank-smelling, black ooze. Panic hammers in my heart; if any of that infected bile gets into the wounds she just inflicted, I’m dead. I try to shake her off. I can’t shake her off. I roll and I roll but she just rides with the motion. She screams again and lunges in to take a bite.
Stomp.
Something stops her.
Stomp.
She turns down the hall, towards the stairs.
Stomp.
And now, it’s her turn to show fear.
He’s old. Desiccated. More of a walking skeleton than a walking corpse, a dried-out husk of shriveled, brown skin. There are no clothes, but whatever he would have needed to cover up has rotted off a long time ago; the only way I can tell he’s a he is by the scraggly gray beard tangled with mud and dried blood. Like the girl, one of his eyes is gone. Unlike the girl, so is a hand.
“D-Dad?” I hazard.
He roars, but it’s thin and wispy, like the howl of a wolf mixed with the whistle of wind through the trees.
The dead girl whimpers and scrambles off of me. Then she points with a trembling finger towards the cane.
The man roars again, louder, longer. The girl shrinks back. He wheezes out a huff, then strides between us, wading through the junk like water to snatch the cane. Issuing a final roar, he turns around and moves back down the stairs with the object of my salvation in his hands.
The girl watches him go, then snarls at me before standing and retreating into another room, slamming the door for good measure.
The cane, it seems, is off limits.
Two hours later, I’m back in my bedroom or, at least, the bedroom of the poor, dead boy this strange family wants me to play.
I spent fifteen minutes in the hallway, in shock, simply waiting for my heart to stop trying to escape out of my chest. Then forty-five minutes attempting to stand up. Another thirty hobbling back to the bed I had so painstakingly managed to escape from. And the last thirty with my bottle of isopropyl alcohol, carefully dabbing each of the tiny, red cuts my misadventure earned me.
It doesn’t do me much good. Several are already swollen and red. One of the long ones on my arm is starting to ooze pus and has developed the slight whiff of something foul.
I can only hope that the infections are gangrene or tetanus. Life-threatening, yes, but not necessarily life-ending. But with three ghosts slobbering, bleeding, and doing who knows what else all over this house, it’s more likely the virus. And while technically it can be cured if treated early enough and with strong enough medicine, the chances remain slim.
And one bottle of rubbing alcohol is not enough.
I shake my head and chuck the empty, plastic bottle to one side. Focus, I tell myself. I’m not dead yet. For the time being, I’m still alive, and I’m still me, and if I want to make it out of here, that’s going to have to be enough.
But the already scant window of time is now scanter still. Even if my infections are something merciful like gangrene, if I become bedridden with fever in this house, I’m never getting out of here alive.
I have to leave.
Now.
The only way I can think to do that is to ingratiate myself to the father. Not just to get him to like me, but also to somehow communicate that I need that cane he took, and for him to give it to me. Though how exactly I’m supposed to get across an idea that complicated to a man that dead … 
One problem at a time, I admonish myself. Get them to like me. That’s the first step. It seems safe to say that my first impressions were not great ones. Happenstance and quick thinking has kept any of them from murdering me. I’m a disruption, an obvious conflict with the memories playing in their head. For them to like me, I must be like them.
And so I spend some time just remembering. I revisit my old life, an eternity ago, before the dead began to walk. It’s not easy. All of them are rusty. Many are painful. But after a few minutes, I believe I have enough.
The pain in my leg is beginning to subside as well; the aspirin must finally be working. The throbbing agony is dull enough for me to discard my shoddy splint and hobble on my bad leg, provided I go slow enough and I continue to lean the majority of my weight on the wall. As I rise and begin to hop back out of the bedroom, a tiny voice in the back of my head whispers that I’m probably doing permanent damage to my knee. I ignore it. I can worry about permanent damage once I know that I’ll live long enough for it to be a problem.
This time, once I open the bedroom door I turn in the other direction, down the hallway to a set of stairs that lead to the first floor. Like the hallway, these stairs are littered with trash, and several steps give a concerning creak that forces me to stop my careful hopping and wait to ensure that the boards under my feet won’t collapse and end my escape attempt early. Finally, fifteen steps later, I’ve managed to get to the ground floor and take a look around.
It’s far brighter here. That’s because to my right, a large section of the kitchen wall has crumbled away, letting in the yellow noonday sun. Vines have begun to spill out over tile and linoleum stained with years of filth. Piles of … something are littered all over, on the stove, in the opened and warm refrigerator, on the counter, on the floor; something organic that’s rotten away into soggy piles of rancid-smelling mush. The dead woman titters between them, stirring pots with a tire iron, grabbing handfuls of slop from one pile and adding it to another, placing pans onto the cold stove top only to remove them again.
The one time she stops is to shuffle over to the dining room table and pet the corpse of a cat. It died recently, I note, given how loose the limbs are as she grips a handful of hair and violently shoves it along the table top. It looks healthy and relatively well-fed; it may have been living amongst this ghost family for years before it startled its “owner” into killing it.
I try not to think about that.
I turn left into a small living room area where a couch, an armchair, and a smashed flat-screen TV sit amongst piles of garbage bags and debris. The “father” is in the armchair, staring mutely at the black screen, every so often raising a small toy car and jabbing at it with a finger as if it was a remote.
Shuffling from corner to corner like a drowning man swimming from one piece of floating debris to the other, I manage to move from a wall to the armchair to another wall and, finally, the couch. Unable to control my descent due to my bad leg, I quite literally fall into it, landing on the cushion with a heavy whump, kicking up a cloud of dust as I do so.
The father turns to look at me. From the glare in his one remaining eye, he’s confused and not yet sure if he should be angry at me.
“Hey Dad.” I do my best to keep my voice calm and casual, and louder than the thumping of my heart. “You got the game on?”
The expression breaks and he gives a grin; only three of his teeth are left in his head, all rotten brown. He jabs the car and turns to the TV.
I can almost see it, I realize. Past the blurry reflections inside the broken glass, I can almost make out the scurrying forms of uniformed men, playing football, or maybe baseball.
If I want to live, I have to see it.
He groans and raises his hands.
I blink, then nod. “Yeah, you’re right. What were those refs thinking?”
He gives me a shove, a motion that I can tell is meant to be playful but is so stiff and violent I can already feel the bruise forming. I grit my teeth and smile as if I can’t feel it, because once again, my life depends on it.
“And they’re really gonna have to fire that …” I stumble for a beat or two, trying to remember the word. “Coach. That head coach is just … doing them no favors.”
He stops, then lays his hand on my shoulder, grabbing it. Given how dead and withered he is, you wouldn’t expect there to be any strength in that hand, but there is. He presses flesh and bone and nerves and arteries in a steel grip so hard that even with my life on the line, I want to cry out in agony. Dry flakes of skin fall off his hand, like brittle pieces of dried leaves crumbling into powder, getting onto my clothes, my skin, my cuts. The years I spent carefully crafting a paranoia of infection scream at me, telling me to shove him away, bash his brain in, run, do anything but sit here and watch as he gives a low, rattling groan, his single eye unfocused, swaying as the rhythm of a conversation leaves his lips, but no words of substances or meaning. But I bite it down. I bite it all down and let him direct this scene the way his diseased brain wants to direct it.
Eventually, the sound stops. I take this as my cue. “Umm … thanks, Dad.”
Another smile. A larger one. He approves of my line, so much so he throws his arms open wide.
An invitation for a hug.
Every nerve in my body screams, louder than before, No, no, absolutely not, no. Only my desperate need to survive this hell drives me forward into the embrace, into arms that curl around me like serpents. Fuck, I can smell him. I think I’m inhaling those skin flakes. I think that’s what’s making this fire of sulfur and ammonia in my nostrils, this aroma so powerful it leaves a sour taste on my tongue. It makes me want to gag, to heave. Those thoughts get chased away as he squeezes tighter, creating a pop in my arm that ignites into thousands of stabbing pins. Now my fingers won’t respond; they twitch, but they don’t follow through. And still, through the pain and the stench and panic of it all, the hug continues.
Finally, almost mercifully, he pulls away, satisfied.
I blink the tears out of my eyes. “Um …” I stop. I need to cough, to try and get some of this damned stink out of my lungs. I try again. “Dad, listen, I was wondering …”
I jump as the dead woman stumbles into the room, giving a two-syllable groan. The father’s dead eye looks behind her, at an ancient and scuffed wooden table with four chairs, and then at me.
Dinner.
I try to swallow, but my mouth has gone dry. Dinner? I can’t survive a dinner, not here. But what’s the alternative? Burn all the goodwill I just went through hell to earn? Try to leave, only to have them chase me down? Go upstairs, crawl under the covers, and wait for disease to take me?
“Yeah, okay.” 
I’m sick. I’m not feeling well. I can’t eat. Mom—fuck, I hate that these labels are starting to feel natural—Mom will back me up on that one. I’ll just sit, and talk, and convince them to get me the cane, and then I’m out of this hellhole.
I rise shakily to my feet, and hobble down the hallway to the table. It’s large and round, with four seats.
Like it was waiting for me.
The mother screams up the stairs, more of that banshee wailing. I grip the chair back with my good hand, white-knuckled, until it stops. The zombie girl, my sister, has shuffled down the stairs; she falls into the chair next to mine, staring into space. Then she turns her head to watch me.
I nod, then shuffle around to my own chair and fall into it. “I’m not sure how much I can eat. I’m not feeling—”
My words are interrupted by the mom dropping something onto the center of the table. The cat. The fucking cat. I didn’t even realize it was gone. It’s served on a hubcap being used as a tray, brown and black piles of ooze from the kitchen rot piles mashed into its fur and scooped onto its corpse.
They’re serving the fucking cat.
It doesn’t faze the others. Sister just grabs one of the legs, tearing it off with a crack, like the breaking of a drumstick. Mom turns and screams at her, so loud it feels like my ears are bleeding, but Sister just hisses back.
Dad issues a raspy groan and slams his fist onto the table. That seems to end the argument; the other two zombies exchange glares, then return to the meal. Sister digs her teeth into the hind leg. Mom reaches out and peels away a thick section of fur and muscles, puncturing the exposed organs with her fingernails so that they ooze blood and bile; once the hunk of flesh is in her hand she digs her teeth in and rips a chunk off, like it’s a stick of beef jerky.
Dad grabs the head with his only hand and, after a pause, yanks it so hard it detaches with a crisp snap. Then he stops and looks at me, the only one without cat meat in front of him.
“I’m sick,” I scramble to explain. “I’m not—”
He howls. Mom sits up and begins to groan, but he just howls at her too, slamming the cat’s head down so hard it cracks and smushes like a hard-boiled egg. With a glare at her, then at me, he reaches into the cat’s guts, curls his fingers into a fist, and throws a chunk of the viscera at me.
It’s cold and colored a deep purple that mixes with black. There’s a chunk of something mushy; the liver, I think. The other lump inside is a large, fleshy sack that has hints of maroon under the bile; a stomach.
“N-n-no …” I push myself away from the table. “I’m really not feeling well. I think I’m just gonna go lie down for—”
Dad slams his fist onto the table. A low growl comes from the back of his throat.
“No.” It comes out as a whisper.
He slams his fist onto the table again. A moment later, Sister joins in, smacking the table with her palm and starting that snake-like hiss.
I stare at the viscera. I’ve come this far. Endured so much already. To have it end here … 
Slam. Slam. Slam. Dad’s fist is picking up a rhythm.
I go to grab the liver.
He howls. Slam. Slam. Slam.
I stop, then reach for the stomach.
He nods, but the fists do not stop. Slam. Slam. Slam.
I pick it up with my functioning hand. Cold as ice. Slimy. The black bile drips down my hand. It reeks.
“You can’t,” I plead.
Slam. Slam. Slam. Slam. The rhythm picks up an extra measure, goes faster. He leans in and leers.
I look at the stomach again, and I physically retch.
Slam. Slam. Slam. Slam. Now Sister is part of the beat, hissing and foaming at the corners of her mouth.
I bring it closer. The scent hits again and I retch once more.
Slam slam slam slam. All three of the family are now keeping time. The longer I hesitate, the faster it goes. Slam slam slam slam.
I go for a bite, then pull away. “I …”
SLAM SLAM SLAM SLAM. 
Dad howls.
I close my eyes and take a bite. It’s like mucus and dirty shoe leather and mud dissolving in my mouth. I lean over onto the table, retching, retching, retching again; it’s all I can do to not open my lips and spit the vile concoction clear across the room.
But it doesn’t stop. SLAM SLAM SLAM SLAM. They aren’t satisfied. SLAM SLAM SLAM SLAM. They want … 
 … not that.
SLAMSLAMSLAMSLAM
Anything but that.
SLAMSLAMSLAMSLAM
Dad is howling. Mom screams. I can feel Sister’s breath on me, rotten and cold, teeth clicking together. The illusion has reached a breaking point, and it’s now or never.
I swallow.
Instantly, the room calms. My eyes are still closed, but I can hear the shuffling as everyone goes back to their seats, the smacking and breaking of bones as the family returns to their meals. As they do, I hold still, trying to crowd out all thoughts in my mind of what I just did. A few minutes pass, and I muster the strength to open my eyes.
There was something in the stomach. Still inside the organ, with a large bite taken out of it. It was gelatinous, and gray, shriveled, like a grape, but with a ring and a dot and a … 
I turn to Sister. She’s grinning, and staring at me with her one eye. She turns to Dad. He smiles as well, jamming a thumb into her eye socket, then smirking at me. And he wheezes, and it sounds like a word, but it can’t be a word, because the dead don’t talk, but the word is
 … sssssooonnnn … 
I shove at the table and fall off the chair. My composure breaks and I vomit the foul blackness out of my stomach onto the floor, and then I do it again, and again, and again, until all I heave up is air, but it still isn’t enough. And they don’t care. They aren’t even eating. They just watch me. And smile.
Fuck this. Fuck them. Fuck the cane, and this house. I stumble away, into the living room, out the front door. My leg is on fire but I don’t notice. All of me is on fire. I feel ignited, like I’m melting. Fever, some clinical, detached part of me notes. High fever, stage one.
Pain explodes as my kneecap dislocates again and I fall. I crawl. Anything to put space between me and the house of death. But it’s hard. So hard. I’m tired. Lethargy. My limbs are made of lead. Stage two. All my energy to move an inch.
“Rest.” A voice, a human voice, next to me. I look up to see Ashley, watching me with a pained expression, bleeding from the bullet hole she begged me to put into her head.
I shake my head. “No.”
“Yes,” she insists with a sad smile. “Hallucinations. Dementia. Stage three. Last one before the shift.”
There are more zombies, too. They’re just shadows in the blinding light of the sun, standing around me, not reaching for me, not attacking. The only things they don’t attack are...
“The infected,” Ashley finishes the thought for me. “They recognize their own.”
“No …” I struggle, and drag myself another inch with my arm. “I did … too much … to die …”
“It’s over,” Ashley says, a hand on my back. “You know it is.”
I stop. I want to tell her she’s wrong, but I can’t. Instead, I cry.
“Hey.”
I look up. Her face is bloody, all of it from that fatal wound in the center of her forehead.
“One last choice,” she reminds me.
I nod, then draw myself up to my knees. No weapon, so I’ll have to improvise. Fortunately, underneath me is sidewalk concrete, solid and unyielding.
I brace myself, then slam my head down with all my might.
“FUCK!” My vision dissolves into stars, my mind into agony. I fight through the pain, suck in air through my teeth, and slam down again.
Something breaks. Between the sledgehammer waves of anguish, I can feel it. Blood, warm blood, down my face. One last one, one last good smash, is all that remains between me and one last right choice. I suck in air, squeeze my eyes tight shut … 
 … but before I can, all the lights go out.
I blink away the sun.
Where am I? I spin, turning around. I’m on a street, on the sidewalk, just as the sun is about to go down. None of these houses look familiar. The signs are … something I can’t read. And there’s a nagging at the back of my mind. Something was happening. Something important.
I try to remember, and disjointed images come to my mind. A shed. A bedroom. Running from … something, and hurting my leg. Someone named Ashley. Dinner with my family. I try to focus, to try and order these fuzzy impressions, but as I do, panic begins to take hold. Revelation threatens to come, but following close behind is something bad, something dark and red and wrong in my mind. I breathe, hard, heavy. My spit starts to foam … 
A voice breaks my concentration. I don’t make out the words, but I follow the source. A woman. She waves to me, and my worries melt away. Mom. She must be my mom. I don’t remember her, but it makes the whole thing make sense. She’s my mom, and this is my house, and I must … 
She waves me over. I frown, then stumble across the grass towards her. My legs don’t seem to work the way I want them to, but thinking about that too long brings the dark thing in my head back and so I stop. Instead, I go over to where my mom is, pointing into a shed.
There’s a woman there, asleep, curled up around some bags. She has something beside her, something long and silver, sturdy and metal, and staring at it, I feel like … I should know what this is. I focus. The dark thing creeps back … 
My mom snaps me out of it by saying something; for some reason I can’t make out the words. She must be asking if this is my sister. And that makes sense to me, so I nod.
She gestures, and together we work to raise her, slowly, carefully, gently, so as not to wake her. With tiny shuffling movements, we bring her inside, up the stairs, and into the unused room. Gently, oh so gently, we lay her down. She’ll appreciate a bed. She must be tired; she didn’t wake once. I give my mom a smile as she leaves. No doubt to prepare some soup for my dear, poor, tired sister. 
I brush my cold fingers against her warm cheek, inhale the wonderful scent of sweat and blood that comes from her skin, and whisper into her ear.
“Welcome to the family.”
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Fog of War
I. A. Sykes
All hoplites trained with sword and spear. But none trained as hard as Alex, not even his fellow Logades, the chosen elite of any Greek army.
So, in the middle of a foggy forest, when seven barbarians rushed the exposed right flank of Alex and his shield brothers, Alex made them regret it. Their loud, squishing footsteps through the mud gave them away. He broke off from the line and caught the first savage’s overhead blow with his shield before running the man through. He ripped out his spear and slammed his shield into the next one, forcing him back and dazing him long enough to impale him in the chest.
Alex’s stab had been off balance and so he couldn’t dislodge his weapon. But for someone as deadly as him, that wouldn’t matter against these undisciplined warriors. He unsheathed his sword and in five moves killed three more. Two left, he thought.
These two charged side-by-side. Alex smirked. “Too little, too late,” he said. Just before they crashed into him, he surged forward two steps and slammed his shield into both of them. The one on the left fell, and so Alex buried his sword into the stomach of the still-standing man on the right. The remaining barbarian scrambled to his feet, but Alex pounced and cut his throat. He cleaned and sheathed his sword, reclaimed his spear, and rejoined the battle line with his spear-brothers.
“Good to see you got a sword workout in!” Captain Dimitrios joked. Sweat coated his neat, black beard. He was classically handsome, with emerald green eyes and broad shoulders, chest, and jaw.
“If you could even call it that!” Alex laughed.
“Logades! Heave!” Dimitrios shouted.
All six of them shoved with their shields, pushing back the four barbarians attacking them. They lunged forward with their spears and ran through two. Dimitrios repeated the order and they killed the remaining two.
“Nice of you to rejoin us, mighty Achilles. And just in the nick of time too, the fog is thickening,” Petros teased.
“I stole from Achilles just like you stole those bright gray eyes from Athena. We all have our little thefts,” Alex teased back.
Robertus straightened and rolled his neck. “By Athena, I think I might match Alex’s count today. My arm has almost cramped four times already.”
Alex grinned. “You couldn’t catch up to my count if you had Athena herself guiding your spear.”
Deitidies chimed in. “Alex, he couldn’t catch up to your count if he had Zeus's lightning bolt.”
They all chuckled. A foreign invocation bellowed out of the fog and more footsteps thundered ahead. Moments later, about fifteen yards ahead of them, more bare-chested barbarians charged into sight. Alex squared his shoulders and fell into line. “Any sign of anyone else?”
“None yet. Keep fighting until we find someone,” Dimitrios ordered. “Now, who are we?”
“The Myrmidons reborn!” they answered.
The barbarians, bare-chested and wielding wicked, curved swords, crashed into them and lashed around with their blades.
Alex must’ve read The Iliad a dozen times in his twenty-six years of life. Indeed, his deep love of Homer influenced his desire to join the army. Plus, his deeper, more forceful dream of becoming the next Achilles, though one gentled by Hector’s nobility.
During his training, he would sneak out of his cot at night to get in another hour of practice with his spear. For years after he joined the army (and indeed for years prior to joining), he had honed his body to become a living weapon. Being second son to the king gave him access to numerous veteran Logades—the chosen elite of any Hellenic army—who furthered his martial advancement.
But all the muscles in the world wouldn’t mean shit when a thick fog sweeps over the battlefield. Especially since the enemy had managed to separate them and other squads of Logades from the rest of the army. Now, against an enemy they couldn’t see until they were fifteen yards away, Alex and his spear-brothers had to rely on their training, discipline, and teamwork to get them home. 
“Push!” Dimitrios ordered.
“Don’t hold back this time, cock-shakers!” Barton joked, throwing out his favorite obscenity.
With disciplined unity, they shoved their shields, stabbed, and killed two barbarians.
Homer wrote little about battles in thick fog, nor did he often note the enormous amount of dust soldiers kicked up in combat. That provided all the proof Alex needed to know the great poet had never fought a war. In a normal battle, dust limited visibility. On days like today, with fog so thick Alex couldn’t see farther than fifteen yards in front of him, dust didn’t happen. Fog meant damp dirt, and damp dirt meant no dust—just mud.
His spoiled brat of an older brother and idiot of a human commanding the army, Prince Isaeus, had led them to this forest to fight an enemy who outnumbered them two-to-one. But as long as Alex and his spear-brothers could see, even just a few feet, they had a chance to make it out. No matter how ferocious their opponent, if they stayed together, they could win. He just hoped that would prove true for the rest of the army.
Would he and his spear-brothers have preferred full visibility? Of course. But better a little than none at all. He’d long since learned that, as a soldier, you appreciated every saving grace the gods gave you. Even if the fog thickened and visibility shrunk another yard, as it just had.
Stay disciplined, he reminded himself. Discipline can overcome the limited visibility of this fog. He wasn’t sure he believed that.
With practiced efficiency, the squad shoved their shields forward in perfect unison, forcing the barbarians back multiple steps. Dimitrios lunged forward and stabbed, plunging his spear through a barbarian’s neck. Petros and Alex killed the other two.
Alex’s spear-brothers relocked their shields as another wave of six lunatics rushed out of the fog. Alex tried to block out the pang of regret he felt for ending another life. The barbarians had sacked Larissa for … well, he didn’t know the reason why, but it didn’t matter. The sacking had involved mass rape and the murder of women and children. The actions of monsters, not soldiers.
Alex and his spear-brothers were soldiers. No, he thought, more than soldiers. He and his brothers were Achilles's Myrmidons reborn. Returned to life in this new age and tempered with Hector’s nobility to bring these dishonorable, hiding-in-fog barbarians to justice.
Stop it, he chided himself. These barbarians, these northerners, are men, same as you.
They shoved and they killed three more, despite the haziness putting them at a disadvantage. The remaining three rushed again. The Logades held, waited, shoved, and killed all three just in time to brace as yet another wave of six barbari—no, men, barreled into them.
He had to work on seeing these northerners as equals, as foes worthy of his respect. He wanted to command the army once his older brother ascended the throne. Commanders who didn’t respect their enemies got their soldiers killed. And if he wanted to do right by his soldiers, he could not allow himself to ever underestimate or disrespect an enemy, especially one slipping in and out of a thick fog to attack.
Moreover, he needed to remember that men could be manipulated, regardless of their level of “civilization.” The histories showed that with the right manipulation or motivation, any man could be persuaded into committing atrocities. And if Alex wanted to lead some day, he needed to find ways to keep the inner darkness of man at bay. But right now, he needed to get them out of this infernal fog.
With another simultaneous shove of their shields, they forced the attackers back. They lunged forward, and, with precise thrusts through the heart or neck, ended three of their enemies’ lives.
As Logades, they had an example to provide: as often as you can, give the enemy a quick death. Through the disciplined death they dealt, they showed other soldiers how to fight honorably. Respect your opponent as another man who chose to face death by fighting against you. In that equality, your enemy earned the gift of a quick and humane death, if you could grant it. Though Alex had to admit, bestowing that gift would get harder as the dense fog continued to thicken.
The remaining three northerners rushed again and, with another unified shove, Alex and his brothers knocked them back and killed them. Within seconds, yet another wave of men howled and crashed into their six-man line of spears and shield and brawn. With precision, shoves, and ruthless strikes, they fell in quick succession.
Another wave appeared, but they didn’t charge. Instead, they stopped just at the edge of his sight. Alex straightened and squinted. The fog had thickened again, limiting his vision to about ten yards ahead of him.
Alex had no idea how the rest of their army fared. But that didn’t matter.
All that mattered was the barbari—northerner—in front of him. The one who carried a wicked and curved sword. Blood traced down the edge of the curve before massing into a droplet to mar and stain the mud.
Alex nodded at the blade. “Scary sword, pity it just shed its last blood.” He smiled wide as he met the man’s eyes. “Bet it works great at slaughtering the unarmored and undisciplined farmers and shopkeepers. Not going to do much against armored hoplites like us, though. Eh, lads?”
As one, Alex’s spear-brothers shouted their battle cry, dropped into their stance, and leveled their spears.
A grin more wicked than his blade split the man’s face. Six more stepped out of the thick fog, each with the same bloodied and curved blade as the smiling man. The grinning one stepped forward. He wore his sandy brown hair past his shoulders and, despite his lean physique, Alex could see from his steps the man knew war intimately. Each movement of his body demonstrated a lethal but contained energy.
“Your mind and your heart decide too many battles, Alexandros Ceryxides,” the man said in flawless Greek, his words sending the dense clouds fluttering like a long exhale on a cold day.
How does he know my last name? And where did he learn to speak Greek? Alex wondered.
Dimitrios snorted, “I hope you enjoyed your sunrise this morning!”
With another throaty battle cry, Alex and his spear-brothers locked their shields into a wall and advanced toward the arrogant northerners. The one who had spoken howled out some invocation of his strange gods. The crazed fool. How could he not feel the truth of Zeus's existence in the flash of lightning or the rumble of thunder?
It never ceased to amaze Alex how often his enemies roared to their deities for strength or for victory or for both, only to then stare in utter horror at Alex’s spear shaft running through their body. Next, they stared at Alex in surprise and shock. Their eyes would dim and careen upward, asking a silent why? to their gods as the light of life fled. Finally, their body slumped and slackened, and Alex took one more step toward taking command of the army.
Once Alex and his brothers advanced three yards, six of the enemy charged, their roars wild with a fury long suppressed, and slammed into the shields of Alex’s squad. The Logades shoved their shield arms forward and knocked down all but one. Dimitrios lunged forward and stabbed the standing northerner through the heart.
The bare-chested man’s eyes rolled back and dimmed. Captain Dimitrios removed his spear, and the man collapsed, returning to formation just as the other five recovered and charged. The squad shoved and killed two more of the northerners, deflated shock on their faces as the light left their eyes.
After halving their number, the northerners did not crash into their shields again. The one who’d spoken stepped forward and locked eyes with Alex. “Do not look so smug, Alexandros,” he said again in flawless Greek and without the slightest hint of an accent. 
Unnerving, to be sure. But Alex couldn’t let his spear-brothers see that. So, he smirked back. He didn’t care how this uncouth northerner knew his name. What mattered was winning this fight and the next, until the battle ended.
The man’s expression exuded calm, visible even in the thickening fog. “Our deaths mean nothing. But yours will bring about the end of the war, won’t it, my dear prince? We killed your idiotic older brother, General and Prince Coward, about an hour ago. With you dead, your decrepit father will have no heirs and will sue for peace so he can make new ones.”
Twin trumpet blasts rang out across the foggy forest. The Greek signal for a full retreat.
The man grinned wickedly.
Alex swallowed hard and glanced at Dimitrios, who stared at the ground, muttering under his breath.
“Orders, Captain?” Alex asked. The fog had limited their visibility to about eight yards.
Dimitrios’s face darkened and he glowered at the northerners. “Alex will not die today, and your victory will not win you the war. Kill. Them. All.”
Alex and his spear-brothers fell into line and marched forward.
The still grinning man wagged his finger and tsked. “Tell your gods the ‘savages’ sent you.” Then he and the rest disappeared into the fog, swallowed whole.
“Circle up!” Dimitrios barked.
Alex and his spear-brothers shuffled into position. Red-haired Petros, Robertus the Scarred, Beardless Deitides, and Vulgar Barton. They formed a ring with their backs to one another, spear tips extended past their raised shields.
A decade they’d fought together, from when they had become legal adults at sixteen, until today. Ten years of near constant war. And while their army had lost its share of battles, the six of them had never lost a fight. They believed, to the last man, that they descended from the god of prophecy himself—mighty and beautiful Apollo.
How else could they have warred for ten years without losing a fight unless the Great Oracle himself had destined them for martial glory? Alex could not explain their success any other way. Yes, Apollo had supported the Trojans at Troy, but now the god had found in them a merging of the mightiest heroes of Troy. Of Hector and Achilles. Of Ajax and Aeneas.
Careful, Alex, he chided himself. Father demoted you to Dimitrios's second in command to eliminate that kind of arrogant thinking. Not reinforce it. Last year, he had almost gotten himself and his spear-brothers killed when he had broken away from the line and waded into the enemy, compromising the strength of their phalanx.
He resolved to see his old mentor, Ephorus, when he returned to Larissa. Once Father died and his older brother Isaeus took the throne, Alex would take over command of the army from Isaeus. His brother’s famed arrogance had seen the army almost lose a number of battles already in this campaign. Ephorus would help Alex find ways to check himself as commander. No, he reminded himself. As prince and future king. Isaeus is dead.
“We are the Myrmidons reborn,” Dimitrios declared.
“And none can deny us!” Alex and his brothers responded, their rallying cry as familiar to them as breathing.
“Slow, synchronized steps, going in Alex’s direction until we leave this fog. Alex, you call out obstacles, instruct us around them, and get us back to our original direction.” Dimitrios took a steadying breath. “Eyes peeled, lads. Our visibility just shrank to five yards.”
Alex swallowed. Dimitrios was right; he could only see about five yards in front of him. In unison, the six of them marched forward. After ten minutes, their visibility shrank another yard. “Visibility at four yards now,” he informed his brothers. As the fog crept in, his heart thundered in his chest, his ears alert for the hidden enemy around them.
“Noted,” Dimitrios responded.
Alex flexed his fingers around the haft of his spear and focused on keeping his breathing even. Relax, he told himself. You’ve fought with limited visibility before. Perhaps not this bad, but stay in formation and you’ll survive.
He tried to swallow his fear. It didn’t work. He took a deep breath, willing it to calm his fraying nerves. It disobeyed him. As he continued deeper into the fog, he shifted his body so that his bronze chest armor sat comfortably. If his armor rested where it belonged, he could feel assured of adequate protection. But, as before, that didn’t calm him either.
How could it? His armor didn’t encase his whole body, and, despite their shield-circle arrangement, the formation had weak points that the fog made harder to defend.
As if on cue, the fog lifted a touch, and Alex thanked Apollo for alleviating his plight.
He stopped mid-prayer. The fog had lifted because they’d reached a granite boulder so tall the fog covered its summit, making it loom like a cliff.
“Halt,” Alex said. “Boulder ahead. Shift right on my mark … mark.”
A sickening squelch broke the stillness.
Red-haired Petros stood frozen, a javelin embedded into his skull like a tree branch reaching toward the sun. His Athena-like gray eyes glanced up at the javelin and went wild. Before he could react further, his body swayed as he coughed up blood, a red trail streaming down his chin. His eyes glazed over and he crumpled into the dirt.
“Down! They’re above us!” Alex shouted, squatting beneath his bronze shield.
The other four spun toward him, also falling into crouches and raising their shields. Less than a breath after Alex had gotten his shield over him, a javelin zipped over his head and sunk into the damp dirt behind him. His shield shook as two more javelins lodged themselves into it with loud cracks, signifying they had pierced the bronze outer layer and cracked the thick wood interior.
More thuds and thunks echoed as javelins buried into the squad’s shields. A momentary silence followed, broken by the hiss of a volley of arrows raining down. The arrowheads smacked off the shields like hail off a roof. For a solid minute, the arrows slammed, thudded, bounced, sunk, and hissed around them.
None of his spear-brothers cried out. Alex sent a thankful prayer to Apollo.
At last, the arrows ceased and silence reigned. Alex and the others remained crouched, waiting for Dimitrios to tell them to—
“Recover and close ranks. We can’t take Petros home,” Dimitrios ordered, his voice firm and hard. “Alex, you still have the lead. Eyes peeled, lads.”
“I can only see a few yards past my spear tip, Captain! How the fuck do you expect me to spot the fucking savages through this dense fog?” asked Vulgar Barton. He always complained first.
“If Alex can see them, then so can you, Barton,” Dimitrios replied. “So shut the fuck up and steel yourself. We’ve a job to do.”
“With all due respect, Captain,” Alex said, “I saw the angle of the javelin that killed Petros and deduced it came from above. I didn’t see who threw it.”
“You won’t see any of them,” said a voice from the fog, in perfect Greek.
All five of them lunged forward and stabbed their spears into the mist. After a moment, Dimitrios pulled his spear back but stayed in a ready stance. “Anyone get him? Sounded like he was standing right next to us.”
“No,” answered Alex and the other three.
“Get the arrows and javelins off and keep moving,” Dimitrios ordered.
They yanked the javelins off their shields and discarded them. Next, they raked their spear shafts down their shields, snapping the embedded arrows to nubs. Shuffling right, Alex stepped over Petros's corpse, a thread of guilt pulling at his heart. “Does anyone have any coins to give him for Charon’s fare?” he asked.
“No,” Robertus said, his scarred left cheek twitching as he spoke.
“He is … was our spear-brother and one of my subjects. He more than earned a free fare for Charon. Let’s find two pebbles,” Alex said.
“The army’s in full retreat. We have to keep moving so we don’t get surrounded,” Barton said.
“He was one of us,” Alex insisted. “He didn’t die like we all believe we will, bloodied and wounded in a glorious last stand that lasts for hours. He didn’t get the right death for a man of the Logades. By Hades, his death lasted less than ten seconds. He deserves something.”
“His honor will be fare enough,” Dimitrios said. “We have to get out of here, Alex. Your idiot brother lost the battle and his life, and, as we speak, the army flees like a squirrel from a dog. We have a duty to get the rest of the army—and, as your spear-brothers, to get you—somewhere safe.”
“Don’t you dare start treating me—”
“Different?” Dimitrios finished for him, raising an eyebrow.
Alex nodded.
The captain shrugged. “Too bad. We have a different responsibility now. You want to do right by us?”
“Of course.”
Dimitrios’s tone hardened. “Then think of yourself as one of us so we still operate as a team. But, if one of us tells you to act differently, you do so.”
“You know I—”
“Swear it,” Barton snapped.
Alex met Barton’s eyes and saw grim determination and, for the first time ever, a flicker of fear. Same with Deitides, Robertus, and Dimitrios. Alex exhaled through his nose. Petros died like livestock instead of as a warrior. A look at each of them made plain how much it had shaken them.
He closed his eyes and sighed. They were right, of course. His older brother had never conceived of himself or carried himself as one of the soldiers, insisting on informing everyone that he was better than them. And that arrogance had carried over into his strategy. For that failing, Isaeus now waited to cross the River Styx.
If Alex insisted on the arrogance of unimportance, he’d impair their ability to fight cohesively. And in thickening fog like this, with any hope of seeing anything other than the enemy in front of you fleeing like a field mouse from a hawk, cohesion would prove critical.
Ephorus's baritone voice rang in his head. When the foundations of a man’s character get shaken by the earthquake of trauma, plans go a long way to keep him from unraveling.
“Fine,” Alex said.
“Good man,” Dimitrios said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Form up. Alex leads.”
Alex complied, and their remaining squad of five circled the boulder and pushed deeper into the forest. And though none of them would voice it, Alex knew from the quiet sounds he heard—like hands regrasping spears or armor fidgeted into place—just how much Petros's death had shaken their confidence.
They could no longer think of themselves as reborn Myrmidons. As chosen of Apollo.
For ten years they had believed Apollo had chosen their squad to become the great warriors of the new age, imbued with the skill of Achilles and the nobility of Hector. With one of them dead, doubt gnawed at this foundational belief of their identity. Worse still, a northerner had killed Petros with a javelin, aided by only thick fog and a tall rock. As Logades, they were supposed to be hard to kill. Hard enough to prove the saying: Only two things can kill a man of the Logades: another man of the Logades or a Spartan.
It seemed a third now existed.
And so, they continued marching through the forest, the fog holding at about four yards of visibility. For fifteen minutes they trod through the damp forest and thick fog, waiting and scanning their surroundings for any sign of an imminent ambush. A twig would crack and they would snap toward the sound, only for no one to come. Mud would squish beneath a foot, they’d whirl in that direction, and again, no one came. Then they would continue, each false sound fraying Alex’s, and probably his spear-brothers’, nerves a bit more.
“Boulder ahead, shift left.” Alex called out.
They all complied and, like him, raised their shields above their heads so those same heads couldn’t catch spears. They didn’t wear large, heavy metal helmets like other Logades, preferring simple bronze caps instead. The caps gave them a full field of vision but at a cost Petros had just demonstrated.
They rounded the boulder and continued their unnerving march. Now, no sounds broke the silence and forced them to whirl this way and that. It seemed the enemy wanted to let the silence do its fearful work. Let the Logades wonder where the northerners might come from next. At least with the twigs and footsteps they had a general direction. Silence removed that knowledge and their fog-limited vision further heightened their collective fear, shown by the constant fidgeting of weapons and armor.
Alex thought back to his brother. Isaeus had embodied pettiness and petulance. Despite being four years older, he never outgrew adolescence. In the strategy tent and on the battlefield, he screamed and shouted and scolded and berated and bellowed and bullied. Indeed, his sole redeeming quality as a commander came from listening to the advice of his generals. Their advice, not Isaeus's tactics, had accounted for his winning battle record.
In combat, he was a horrible teammate and a worse soldier.
Alex wanted to believe that the Greek-speaking northerner had fabricated his brother’s dishonorable retreat and death. But in his heart, he knew the man had spoken true. Isaeus had wanted the reputation of a fearsome warrior but didn’t want to unsheathe his sword to achieve it. So, when faced with the possibility of an actual fight against another man, his elder brother had fled.
“Why didn’t they attack at the last boulder?” Barton asked, the fear in his voice obvious. Fear could snowball through any military unit faster than lightning. Alex rolled his shoulders and refocused on the present. He couldn’t allow himself to give in to his terror.
“Because they figured we would prepare for that,” Dimitrios said. “Now keep your mouth shut. We don’t need to make it easier for them to know our location in this accursed fog.”
“Their next trap could come any minute and you worry about us speaking?” asked an incredulous Robertus. “They ambushed us within a moment of Alex telling us to shift right. I bet they’ve already encircled us.”
“Calm down,” Deitides the Beardless snarled. “Logades remain calm and brave, no matter the circumstances. Or have you lost your wits and started pissing yourself already?”
“Easy for you to say, beardless brother of cowshit. Both of your kids married years ago and don’t live with you anymore,” Barton growled.
“I’ve got a new son at home I’ve never even met,” Robertus stated. 
“Shut the fuck up, Robertus. The newness of your family doesn’t make them more important than mine,” Deitides shot back.
“Go to the crows, Beardless,” Barton snapped.
Everyone fell silent. Barton’s vulgarity was a fact of their lives, but now he’d gone too far. They’d just left Petros unburied and with no money. They had literally left him to go to the crows. His soul would never enter the afterlife. They had done that to their own brother. And now Barton said Deitides deserved the same.
“Too far, Barton. Apologize now,” Alex ordered. Moments like these were why his father had made him Dimitrios’s second in command. Moments to lead. Fraying nerves could be soothed and Alex could not overlook the opportunity to show his readiness, even if his heart thundered away in his chest. Even if the fog had gotten thicker again. 
“Forgive me, Deitides.”
Deitides nodded.
Robertus smirked. “First five rounds are on Barton once we get back.”
“All of you shut the—” Dimitrios started.
Alex interrupted them. “Downed tree, prepare to climb over.” If I don’t keep them on task, they’ll kill each other. Dimitrios may have been giving the orders, but that didn’t mean Alex couldn’t help his brothers stay focused.
“Alex and Robertus first,” Dimitrios ordered.
Alex and the Scarred Robertus approached the thick downed oak. In unison and with their shields locked together, they stepped up onto the log and hopped down onto the other side. The other three backstepped onto the tree and they jumped down, their shields in a triangle so as to protect them. The five reformed their circle and continued.
Second ambush site in a row the barbarians have ignored, Alex thought, the realization making his pits and palms sweat even more. Apollo, he prayed, please see us through this day.
His visibility now sat just three yards ahead. Three yards. On they marched again, the forest silent. Not even a squirrel scampering through the trees or leaves or bushes. No mating calls or chirping birds. No jumping deer, no growling or howling wolves. No buzzing insects. No snapping twigs for them to jump at. The forest said nothing, nothing, and more nothing.
On Alex’s left, Robertus broke the silence, his voice lilting up in a hopeful pitch, “Is the fog getting—”
An arrow hissed behind Alex’s head, tossed his hair, and squished.
Robertus crumpled, an arrow protruding from his temple, his mouth agape and his eyes wide with shock. Their brother, a brand-new father, died as quickly and as randomly as Petros. These northerners had denied him a death befitting a man of the Logades.
“To the right!” Dimitrios bellowed.
They swiveled, bringing their shields over their heads and locking together in a wall of bronze shields and sharp spear points. Alex stood on the far left of the line.
“We are the Myrmidons reborn!” the captain yelled, rage coating every word.
“And none can deny us!” Hope burst into Alex’s heart. If the northerners had resorted to arrows already, then only lightly armed and armored archers surrounded them. The northerners had just signed their death warrants, three yards of sight be damned.
He and his comrades’ chest armor, thick linthoraxes, would protect them from arrows from behind. All they had to do now was march at speed toward the archers, kill them, and keep heading that way. If the archers could shoot from that spot, then they must be able to see from there. The fog had to be thinner. Apollo willing, it would be elevated, and they could get their bearings and rejoin the army. The barbarians had played their trick and played it once. No more of Alex’s subjects would die today; no more Greek bloo—
A second, heavier squelch came from Alex’s right.
A javelin had pierced Deitides’s neck. The beardless veteran staggered forward once and fell face-first onto the ground. His fall dislodged the spear and blood spouted out of the gaping hole in his neck like a fountain. When two comrades died so close and in such quick succession, not even the fog could hide the horrors from Alex’s heart.
“Advance! Run in the direction of our shields! Now!” Dimitrios screamed and charged forward. Alex and Barton sprung after him.
Bows twanged and arrows hissed. Alex and his surviving brothers raised their shields in time to catch the volley as they continued their mad dash. A primal roar of wrath and vengeance and hate erupted from Alex’s mouth as he charged. He would kill every last one of the northerners after he escaped this ordeal. He would burn their precious little kingdom to the fucking ground and laugh as he pissed on its ashes.
“We are the Myrmidons reborn!” Alex shouted, loosing another feral yell.
An archer came into view and Alex barreled into him shield first. The man toppled backward, and Alex wasted no time in pouncing and stabbing him in the heart with his spear. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Barton and Captain Dimitrios do the same.
Bows twanged again and they raised their shields. Alex screamed and charged again. Three yards later, he crashed into and killed another worthless, bare-chested archer. “You cannot kill me! Achilles and Hector live again through me!” he roared to the fog and the forest.
“But we can isolate you,” said the same voice in perfect Greek, this time from behind him.
Alex whirled and hurled his spear into the fog, but it clattered onto a rock, having hit nothing. He unsheathed his sword and twirled it. “Come on then!”
Barton roared at Alex. “Get over here, you fucking cock-sha—”
Two spears slammed into Barton, one through his mouth and the other in his neck. He dropped to his knees, his chest heaving faster than Alex thought possible as he tried to cling to life. He swayed once, twice. Blood poured out of his mouth and neck in a trickle that quickened to a stream. He collapsed backwards onto the ground, never to swear again.
“Captain!” Alex yelled.
“Here!”
Alex spied an arm waving at him, just a few paces ahead.
Dimitrios beckoned again. “The fog thins over here! Hurry!”
Alex sprung after the captain, ready and eager to bathe his sword in the blood of any who dared to challenge him. He reached Dimitrios, who’d also lost his spear, and they barreled into another foursome of archers. Fury fueled their attack, and they slaughtered the archers within seconds, springing away as soon as they yanked their bloody swords free.
They screamed and sprinted, shielded themselves from arrows, slaughtered, and repeated. Alex would have his vengeance. He would survive the dishonorable trickery of these northern barbarians and return with a new army and lay waste. Nothing could stop him, for Achilles and Hector had embodied him now. He knew it. His focus, his lack of fatigue. Achilles and Hector had recognized his skill and had bestowed their gifts on him from the afterlife.
They’d slaughtered their eighth foursome of archers in a row when Dimitrios stopped and signaled for Alex to halt. Fury still pumping through his veins, Alex shot the captain a warning look. “What?”
“The fog thickened. That man led us downhill.”
Alex ripped his sword out of a barbarian’s heart, not even waiting to watch his light go out. He spun slowly and took in his surroundings. He could now only see five feet in front of him. “It doesn't matter. These archers can’t kill us. We charge and kill until we break through.”
Dimitrios said nothing.
Gods above, I don’t need a fucking lecture about my importance, Dimitrios, Alex thought with an eyeroll. He spun to say as much to the stubborn captain—
—and saw him on his knees, one spear through his groin and another through his neck.
Dimitrios’s eyes widened. He opened his mouth to shout something at Alex. Blood exited instead and he collapsed, his eyes rolling upward as he fell. So passed their indomitable leader. An officer so respected for his sense of duty that the king himself had sent his wayward and arrogant second son to learn from the man. 
All of Alex’s brothers had died rapid deaths unbecoming of their prowess as Logades, as reborn Myrmidons, and as chosen of Apollo. A fog, a simple fucking fog, had blotted out the light of Apollo, and now his brothers and that god’s chosen warriors lay dead in damp forest.
No. No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, NO! Alex had been chosen by Apollo, destined for command. He would not die today.
A ferocious scream pierced the fog behind him. In a single, smooth motion, Alex sidestepped the charging northerner and buried his blade in his stomach. The bastard doubled over. Alex lifted his head, so their eyes met and whispered, “Let’s hear that perfect Greek again.”
Alex ripped his sword out and disemboweled the man. He fell to his knees and tried to put his guts back in, but upon touching them, his eyes rolled back, and he careened sideways and died.
Alex crouched to examine the dead man’s face. It wasn’t the Greek-speaking barbarian from earlier. “Where are you?” he whispered to the silent wood.
“Everywhere,” that hateful voice whispered from his right.
Alex lashed out with his sword but made no contact, the blade whistling sharply as it cut through the air. He bolted out of his crouch and got behind his shield, only able to see three feet past it.
“You worthless fucking coward. Show yourself and fight me like a man!”
Another ferocious scream erupted from his left. Alex sidestepped and cleaved his enemy’s arm off before finishing him with a stab through the heart. He yanked his blade free and gave it a strong flick of his wrist, drops of blood flying into the fog.
“You call yourself a man,” Alex taunted.
“I’m more of a man than you’ll ever be, Prince.” 
“Show yourself and prove it.”
“Do you know why I’ve gone to all this trouble?”
“I’m a prince and a better warrior than any one of your—”
An arrow sunk into Alex’s calf. He grunted and ground his teeth, refusing to let a scream escape his lips and satisfy the man. Blood began trickling down his calf.
“What did you say?”
Alex spat. Infusing as much venom into his voice as he could, he said, “Show. Your. Self.”
“Not yet.”
Alex fumed. “Why do this?”
“Because, my dear Prince, you respect me and mine as men—as equals. We want to conquer and rule your city. Your king thinks of us as inferior sub-humans, making him a much easier enemy to deal with. But you, who fights us as equals by honoring us with quick deaths? You could beat us because of that respect, and we can’t have that, can we?”
Another arrow slammed into Alex’s left shoulder and he failed to stifle a yelp. It tore through his muscles, forcing him to drop his shield with a dull clang. Another arrow hissed in and buried itself in his right bicep and he dropped his sword.
“Run, my dear Prince. Run.”
Alex sprinted in the opposite direction of the voice. His sandals slapped through the dank mud as panic fueled every step like oil spilled on a fire.
“I am one of Apollo’s chosen, destined for immortal glory,” Alex assured himself as he ran.
“Your gods abandoned you, Alex. Or maybe they never existed at all.”
“I am one of Apollo’s chosen!” he shouted, “destined for immortal glory and to command the army of Larissa!”
“I thought you were the Myrmidons reborn?”
Alex ignored the voice and willed his legs, exhausted from his rampage, to keep pumping and running and keep him upright. With his arms rendered useless, only his legs could save him.
“Admit it, Prince: your gods don’t exist. They never have.”
Apollo, please save me, Alex prayed. I am naught but your humble servant and will accept whatever penance you deem fit. Please, I don’t want to die.
“Are you praying? Is it working?” the voice mocked.
Alex skidded to a stop, his breathing frantic. He inhaled deep and summoned every remaining ounce of his fury. He would slaughter this man and leave this forsaken fog.
“Show yourself,” he whispered.
The man didn’t respond.
“Show yourself,” Alex said at a normal speaking volume.
Silence.
“Show yourself,” he demanded, his voice raised as if calling to someone from across a room.
More silence.
“Show yourself!” he shouted.
Nothing.
“SHOW YOURSELF!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.
“Turn around.”
Alex spun and screamed. A spear ran through his open mouth, held by the Greek-speaking barbarian. No fury burned in the man’s eyes. No declaration of a vengeance fulfilled poured from his lips.
He stared at Alex, cold and dispassionate. The wicked grin that had so unnerved Alex had disappeared. The man had used fear as a tool to remove the obstacle that Alex represented, and he had played his part well.
Alex blinked once, twice. And everything went away.
￼[image: pasted-image.pdf]

Captain’s Log
Sarah Wilson Gregory
“Requiem”
Robert Louis Stevenson
1850–1894
Under the wide and starry sky,
	Dig the grave and let me lie.
 
Captain’s Log // 14th July, 1816
The wind evades us.
We have entered our third day with poor winds. The crew grow restless at our delayed progress. I have ordered a thorough cleansing of the vessel from top to bottom—an exercise to busy their hands. Still, I hear little of their jaunty tunes in the evenings and more of their whispered complaints do loft their way to my Captain’s Quarters. There is little and naught I can do for poor winds, though my crew look to me for absolution. They hunger for solid land and the welcoming bosoms of their wives.
If the weather continues to grant us little favor, I must resort to cutting food rations to ensure we make our arrival into port with more in our stomachs than shoe leather. Their distaste for me then will surely grow, though the burden I carry as Captain is one they scarcely understand. I must be pragmatic as Lord of this vessel and with the lives of the souls upon it.
It is a thankless job.
Captain Morgan Beckett
 
Captain’s Log // 18th July, 1816
The conclusion of the week meets with little progress. A full seven days since we last felt the caress of the wind upon our cheeks. We are so even keel in these waters that it oft harkens to the steadiness of land. The placid sea is disconcerting to even the most unflappable of seamen. The oars reserved for emergencies such as this have proven fruitless—succumbed to wood rot and the elements; they disintegrated in our hands upon inspection.
The air grows thick and the sun beats upon my crew, cooking them where they stand. Morale is at a low, though the men have taken to dipping into the ocean’s water as respite from the ever-present sun.
A superstitious lot, it took the full week for one of the men to dive head first into the ocean. A Negro man, who now goes by the name of Saul, broke the barrier of the open sea first. When he did not sink to the murky, black depths, the others endeavored to join him.
I hear the crew speak of Saul cruelly and he is given a wide berth on deck. I find him a most efficacious man who outworks the rest of my men, many of whom have been on the sea more than the land and still cannot out-toil him. They fear him for his queerness, for they fear what they do not know. He speaks in an unusual tongue, though his grasp on English is fair. Still, I find him a reliable man, and he follows orders better than most.
He did not have an English name when first we crossed paths. I have called him Saul and I urged him to make his mark upon my log book and he has done so with a harshly drawn “X” for I assume he does not read or write.
Captain Morgan Beckett
Captain Log // 19th July, 1816
We have not met with a felicitous turning of tides. The wind still eludes us. With the utmost aplomb, I have given the order to cut rations. The men will forgo breakfast in favor of two meals a day. Tempers appear within reason of this grave news.
The men talk of offering a blood sacrifice to the sea. I am not of the sailors’ mettle and give little heed to such superstitious dribble. I was a soldier long before I was the captain of this vessel and I know that all tides must turn. We shall soldier on.
Captain Morgan Beckett
 
Captain’s Log // 20th July, 1816
A goat has gone missing from our stores. To elucidate, its body has gone missing. The head greeted me this midnight hour as I walked the deck beneath the stars. I found the head of the creature fashioned crudely to the bow of my ship, having been alerted to its presence by the trail of his blood in the light of my candle. I will speak to the men on the morrow to find the culprit of the egregious act. That man must forgo his second meal to make up for the loss. The goats I have provided on a merchant ship are a luxury. To lose one by such unnecessary means when our supply of hard tack dwindles is most unsettling.
The loss of meat and milk is a great one. Constant vigilance is required to the pernicious effect of this lingering stillness upon my men. The lack of wind begins to dig its nefarious claws into their minds and if I am not careful, a mutiny will be upon my deck.
Captain Morgan Beckett
 
Captain’s Log // 20th July, 1816
With little else to do to invigorate the mind, my captain’s log has become a journal of sorts. It is upon these pages I can pour out my uncertainties of these windless waters, for I must be seen to be stalwart in my optimism in front of the men.
Idleness does not become a sailor, and they itch for the want of work. Saul regales us with the songs of his people—whose lyrics he says will bring better tides. The effect does not appear productive in nature and even I tire of his solemn songs, whose words I do not know.
My first mate wishes me to confine the Negro below deck. He was the man who was most forthright in his opinions that the former slave not be granted passage to begin with, so the request is not an unexpected one.
Though he has risen to the status of first mate, William Cutler is not a perspicacious man. His head is fuller of sea water than it is much else. The men respect him, though. And I have learned that respect often outweighs capability in the hands of many sailors. They respect bloodshed and barbarics more often than reason. An unfortunate misunderstanding of the human psyche, but then again, sailors know little more than salt and sea.
Captain Morgan Beckett
 
Captain’s Log // 21st July, 1816
I was shaken abed this evening by the sound of a most mellifluous singing. The song raised every hair on my body, as though it reached directly inside me and pulled me from my slumber. It did not belong to Saul, nor any of the men aboard. It was the sweet timbre of a woman—and though Cutler allowed a Negro aboard, a woman he would not permit. I have little use for them, though the cook I wanted to hire would have been female if had been given my first choice. Cutler forbade it. So, to whom did this melodious voice belong to?
I have heard many tales of sirens luring men to the sea, only to drag them to the black bottom, never to be seen again. When I rose with my candle, I found the crew had risen to the same sound. There was a great calamity of noise and bodies, some half hauled over the ship’s edge to look into the unmoving sea in search of the noise, as if it lured them like a moth to the flame. The woman’s voice had diminished by then, but its echo clearly imprinted on the mind of my men.
“To bed!” I bade them. There was fear in many of their eyes, plainly written for me to see. “You squander us of a needed goat and now one among you seeks to terrorize the crew. Find your bed and we will reconvene upon the morrow of your misdeeds this night!” I used the voice I’d commanded armies with.
I squared my shoulders and waited for them to depart below deck, though many of them cared naught for my orders. The moon illuminated very little. Once left to my solitude, I dared to peer into the water myself. A sudden shift of wind—the first I had felt in days—whipped up my arm and the candle plunged from my hand and extinguished within the water. From above the deck, the blackness of water and night collide, and it is hard to tell where one ends and the other begins. It was a long walk in this darkness back to my cabin.
I fear there shall be little sleep to be had.
Captain Morgan Beckett
 
Captain’s Log // 22nd July, 1816
Captain Beckett’s bed was found empty this morning. I am not a learned man, but I know how to run a ship and so, too, do I know each and every inch of one. And the late Captain Morgan Beckett is nowhere on this vessel, dead or alive.
I have enlisted Robert McKinnon as the new first mate. I told the rest of the men that Beckett has fallen ill, for I do not wish to take blame for his disappearance or death. Tomorrow, I will tell them he has died and make a fuss of his burial at sea. It is better that they do not know he has vanished. I will write the words here as a declaration of my innocence should my actions be put to question.
Orientation in this directionless sea remains a constant thorn in my side. It is my belief that the Negro enchants our vessel. I will discuss his future on this ship with the others, though as the captain I reserve the right to make the final decision.
“An abomination!” is what they whisper amongst themselves as though the Negro does not loom over them and hear their words. I am inclined to agree. I may care little for the man, but I am not fool enough to express it in his presence. He was Beckett’s man and I have little love for him and will miss him even less. It should be no great shock that we will see him gone. No sooner than he is plunged into the sea and claimed by its creatures below than we will find the wind again—mark my words.
First Mate Captain William Cutler
 
Captain’s Log // 23rd July, 1816
One of our numbers has succumbed to madness. The water called to him, and he has answered its song. Long into the night, he moaned and twitched with such a clamor that the crewmates nearest him hauled me from my own bed in the captain’s cabin so that I might decide what to do with him. The lad, a youth of barely twenty, sprung from his hammock to clutch me ’round the collar with fists so tight that I struggled to beat the boy off. He did not even acknowledge the boxing of his ears as we tangled amongst the sheets. His eyes were open, and he scarcely looked elsewhere beyond the glow of the candle’s flame.
It spooked the men, though I feared little of this youngster. He was not the first man I’d seen pulled beneath the blanket of madness. The sea is not for all, though it is the sea that will be the cradle of his grave now.
The youth, whose name I do not recall, called for a woman, crying like a newborn babe in want of a teat. The men laughed at him at first, but by midnight’s call, they were laughing no more as he carried on with his fit. I knocked out two of his teeth as he clawed at me, but even my fists did little to stifle him.
“She is calling me home, don’t you hear?” Those are the words he spoke to me, crying them out like they were his dying words. Blood dribbled down his chin, but he continued his pleas as though unaware of his bleeding gums. His words weigh heavy in my mind now and I cannot unhear them.
We hoisted him to the upper deck, thinking some nighttime air would do him some good. As soon as the salt of ocean air hit him, he began to act as though a feral animal. He carried on in such a way that none could hold him. As soon as he was free of his binds, he flung himself headfirst into the black water.
“I must answer her call!” His cries carried back to the lot of us, scrambling in the dark to clutch at him as he fell. We grabbed after him, clutching fistfuls of air, but he was gone before we could halt his descent into darkness. It was as if the ocean swallowed him whole.
I looked him up in the logbook. His name was Marcus Tully and this was his first trip to sea. It is now his last.
Captain William Cutler
 
Captain’s Log // 25th July, 1816
I have spent the last two days poring over the books former Captain Beckett kept. He was a poor sailor, though I fear most captains are. Money too often buys position and Beckett was in possession of plenty of coin. But he kept a tidy book.
There are only two remaining aboard who can read or write, one being myself. I am not entirely sure I believe the cook’s insistence that he can write, but he assures me is a learned man and educated in more ways than that of a boiling kettle. Though, if his cooking skills are to be a comparison to his literacy, there is little hope he knows much of the way of words.
Beside his name, the Negro, has marked himself with an “X.” I have no doubt his mark holds a darker meaning. He reeks of enchantments and evil doing.
We still have not taken confession of the man who murdered the goat, though I know it was him. When I confronted him, he only laughed that booming laugh of his, tipping his head up so I could see the thick muscles of his throat. I had half a mind to slice it open. Better his blood spilled than another goat’s.
“The waters take what they will, Cap’n,” he said and winked at me. I ought to have sent him to the brig for such insolence, but he has been fashioning fishing nets for the crew and thus proves an industrious laborer whom I cannot yet afford to do without. I loathe the man for he seems to know his usefulness. He yearns to climb from his station, and I will see to it that he stays beneath my heel. His efforts have not yet produced any fish, so perhaps the solution to his riddance will remedy itself soon enough.
I wished to dispose of the man in the wake of Beckett’s death, but something prevents me from giving the order. My tongue falls heavy in my mouth. I feel a chill when I behold the man and his too-white teeth. A grown man ought not to have so many teeth. A good seaman will have lost a handful by the age of twenty and five. I do not think him a good man, let alone a good sailor. But I will let him live if he can provide us with food to survive this windless place.
Captain William Cutler
 
Captain’s Log // 26th July, 1816
The last of our goats have disappeared. All of them. When the cook, Pete Phillips, went to gather supplies for dinner, he found the holding pen completely empty. Pete was sorely grieved and grew panicked in the loss of even more meat. We cannot last the fortnight if we do not set course soon. I must admit, I do not know where a collection of goats could have gotten off to in broad daylight and on a ship, no less. Ships do not have room to carry secrets.
Tensions are growing and morale is at an all-time low. There is talk of taking the skip and departing for land. At least on the skip, we can use oars to chart a course. We are a crew of nearly twenty-five men. A single skip will carry less than ten of us. And who will depart from the safety of our vessel into parts unknown? I must admit I am not yet desperate enough to abandon ship. I have faith in the wind and the wind has never failed me, though she remains a stranger as of late.
I have called the men to the deck tonight and will keep them there until the goat thief has been divulged. I will use fists as necessary and plan to withhold dinner. Where fists fail, food often motivates. The belly of a seaman is a fierce bargaining chip, particularly so when they are half starved already.
Captain William Cutler
 
Captain’s Log // 26th July, 1816
Four goat heads were found strung from the main mast this evening. Their blood dripped down onto my very own head. Near pandemonium broke out when they were sighted. Such was the clamor that I thought the bleating of outcry from the men would produce enough wind to move our vessel, but alas, we remain ever rooted in place.
None could explain how the goats came to be there, but when I sent First Mate McKinnon up to take them down (for we cannot spare even the slightest of meat), he found seaman Rackus Bellby naked in the crow’s nest, covered in blood. He had no recollection of how he came to be there and cried like an infant as he was hauled down, pleading, “Don’t you hear her?”
He was hauled overboard at once, though it was not I who gave the order. Bellby was hurtled into the sea by half the crew and there was naught I could have done to staunch the violence, though I would not have stopped them if I could have. There is no room for a goat thief on my ship. And starving men will hunger for blood when food is not aplenty.
Bellby floated for a long while, the blood on his body sloughing off into the sea and turning its waters pink. Men chanted for a shark to come and entertain them with a feast of the man. I could not be bothered by such notions as my concentration was held firmly by the lack of concern on Rackus Bellby’s face.
He floated in the sea with a look of serenity on his features. I could hear him weeping at first and imagined the salt of his tears joining the salt of the sea as he floated away. But he did not give cries of anguish, only closed his eyes and waited for something unknown to me.
Night fell before we lost sight of his body. He never called to be brought back aboard. He never even spoke once he hit the water. He welcomed death in the same way that I welcome sleep at night, only it is his eyes that will remain forever closed.
The Negro smiled at me from across the deck the entire time the crew tossed the lad overboard, his arms crossed over his chest like a man above his station.
First mate McKinnon stationed a watch above deck for the night. He grows fearful for our precarious situation. It is a fear shared among many. It is a fear not unfounded. It is a fear I feel, as well.
Something lingers heavy in my chest, like an ache I cannot reach. I see shadows even in the lightless dark of my cabin. I grow fearful of the moments when my eyes close in sleep, yet I cannot survive on this prolonged absence of rest.
I am weary.
Captain William Cutler
 
Captain’s Log // 29th July, 1816
Cap Cutler ded on sunrise. We tossed his body to the fishes. McKinnon is Cap now. I will take notes in his name, though I am just the cooke. My letters are not great, but McKinnon canna read no ways.
Cap asked that I take record of all souls abord. Below they are as signed:
 
Carter Hayes
Paul Smith
Joseph Hall
Joseph North
Edgar Monroe
Pierce Billway
Lee Arnold
Salty Bleeker
Pete Phillips
Robert McKinnon
David Stapleton
Charles Pickett
Amos Ledger
Adam Ledger
Ishmael Smith
Marcum Wagner
Kellan Faraday
Art Wilson
X
 
We lost Morris Green who did not report for duty this morn. His body has not been found. Assumed ded.
Pete
 
Captain’s Log // 30th July, 1816
Singing from the night wakes us. Hard to tell what is madness and what is real. It sounds like the voice of me sweet mammy. It calls tears to my eyys and aches to my hart. Men whisper of sirens, but Cap calls it “a seaman’s demented mind.”
X has taken to humming the same melodee. It grouses the men and they abide the Negro little and less. Cap says we mustn’t kill him. Our numbers are to little.
My belly aches from hunger but Cap titened the rations. We are truly starving men now. There is talk of mutiny. I write the word here for I know he canna read it nor punish me for it.
Pete
 
Captain’s Log // 31st July, 1816
There are no living kreatures abord this ship save us men, yet the deck was covered in a warm blood this morn. Steam rose from the hot blood like the vapors of Hell.
The nite watchmen was naught to be found. Another assumed ded. Bare feet print in the blood. None can account for the foot, which is smaller than all those abord.
The men speak of evil and sorsery. They look to the Negro with wary eyes.
A great fite broke out upon discovery of the bloodshed. The Smith boys wanted to take the skip and set for land. Cap forbade it, but soon men were fighting over the skip such that blades were drawn.
We buried three more at sea and the siren song plagued us little last nite, sated by our gifts.
We are desperate souls.
Pete
 
Captain’s Log // 1st August, 1816
We woke not to wind, but to a great heavy fog. It wet our clothes and made it so we could not sea four steps ahead of ourselfs.
Cap has not turned up to dictate his notes to me. I fear the worst.
The Negro found me in the Cap’s quarters. He says he knows letters, but he lumbers over them and I feel uneasy to give him the log. But who is truly the Cap now, for can it be aye? 
Our numbers dwindle. Our morale has left us. Our stomacks have hollowed.
I will recommend we take the skip and abandon ship. The sirens can have the vessel. It is a floating graveyard now.
Pete
 
Captain’s Log // 2nd August, 1816
The skip was gone this morn, and with it seven men. But as day full broke through the fog, we found it floating yards away, empty. The oars floated beside it, and though it were a quick swim away, none dared brake the waters to fetch it. Its floorboards were painted red and the sharp tip of sharks prowld the water for the fantom bodies we canna sea.
Another of our crew woke screaming that a woman called to him. As there is no Cap now, there was no one to give orders to calm the seaman. To our horror, he smiled as he plunged his own blade into his chest.
“She wants my hart!” were his final words which I will record in recognitun to my duty to these pages and souls abord.
None stopped him carving up his own chest. We threw him into the sea the next morn and the hart he’d carved out after him.
Amos Ledger threw up his dinner—what little it was—and passed out white as a ghost. He never woke up. The men fought over his vomit like it were another meal to be had.
What has become of us?
Pete
 
Captain’s Log // 3rd August, 1816
Death has borded our vessel.
She does not seem keen to leave.
 
Captain’s Log // 4th August, 1816
It is me and X now. He wishes me to give him the log book for safekeeping but I will not part with these pages exsept in death. I beleve he is not a learned man and would have little use for ink and paper. For who would teech a slave to write?
The siren’s song calls to me in my waking hours and haunts me in my sleep. X says he canna hear it, but I hear him humming it under his breath. He watches me as a wolf prowls his quarry.
I see the ded and wonder if they are real or a trick of my eyys. The Negro speaks of strange lands where he was taken from. He tells me the stories of stolen men and women and the snipped threads of the fabric of humanity.
He sings of home. I wonder if he knows the siren song calls me to her home as he yearns for his. I canna recall my own home, but in sleep I dream of seaweed beds and salty tears and the bosom of scaled women.
If I am to perish in this blasted ship, let it be as Cap of this vessel. 
Cap Pete Phillips
 
Captain’s Log // 6th August, 1816
The end is nigh.
I foursee a watery grave
The call for home rattles in my head
The aching of my bones stirs me from sleep
I yearn for wind and air and salt and sea
Still she calls.
It is a sweetness I canna devour but still want for the taste of on my tongue.
She sings! She sings!
Pete
 
Captain’s Log // 7th August, 1816
The wind has returned.
I heed the call for home at last 
for I am free
X
￼[image: pasted-image.pdf]

Dahlia
Holly Slater
The best thing about Dahlia? She’s nothing like my wife. After reading her dating profile and chatting online with her for days, I know this to be an objective fact.
Ex-wife, I guess I should say. I need to get used to that.
She left my ass and she left the country. Seven years of my life wasted on a woman who wanted to get as far away from me as possible. It hurt like a bitch, but with Dahlia’s serendipitous appearance on my dating app, I’m starting to think this was all meant to be.
I drink in Dahlia’s tall, slender body and mesmerizing smile as she crosses the restaurant. She clicks along the hardwood floor in high-heeled boots that lace up to just below her knees. The flower and vine tattoos climbing up her thighs disappear beneath the black lace skirt that flutters as she moves. Her black top is tied around the back of her neck, pushing up her petite breasts and showing subtle cleavage. An appropriate first-date amount of cleavage, I’d say. Classy.
“Charlie?”
“Dahlia?”
She smiles and perches what I now see to be her quite lovely ass on the barstool next to mine. She pushes a handful of brown curls behind her bare shoulder. I admire the crescent moon tattoo on her back.
The second-best thing about Dahlia? She looks exactly like her photos. My first few dates as a divorcé garnered me a fair share of catfish horror stories.
“Well. Your photos don’t do you justice,” she says. “What a relief.”
I raise my eyebrows. “I was just thinking the same thing.” She nods and bites her red-painted lip.
The juxtaposition between Dahlia and my blonde-bobbed, makeup-free, ever-practical wife—ex-wife—is a breath of fresh air. After six months of separation, I wanted to fuck someone else. Even more than that, I wanted to marry someone else. Someone who’d actually make a good wife this time around.
“Can I get you a drink? Martini?”
“You remembered. I’m impressed,” she says.
“Hard to forget a conversation with you. Small talk on dating apps is usually so—”
“Painful?”
“Exactly. But not with you.” I signal the bartender, who immediately puts his cell phone away and gives us his full attention. “Two martinis. Extra dirty.”
Now Dahlia raises her eyebrows. “Very impressive.”
I grin. This is too good. Why did I ever get upset at Norah for ending our marriage? She was right—sometimes a relationship just needs to die.
Dahlia and I are on our third round of martinis when the sad break-up stories crop up.
Up to that point, we’ve briefly covered our jobs before moving on to more important things. Hobbies, favorite film genres, a mutual passion for post-industrial rock. We dissected our top-choice books as well as the authors we hated. We each ticked off our favorite local restaurants and travel spots.
When I discover that Dahlia and I share a silent but powerful hatred for meditation, I laugh the hardest I’ve laughed since my marriage fell apart. As far as likes and dislikes go, this is the best date I’ve ever had.
“What you like is important when it comes to relationships. You can pretend it’s not, but it is!” I say. I fork the last bite of my steak and wave it in the air with gusto before popping it into my mouth. 
“I think genuine pleasure”—she pauses to take a delicate sip, not a bit of lipstick lost to the rim of her glass—“I’m talking real, genuine pleasure—like in the things we do and the art we consume—is more important than trends or external validation. All of that is bullshit.”
“Damn.” I place my elbow on the bar and rest my head on my hand, lost in Dahlia’s gaze. I’m hooked already. Hooked. “It’s like you’re in my head.”
“Is that so?” She winks and leans in close, gifting me a hint of her subtle perfume. Something like a rainy forest in springtime. Her closeness sends a tingle of pleasure down my neck. “We have a lot in common.” She straightens and pushes her empty salad plate away. “Are you as nervous as I am about getting back out there?”
“I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t slightly terrifying. Especially after ending a relationship I thought would last forever.”
“I know what you mean. My partner—well, ex-partner—was my entire life. I believed she was my other half.”
I can’t help that Dahlia’s fluid sexuality is a turn-on. My mind flashes a vivid image: Dahlia with another beautiful woman. I have no idea what her ex looks like though, and the other woman shifts from a faceless female body to Nora, naked in bed with Dahlia, the two of them smiling and in love.
Dahlia’s rich brown eyes seem to darken as she watches me, unblinking. I clear my throat and look away briefly. Enough martinis for me.
“I felt the same way about Nora,” I reveal. “It just got so … complicated. She—” I take a deep breath. “I wanted to start a family, but the only baby she wanted to take care of was her career. We became like roommates. Passionless, bickering roommates. Now that I’ve had some space, I’m glad she’s gone.”
“You mean to London?”
“Yes—er …” I run my fingertips across my short beard, thinking back to our online chats. “Actually, I don’t think I ever said where she moved to.”
“Oh?” Dahlia makes a curious hmm sound. “I’m certain you did.”
I pull my hand away from my beard, the desire to yank each hair out, one by one, growing steadily. “No, I’m pretty sure I told you she took a job out of the country, but not which city.” I reach for my phone, ready to search our conversation and find the exact spot where I briefly mentioned my divorce status to Dahlia.
“Charlie,” she sings, her voice lilting and delicate. Such a beautiful, almost otherworldly sound. “I’m very certain you did. How else would I know?”
“You know what?” I shake my head, suddenly not a bit concerned. “I did mention London to you.” I can remember that part of our chat exactly now. Can see myself writing the exact text, wondering if she’d hate the fact that I’m divorced. “I’m impressed with your memory too.”
“That’s a pretty big hop from Ohio,” she says.
“It is. We fought a lot about moving for her career. She doesn’t have extended family. But I do, and they live around here. And I wasn’t about to leave the business I’ve built. We weren’t going to make it together, in the end. Too much against us. She just … she had to go.”
“I’m on your side,” Dahlia coos. “Why should you be the one to make all the sacrifices?”
“Exactly.”
She takes a long, lingering drink from her glass, her eyes glued to mine. 
“I didn’t mention this in our chats …” Dahlia runs her finger around the rim of her martini glass. “I always knew my ex wanted a child-free life. Even before we got together. But … I realized a short while ago that I definitely want children. I always felt like it was a part of me. My purpose, even.”
“Wow!” I nearly choke on the last remnants of my martini. “Well, I guess we do have a lot in common.” I desperately want to touch this woman. I need to, but I don’t know how she’ll react to it at such a vulnerable moment. Best to let her take the lead.
For now.
“My place is just a few minutes from here,” she says. With that, she throws back the last of her drink, places enough cash on the bar to cover our tab plus tip, and grabs my hand.
I slide off my stool and follow the enchanting goddess out of the restaurant.
At Dahlia’s apartment, we’re cozied up on her green velvet couch. Her top is long gone, tossed aside on the floor. She straddles me and kisses me deeply. I cup her breasts greedily as her lips dance along my neck.
The weight of her petite body on mine is so slight. I get harder as I think about how easy it would be to toss her around like a rag doll.
The glow of the candles makes her appear luminescent—she is more goddess-like in the warm yellow light. Dahlia clearly appreciates the power of atmosphere. It’s not something Nora would have taken the time to do—put in an effort to make things aesthetically pleasing for me.
Dahlia moans softly as I tease her nipple with my tongue. Supporting her back with one hand, I grasp a handful of her hair with the other, and tug. Gently at first, then harder. She groans and grinds against me.
“You like that, don’t you?” I say.
Her lips curl upward. “Maybe we should move to the bedroom?”
“Lead the way.”
“Just give me a few minutes,” she whispers in my ear. “It’ll be worth the wait.”
Dahlia walks to the kitchen in nothing but her skirt and pours another bourbon before bringing it to me on the couch. I want to tell her what a good girl she’s being for serving me, but instead I simply say “thank you” and admire her backside as she disappears down the hall.
When we first arrived at her apartment, I admired how clean and organized she keeps the place. She’s obviously a good little housekeeper. I take a drink and decide to dig a little deeper into this mesmerizing woman’s brain.
Across from the couch, Dahlia keeps an impressive collection of books. The built-in shelves take up an entire wall from floor to ceiling. There’s a small collection of fiction: literary classics, dystopian, horror, and sci-fi. And wedged into the far corner are a couple of smutty romance titles.
My forehead tightens into a scowl. It’s the sort of crap Nora would read. She could waste an entire Saturday afternoon reading in our gazebo. She claimed her job as a research scientist was so taxing that she preferred her fiction light. It gives my brain a chance to recharge, she’d say. I was certain it was because she’d rather get herself off by reading smut about other men. God forbid she actually have sex with her husband.
The bulk of Dahlia’s collection is non-fiction. There seems to be no topic about which she doesn’t crave knowledge, with texts on science, history, psychology, and just about every religion.
Scattered among the books are strange odds and ends. A heavy, silver goblet used as a bookend. A small, ugly doll made of sticks, prominently displayed on a stand. A smorgasbord of other oddities—colorful crystals, a sphere of purple glass set in a metal base, and a particularly creepy black bird—rest on the higher shelves.
I hope that bird isn’t taxidermy, I think. If this thing with Dahlia becomes serious—depending on how she performs tonight—we’d have to get rid of this horror show and have a conversation about tasteful interior decorating.
Next to the bird, I notice a small section of books that look nothing like the others. They seem pretty old, possibly even rare. They’re dark and leather-bound, the faded titles on the spines written in a language I don’t recognize. I reach for one, but the sound of Dahlia’s voice stops me.
“I’m ready for you,” she announces.
I turn and drink in the sight of her—and for a moment I lose my breath. Her see-through red negligee leaves nothing to the imagination. The black garter belt and stockings hugging her thighs are an unexpected yet pleasing detail.
“I wasn’t sure what kind of lingerie you might like, so I went for classic.”
An intoxicating scent wafts into the room. It’s woodsy and slightly sweet. Maybe sandalwood? And something else I can’t place. Whatever it is, it seems like pure Dahlia—and I’m desperate to bury myself inside her.
I abandon my drink on the coffee table and start unbuttoning my shirt. “I very much like classic.”
She smiles and disappears into the bedroom. I hurry after, doing my best to keep from jumping like an overexcited puppy.
My shirt is fully unbuttoned by the time I enter the bedroom. The sight I find there is stunning.
Dozens of glowing black candles cover every surface of the furniture as well as the shelves mounted on the walls. They create a circle of dancing flames around the bed, which is adorned in silk sheets the same shade of red as Dahlia’s lingerie. The smell from the burning incense is intoxicating. Slow, pulsating music emanates from a hidden speaker somewhere. The low, rhythmic beats vibrate through me.
At the foot of the bed stands Dahlia—the most hypnotic thing in the room.
When I grab her hips and throw her down on the bed, it’s like I’m not in control of my body. I climb on top of her, still mostly clothed. When she whimpers in my ear, I see that her sheer lingerie is suddenly in two pieces in my hands, ripped down the center. Did I do that?
I feel her hands on my zipper. “Fuck …” I breathe. “Dahlia …”
She opens a condom and rolls it onto me as I kiss her lips. I didn’t even realize she’d been holding one. When she slowly guides me inside of her, I lose all sense of time, space, and mortality. I feel like a god as I drive myself into Dahlia and bury my face in her neck.
She emits lovely, otherworldly sounds of pleasure. I slide in and out of her to the beat of the music, and her moans take on an infectious rhythm, almost like chanting. A song of pleasure that tells me I’m doing everything right.
I drive myself hard into Dahlia one final time. The orgasm that erupts in me is so powerful, I get lightheaded. Heat envelopes my body as the candlelight surrounding us brightens. There’s a crackle and hiss as the flames grow taller, the flicker of light and shadow dancing over the walls and our bodies. Dahlia’s name falls from my lips, over and over again. When I collapse on top of her, she’s muttering soothing, sweet sounds into my ear.
The candle flames are calm now. I must have imagined them bursting around us—that’s how good Dahlia is.
She sits up and carefully removes the condom. “Let me take care of that for you,” she whispers. She slips out of the bedroom and into the bathroom across the hall. It’s something Nora never did when we were dating, before she got her IUD. 
What fucking service, I think, my grin so wide it hurts.
The next morning, I wake in my own bed with a dull ache in the pit of my stomach. Part of me wonders if I’m coming down with something, but the low-grade annoyance is quickly overshadowed when I remember … her.
“Mmm. Dahlia.”
We both had early mornings and agreed to save our first overnight for next time. I’ll text her later today, feel out a plan for the weekend. I’m not about to let this woman slip through my hands.
Her scent is still on me as I get out of bed and don some gym clothes. I’m in such a good mood, I feel ready to take on the whole world, stomach bug be damned. I’m certain a workout will set me straight.
On the way out of my bedroom, I pass by the window and look down into my slightly neglected backyard. Crisp orange leaves litter the grass, and the wooden planks on the floor of the gazebo could use a new coat of stain.
Backyard tasks were Nora’s thing. Hell, I practically had to drag her from her backyard oasis to spend time with me. I add the tedious yard work to my mental to-do list.
Lingering near the window, I scroll on my phone, checking up on Nora’s Instagram. Her latest post is from a week ago—a selfie of her in front of her favorite London cafe. The caption brags about how happy she is and how she misses her friends back home. There are a few likes and even fewer comments. The drama of Nora cutting ties and moving overseas has really died down over the past few months.
“Good riddance, Nora.” I swallow my disdain and head out for an early morning workout.
By 6:30 I’m at the gym, warming up on the treadmill. Right away, I can tell I’m not on my game. My breathing comes faster than usual, and so does the sweat. Serves me right for downing those drinks. Plus, there was all that fun in Dahlia’s bed. She must have really worn me out.
The fond memory is overshadowed by a searing pain in my gut.
“Shit.” Hunching forward, I turn down the speed on the treadmill. Despite slowing down, my heart is racing. What the fuck is going on with me? There’s another invisible gut-punch to my abdomen. This time it radiates downward, my testicles throbbing from the pain. I slap the emergency brake on the treadmill and fall to my knees.
Some of the early gym rats notice the scene I’m making, and it takes everything I’ve got not to curl up in the fetal position. An oversized hulk of a muscle man steps away from his loaded barbell and offers a hand.
“I’m fine,” I spit out between clenched teeth. I manage to stand on trembling legs and step off the machine. Nausea follows the pain in my gut, traveling upward. Before I can move, I puke all over the guy’s white sneakers.
“Are you serious?” he barks, backing away. “Eww … what the fuck?”
Whatever came out of my body smells like death. It’s a thick, viscous ooze with a grotesque grayish-blue tint. I’ve never seen that color come out of me before. I’ve never seen it come out of anyone before.
Like the skin of a decaying corpse. The thought seems unfamiliar and faraway, as if someone else is invading my mind.
The woman from the front desk moves toward us with a mop, a bucket, and a CAUTION sign. I don’t wait for her to reach us. I don’t apologize to the mountain of a man whose shoes I’ve just ruined. Instead, I walk calmly to the locker room.
All I can think about is losing myself in Dahlia again.
An hour later, I’m sitting in a conference room with Jake, my business partner. We have a major presentation to prep for, and the potential client is huge. I couldn’t skip work if I wanted to. Fortunately, after taking a hot shower at the gym, I’m feeling much more like myself.
Even so, Jake looks me up and down when I arrive. “You look like shit, my guy. Rough night?”
“Not at all.” I rub my eyes, which I know for a fact are puffy and purple. “Well, I think I might have had some bad steak,” I admit. “But before that caught up to me, let’s just say there are other reasons I’m worn out.”
“You serious? That girl from the app?”
“Dahlia was like a dream, Jake. Holy fuck, you have no idea.”
“Charlie! Way to get back at it,” Jake says with a shit-eating grin. “You deserve it, after everything you’ve been through.”
“You’re right about that.” My phone pings with an incoming text. “Speak of the devil.”
Morning, gorgeous. How are you feeling today? I don’t know about you, but I think the food at the bar did a number on me.
Really? Me too! It was rough this morning, but feeling OK now. I’ll feel better if I see you again. We’ll hit up a better restaurant this time … 
I hit send and stare at the screen while Jake grabs us coffee from the back of the room.
Let’s avoid the restaurant altogether … How about your place? Saturday night? I want you ALL night this time around. She punctuates the message with a winking emoji.
My excitement elates, then suddenly deflates when I realize where she wants to meet. The house is messier now that Nora isn’t around to keep on top of cleaning. Plus, there are still old remnants of her. Some of her things she decided not to take with her, and framed photos of us on the walls. I’ve been ignoring them since that terrible night when she decided to throw our relationship away. It’s like I don’t even see them anymore. But I can’t subject Dahlia to all that. More tasks for the to-do list.
“Let’s get to work,” Jake says as he hands me a mug of steaming black coffee and sits down. “Time to make some fucking magic.”
I can’t wait, I text Dahlia.
Dahlia throws her head back and moans, losing herself in the throes of a violent orgasm. I feel her clenching on my cock, feel the shudders of her body. As she’s yelling my name, I find my own release. I can’t believe how long it lasts, how mind-blowing it is.
When a fly buzzes near my ear and lands on my cheek, I hardly notice—I’m too wrapped up in Dahlia and the faraway planet her magical pussy has sent me to. I slap at the fly absently. When another lands on my shoulder, followed by another on my chin, I curse and wave them away as I’m unceremoniously pulled out of my Dahlia-induced trance.
A sharp, itching sensation spreads across my lower stomach. I look down and immediately retch, not just at the smell—which is truly abhorrent—but also the sight.
Where our bodies are merged in a tangle of torsos and limbs and sweat, dozens of insects slither out and crawl up our skin. Worms, centipedes, maggots, beetles, earwigs, spiders, and other small, stinking creatures slink and squirm from the crevice between us, until there are hundreds. Thousands even. They sting and pinch and claw their way along our connected bodies, leaving behind a trail of mud and slime.
They’re coming out of her! Or … my god … out of me?
When Dahlia laughs, the sound is low and cruel. I look at her, but it’s not Dahlia’s face anymore. The dark curls have transformed into short, straight, blonde hair. The eyes have shifted from dark brown to icy blue. The lips are thin and smiling and the teeth are rotting, some of them dangling from her gums by nothing more than stringy threads of rotting flesh.
Not Dahlia—but Nora.
I wake up to the sound of my own screams, wrestling the sheets that entangle me. I slap at my stomach and thighs to get the slimy, slithering bugs off. It takes half a minute to realize there aren’t any. Only when I jump out of bed and look at myself in the mirror, doing a full three-sixty to check my backside, do I start to calm down.
That’s when I notice the sunlight. It’s brighter than usual, cluing me in that I’ve overslept. When I look at my phone, I see that I have only ten minutes to get ready if I’m going to make it to the presentation on time. I haul ass to the bathroom.
My eyes are puffy with dark circles beneath them, but there’s not much I can do about that. Tossing and turning all night has left my hair sticking up at all angles, so I wet it and apply some product. After I throw on my slacks, I notice they’re a little tight. My stomach isn’t feeling great again, and it’s apparent that I’m pretty damn bloated. I pop some antacids and squeeze into a button-up shirt before half-running out the door.
My phone is already buzzing—panic texts from Jake, wondering why the hell I’m not already there to help set up. I ignore them and speed into the city, cutting five minutes off my half-hour drive.
I arrive just as the client is settling in. David Salsbeck has brought two of his team members with him: a young lady with bright pink hair and a quiet, nerdy guy who looks like he should still be in high school. David is sporting his typical baseball cap and jeans, but the room has an energized vibe that is anything but casual. This meeting is a big step for both of our businesses.
As a small gaming publisher, David and his team struck gold with an investor who is paying a hell of a lot of money to develop a new PC horror game. Part of that investment will go to a lucky digital marketer who can make it sell like crazy. Hopefully, that will be me and Jake.
“What the hell took you so long?” Jake whispers. We hover near the doorway as the other three get comfortable at the end of the long table. The screen is ready to go with the slides the two of us spent hours writing and designing.
“Overslept,” I grumble at him.
“And you look like shit again.”
“Jake. Give it a rest, man. I had a rough night, but I didn’t want to bail on you at the last minute. We’d look like flakes.”
“We already look like dicks now that you’re late.”
“I’m right on time, and it’ll be fine if you just cool it. You look like someone shit in your espresso.”
Jake lessens his death glare and attempts a polite smile.
“There ya go,” I say. “Let’s close this.” I pat Jake on the back and launch into our script. We take turns describing the ins and outs of the marketing plan we’ve carefully laid out. Jake and I always have an easy, familiar flow during presentations.
I’m deep into describing the competitor analysis slide—and doing a bang-up job of it—when I notice Jake sniffing the air. He’s standing with me at the front of the room, on the other side of the screen. He covers his mouth with his hand, and I realize then where the smell is coming from.
It’s me.
Specifically, my breath. I haven’t had any food or coffee yet this morning. There was no time. There was so little time, in fact, that I also skipped brushing my teeth. Even so, I’ve never had morning breath as rank as this.
“Sorry to interrupt but … wow.” David scrunches his nose. “Do you guys smell that?”
“Um, they’ve been doing some bathroom construction on the floor below us,” I lie. “Pipe work. We’ve been getting some unfortunate odors from time to time.”
Jake’s nod is delayed and a little frantic. He looks confused and also tortured. He looks like a terrible liar.
Without my permission, a loud, disgusting burp works its way up my throat and out of my mouth. It’s followed by a wave of acid that burns my esophagus. A foul, odorous cloud of invisible gas floats around the room as I swallow hard. Fuck, that stings.
Pink Lady next to David gags silently. She covers it politely with her hand, like she’s stifling a yawn. More acrid bile makes its way up my throat, and I burst into a violent coughing fit.
“I’m-I’m okay,” I choke out between hacks. I inch toward the door and hold a finger up, attempting to signal I’ll be back momentarily.
I can just make out a muffled, “The smell is going away, at least …” as I cough and sputter my way to the bathroom.
Thankfully the men’s room is empty. I catch a glimpse of my reddened face in the mirror as I hack and wheeze over the sink. As my coughing fit dies down, more vile acid burns its way upward. There’s a lump in my throat, like some food got stuck. I don’t even have anything in my stomach … What the hell am I choking on?
As if in response, my stomach muscles clench and heave. I gag as the thing at the back of my throat, soggy and wet, gurgles its way slowly into my mouth. It’s warm and sticky on my tongue, and it tastes putrid, like a rotting lump of ichor that’s been stuck in the drain for months.
I spit it into the sink, then freeze as I look at the horrifying mess.
It’s a glob of paper, shiny and yellow with stomach bile. Printed words in large, black font run together, the ink smudged from saliva and bodily fluid. I can barely make it out, but it’s there.
Her Dark Desires.
I remember the book. The sopping pile in the sink looks like a piece of a title page from the novel Nora was reading the night we had the fight to end all fights. The night she left me. I stare at the mushy wad I’ve just spit up like some fucking cat and back away, covering my head with my hands. Tears sting my eyes. No—it can’t be. “What … in the absolute fuck?” I whisper.
Jake bursts into the bathroom and finds me cowering against the wall. He follows my horrified gaze to the sink. “What the hell, Charlie?” He walks to the sink, looks down, and makes a face. “That’s disgusting,” he remarks, then promptly turns the hot water on and lets it run. “But more importantly, what is going on with you? We’re about to lose this client, and we need them if we’re going to make ends meet.”
“I know. I’m sorry, man. I’m just … I don’t know. I hardly got any sleep last night.”
“You can’t be coming into a presentation like this hungover,” Jake says. “We did it in our twenties, sure, but this is too important now. I don’t care how hot this girl is. If she’s getting you blitzed and fucking your brains out all night—”
“It’s not Dahlia,” I snap, louder than I mean to. I soften my tone. “I haven’t been drinking all night. Or fucking. Dahlia’s amazing, man. I just … I don’t know. I’m not doing well. I might still have some weird stomach virus.” I point at the sink. “I need to go home and just … rest up or something.”
Jake notices my trembling hand, and his expression softens. We’re business partners, but we were friends first. He knows the difference between my bullshit and my real shit.
He turns off the running water and shrugs. “Yeah, okay man. You’re right. I’m sorry I lost it. Just head home, and I’ll go in there and finish things up, tell them you have food poisoning or whatever. Maybe I can still salvage this.” He frowns at me, more concerned now than angry. “Get yourself together and we’ll meet up when you’re ready.”
Jake makes his exit, and with slow, cautious steps, I move toward the sink. Inch by torturous inch, I lift my gaze over the glistening edge of white porcelain, my breath shaky.
In the sink, atop the glistening silver drain, is a small pool of perfectly clear water. No glob of paper. No words. Nothing.
I look up and meet my eyes in the mirror, wondering if I ever really saw it in the first place.
I blow off work the next morning. It’s Friday anyway, and Jake thinks I’m still sick. When I came home from the disastrous presentation the day before, I medicated my anxiety with copious amounts of bourbon. Now I really am hungover.
For most of the day, I wander around the house like a zombie, taking down photos of Nora hanging on the walls and throwing them in the trash. The sound of breaking glass is music to my ears. It’s something I’ve been ignoring for far too long, and it’s time to let go.
I barely manage to wait until four in the afternoon before I pour another large bourbon on the rocks. I don’t normally go this hard, but I’d like to drink myself into oblivion and make the next day get here faster—the day Dahlia comes over.
Once I’m riding a nice buzz, I’m inspired to go outside and be productive. By the time I finish raking the leaves from my large backyard, I’m half drunk and rather enjoying the workflow state I’ve fallen into.
I even pull out the weed wacker and trim along the edges of the house and the back deck. When I’m done with that, I find myself staring at the gazebo. It sits right next to the deck—a covered octagon about ten feet across. Two wooden steps lead to the lifted platform, which is noticeably discolored. Just like the floorboards, the weeds around its frame have been neglected.
“The perfect reading nook,” Nora had said on the day we installed it.
I take a swig from my flask, mustering up some liquid motivation. With record-breaking speed, I trim the wild growth around the gazebo. Next, I fetch the equipment I need from the shed: pressure washer, broom, wood stain, and a long-handled brush to apply it. All items I’d purchased months ago, left to sit and wait.
I grab the broom and perch on the first stair leading to the gazebo. When I tell my body to keep going, it simply doesn’t listen. I look closely at the floorboards and tilt my head to the side. It’s subtle, but the floor seems to be rotating. I look off to the horizon and watch the now dark sky spinning ever so slightly.
“I’m a lot more thought than I drunk … drunk than I thought.”
The solar lights flicked on ten minutes ago, but this kind of detailed work would go a lot more smoothly in the daylight.
“It’ll have to wait,” I mutter, tossing the broom on the lawn near the other items. I give the gazebo one last, lingering look, staring deep into the narrow cracks between the planks.
When I turn to step down, a horrific figure blocks my path.
It’s so close to my face that I can’t see anything else. So close that my vision blurs. My head snaps back as I take in the … the thing, wretched and gleaming beneath the gazebo lights. I can make out a decaying, bluish-gray face beneath a translucent shroud. The mouth is open and gaping as if in mid-scream, trying to suck in air that isn’t there.
The thing emits an otherworldly shriek—full of grief and despair and a rage so violent I think I might die just hearing it. The sound carries a damp breeze that sinks painfully into my bones.
As quickly as the form appeared, it’s gone. The sudden silence throws me off balance and I face-plant on the lawn.
Today’s the day! I’ve been waiting all week. I need you badly, Charlie.
Dahlia’s text delights me. It’s finally Saturday, and I can’t describe how relieved I am. It’s been a shitty week, culminating in a night of drinking so much that I started hallucinating. Once I peeled myself from the lawn and passed out in my bed, I got some much-needed sleep. This morning there was no hangover, no nausea, no lingering remnants of nightmares. I can’t believe how great I feel.
I need you too, Dahlia. My week has been crazy. You have NO idea. What can I make you for dinner? I’ll head to the store in an hour.
A man who cooks! I’m SO lucky, she responds. Anything will be fine. As long as I get you for dessert … 
I’m floating on air as I go to the store. I pick out pasta, turkey sausage, tomatoes, and fresh parm. I make sure to get all the items needed for homemade martinis, too. Just in case Dahlia wants one.
On the drive back, I blast Nine Inch Nails and do my best Trent Reznor impression all the way home. I want to touch Dahlia. I want to eat her up. I want to make her mine in every way possible and get a little rough with her—I just know she’ll be up for it.
When I go to unlock my front door, I realize it’s already open. I’m certain I remember turning the key behind me when I left. Inside, I hang my keys on the hook near the door and walk to the kitchen. My grocery bags almost tumble to the floor when I look through the window and see who’s in my backyard.
Dahlia is leaning against the railing of the gazebo, one of her legs crossed over the other as she gazes into the nearby garden—now dead and flowerless since Nora abandoned it. Dahlia’s wearing red, skintight leggings and a sheer, black top. I can’t decide if it’s a gym outfit or something more appropriate for the bedroom. Seems like both, and I’m happy about that. But … she’s also smoking a cigarette. I frown as I make my way out the back door.
“Dahlia?” The greeting comes out more of a question as I step onto the back deck. She looks up at me and smiles, and I’m immediately disarmed by her gorgeous expression.
“Charlie,” she greets back, her eyes sparkling with mischief.
“I didn’t realize you’d be here this early.”
“Your front door was unlocked, so I let myself in. I hope you don’t mind?” she says, tilting her head.
“Not at all, I just … I could swear I locked it.”
“You didn’t, Charlie,” she assures me. “How else would I get back here, huh? There’s a big padlock on your yard gate.”
“Right. You're right.” I shake the confusion out of my head. I’m about to do unspeakable things to this woman. What’s walking uninvited through an unlocked door between sex-crazed lovers? “I’m happy you’re early. Just, uh—” I gesture toward her cigarette.
“I know. It’s so gross.” She flicks ash over the railing. “I quit smoking. I really did. That’s why I put non-smoker on my dating profile. A friend of mine helped me do it.” Her expression changes then. There’s a sadness to it, but with an edge. “We’re not friends anymore, though.” She breathes a cloud of smoke into the air. As she does, the solar lights pop on, illuminating her in a smoky glow. She’s an enchantress.
“That’s too bad. I’m sure I can help you quit again. Would you like that?” It would be easy enough to fix Dahlia’s flaws. I was certain she’d be pleasantly compliant under my thoughtful guidance—unlike Nora.
As she ponders the idea, she fiddles with an iridescent crystal around her neck that hangs from a thin leather strap. It’s a small vial with a stopper, half-filled with some sort of liquid.
“What I want, Charlie?” She pauses, blowing another puff of smoke. “What I really, really want …” She drops the cigarette at her feet. “What I would kill for.” She stomps on the cigarette, smashing it into the wood. “Is to have my Nora back.”
I take in a sharp breath and let the words float aimlessly around my befuddled brain, trying to process them. I know what I think she said, but I’m hoping I simply misheard her. I take a step forward. “What was that?”
Dahlia stands her ground. “You heard me, Charlie.”
I take another step. “Say it again, Dahlia.”
She reaches behind the wooden post next to her and shows me the sizable ax hiding there, big enough to split logs. The tip of the blade is painted blood red, the exact same shade as her leggings.
“I’m the one your wife left you for. Oh, pardon me—tried to leave you for.”
Before I can close the small space between the deck and the gazebo, Dahlia swings down. The ax sinks into the floorboards with a dull thud. Panic rocks my chest as another quick thwack splinters the wood. Wedging the blade into the crack, Dahlia wrenches up and back with all her strength, prying the split board apart and taking a chunk of it with her. The cracking feels like it’s coming from inside me.
It’s a small gap, but it’s enough to reveal what lies beneath.
“Oh my god …” The words fall from my shaking lips as I take in the thing—the form. The same whiteish, ghoulish, decaying form I saw in the yard the night before.
Nora. Only it’s also not Nora. It’s her rotting corpse, putrefying slowly but steadily. Day in, day out, wrapped tightly in layer upon layer of heavy-duty plastic and duct tape.
Mummification by plastic, to keep the smell contained. To keep it from permeating through the new steps and the false floor I built over the original platform. Nora had a bunch of old wood stored in the shed from various home projects. They were a bit discolored, but sturdy nonetheless.
“I knew it,” Dahlia says. “There was no fucking way she’d ever move to London without taking me.”
I look at the shell of the woman I once loved. The woman who told me she was suffocating in our perfect marriage. The woman who told me she’d fallen in love with someone else.
The woman who betrayed me.
“Hey Charlie?” Dahlia’s voice sounds garbled and faraway now, like she’s underwater. I know I should do something. React. Get my hands on Dahlia and keep her from ever telling anyone my secret. But all I can do is keep my eyes glued to the revolting form in the hole. The useless, deteriorating husk.
My trance is broken when Dahlia appears in front of me, her eyes mere inches from mine. She clutches the crystal vial around her neck.
She points a finger at my temple. The second she touches me, my body folds in on itself and I collapse onto the deck.
The only thing I’m sure of is that I’m not dreaming. I’m still in my backyard, but everything’s … different. I’m not flat on my ass after Dahlia touched me—I’m sitting across from Nora on our gazebo. She’s crying as she talks to me.
I know this conversation. Nora is telling me she wants to end things between us. She’s met someone who works at the bookstore she frequents. Someone who validates her feelings. Who doesn’t pressure her to leave her career to have children. Who doesn’t coerce her into sex. “Someone who loves me and isn’t abusive,” she finishes, her voice barely a whisper.
That’s the word. The one that flips a switch inside me.
It’s like I’m floating outside of myself, watching my eyes go dark as Nora sits there, shrinking inward. She’s scared of me even as she’s telling me she’s leaving. She believes I’m a monster. She believes I abuse her. And now, she’s abandoning me.
Only, I won’t let her.
I see myself spring out of my chair. I see myself wrap my hands around her delicate neck. I see myself squeeze.
I squeeze and squeeze and squeeze until Nora quits sobbing. I could never stand to see her cry. And now I’ve stopped it. I’ve stopped everything else too. No more crying. No more moving. No more breathing.
No more leaving me.
Nora’s eyes are bulging now. Her skin is bluish. Her mouth is open in a silent, gasping scream that never makes it out. Beside her, a rumpled paperback lies next to her motionless form. It was tucked into the wicker lounger she loves to read in.
A book called Her Dark Desires. In the end, I wasn’t sure what to do with it. So I buried it with her beneath the floorboards.
I gasp for air as I come back to reality. Dahlia is hovering above me, slapping my cheek. When I try to lunge for her, try to keep my secret from spreading, I realize I can’t move my arms. Looking down, I see the layers of plastic and duct tape wrapped around the entire length of my body.
“I met Nora at the bookstore I manage,” Dahlia says, ignoring my squirming. “There’s a room in the back that serves as a covenstead for my group. Every week, when the store closes, I meet up with my coven. We share knowledge, exchange ideas and rituals. Nora was interested in merging science with the occult. She was an intelligent, unique, open-minded person, Charlie. She was beautiful, inside and out.”
“Dahl … Dahlia.” It takes me a second to get my voice working again. “What the fuck is happening? Let me go. Get this stuff off me right now, you bitch!” I scream the words as loud as I can, and then I keep screaming.
She lets me go on for a while. It feels like an hour that I’m screaming and calling for help, and Dahlia does nothing but grin like the psycho bitch she is. Like she’s enjoying my suffering.
I stop yelling only because she plasters a strip of duct tape over my mouth. “I just need you to listen,” she says as she sits on the deck beside me, tucking her legs beneath her. “The homes around here offer a lot of privacy. Nora mentioned that’s one of the things you liked about it when you were deciding where to live. It’s a place where you could contain her. Isolate her from her friends. Make her feel like she had no one but you. Classic way for abusers to control a spouse.”
I yell into the tape, calling her every name I can think of. She lights a cigarette and takes a long drag as she stares out into the yard. 
“Your neighbors are about a ten-minute walk in either direction,” she says. “Lots of lush greenery and woods between houses around here. You really can’t hear anything. I found that out when I came over once. Nora and I made love out here. On this very gazebo, actually.” She looks down at me and winks. “You were out of town for work.”
What the fuck is all this crazy shit she’s spewing? A covenstead? Fucking my wife? I’m sure I can rip this plastic to shreds if I keep trying. I can’t wait to get my hands around Dahlia’s throat and shut her up.
“Here’s the thing, Charlie,” she says. “I recently learned how to do something incredible. It’s further than I’ve ever managed to go in my practice.” She pauses to take another drag. I watch the ember tip of the cigarette glow, the smoke coiling around us, hugging us both like a snake. “I learned to tether with you. With your mind! Can you believe it? I just needed some of this.” She taps the vial around her neck. “It’s your essence.”
I blink.
“Your sperm, Charlie!” She cackles.
“I saw so many things,” she continues. “The email you sent to Nora’s company from her computer, telling them she’s quitting and taking a job overseas. Oh, and the clever posts on her social media that you still update once in a while. You even use AI to impose photos of her in London, like a little AI bitch. It’s destroying human creativity, Charlie!”
She slaps my stomach for emphasis, so hard that I cough through my nose.
Dahlia stands, then proceeds to roll me down the steps of the deck. My head and face take a beating from each wooden stair. She picks up my feet, and even though I try kicking at the bitch, it’s a fruitless endeavor. The plastic and tape are wrapped so tightly that my feet are starting to go numb.
She pulls me along the grass. Try as I might to flop my body around like a dying fish, she manages to drag me up the two steps of the gazebo, where she drops my legs. I turn my head to the side and see I’m precariously close to the edge of what is now a huge hole in the floorboards. She’s removed several of the old planks, uncovering more of Nora’s body—and a person-sized space right beside it.
I scream into the duct tape.
“I’m guessing the last few days have been pretty miserable,” Dahlia says. “The energy for the tethering spell has to come from somewhere. It isn’t just—poof!—created out of thin air, you know? I used you as my source of energy. With dark magic like this, it wasn’t a pleasant experience, I’m sure.”
My heart tries to pound its way through my chest. This can’t be happening. How can she know all this? Tethering spell? Dark magic? What is this insane bullshit?
“You fucking crazy bitch!” I scream into the tape, but it just comes out as a series of growling and grunting sounds.
When Dahlia rips the tape from my mouth, part of my beard goes with it. I scream again, and she slaps me, harder this time.
“You fucking cunt,” I wail. She responds with gleeful laughter at my emotional outburst. When she stops, I try a different approach. “Don’t do this, Dahlia, please. I loved Nora. I loved her so much! I didn’t mean to hurt her. I never meant to take it that far. It was an accident, Dahlia!”
“Loved her? You suffocated her, Charlie. You controlled her, manipulated her, abused her”—Dahlia puts a foot on my ribs, pressing down hard—“and then you killed her.”
With that, Dahlia kicks me. I roll into the hole, making one complete rotation before landing on my back. My body is flush against Nora’s corpse. The tattered copy of Her Dark Desires is there by her feet, covered in mold. I scream and scream until my voice goes raw.
“No … oh god. Dahlia!” My voice cracks as I say her name. Hot tears sting my cheeks. I can’t stay in here. I can’t. I can’t! Not in this dark hole with this … this decaying thing. It’s too much to bear. Too unfair.
“I don’t deserve this!” I yell. “I deserve so much more. I deserve a wife who loves me back. Who doesn’t make me wring her fucking neck!”
Dahlia doesn’t respond. I can’t see her for a few minutes, then she reappears above me. I watch in terror as she fits more wooden planks from the shed over the large gap she’s created. One at a time, she nails them down with a hammer. My hammer. Each strike of a nail rattles my teeth.
She leaves one plank missing. The one that will cover my face. She peeks over the edge of the wood, her cold eyes unblinking as she looks down at me.
“I’m not a murderer, Charlie, not like you,” Dahlia says. “I’d say I’m a good witch, you know? That’s why I’m going to leave you alive for this part.” She smiles then, her eyes gleaming in the moonlight. “You deserve to rot—slowly.”
My breath catches. My stomach feels like ice. “Please, D-Dahlia.” My voice trembles. “Just … let’s work something out.”
“I saw into your mind, Charlie.” She puts her finger to her temple and taps twice. “She fought you when you attacked. She wanted to live. She wanted to be with me. You fucking pathetic monster.” Her voice is eerily quiet as she spits vitriol.
“Dahlia … don’t leave me here. Don’t leave me here!” I squirm and feel my face redden as I try with all my strength to loosen my bonds. I want so desperately to get out of this hole. But more so, I want to get Dahlia’s frail little neck in my hands and squeeze until it snaps.
“Sorry, Charlie. I’ll have to be on my way.” She swipes at an errant tear that’s fallen down her cheek. “You belong to Mother Earth now. May She give you whatever you deserve.”
Dahlia pulls on the vial, snapping the leather band from around her neck, and drops it on my chest. I twist my torso, throwing it off me as a high-pitched yelp escapes my throat.
The last thing I see when I look up is Dahlia’s grotesque smile. It stays plastered on her face as she puts the final plank in place, closing me in completely. After the hammer cracks down, I notice the yard lights shining through the floorboards in thin, glowing slivers. It’s enough light that I can still see Nora’s fetid corpse beside me, her arm wedged against mine. And the bugs. I can see them on her … can already feel them crawling along my scalp.
“DAHLIA!”
I hear the thud of the hammer dropping. Footsteps as Dahlia walks away. The back door opens and shuts. Then, nothing.
I fill the silence with screams.
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The Midnight Radio
Hannah Gibbs
It’s an old thing, but it still works good.”
Caleb ran his hand over the carved edges of the old radio, taking pause to turn each knob and assess for any catches. They clicked easily into place as he rotated them, and the smooth polished wood on the front was still in good condition. Despite the age of the machine, there were no rips in the speaker mesh and everything looked to be in fine condition. He did not know much about radios, but they reminded him of his father, who had a similar machine sitting on top of the toolbox in the garage of Caleb’s childhood home. 
It had been many years since he and his father had spoken, and it startled him how the sight of the radio brought memories flooding back to him. The memory of sports calls booming into the garage, his dad’s head buried in the engine of his current remodel. Or the jaunty blues melodies that seemed to rattle the radio when his dad had the volume up high enough to drown out the sound of his mother calling for him from inside the house.
Caleb swallowed the sudden surge of emotion and continued studying the radio. From his memory of these types of radios, he estimated this one was in good shape for its age and knew he would likely be able to get a good price on eBay.
“How much?” Caleb asked finally, pulling the antenna to its full length and sliding it back down, remembering how much he had enjoyed doing that as a child. Kids these days had no clue how cool a radio antenna was, or how they worked. Streaming music from a cell phone was easier, sure, but it didn’t quite hold the same level of articulative intent that came when you slid the antenna of an old radio up. 
“You can have it for free.” The old man had been working on a crossword puzzle since Caleb walked up to the garage sale. Now he leaned back, the puzzle forgotten, and watched him.
“Free?” Caleb turned his head to survey the garage full of tables of knick-knacks and household items, and noted that for all its fullness there was only one other patron, a man across the garage surveying the items with his back turned. Undoubtedly, the old man had not made much money today. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, yes, of course. It needs a new owner. It’s been waiting a long time out here for someone to have a listen.”
“I thought you said it works great?” Caleb asked, turning the radio over in his hands, reexamining it for imperfections.
“I only said I don’t listen to it, not that it don’t work.”
Caleb raised his eyes and wondered for a second if the old man was senile. He had no relationship with his elderly parents and hadn’t been around the older generation in an intimate setting, but had heard of such things happening with age. It could explain the man selling all of his belongings. Before Caleb could gather a response, the man pulled his glasses back down and resumed working on his puzzle, ignoring him. Caleb hesitated only a second to see if the old man would say anything else before tucking the radio under his arm and turning to leave.
“Watch my mailbox,” called the old man. “Damn curly-headed bitch next door hits it every time she backs out of the fucking driveway.” 
Caleb, taken aback by the sudden shift in tone, turned and offered a meek flip of the wrist, meant to be a wave. The old man ignored him, wholly absorbed by his puzzle. He had spoken so harshly without even a glance in Caleb’s direction. One moment the old man was kind, almost fatherly, and then, like cracking a whip, his tone had transformed into something harsh and biting. The sudden shift was discomforting, made worse by the weighted silence that followed the outburst.
The other patron didn’t seem offended at the old man’s words, and continued to browse silently. Caleb hadn’t seen the man examine a single item, and he was not at all affected by the strange outburst by the old man. Not interested in lingering to see what the old man would say next, Caleb glanced down the driveway, and was relieved to see he was nowhere near the red mailbox at the end of the driveway. He waved goodbye over his shoulder.
Once he was home, he sat the radio on his restoration work desk, intending to come back after dinner to give it a final shine and assess it more in depth. After a good clean and some staging photos, he could post it on eBay and hopefully have it sold in the next day or so. After years of eBay flips, he still got a tinge of excitement when he posted and waited to see how long something would take to sell. He was even more excited at the profit margin of a rare flip like this, an item he had paid nothing for. Flippers love a free find, especially one with a potentially high profit margin. 
Caleb went to bed feeling like a child on Christmas Eve, so excited to make the posting the next day that he had a hard time falling asleep. He awoke with a startle to the crackling sound of static filling the otherwise quiet room. He reached for his phone. The big, bold numerals 00:00 glared back at him. The static crackled again before turning into a low hum. Caleb searched for the source before landing on the radio that sat where he had left it on his desk, forgotten. The humming continued and, with a loud final crackle, a distorted monotone voice came from the radio.
“Good evening, listeners. The clock hand turns and the darkness beckons. The future is calling and her secrets are appalling. For those who listen: you may be rewarded, but proceed with caution, as the price may not be afforded.”
Caleb sat up, shifting to the end of the bed. Sleep clung to him and he rubbed his eyes, wondering if he had perhaps made this whole thing up and he was still asleep. Just as he was ready to pinch himself, the voice crackled to life again. Caleb froze, leaning forward to listen.
“A door will soon open that you thought to be long since closed. You had the key all along, though you did not know. A hand you thought lost will finally reach out. Your voice will save another’s, should you not back down.”
The static died and the room felt full with the sudden weight of the silence. Caleb shifted, reached for the radio and turned the knobs, then flipped it over to survey it again—looking for what, he did not know. It had not been turned on before, in fact he was not certain it even had working batteries. Now that he was fully awake he was unsettled, not quite scared but certainly on edge, on the cusp of fear. He reasoned that there must be some old batteries inside and he must have stumbled onto some weird, random broadcast after all the knob-turning he had done earlier in the day. Sleep was fitful that night, but when morning came Caleb did feel rested despite the long, dreamless night. Upon waking, he checked the radio again, finding it in exactly the same condition as the night before. It unsettled him, the message, but he did not allow himself to dwell on it. His only regret was that he had overslept and didn’t have time to work on the eBay posting before rushing out the door to work.
“Caleb! How was your weekend?” asked a coworker—Caleb wasn’t paying enough attention to know who.
It was always like this: the forced cheerful greetings from his coworkers, the awkward conversations that died on a sigh. Ever since he had been passed up for a promotion last year, one that everyone in the office knew he had been first in line for, the way people interacted with him had changed. It felt a lot like pity, which Caleb hated, but his stubbornness and the need for a paycheck kept him coming back. 
Caleb plastered on his polite, but fake, work smile. “Great. It was good. Thanks for asking.”
“Of course! Of course, man. Glad it was good! You deserve a good break, ya know. We know how hard you work.”
Before Caleb could thank him for what felt like fake sincerity, the man interjected with, “Hey anyway, listen, boss man wants to see ya in his office first thing this morning. He had Starbucks today.”
The whole office joked that they could tell the mood of their boss by what coffee he brought to work. Coffee from home was a bad day, for sure. Dunkin’ was somewhere between a good mood and indifference, but a Starbucks day, rare and coveted, meant a good mood day. 
Caleb thanked the man before walking down the hall to knock on his boss's door.
“Caleb!” his boss called out. “I can tell that it was you by the strong knock you have. Please, come in, come in.”
Caleb, instantly taken back by the more than elated mood of the usually sharp, acidic man, stammered a “thank you” before sliding into the cool leather seat in front of his boss's heavy oak desk. 
“We’ve had an unfortunate situation, Caleb. I have to tell you I have had a bad feeling ever since we gave the senior promotion to Alex. He has decided to resign, effective immediately, much to the relief of myself and other leadership. By any means, our misfortune is your gain, Caleb. With Alex gone I have the clarity, and now the freedom. I need to move you into the senior role. I’d like you to start today. We need you.”
Caleb’s jaw dropped. He had to remind himself that he was an adult, and thus he clamped his mouth shut and stood to shake his boss's hand. 
“Wow, so sorry to hear about Alex, sir. Yes, of course, I’d be honored.”
“No need to be sorry. The mistake was ours to begin with, and his departure from the company is to our benefit. Tomorrow morning, report to the senior board room at eight. Spend the rest of the day today cleaning out your office and moving upstairs.” 
Caleb left the office stunned. For a moment he could only stand in shock, but then he looked down the hall to see his coworkers standing together, watching him. He gave them a weak thumbs up, then turned toward the elevator. He heard them cheering behind him, and not knowing how to take that, he decided to ignore it and continued on. He spent the rest of his morning cleaning out his office and moving to his new suite, then meeting with HR to work on the technical aspects of a role change.
A few moments after stepping onto the sidewalk to begin the walk to his car, his phone rang. Eager to get home to his eBay project, Caleb continued walking hastily, digging in his pocket for the shrieking phone. When he pulled it out of his pocket and saw the name on the caller ID, he froze in place. It had been many years since that word had illuminated his phone’s screen. Years of paying a phone bill for a number that had never once called him. Dad. He let it ring twice more, inhaled deeply, and answered.
“Dad?” The shaking in his voice surprised him.
“Caleb, you sound great.”
“Yeah, Dad, what's going on?”
“I got sober, son. Well, I decided to get sober. I’m checking myself into rehab. I’m in the lobby right now, actually. But they’re going to take my phone before I’m admitted, and I just wanted to call you before and let you know I’m here. And, well, I love you. I’m doing this for you.”
Caleb was so stunned he hadn’t noticed the light drizzle of rain. He imagined his dad, the frail skin and bones of a man falling asleep standing up, arm scored with needle marks. For a few moments, he stood there on the sidewalk, frozen. Only a crack of summer thunder brought him back to reality, and he ducked into the next storefront to escape the oncoming rain.
“Dad, that’s … great. Thanks for letting me know.”
“I want to fix this. Us. I’m gonna do it for real this time. I’ll call ya when I’m outta here, okay? I love you, son.”
“Love you, Dad.”
The call ended and Caleb took in the crowded lobby of the Starbucks he had entered. Surrounded by the smell of coffee beans and pastries, his jaw hung open for the second time. 
He felt sick, shaken to his core at hearing the voice of a man who for the past several years had at times seemed like a figment of his imagination rather than the father he had once loved more than life itself. He decided on a coffee to settle himself, despite the late hour. 
As he was checking out, the door burst open. In the city, on a rainy day, this was not so uncommon and at first, Caleb, still in shock from the events of the day, did not notice that the person held a gun. In fact, he barely paid the man any attention at all until he shoulder-checked him, causing the cash in his extended hand to fall to the floor. Suddenly, the crowded lobby was so quiet that you could hear the fallen coins rolling across the floor.
“Open the register! Now!” the gunman bellowed, raising his weapon at the barista, who looked barely older than a teenager. In shock, the young girl raised her hands and backed up into the counter opposite the register, leaving it closed despite the man's demands. In an instant, the man jumped over the counter, grabbing the girl by her green apron, waving the gun with his other hand, demanding again that she open the register. She began to cry, Caleb noticed with sudden clarity, and it was the fear in her eyes and the tears streaming down her face that made him swallow his own terror. He leaned across the counter and slammed his fist down on the register. When nothing happened, he did it again and the drawer popped open. Both the barista and the gunman looked at him.
“Get what you came for and get the fuck outta here,” Caleb demanded, his voice steady—nothing like his shaky tone moments earlier when speaking to his dad. 
The gunman released the barista and emptied the drawer. Then he looked up, as if he had more to say, but the sound of approaching sirens silenced any parting message, and he left.
Caleb stayed to be thanked by the barista and to give a statement to the police before retreating home. 
“What a day,” he said aloud to himself upon entering his apartment, tossing his keys onto the side table. 
Once in his bedroom, he flipped on the light and sat on his bed to take off his shoes. From this position he was directly in sight of his most recent eBay flip.
The radio.
What had the radio said to him the night before? A door will soon open that you thought to be long since closed. You had the key all along, though you did not know. A hand you thought lost will finally reach out. Your voice will save another’s, should you not back down.
Scratching his chin, Caleb contemplated his day. His promotion. His dad. The gunman. 
“What kind of radio are you?” 
Caleb turned the machine over in his hands again. He couldn’t shake his uneasy feeling, but he decided that his nerves were from all the events of the day. Caleb decided to go to bed. He wasn’t ready to post the radio online yet, but he was not willing to ponder the entire conundrum further. His dad had always told him that if life gives you lemons you make lemonade, you don’t ask why you were given the lemons in the first place. 
Several weeks passed and Caleb’s promotion was going well, his father had called him once from rehab, and Caleb had been featured in the news about his heroism at the robbery. He was content, but he craved more. Many nights he woke up at the sound of any insignificant, innocent creak or whisper, jarring himself awake to shuffle to the end of his bed and wait for the radio to come to life. He had replaced the battery twice, disassembled and reassembled the machine, and cleaned it more times than he could count. He had never managed to pick up any station and he hadn’t heard as much as another crackle of static since the first night he had brought the radio home.
Seven weeks after the first message, Caleb finally resigned himself to post the radio on eBay. At this point, he had a well-paying promotion, his dad was on the path to sobriety, and he was regularly getting free coffee from the local Starbucks. He was content with life and ready to move on. 
After some time, he decided the original message had been a fluke, perhaps an odd dream—and he no longer woke up at night waiting for the radio. He took pictures, posing it on his desk under a warm light to make it seem vintage. Caleb, having spent many years on the flipping scene, knew that it was too late to post for the algorithm to bring him much success, so he resigned to uploading the radio listing the next morning.
His eyes slammed open as the radio clicked to life and the bedroom was immediately alive with the static. He glanced at his phone, taking big heaving gulps of air in an attempt to calm himself from the sudden disruption from sleep. 00:00. The static evolved into a low hum, and this time Caleb was prepared when the same monotone voice from all those weeks before came to life in the room.
“Good evening, listeners. The clock hand turns and the darkness beckons. The future is calling and her secrets are appalling. For those who listen: you may be rewarded, but proceed with caution as the price may not be afforded.”
“I knew it!” Caleb called out, shifting to sit at the foot of his bed.
A loud crackle of static spliced the radio’s steady humming. “Tomorrow at noon, the skies will weep. Don’t forget your umbrella as others will do. Wear rubber shoes and keep an eye out for the man in blue.”
Caleb flipped his bedroom light on and ran to the radio, turning it in his hand. “What else?” he asked. “Tell me more! What does it mean?”
He shook the machine. Silence followed, the static and low vibrating hum having ended upon the last word from the monotone voice. Sighing in frustration, Caleb leaned back onto his bed. He fell asleep replaying the words in his mind. 
After a night of fitful sleep—which he mostly blamed on excitement—he dressed in his best suit for work. He reasoned it would rain today, based on the radio’s message, despite the news calling for a full sunny day. As such, he packed his umbrella, slipped into rain boots, and headed out the door humming to himself, practically vibrating with anticipation. 
At work he was greeted by his boss, who held a Starbucks coffee in hand. Caleb grinned, knowing it would indeed be a good day. The morning passed with two canceled meetings, a rarity at his senior level, and he relished the quiet morning that turned into a full workday with ease.
In the elevator, Caleb rode in silence next to a man that he had never seen before. This was not unusual given that his office building rented units to several companies. But this man … he would have remembered this man. 
At first glance, he seemed unremarkable, the kind of person you might pass on the street without a second thought. He wore a crisp blue shirt, the color of a cloudless sky, and a neatly tailored, navy jacket. His jeans had faded just enough to suggest they were well-worn but not shabby. Jeans in the workplace were normally off-putting, but paired with his well-tailored jacket, the outfit looked smart. Classy, even. Caleb, having worn his best suit that morning, found himself suddenly self-conscious as he stood in the elevator next to the man. 
Caleb silently observed him as the buttons illuminated as the elevator descended. Despite being handsome and well-dressed, something about the man seemed off. The longer they stood together, the more odd it seemed. His posture was a touch too rigid, as though he was holding himself in place rather than swaying with the natural movements of the elevator. 
And the smell. Not unpleasant, but old. Like an old library, or a museum. The scent reminded Caleb of something ancient, long forgotten and untouched. It reminded him of the musty aroma of the garage sale he had been at several months prior. His mind shifted to the other patron present that evening, the man with his back turned who had been browsing in the old man's garage. Caleb leaned over, ever so slightly, trying to steal a glance of the man’s face. 
The elevator beeped as they reached the ground level and Caleb moved to step out ahead of the man. As he did, the man turned his head and Caleb swallowed and inhaled, and a shiver ran through him at the scrutiny of the cold steel eyes.
“Excuse me,” Caleb said, exiting the small space. The man only smiled and nodded. Caleb couldn’t help but notice that the man did not get off the elevator with him. Rather, he didn’t move at all, not even as the doors closed and the elevator moved onto its next assigned floor. In fact, he hadn’t moved at all their entire ride together, except the slow turn of his head as Caleb exited the elevator.
Initially, Caleb was unnerved at this, but upon seeing through the glass lobby doors that it was raining outside, his face lit up and he had to force himself not to run to the window like a child on a snowy morning. The radio had said it would rain at noon, and a quick glance at his phone told him it was noon.
Once outside, he opened his umbrella and enjoyed a peaceful walk. People around him walked hastily, very few having umbrellas or raincoats. Caleb smiled to himself and carried on. 
After stopping at a stop walk, he offered to share his umbrella with a pretty woman. They exchanged pleasantries as they waited for the light to change, and he wondered idly if this was his good fortune. Was meeting this woman and the luck of his umbrella to be the point of the radio message?
Just as he was about to ask for her information, he happened to notice the man from the elevator standing across the street. He stood half hidden in an alley, obscured by the people passing him on the street. Caleb stared, wondering how the man had gotten ahead of him. Why was he standing in the alley in the middle of a summer storm? And why, most importantly, was he looking right at Caleb?
A crack of thunder erupted across the sky, interrupting his thoughts. Lightning illuminated the street. 
The man had not moved. He stood like a statue. Watching. Thunder boomed again and someone on the street screamed—an overreaction, Caleb thought. 
No, not an overreaction. He turned to his left as a bolt of lightning split the sky and arched onto a streetlight with a deafening boom. Sparks erupted and crackled onto the wet sidewalk, dancing like firecrackers. In that instant, the storm seemed to hurl not just rain but fire. A lightning bolt struck a nearby transformer, which exploded into flames, undeterred by the soaking rain. Several people screamed. The air hummed with raw electricity and a sour acidic smell permeated the air. Caleb watched in horror as the transformer, which was mounted high on an electric pole, collapsed with a sickening crack, crashing to the street with a boom, not unlike the thunder above. Chaos erupted onto the street and, without warning, several people convulsed and fell to the ground. 
Death. It was death he smelled now. Sparks danced on the wet pavement, around the bodies. It struck Caleb as odd—the glittering lights looked not unlike birthday candles, a sight normally meant to be joyous, but here it meant death. It was destruction. Wires from the downed electric lines dangled dangerously low and passersby ducked to avoid hitting them. It was a scene from a nightmare, Caleb thought. He blinked, his mouth open, but still the horror remained. Caleb, not realizing he was standing alone, his female companion long since having run away, glanced back across the street. The man from the elevator—the man in blue—smiled and nodded at him before disappearing into the darkness of the alley. Fear washed over Caleb, along with a shot of adrenaline, and he backed away, slowly at first, but then he dropped his umbrella and ran down the street toward the office parking lot. 
He began hyperventilating, struggling to breathe. He had just witnessed people dying on the street after a surprise rainstorm on a perfectly sunny day. 
Fear was the thief of reason, Caleb reminded himself. It didn’t feel real. It couldn’t be possible … but he was certain that it was.
His phone rang, bringing him back to earth and forcing him to calm himself. He didn’t look to see who was calling before answering with a breathy “Hello?”
“Caleb, glad I gotcha. I’m sure you’re aware of the storm blowing through. The office evacuated, the building went up in flames. Half the street is gone. Turns out we didn’t have insurance on the place, go figure. Anyway, we’re laying off a bunch of people until we can recoup the loss. You’ve done great the past few months, and you’ll get a severance. Not sure how much it will be … you know how those things go …”
Caleb dropped the phone, letting the conversation trail off. Leaning back against his seat, he closed his eyes and took three deep, steadying breaths.
When he opened his eyes, his breath hitched and his eyes widened. Standing in front of his car was the man in blue, watching him. Caleb had only closed his eyes for a few seconds and during that time there had been no crunching of gravel, no shoes against pavement, no sounds to indicate anyone approaching, yet the man was there. 
Caleb’s heart pounded. He wanted to look away but couldn’t muster the courage. With shaking hands he started the car and put it into reverse. He did not break eye contact until the car was in drive. When he looked in the rearview, he saw man still standing there, watching him leave.
Without hesitation, Caleb drove home. He grabbed the radio and immediately he was back in his car and driving out into the country. He couldn’t recall what house number, or even what street, but he knew he had been in the country. He was still driving, looking for anything familiar, when his phone rang again. This time he almost didn’t answer, until he saw the name on the caller ID.
“Hello, Dad?”
“No, sorry, is this Caleb Sonthum?” a voice replied. 
Immediately, Caleb’s heart sank. He pulled the car over onto the side of the road, slamming his fist onto the dashboard and burying his face on the steering wheel.
“Yes, this is him. What’s wrong with Dad?”
“I’m sorry, Mister Sonthum. Your father passed away this morning. The doctors think it was a cardiac arrest, but the autopsy will …”
Caleb didn’t hear the rest, as he threw the phone across the car. Tears welled in his eyes and suddenly he was the little boy in his dad’s garage, handing him tools as they worked on old cars. He was watching his dad, smiling, listening to the classic rock music his dad loved on the radio.
The radio.
Caleb jolted back up and looked at the passenger seat, where the radio sat, taunting him. 
He had to find the old man who had given it to him. He had to give it back. But he wasn’t sure which house, or where he had stumbled upon the garage sale. Just as he was about to pull out of the street and continue the search, Caleb saw a bright red mailbox a few feet down the street. The sneering voice of the old man came to mind, and he remembered his shift in tone as he had warned Caleb not to hit his mailbox.
Caleb exited the car, radio in hand, and ran down the street. He knew this was the one, the only red mailbox on the street. But when he surveyed the house behind the mailbox, his stomach dropped. It was in shambles, the door and windows boarded up, not at all the same house he had visited only months ago.
He tucked the radio into his raincoat and ran to the door, knocking loudly several times and calling for anyone inside to answer. After several minutes, a next-door neighbor appeared on her covered porch, her robe wrapped tightly around her. Her curly hair was piled high on her head and she looked annoyed.
“What the fuck are you doing? Nobody lives there. Tanner died several years back.”
Caleb took in her words and walked to the edge of the porch to call back, “Died? I was here just a few months ago—he was having a garage sale. He gave me this radio. I need to give it back.”
“Oh God, the fucking radio. Tanner used to drive the rest of us on the street crazy. I don’t know where you got that thing, but it wasn’t here.”
Caleb was about to respond when a flash of movement caught his eye. He turned and saw, just behind the red mailbox, the man in blue standing on the sidewalk. Fear rolled over Caleb and he screamed, unable to contain his terror. The neighbor followed the direction of his gaze and turned back to Caleb, puzzled at his reaction.
Caleb didn’t know what to do, but knew he did not want to be near the house. With a final glance at the man in blue, he jumped off the porch, radio tucked under his jacket, and ran to his car.
Once home, he set the radio on his desk. Water dripped off him, creating a puddle on the floor as he paced. Finally, he stripped off the wet coat and pulled out his phone, intent on posting the machine online once and for all. Getting rid of it made the most sense. He couldn’t give it back, he reasoned, but he could give it to someone else.
Before he could pull up the eBay app, a news article came into view on the screen, along with a mugshot of a man he recognized. At first he could not recall how he knew the face, but realization dawned on him as he read. The gunman. He had not been caught after his initial robbery and had gone on to rob another store, this time killing two people in the process. Shame, guilt, and anger rolled in Caleb’s gut and he threw his phone across the room, watching it crack against the wall and slide to the floor.
“You did this!” he screamed, tears streaming down his face as he paced in front of the desk, where the radio sat silent. “You did all of this!” Suddenly overcome with rage, Caleb grabbed the radio and threw it to the ground. He stomped on it over and over until the machine was in pieces. Exhausted from his efforts, he sat back on the edge of his bed, breathing raggedly. He began to weep in earnest, burying his face in his hands. As he cried, static filled the room. Caleb stood, wiping his eyes. The radio, in scattered pieces across the floor, somehow came to life and the familiar humming filled the room. Lightning struck outside the window and illuminated the room in a brief flash of light as Caleb surveyed the broken remnants of the radio. His phone lay somewhere, broken, but he knew without a doubt, and without having to check the time, that it was midnight.
“Good evening, listeners. Good evening, listeners. Good evening, listeners.”
“What is it?” Caleb kicked a large piece of the radio and it slammed into the wall. “What do you want from me now? I’m listening!”
“Good evening, listeners. Good evening, listeners.”
The voice droned on and on, in the same monotone voice that Caleb had at one time longed to hear. The voice now caused him anguish. It was a reminder of his failures, the loss of his job, his father’s death, the deaths of innocent people. He clapped his hands over his ears as the radio droned on. The same tone, the same cadence, looping over and over. The radio—that voice—felt to Caleb as if it had weaved itself into the fabric of his mind and was now a parasite feeding on his peace. Caleb’s hands curled over his ears, the nails digging into the flesh.
“Good evening, listeners. Good evening, listeners.”
Lightning illuminated the dark room and Caleb saw a flash of the man in blue, standing in the corner, watching. Smiling. Caleb screamed, reached for the lights, and turned them on to find that the man had vanished. Only he and the broken radio remained in the room. Caleb’s heart beat so loudly in his ears that at first he didn’t notice that the voice continued speaking from the radio.
A deafening crack interrupted the monotone cadence of the radio, a thunderclap so violent that the house shook, and Caleb wondered momentarily if the earth itself was splitting open. The air, crackling with an electric hum, was charged with the heat of the bolt. Suddenly, pain erupted in Caleb’s head and he clutched at his temples before collapsing to the floor. His body went limp and the radio continued on in the small dark room.
“Good evening, listeners. Good evening, listeners. Good evening, listeners.”
Confusion and then pain. Caleb sat up, rubbing his temples, then recoiled at the touch. His eyes strained to adjust to the light of the evening sun pouring into his window, and pain erupted behind his eyes with each blink. Confusion clouded his brain and he struggled to remember where he was. Once the room was fully in view he recognized his room. He was on the floor, lying in a puddle, damp from his own clothes. Shivering, still suffering from the pain in his head, he pulled off the wet shirt first, then his pants, and settled on the edge of his bed, rubbing his eyes. He spent a good few minutes like that, rubbing his eyes, then his temples, waiting for the pain to subside and the confusion to pass. When he finally stopped and managed to look ahead, he saw on his desk … a fully intact radio. 
The sight of the radio brought the memories flooding back and his confusion cleared. He stood, adrenaline surging through him. He picked up the radio and spun it in his hands. Despite knowing he had destroyed it, despite recalling seeing it in pieces on the floor, the machine was spotless and intact. Just as it had been when he saw it at the garage sale. Pristine condition. 
Caleb was so consumed with the radio that he jumped at the sound of three hard raps on his front door. Still naked and shivering from the dampness, he exited his bedroom, pulling the door closed behind him. 
Three more knocks. He sped up slightly, calling out, “I hear you!” 
He cracked open the door, only slightly, and the cool evening air brushed against his nude body. He meant to speak, to address the person who had been violently knocking at his door, but the words died in his throat when he saw the figure that stood outside. Through the tiny sliver of space Caleb saw the man in blue, fist raised as if to knock again. 
When the door opened, the man tilted his head, slow and deliberate, at a precise, mechanical angle, and smiled. “The darkness is calling,” he said in a crackling, deep voice that was unmistakably familiar. 
Nausea rolled over Caleb as he watched the man, his smile unfaltering, the words forcing themselves between his too-thin lips in a way that felt robotic and inhuman. Fear struck Caleb deep in his chest and his flesh pebbled up, not at all due to the cold. He knew this man. He knew that voice. The voice that had filled his bedroom at midnight, the voice that had once fulfilled his dreams and had quickly turned to haunting them. 
The radio.
Caleb’s grip on the door trembled and his knuckles whitened. The man in blue stood frozen, head cocked and that smile stretched thin across his face. He watched Caleb intently, light gleaming in his eyes as if he could see all of him through the tiny sliver of space that separated them.
“Good evening, listener.”
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Shadow of the Aal
Devin D. Namaky
She felt him deep inside of her.
Vis placed her hand on her belly; the baby’s kicks always reassured her. He was still there, communicating with her. Pregnancy could be unpredictable, but now at thirty-seven weeks the end was near.
Pedestrians added to the commotion of the traffic. Vis sat on the bench at the bus stop in downtown Esfahan. She was used to the bustle of the city; she dealt with it every day on her commute to work. Vis admired the architecture of the capital of Iran-Zamin.
Iran-Zamin had always been a place of magic and wonder. Thousands of years ago, jinn, peris, dragons, and heroes roamed the land. Eventually, the evil and heroes of old dwindled, leaving much of the world to humans. Certainly, a sense of magic lingered in Esfahan, but Vis knew the real magic of the city had vanished long ago.
She would have to wait another two weeks. That is, if she didn’t go into labor before then. The doctors didn’t schedule normal deliveries until at least thirty-nine weeks. Vis had made it so far along. She couldn’t believe he would arrive soon. They had already given him a name, Navah. The name was more common for girls, but her husband, Ramin, thought it had a unisex feel to it. Vis agreed.
From a young age, Vis had dreamed of a family of her own, of bringing life into the world. Ramin brought so much happiness into her life. They looked forward to having a newborn, adding to the love in their home. Vis wanted a big family, four children. Ramin was a bit more hesitant. Let’s start with one or two and see how it goes, he had said.
Ramin had driven to work in their only vehicle, and Vis always took the bus. She enjoyed it. Waiting for her route number to arrive, she thought through her birth plan again. Vis liked things to be predictable. She had high expectations for her delivery and wanted it to go exactly as planned. Even though she had two weeks to go, the bags were already packed, and all the documents were prepared. Vis had even stashed extra copies of her birth plan, living will, and power of attorney in the glove box of the car. What if I go into labor early?
She knew how it would all play out. The induction was scheduled for four o’clock in the morning, and she’d need to be there an hour beforehand. The night before, they would set the bags by the front door and enjoy an early dinner. Then she’d enjoy a long hot bath before getting some rest. Everything after that was outlined in the birth plan she’d give the hospital staff once she arrived. The plan consisted of dim lighting, classical music, a birthing ball, a walking schedule, natural pain relief, partner support, side-lying birth position, absolutely no episiotomies or operative deliveries, delayed cord clamping, and skin-to-skin contact. It’ll be perfect, she thought.
Of course, things could possibly go wrong. She felt relief each time Navah kicked. In the first trimester, the looming possibility of miscarriage took away her appetite. In the second trimester, the thought of preterm birth made her question everything she put in her mouth. Now she just needed Navah to make it to the delivery. She had the best obstetric care in Esfahan and knew the hospital and the doctors would take it from there. A mother or baby rarely died at the hospital.
Overall, she loved being pregnant, and couldn’t understand anyone who didn’t. She wasn’t nauseated at all, and never had any bleeding. Her back and pelvis did ache, but as long as Ramin kept up with her massages it didn’t seem so bad. She loved feeling Navah move; she loved when he had the hiccups. Her heart was full.
The bus arrived and Vis stepped on, taking a seat near the front. As the bus pulled away, she noticed the ad signs overhead. An ad for insurance warned: Always be prepared. An adjacent ad for a law group stoked similar fears: Birth injury? Call now! Navah kicked twice, as if to comment on the ads.
Childbearing was dangerous. Folklore around childbirth had become popular. Even though the magic had left most of Iran-Zamin, stories of the Aal persisted in Esfahan.
The Aal was a storied deev, a demon responsible for stolen babies, gory deliveries, and the deaths of mothers in childbirth. Even though it lived thousands of years ago, miscarriage, preterm birth, postpartum hemorrhage, and maternal death in modern society were still attributed to the Aal. Recently, the news reported a murder in the eastern warrior city of Zabol involving a postpartum mother whose lungs and liver were removed. They never did find the organs, Vis thought. The woman’s child had deformities, and some of the elders in the area called it an imp or changeling, left by the Aal in place of the real child.
Of course, they were all just stories. Vis dismissed them as the ramblings of fanatics, maybe even devil worshipers. The citizens of Iran-Zamin loved a good story about Ahriman, the ultimate evil and father of the deevs.
Vis closed her eyes, inhaling deeply. She cleared her head, placing her trust in the plan. Her chest loosened as her breathing eased. Her mind tipped toward the future: she imagined Navah’s first hobbling steps. The corners of her mouth lifted into a smile as she opened her eyes.
The bus arrived at Vis's stop, near her work. She used the handrail to balance her weight carefully as she stepped onto the sidewalk.
As her feet touched the pavement, a black creature darted toward her, screeching.
Terror filled her chest and she froze, eyes closed, trembling.
For a moment she thought her life was over, as the monsters of her daydreams flashed before her eyes. When nothing happened, she took a deep breath and opened her eyes. A small black cat meandered away. Vis covered her mouth with a hand.
Bystanders on the sidewalk stared at her, eyebrows raised. Vis's cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She wanted to run away.
Idiot. The Aal isn’t real.
Vis wished the cramps would just go away. It was getting harder to walk. She wondered if these were more than just her Braxton-Hicks contractions. She didn’t feel the usual tightening of her belly, and the pain was sharper than she had experienced before.
With a week left until her induction, Vis wondered if this could be labor. She had left work early and hobbled home from the bus stop. She cradled her large water bottle, which followed her everywhere nowadays. It was a gift from Ramin. Now, Vis sat on the couch with her feet up, trying to relax. She had read that if she just stayed hydrated, she could keep contractions at bay.
She picked up her smartphone, trying to distract herself. While scrolling through social media, she received a direct message from a friend. Vis's mouth fell open. Apparently, her friend had had a miscarriage. I didn’t even know she was pregnant, she thought.
I’m so sorry, she messaged back. She wished she could help. Vis remembered the anxiety of the first trimester, when she had been hoping to avoid a miscarriage herself.
As she continued scrolling through her feed, she found a news report and stared at the headline: NEWBORN KIDNAPPED FROM RURAL HOSPITAL.
Crazy.
A pulling pain nagged in her pelvis, distracting her from her phone. Coupled with the news reports, the pain made Vis wonder how safe she really was. She was so close to a reliable, controlled delivery at the hospital.
She turned her attention to her phone and searched the internet for remedies—defenses, really. The Aal. She laughed at herself. Am I really considering this? She gulped down the entire bottle of water without taking a breath. She set it on the end table and placed her hands on her belly. After a few deep breaths, the pain subsided and Navah reassured her by rolling over in one large motion. Vis loved when he did that. She picked up her phone again.
She questioned whether to believe the internet, but people on social media reported several possible defenses against the Aal. Apparently, the deev hated fire. Many people swore by it. Well, it’s not like I have a blowtorch. Others reported iron metal could keep the Aal at bay, or even be used as a weapon. She entertained the thought of arming herself. What harm would it do? It’s good to be prepared. The social media posts contained so much conviction. Maybe there was a lingering truth there.
I’m safe, Vis told herself. She had Ramin to protect her. Not that I need protecting, anyway. Vis had the best, modern technology and healthcare available to her. Folk tales couldn't change that.
“Fuck!”
Vis had become clumsier through the pregnancy. She had trouble getting up from the table in the kitchen nook and had lost her balance. She had remained upright but wasn’t quick enough to stop the chair from crashing through the glass patio door nearby. She blamed herself.
Vis stared at the glass on the floor and sighed. She attempted to bend over but couldn’t reach the ground. She placed a hand on the nearby counter and widened her stance, half squatting, half bending, but was still defeated. Finally, she dropped to her knees to pick up the shards of glass from the wooden floor.
“Sssssssss,” she hissed through her teeth, grabbing her finger, forcing blood from a small laceration.
She cursed again under her breath and sucked the blood from her finger. Iron. Carefully, she picked up the remaining slivers of glass and placed them in the waste bin, then finished sweeping. Vis was sure she’d never get all the tiny pieces of glass. She hated the idea that they contaminated the floor. She decided to mop, with the hope of picking up the last of them.
The weather was nice outside on the balcony. She exhaled quietly, glad she wouldn’t have to immediately address the hole created by the falling chair.
Later in the evening, Vis and Ramin sat at the dinner table. They’d prepared fesenjun with rice and tahdig. It was her pregnancy comfort food. She loved the sweet taste of the pomegranate and sugar. Vis mixed the walnut stew with her rice to cut the sweetness. Normally, she would enjoy a mouthful with the tahdig, the crunchy rice crust from the bottom of the pot. Now, she found herself picking at the food. Anticipation left her unable to eat.
Ramin’s eyes darted to the two candles burning on the table. “Where’d you get those?” he asked.
“I picked them up at the market today. Do you like them?”
“Yeah, they’re nice.” Ramin glanced at the fireplace. “Is there a reason you have a fire going? It’s spring, you know.”
Yeah, I know. I’m burning up in here, Vis thought.
“Umm, I’m just a bit chilly.” She continued pushing food around her plate.
“I’m sorry I was late from work. I can head to the hardware store after the delivery and have the hole in the door covered up before you’re home from the hospital,” Ramin said. “How are you feeling? You seem … nervous.”
Navah rolled. It was the night before her induction, and things were going as planned, with an early dinner of her favorite home-cooked Persian meal.
“We’re almost there,” Vis said. “To tell you the truth, I was nervous after reading all the garbage online … Did I tell you Nasrin had a miscarriage?”
“No. That’s sad.” Ramin paused, clearly not knowing what to say next. “I like what you’ve done with the decor.”
Vis had adorned the wall in the kitchen with a few cast-iron pans. A decorative arrangement, she convinced herself. “Thanks.” She refrained from telling Ramin where else he might stumble on a few. Just in case.
“I can understand how the stuff online would make someone nervous,” said Ramin. “I’m here with you, Vis. Let’s enjoy tonight together, and after the delivery we’ll celebrate.”
Vis sighed. She loved Ramin. She was safe with him, but she admitted to herself she’d feel better once they arrived at the hospital.
While Ramin washed the dishes, Vis reviewed her birth plan one last time and made sure her bags and paperwork were all waiting by the front door. They both turned in early for bed. Everything was going as planned; everything would be perfect.
Ramin fell asleep almost immediately. Vis stared at him in envy. Sleep didn’t come to her. It remained elusive. Her contractions weren’t regular but still made her worry. She stared at the clock; it was now midnight. Almost there.
Attempts at constant hydration combined with the pressure of Navah on her bladder. He rolled again and the urge to urinate finally became unbearable. Navah kicked her liver as she hobbled to the restroom. Calm down, kid. Then Vis went to the kitchen. She filled a glass with water and gulped it down quickly in an attempt to quiet her contractions.
To her surprise, shards of glass lay on the floor by the patio door. I thought I cleaned that up. Navah rolled and kicked again. Ow! Your aim’s getting better. What’s going on?
The hole in the glass door was noticeably larger. I knew I should have covered and taped over that.
Vis turned to get the broom and dustpan. She paused at the window, taking a deep breath, calming herself. It’s just glass. She admired the stars for a moment, then proceeded to the broom closet. Footsteps came from behind her and she turned, expecting to find Ramin.
Instead, there was a creature with sunken, red, glowing eyes. Ancient pale skin peeled from its face and hands. It bounced and writhed, with a white fall of greased, wet hair. The freakish nightmare pulled back its lips and hissed, revealing several rows of long points, more like a mouth of claws than teeth. With a horrid, obscene glee it extended long talons. It looked at Vis's gravid belly, then cackled and shivered as it looked up at her face.
Vis screamed. “No. No … No. No! No!” Navah turned and twisted inside her.
She instinctively turned sideways, distancing Navah from the monster. She grabbed one of the cast-iron pans as it lunged toward her. She shoved the creature sideways with one hand, swinging the pan with the other. It connected hard with the monster’s head with a muffled ring, knocking it to the ground.
The beast stared as it slowly got to its feet. It jerked its head back with a barking laugh, then darted out the broken glass door. Navah calmed to stillness as the creature faded into the darkness.
“What’s going on out h—” Ramin stepped into the kitchen to find Vis wielding the pan with a terrified look on her face. He froze, blinking.
Vis reeled. “A deev! It was a deev, Ramin!”
Ramin was wide-eyed, still trying to process what he was seeing. “Deev?” He blinked again. “What do you mean?”
“A deev. Like, the Aal. It was the Aal!” Vis gripped the iron pan, her knuckles white.
Ramin’s eyes narrowed. “Now, Vis …”
“Don’t you fucking ‘Now, Vis’ me. I’m not crazy.”
“Okay, okay … No need to get hysterical. Let’s just calm d—”
“Hysterical?! Hysterical?! Don’t you fucking dare.” Vis's hands shook. “We should call the police.”
“I don’t know—”
“Please, Ramin. That thing might come back!” she pleaded.
“Vis, think about it. We call the police, and tell them what exactly?”
“We tell them what happened!” She trembled. “We tell them there was a deev … that the Aal attacked …” She trailed off. It does sound ridiculous, she thought.
“Okay … I’m here … It’s okay. We’re in this together, Vis. I won’t let anything get to you,” said Ramin.
Vis decided to give Ramin some grace. It hurt to be dismissed, but he hadn’t seen the Aal. He didn’t understand the threat was real. At least he was trying. She was thankful for that. They could do this together.
What did they say you should do when a terrorist showed up? Run, hide, fight.
Vis thought through the remaining options. They could run. She thought about where they might go. Her aunt lived about thirty minutes away. Her apartment was even on the way to the hospital. They could crash there for a couple hours and then head to the hospital, which seemed reasonable. The next option was to hide, but where? They’d have to go somewhere other than here, which seemed synonymous with running away. Fighting at this point was a hard no. She may have gotten in a lucky strike with the cast-iron pan, but her luck would likely run out in a fight.
Vis pleaded, “We have to leave.” Navah rolled. “Navah agrees.”
She grabbed the bags by the door, along with the birth plan, and threw them into the car. They just needed to make it to the induction. Vis glanced at the clock.
It was 1 AM.
“Motherfucker!” Vis slammed her hands on the passenger side of the dash.
Ramin turned the key again. The ignition coughed and wheezed. “Come on, come on.” The car refused to rumble to life. After several attempts, the ignition stopped turning over. Each turn of the key was met with a faint click as the dash lights dimmed. “It’s toast.”
Lightning flashed, followed by the crash of thunder. Large, fat raindrops hit the windshield. Their tempo increased rapidly to a downpour.
They sat in the Saipa Pride parked in the driveway, assaulted by the rain. Vis's hand hurt. Blood oozed from the laceration on her finger, which had reopened when she hit the dash. The blood spoke to Vis, as if to say you can’t get away. The Aal’s stench lingered on her, and she still felt its grotesque touch. She shivered, then swallowed; she just wanted to escape.
Ramin sighed. “Well, what do we do now?”
With four hours left until her induction, the hospital wouldn’t turn them away. I’ll sit in the waiting room for four hours for all I care, she thought.
“We walk … to a neighbor,” Vis said quietly. “We can borrow a car, and go straight to the hospital.” Navah kicked in agreement.
Vis flung the door open and stormed down the drive toward the street. The rain quickly soaked all the way through her undergarments and her feet slogged in her shoes.
“Vis, it’s pouring!”
Vis didn’t look back.
“What about the bags?” asked Ramin.
“Forget the bags!”
Ramin traipsed after her. He held his hands above his head, trying to shield himself from the storm.
Vis paced wildly up and down the hallway.
Ramin knocked on the door to the apartment. After a moment there was no answer. “Maybe we should go to b—”
“PLEASE GOD, OPEN THE FUCKING DOOR!” Vis pounded her fist against the door and then gave it a swift, hard kick.
The door opened. “What in the wo—”
Vis shoved the door. It slammed against the wall. She pushed past Yavar, pulled a towel off a rod in the kitchen, and wiped her arms and hair.
“What’s going on, Vis?” asked Yavar.
“We need your car.” Vis hugged herself, hands in her armpits, a tremor in her voice.
Ramin said, “Uh, what she means is—”
“Please!” Vis interrupted him, her eyes never leaving Yavar. Her lower lip trembled and her eyes became wet. Her hair hung in her face. She made no attempt to wipe the tears away.
Yavar lifted her hand and softened her tone. “Okay … Whatever it is, I’ll help you.” Her gaze remained fixed on Vis. Yavar stepped toward Vis and brushed the hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear.
Vis sobbed. “We need to get to the hospital.”
Yavar looked at Ramin with raised eyebrows, while saying to Vis, “Of course. Let me get the keys.”
Vis didn’t move. She waited in the kitchen. The drips from her clothes expanded the puddle at her feet on the cold, hard tiles. Ramin stepped closer to her, tears forming at the corners of his eyes.
Yavar returned to the kitchen with the car keys. She handed them to Ramin without turning her gaze from Vis. “Call me,” she whispered.
Vis's trembling surged into a nod of her head. After a moment, she turned and walked out the front door.Ramin followed.
It continued to rain as they climbed into the car. Yavar’s car was a Saipa Pride, like theirs. Vis had the eerie feeling that she was sitting in their own car again, and she saw herself slamming her hand on the dash.
Ramin turned the ignition over, but the car didn’t start. Navah kicked. Vis shook her head back and forth as Ramin turned the key once more. Not again. The Aal’s face flashed before her eyes. Ramin turned the key again with no luck. The starter’s rhythm slowed and the lights dimmed. Ramin paused, glancing at Vis and then back at the dash. He turned the key again, and the engine fired to life. Vis sighed, tilting her head back onto the headrest.
Ramin pulled the car out of the driveway, then hit the gas hard. The car lunged and Vis's body pushed against the seat back. Ramin drove with purpose, and she didn’t mind at all.
Vis punched in the hospital as their destination in the maps app on her phone. She hoped to get there as quickly as possible. Ramin navigated the streets for a few minutes. The hospital loomed in the distance. The window lights of the tall building towered in the night sky. For Vis, it was a beacon of hope; it was a sign everything would be alright.
Traffic slowed and clusters of red taillights appeared ahead. Ramin slowed the vehicle. Navah rolled over twice and placed a foot against Vis's stomach. Their short-lived progress had stopped. The car came to a halt about a mile from the hospital. Traffic was at a standstill.
“What’s going on up there?” asked Vis. Red and blue lights flashed ahead, scattering through the rain on the windshield.
Ramin squinted his eyes, peering through the wet windshield. “I don’t know.”
The GPS on Vis's cell phone was up on the dash. The intended blue route was now a solid red line. Vis glanced at the time. 2 AM. “Just go around.”
“Go around where?”
“Just turn here and we’ll take the next road over.”
“There’s just as many cars over there too, Vis.”
Vis tried to settle herself. She knew the red and blue lights were likely police. There were many people around and they were in a locked car. Nothing would happen to them here. Maybe we’re safe for a moment.
She rolled down the window, signaling to the car in the adjacent lane. The car’s window rolled down, and Vis addressed the driver. “Do y—”
The Aal stared at Vis from the driver seat of the other vehicle. The corners of its mouth lifted, exposing sharp points.
Vis couldn’t speak. Her heart raced. She grabbed Ramin’s arm as she reached for the handle to roll up the window.
She blinked. The Aal was gone. The driver of the vehicle stared at her; he was a middle-aged man with a soft smile.
“You kn … know what’s h … happening up there?” Vis asked.
“It’s crazy. Bridge collapsed from flooding. There’s nowhere to go!” the driver responded.
Vis's hands shook as she rolled the window up. She wondered if she’d become another “home birth fatality.”
Ramin glanced at her. He placed a warm hand on her thigh. “We’ll find another way, Vis.”
The GPS chimed and a voice said, “Rerouting.”
Thank God. Navah kicked Vis's stomach, rolled, then kicked again.
“Someone must have finally reported the obstruction,” said Ramin.
They followed the new route on the GPS for a few minutes, the traffic around them thinning. “We’re getting lucky for once,” said Ramin. “The other cars haven’t picked up on this route yet.”
Vis sat still as her tension released. The end was near. She closed her eyes briefly. It would all be over soon. Navah picked up his efforts, rolling again and again.
They clipped along at a decent speed, following the GPS route. The night was silent other than the patter of rain and the rhythm of the wiper blades. Vis saw the hospital getting farther away. Her expression slackened. She glanced at the GPS and then outside in confusion. Her stomach fluttered. “Ramin, we’re getting farther from the hospital.”
“Yeah, I think it’s just taking us around the issue to get there,” said Ramin. “Let’s give it a chance.”
Vis worried. Her muscles tightened. The roller-coaster took them farther from safety. This isn’t right. She cleared her throat. The situation wasn’t under control. The car wasn’t even under her control.
Navah kicked. Vis placed her hand on her belly. There had been so much commotion that she hadn’t noticed the lack of movement. Navah kicked again, then rolled. Vis braced herself, hands clutching the armrests. A wave of nausea passed and she took a deep breath.
The GPS routed them through an underpass. As they exited, they reached a stop sign. Navah moved constantly now, nauseating Vis.
“You have arrived at your destination.”
The area seemed mostly abandoned. To the left and right were endless urban road without signs of life. Straight ahead, on the other side of the intersection, was an abandoned diner. It was dark, the sign unlit. Weeds grew from the cracks in the parking lot pavement.
Ramin shook his head. “This can’t be right.”
No shit. Each swipe of the wiper blades tormented Vis. She questioned all their decisions leading up to this moment.
Ramin sighed. “I think we’re lost.”
Navah turned again and punched. Settle down, little guy.
“Too bad that place is closed. We could just ask for directions to the hosp—”
The lights of the diner turned on and the sign lit. A neon sign that read Open flickered once, twice, then lit fully.
Vis and Ramin turned and stared at each other, questioning. A torrent of rain followed. Visibility couldn’t have been more than thirty feet. Lightning flashed and the wipers whipped back and forth in futility.
Ramin sighed, pulled slowly into the lot, and parked the car. Vis had difficulty seeing through the windshield, but could make out someone moving inside the diner.
She thought through the options. They could sit in the car and wait for the storm to blow over. That seemed relatively safe, although they’d still be lost. Navah rolled again, reminding Vis of her full bladder. Another option would be to wait out the storm in the diner. She could at least eat something and use the restroom. No, something could come in there.
Vis didn’t want to risk it. “Let’s keep driving,” she suggested.
“We can still get there, but the fastest way would be to ask for directions,” Ramin said.
Navah punched again. “C’mon, just keep driving. What kind of a place opens at this hour, anyway?”
“You can wait here. I’ll go ask,” Ramin said.
“Oh, hell no,” Vis responded. “I’m not sitting here alone waiting for the Aal to come tear my organs out.”
Ramin’s eyebrows raised. “I’ll only be a minute,” he said as he opened the car door.
Vis placed her hand on his shoulder, stopping him.
Ramin took her hand and kissed it. “I’ll be right back.” He exited the vehicle, leaving the engine running.
“Ramin!” she called. “Damn it.” She considered whether she’d be safer in the car or out in the open with Ramin.
Vis locked the doors and let out a long breath. Navah kicked again. Vis crossed, then uncrossed, her arms and tapped a finger on the armrest. Navah rolled. She laid her head back, briefly closed her eyes, then lifted her head and opened them again. As she fidgeted, her mind drifted to the worst-case scenario. She imagined their dead bodies strewn on the floor of the diner.
The rain made it difficult to see through the windshield. The man in the diner was talking with Ramin, pointing out the window. Vis swore he had straight, white hair and sunken eyes.
The Aal. 
She shook her head and glanced into the diner again. The man had short, brown hair. He was actually quite attractive. I’m going crazy.
As she watched Ramin banter with the gentleman, Navah kicked again several times, then went into a constant roll. My bladder might just explode.
Vis opened the car door.
“Go back!” the man screamed.
Vis froze as the door to the diner closed behind her.
“Back! Up!” A long-haired, gray cat sat on the floor of the diner, its eyes wide, one yellow and one blue. The man shoved it with a broom as he attempted to sweep the floor of the diner, but the feline made his job difficult.
The cat stood and stared at the broom, as if to ask what the fuss was about.
“Go on.” The man waved the cat off and it disappeared behind the counter. 
“Hey, Vis.” Ramin smiled. “This is Mr. Rahmani.”
“Please, call me Farhad.”
Vis narrowed her eyes at Ramin. “Isn’t it about time for us to go?”
“Aww, Vis. Mr. Rah— … Farhad, I mean, just offered to make us some breakfast. He said the hospital is easy to get to from here, and we can head out right after that.”
“On the house, khanom.” Miss. “Your husband was telling me about the trouble getting to the hospital. It’s a shame about the bridge. I’ve never seen rain like this.”
No shit. Vis let out a long breath. “May I use your restroom?”
“Of course.” Farhad directed her around the corner.
As Vis emptied her bladder, she sat still in the silence and closed her eyes, trying to hold on to the relief. Navah continued to twist her insides. She opened her eyes. The restroom was surprisingly clean. Farhad must take pride in the diner, she thought.
A tremendous pressure weighed in Vis's pelvis, as if she needed to have a bowel movement. She sat there, waiting and waiting, but it never came.
Someone pounded on the bathroom door. Vis jumped. “You okay in there?” Ramin asked. “You’ve been in there over half an hour, Vis.”
“I’m fine.” Where did the time go? She finally gave up. After she washed her hands, she made her way back to Ramin, who was sitting at a table.
“Where’s Farhad?” asked Vis.
“He went into the back,” replied Ramin. “Said he’d be back in ten minutes with breakfast.”
Vis became resigned to the idea that they weren’t leaving without food in their bellies. She sat across from Ramin as he perused a menu.
Vis thought of the life they were making. She thought of the newborn that would soon come. Ramin had stayed with her each step of the way. After the threat of the Aal in the apartment, she was thankful to have Ramin. She placed a hand on his, and he gazed at her. “Thank you,” she whispered.
The diner was quaint. Warm-colored tiles covered the tables and floor, and Persian rugs softened the feel of the room. Morgh-e Sahar, “Bird of Dawn,” played on the radio. The classical song had the gift of lifting spirits. Paintings of the Simorgh battling Azhdaha reminded Vis of her father. He used to tell her bedtime stories of the magic of Iran-Zamin. Vis looked forward to telling Navah stories of her own. We’re so close. She glanced at the clock.
3 AM.
Navah kicked her liver again. I know, I haven’t forgotten. She eyed the exit, second guessing the decision to stay. “Straight to the hospital after we eat, okay? And eat quickly.”
“Absolutely,” responded Ramin.
“What’s he doing back there?” asked Ramin.
Vis rolled her eyes. “Maybe he went to the store to get eggs.”
Thirty minutes had passed. Vis and Ramin had argued several times about whether to just leave. The smell of food and the sizzle of frying pans had kept them hopeful. Ramin didn’t want to be rude.
“It’s about time to head to the hospital anyway,” Vis pointed out.
Ramin caved. “Okay, hun. You’re right. I know you’ll feel better once we’re there.”
They got up from the table and walked to the front door. Ramin pushed on the crossbar, but the door didn’t budge.
Navah rolled.
Ha! Obviously, you have to pull, thought Vis.
Ramin laughed at himself, then tugged on the door. Still nothing. He yanked on the handle, but the door wouldn’t budge. “He must have locked it.”
“Why would he do that?” Vis reached for the deadbolt. No. Her stomach dropped.
There wasn’t a knob. The only way to lock and unlock the door was using the keyhole of the deadbolt.
“Fuck, we need the key,” said Vis. Navah turned and punched.
Ramin walked around the counter. “Maybe it’s back here somewhe—”
Ramin froze. His eyes grew wide. He took a step back, peering at the ground behind the counter.
Vis's heartbeat picked up. “What is it?”
Ramin was silent, shaking his head slowly. Apprehensively, Vis stepped next to him.
The cat lay in a pool of blood, decapitated.
“God, no … No … Ramin, no! This can’t be happening!” Vis's insides rolled and turned as Navah responded to the situation. “How could that happen right in front of us?” she said, eyes wide.
“I don’t know. I guess … I mean …” Ramin was at a loss. “Vis! I just don’t see how it’s possib—”
“AHH!” Vis went completely still.
“Vis …”
She was silent. Not here. A trickle of warm fluid ran down her leg. Holy shit. She gave Ramin a look of disbelief and shook her head slowly back and forth. Her pulse raced.
Ramin turned his palms up. “What?” His eyes dipped down, then his mouth fell open.
Vis was trapped. Her safety had ended. The dream of being a mother dwindled. This is not going according to the birth plan. Her water was broken, and she was locked in a diner with a headless cat, with less than an hour until her induction.
No. I’m not going to die. Vis tightened her fists. “We have to get out.”
“Let’s go through the kitchen and leave through the back d—”
Navah kicked again. “Absolutely not! That’s exactly how people die in the fucking movies, Ramin. If the Aal is here, it’s going to be back there.”
“But we have nowhere else—”
A sudden gush of fluid splashed to the floor beneath Vis, soaking the Persian rug. She grabbed her abdomen as it deformed and squeezed tightly. A contraction tightened, pain radiating into her pelvis and back. She gasped and braced herself on the counter.
Ramin’s eyebrows raised. “Oh, shit!”
Vis breathed slowly, wincing in pain.
Ramin hyperventilated. “Okay … Okay. Uh … Let’s have you sit dow—”
“NO!” Her lip trembled, her face flushed with heat. 
A combination of lightning and thunder filled the diner.
The lights went out.
Occasional flashes of lightning illuminated the diner as Vis's contraction subsided.
Vis screamed as she hobbled to the front door. She slammed on it, banging with her fists. “HELLLLLLLP … HELLLLLLLP! GOD, PLEASE! HELP!”
She turned back, face heated. Ramin stared open-mouthed.
Vis grabbed a stool by the counter. Despite her gravid state, her anger made her strong. Adrenaline rushed through her veins as she hurled the stool toward the glass.
The stool ricocheted off the glass with a loud thud. The door remained undamaged, without a crack.
Ramin paced back and forth. “Oh, shit … NO! Shit, shit, shit …” He picked up the stool, screaming as he flung it at the door. “NOOOOOOOOO!” Once more, the stool bounced off of the glass. They weren’t going through the front door.
Vis thought of her own safety.
Run … 
She thought of Navah.
Hide … 
She thought of her dreams.
Fight.
She stepped behind the counter, rummaged amongst the silverware, and grasped a knife. “Where the fuck is Farhad?”
“We have to go out the back,” said Ramin.
Vis glanced around uneasily. They could still get to the hospital; they didn’t have any other option at this point.
“Who do you think should go first?” Ramin asked, taking a step back away from the kitchen.
Vis scowled.
Ramin stepped through the swinging door that led to the kitchen. Thunder rattled, and then silence filled the diner. Navah went into a flurry of kicks.
“Ramin …”
No answer.
“Ramin!”
Silence.
“Ram—”
The door swung open.
Ramin stood in the doorway, feet apart. “There’s nothing back here, Vis. C’mon.” He held the door open for her.
The kitchen was darker than the dining room. They fumbled around metal counters, making their way toward a glowing red exit sign. A burner on the stove glowed beneath a pan of burning eggs. Ramin turned the burner off, and continued toward the exit. Navah flailed constantly.
Vis's feet caught and she toppled over between two counters. Navah took the brunt of the fall, and the knife was flung from her hand and slid underneath one of the counters. Fluid trailed down her thigh as another contraction started. Vis rolled onto her back. Ramin stood still, staring.
At her feet, Farhad lay dead.
Vis heard a low hiss. A cackle came from behind Ramin. Despite the dark, she saw that his face had gone white. Ramin turned around slowly. Vis couldn’t see over the counter at what Ramin was looking at. She breathed deeply as the pain of the contraction bore down. A sudden onset of nausea seemed to last forever.
Ramin shook his head rapidly. Sweat broke out on his skin. “It’s not true.” He sobbed uncontrollably, breathing heavily. “It’s not true!” He took a step back and flailed, knocking a few pans to the floor. He jerked in response to the noise of the crashing pans, stumbling on Farhad’s dead body. “IT’S NOT TRUE! THIS ISN’T HAPPENING!”
The Aal leaped at Ramin, striking his head with a clawed hand. The impact sounded blunt and wet. Ramin crashed to the floor amongst the pans. “NO, IT’S NOT TRUE!” His voice was hoarse now.
Ramin stumbled to his feet. He ran.
Vis had recovered from her contraction, but hadn’t been able to get up off the ground. She lay on her back, the Aal now at her feet. She stared down as its grotesque, bony hands held her ankles. Its red, sunken eyes glowed as it bared its teeth and hissed, drool trailing from the corner of its thorn-filled mouth.
Vis rolled to her side and reached for the knife. The Aal twisted her ankles. Her fingertips brushed the knife handle, causing it to spin just out of reach.
She felt a rough cold hand on her knee. No! She channeled everything she had into her outstretched arm, her fingers curling around the hilt of the knife.
I will kill you, motherfucker.
She rolled and swung, the blade hissing in the air. The Aal released its grip to dodge it. Vis kicked down hard on the Aal’s shoulder, sending the deev sliding across the floor.
She gripped the cold metal counter, her knuckles white as she pulled herself to her feet. When the Aal lunged, she stabbed. She was acutely alert, her senses overwhelmed. Hot anger mixed with cold horror and the adrenaline of fear. The deev’s raspy skin contrasted with the wet, smooth slide of the knife into the flesh of its shoulder, and its hot, putrid breath stung in her nose.
The Aal leaned in and Vis stumbled away, pulling the knife from the deev as she lost her balance. Her back hit the floor hard and the knife spun across the floor. Warm fluid trickled down between her buttocks. She made an attempt to get up, but the Aal pounced onto her, the weight of its hands on her thighs pressing them to the floor.
God, no.
Cackling in delight, the Aal shook its smooth, wet, white hair. She couldn’t shift its weight off of her. The knife was gone.
The Aal raised a long-clawed hand and plunged it into Vis's gravid abdomen, spilling blood. Searing hot pain surged in her pelvis, where Navah kicked and rolled.
With the stench-ridden Aal on her thighs and her pelvis burning, Vis saw three red glows in the darkness of the kitchen: an exit sign, the Aal’s menacing eyes, and a backlit LCD clock.
4 AM.
Vis saw Ramin’s face on her wedding day; she saw the newborn cradled in her arms. All her hopes and dreams had come to this.
She felt him deep inside of her.
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FACE
Jack Ramirez
I lost my face this morning.
I looked in the mirror, my mouth was sewn shut. No matter how deep I looked into my eye sockets, I could not see any eyes. How could I see? I had no idea. I combed my hair, which fell over the top of my face. As I combed it back, I saw black twine sewn into my skin.
My new face was bright, solid white, with no blemishes, no flaws. It looked like it was made of porcelain. It was attached to my head with crosses of black twine sewn around the whole of the face. I gently felt my face. It was smooth, soft, and fragile. I didn’t want to damage it. I had to get to work, so I dressed and drove to the office.
When I parked my car, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, like they do when someone is staring at you. I thought I glimpsed a man in my peripheral vision, but when I turned to face him, he vanished. Cautiously, I climbed out of my car, looked around again, and walked inside the elevator bay. I pressed the button leading to the fifth floor, where I worked, and waited. The door opened to a room, with only a receptionist’s desk. I walked to the door, grabbed the metal handle, and scanned my keycard. The door unlocked. I pulled it and stepped inside my office, staring downward, walking to my cubicle.
My boss approached me as I sat at my desk. “Did you see the news today, about the pop group we insure?” he asked. I tried to speak, but I couldn’t open my mouth. “Hello?” repeated my boss, his eyes widening behind glasses that hung on his balding head, seeing that I simply stared blankly at him. “Fine, watch it for yourself. It’s all they’re playing on the news.” He walked away.
I got up and walked calmly to the cafeteria, where a TV played. “For those just joining us, in New Jersey, Globewide Records, one of the members of the pop group The Three Kisses, all three famous for changing their name to match their record label, has died in a tragic accident after driving off a bridge,” said a nondescript news anchor. “The group’s lead singer, Globewide Records, was famous for wearing a blue dress …” He spoke of the tragedy as if it were just something that happened every day, not something that put me and my insurance company in danger. “The two surviving members of the group have not yet commented on this tragedy.”
I turned around to see a man in sunglasses staring at me, standing perfectly still. His hair was blond, unnaturally so. It went beyond platinum blond to the point where if I looked directly at it for too long, I feared it could make me blind.
I felt cold and began to shiver. I had never had such a strong reaction to something before. I ran the other way into the office, and when I looked back, I saw that the man was gone.
I went back into the office, and my boss turned to me. “The Three Kisses are staying here.” He handed me a piece of paper with the address to their hotel near Radio City. “This isn’t the first time they’ve wrecked a vehicle we gave them. We can’t keep insuring them. They called us about this, but I don’t intend to give them any money. Cut them loose.” He left without me being able to get a word in.
If I didn't know any better, I would assume he did it because I couldn’t speak. But I knew better. The way he always cut me off during meetings, the way he would always interject himself into conversations I was having, I knew he was just being an ass.
I left the office and took a crowded train to Midtown. As I shuffled through the crowded train, I thought back to last night, before I woke up without a face. I had worked past midnight, and on the way home, my headlights illuminated an exit I hadn’t seen before. It had no label, just a standard green interstate sign that read EXIT. I didn’t want to take it, but something compelled my hands to turn the wheel. I merged right by two lanes; I didn’t even look as I merged. I took the exit ramp down to a desolate area. No streetlights illuminated the area. It was doused in an inky blackness that let no light through.
The exit abruptly ended in a suburban street, lined by identical houses. My car’s headlights shut off, and I couldn’t turn them back on. The car kept moving, even though I wasn’t pushing the gas pedal. Nothing changed. It seemed like my car was on a treadmill, and the street was moving beneath me, keeping me in the same place. A few minutes later, the car stopped. I noticed that the gas tank was empty.
Weird, I thought. I had filled my car up before I set out for home. My mind couldn’t make sense of this. My thinking was numbed as if I had been lobotomized. I looked back and couldn’t see the horizon. Instead, it faded into a blackness that didn’t match the normal night sky. It looked more like a blanket had been draped over everything.
I only saw more houses, all around me, white as if bleached, and lawns that looked like artificial plastic sod. I knelt to touch the grass, which felt real but looked off. The grass was perfectly trimmed for as far as I could see, perfectly green. Not a single brown spot anywhere. I looked down the street. Streetlights shone down on the street, with brief and small spots of light to guide me.
I walked for a few minutes, but soon I ran out of breath as if I had walked for miles. I looked around; my surroundings were no different. I may as well have not moved at all, as if I was walking in circles, or walking in place. I saw someone walk out from a backyard, and I called out to him.
“Hey!”
The man stopped, and his head spun around like an owl’s to meet my gaze. He shambled down the yard, slowly and carefully, but the motions of his limbs were inhuman, too big and too janky. A human would’ve broken bones moving the way he did. The more I watched, the more uncomfortable I was, yet something kept me standing there as if I was locked in place. His eyes gleamed like headlights in a place with no light. I tried to move, but I couldn’t. I struggled against the invisible force keeping me in place as the man came closer. I could see his face now, as white as a ghost.
With an immense amount of effort, I broke free and ran. I ran until my lungs stung, my feet bled, and I collapsed to the ground.
The next day, I woke up in my own bed, thinking the whole experience was a nightmare, that is, until I looked in the mirror, and saw my new face staring back at me.
The brakes squealed, pulling me back to the present as the train arrived at my stop. As I exited the train, I tripped, over nothing, and fell.
When I got up, I ran out to the crowded street. After a lengthy bit of weaving between the people milling around, I found, and entered, The Three Kisses’ hotel.
It was an older hotel, probably turn of the twentieth century, with a marble floor, and a brass doorway at the other end of the lobby. To my right was a bar, where two women stood wearing dresses you would only see at a fashion show. One dress was bright red with triangles woven into the fabric, and the other was green with cubes sticking out in ways that seemed impossible. The fabric stuck out from their sleeves in ways that must have required some kind of support from within the dress, and yet, as they moved, the fabric moved with them. They must’ve been the remaining two members of The Three Kisses.
I walked towards them, and they turned to meet my gaze. “He has the face too,” said one of their voices.
Upon closer inspection, I saw that both of them had the same white face as me. Except instead of being sewn on, it had fused with their skin, the bleach white face melting into their natural skin tone along the edges around their neck and ears.
“You noticed my face?” I thought. The two girls nodded. “You can hear my thoughts?” I said, and they nodded again.
“Everyone can,” the girl in red said. “Beats talking. This must be your first day.”
“Yes,” I said, observing the girl’s eyes. “You have eyes?” I exclaimed.
“Yep, they move too,” she said. Her eyes spun horizontally, the way a ball spins on a basketball player’s finger. I noticed that there were words written below her pupils.
“What are those words?” I asked.
“Oh.” The girl stopped her eyes, and she flipped them up so that only the whites and the words were visible. They read, Globewide Records™.
“You don’t have any eyes?” asked the girl in green.
“I don’t think so,” I said.
The girl in green got up from her seat and moved towards me, taking two of her fingers and shoving them into my eye sockets, reaching as deep as she could. After the webbing between her fingers hit my nose, she pulled her fingers out. “Weird.”
“How long have you two had the face?” I asked.
“Four or five years. I don’t really remember anymore,” said the woman in red.
“Did the third one of you have the face too?” I asked.
“Well, yeah. Why do you think she went off the bridge?” asked the woman in red.
“She did that on purpose?” I asked.
“I don’t know if she did, but the face did,” said the woman in red. “The face starts doing more and more the longer you have it. Eventually, it just takes over. The person we knew died, and the face replaced her,” she said casually, as if she had just woke up, or was recounting a dream.
I didn’t know what to say. My stomach burned, carrying the weight of the pit that formed in it.
“So, what are you doing here?” asked the woman in green.
“I’m with your insurance company,” I answered. “We can’t cover you. Here.” I handed her the notice my boss wrote. “But please, tell me more about the face taking over. When does it do that?”
“It’s different for everybody. How it differs, I don’t know.”
“Do you know who does?” I asked.
“Well, the fact that you have that face tells me you’ve been to her home before,” she answered.
“You mean that weird house in my dream?”
Neither of them replied. The two girls turned away and went back upstairs.
That night, I took my normal commute home, stopping to fill my tank. When I crossed into New Jersey, I passed the spot with the mystery exit and saw that the exit was gone. However, underneath it, I could see a park next to a street with a rotted, decaying house. It made me feel so much dread, but I immediately understood the woman in green’s words. I’d find my answers in that ruined house.
As I left the car, I noticed that the roof of the house had partially caved in, and the paint on the house had long since chipped away, leaving nothing but black and sickly green wood. The home should have been condemned, but still it stood. Every other house was painted and unique. It didn’t resemble the neighborhood I remembered from the previous night. Perfectly standard houses lined the street, with the exception of this rotten eyesore. It was as if nobody else saw the house, or as if they just ignored it.
The sun had fully set, and twilight faded away. I wanted nothing to do with this house, but I looked down and noticed myself walking towards it. I approached the deck carefully to keep quiet and avoid stepping through the rotten wood. I tried the door and found that it opened without a fuss.
I snuck inside, like a child, or a rat. As I walked through the house, the floorboards made no noise. The wallpaper on the walls decayed. The couch in the living room was rotted with springs sticking out of it. An analog television with dials and antennae stood in front of the couch. At the back of the living room was an oak doorframe and an oak staircase. The house looked like it belonged to a different era; it was at least as old as the 1950s, if not older.
Through the doorway, I found a kitchen. I could barely make out an old fridge behind a wooden kitchen table with moldy food. I had no idea what the food used to be, but it had been sitting out for a very long time.
I couldn’t help but stare. I knew that if I did, I would see something, like in a dream, when you expect something and it suddenly appears. I had accepted that I wasn’t in control anymore. I peered through the doorway, waiting for something to happen.
A family walked in from somewhere behind the kitchen—a woman with the face on and three children, two boys and one girl, also with the face. They sat down and began to eat the moldy food. Their movements were slow and deliberate, like shuffling old men. They ate in unison like clockwork machines. I crept away and climbed up the stairwell. I stepped on a floorboard, and it creaked, shattering the silence. A shriek blared from the kitchen, sounding like a cry from a wild animal.
I ran up the staircase, hearing slow footsteps behind me. I found a hallway with several doors, chose a door, and threw it open. I scurried inside and slammed it shut behind me.
The room was so dark that I stuck my hand out before me and couldn’t see it. I heard footsteps coming from behind me, and I froze. A faraway shriek came from somewhere beneath me. After about five minutes of catching my breath and waiting I heard nothing, and relief washed over me. I would have let out a huge sigh if I could open my mouth. I relaxed, bathing in the relief and newfound silence. I couldn’t even hear a hum of machinery; a pin dropping could’ve been heard in that room from anywhere in the house. I fumbled around for a light switch, felt a chain and pulled it. The room lit up, revealing the same decaying scenery, old wallpaper, and an old rotting desk. I looked to my left.
A large, well-built man was sitting in an armchair. He had no face, just a complete void, nothing inside it, just empty blackness. All at once a sensation of overwhelming rage boiled in me. I knew it was coming from the man in the armchair, his fury was so powerful that it inspired fury inside me too. Even just the leftover fumes of his rage were the strongest anger I had ever experienced.
I dashed for the window and jumped through. The wind rushed through my hair as I hurtled towards the pavement.
Before I hit the ground, I woke up in my own bed.
In the mirror, I saw that one of the black crosses of twine had vanished. The white skin of the face had fused with my neck.
I went to work, and when I walked into the office, it was abuzz with voices. It sounded like a crowded restaurant. I could hardly hear my thoughts. I sat in my cubicle and saw that my boss was trying to talk to me. His mouth was moving, but I couldn’t make out any words over the din.
The noise never died down. I was hearing other people’s thoughts, and they were deafening. I knew the face was responsible, which meant I was running out of time.
Eventually, the workday ended. My ears rang constantly. They stung like open wounds.
I left the office, took the elevator to the parking garage. When I got into my car, I looked over to the passenger seat and found the man in sunglasses sitting there. He stuck out his hand and pointed to the right, and suddenly I was pulling the car out and turning right. My body was controlled like a puppet. He pointed his hand in another direction, acting as a GPS. I went whichever way he pointed. I tried to do anything, stop the car, turn somewhere else, or do anything, but it didn’t work—I had become a vessel.
Finally, he pointed straight to a street that ended at a park on the East River. The car continued down the street. It was mostly clear of traffic that day. I sped up and hurtled towards the park, where a woman was walking only a few feet from me. I focused on my foot, and managed to slam on the brakes before hitting the woman.
I could move freely again. I got out of the car and shut the door. When I looked in the window, the man was gone. I looked around and found the two women I had spoken to yesterday.
“So you were brought here?” asked the woman in red.
“It’s like I couldn’t control it.” I shuddered. I was always a cautious driver, but in the car, with the man in sunglasses, I acted like I was a completely different person, and I knew what that meant.
“You’ll lose control as time goes on,” she explained. “Eventually, you won’t have any control at all. It’ll do everything for you.”
“Does it for you?” I asked, sitting down next to her.
“Most of the time.” She brushed her hair up. Seven black threads of twine were visible where her forehead met the top of her head, around her hair.
“I lost one of those today,” I said, pointing to the missing cross of twine.
“If you lose all of them, you lose your soul,” she said, without any emotion, as if her soul was already mostly gone. “It took a while for us, but it’ll go quick for you.”
“How much time do I have?” I asked, shaking even more now.
“I don’t know, but there is a solution.”
“How?”
“Meet us near the tunnel at nightfall—you know the one.”
A few hours later next to a gas station near the Lincoln Tunnel, I waited. The sky was jet black and cloudy. The starlight couldn’t pierce the thick cloud cover. I waited by the bridge, the cool air breezing past me. When the two women showed up, I got in their car and we took off through the tunnel.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“The house. You know which one,” she said.
“Do you know what the deal is with that house?” I asked.
“It’s a projection in a different realm. Once there was a house there, now there isn’t, but it left a spiritual mark in their world, the world of the faces, so the house remains, and because it’s the only house they know, it’s everywhere,” she explained.
“That’s why every house is the same on that street.”
She nodded. “Only in the other realm,” she added. “She likes gifts, so we made sure to bring some. I don’t think she’ll expect anything from you, so you don’t need to worry.”
As we left the Tunnel, we travelled on the interstate until we saw the exit. About five minutes later, we took the exit and travelled through the dreamscape once again.
“We’ll be at the house soon. We just have to keep going,” she said.
We stopped at a house on a corner. The street that intersected with this one was shrouded in mist. We were on a street forgotten by time, an unremembered lane. The woman in red stepped out and knocked on the door. A new woman answered, with black hair, beady black eyes, a white dress, and the face.
“We need somewhere to stay,” said the woman in red.
“Did you come with gifts?” asked the woman, her voice echoing from nowhere in particular.
I noticed that the woman in red was using her voice. I had forgotten the difference between thoughts and words.
“People can use their voice here?” I asked.
“This is where your face lives. Your mouth too,” said the woman in green.
“Well, come on in!” chirped the woman in the doorway. “We don’t want to keep you waiting.”
I climbed out of the car with the woman in green and walked inside. I saw the ruined house. Only this time, it wasn’t ruined; it looked brand new.
Now, it wasn’t rotting. It wasn’t dusty, but it smelled like dust. It was the perfect vision of suburbia. But there was no homeliness. The technology was clearly very old. I could see an analog television from the fifties in the living room. Through a bay window, all I could see was fake blackness, as if the entire house was covered with a black curtain that blotted out all natural light.
We sat down at a table with plates of roast beef and vegetables. Everyone else dug in, and I cut off a piece and ate it. It tasted of mold and rot. I swallowed my portion and tasted an unbelievably rancid flavor. I gagged as I forced it down my throat.
“Who is she?” I asked the woman in green.
“We just call her ‘The Hostess,’” she replied.
We sat in silence, the two girls devouring their food in the same way the children had at the ruined house. I couldn’t stomach another bite.
“You, in green?” The Hostess asked.
The woman in green looked up.
“You’re free to go.”
The door behind us whooshed open, and something sucked the woman out. She went flying.
My heart leapt up into my throat. I was keenly aware of everything, even my blood pumping beneath my skin. “W-what just happened?” I blurted out. The Hostess turned to me, and I instinctively backed away from my chair.
“She’s free of the face now,” said The Hostess. “She brought a great gift, a lady in blue.”
“Gift?” I asked.
“It’s always a trade—one life in exchange for the release of yours,” said the woman in red. She eyed me, like a hawk about to seize its prey.
I stood from my chair and raced out the door. The two women followed, chasing me through the street. They strode as if trying to step over something with each step; still, they ran incredibly fast, and were gaining on me.
I stopped at one of the other streets, looking at the black fog that hung all around. I turned towards the two women chasing me. Their beady eyes fixed on me. I turned back to the fog and dove in. A wail came from behind me, like the one I heard in the old ruined house. All around me was a blackness, like huge clouds beside me.
From out of the clouds floated people I had never seen before, all of them had the face. Some were missing limbs, some were just heads, and some were whole. All of their faces were cracked. In the center of them all was the woman in blue, who looked identical to the other two women except she had been stabbed in multiple locations across her chest. No blood flowed, but through the open wounds, I could see her blood, a deep red.
Out of the mist came the man in sunglasses. He strode out and looked me straight in the face. I acted quickly, punching him in the jaw, which sent him flying down to the ground and back into the mist.
I ran—in which direction, I didn’t know. I wandered for what must have been only five minutes, but it felt like days. All around me were floating people, all dead. In the void, there was no noise. It was perfectly silent, and the only sense I had was sight.
Everything was dulled. It was like I was wandering through a dream and could do nothing but continue to wander. But, eventually, the man in sunglasses found me. Once i saw him, he began moving so quickly I couldn’t see him run. I saw him as if I was watching a movie, and he was spliced into a few frames. He took off his glasses, and his eyes glowed like headlights, and he began to move towards me in a quick but janky and inhuman way. 
I was suddenly frozen in place, against my will. He took my arm and pointed his finger to the left. I followed him. Another cross of twine disappeared. I could feel it, like an insect that burrowed into my skin. He took me out of the mists and to the woman in red.
The Hostess looked at me up and down. “Thank you. Would you like to do the honors?”
The woman in red nodded.
The Hostess handed her a hammer. The woman in red jumped up on me and hit my forehead with the hammer as hard as she could, knocking me over and giving me a pounding sensation, as if my brain was trying to break out of my skull. I felt it through my new forehead. She kept hitting me, and as blood began to pour down my face, I began to lose feeling in my hands and legs, and all at once, it was over.
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Mr. Needles
Noah Hoffmann
Things started to go wrong after my son’s imaginary friend died.
At first, I welcomed Dobbers, the large talking dog my son proudly announced as his newest, bestest imaginary friend. I thought he was a good sign, a sign that we had finally started to move on, to heal, to become normal once again. It was something both of us desperately needed. When my wife, Melissa, was killed by a selfish idiot too high to realize he was even driving a car, much less that he was swerving onto the sidewalk at almost seventy miles an hour, it blew apart our lives like a pipe bomb. “Picking up the pieces” is what they called it, but nobody prepares you for when those pieces are gone. We had built our lives together as a family, and now a third of that family was missing, replaced by a hole that could never, ever be filled.
And over the last two years, that hole had almost consumed us as well. I was still trying to learn how to be a father, and now I had to do that without James’s mother. I had to be the sole pillar, even when I felt like crumbling. Especially when I felt like crumbling. I had to do it, for James, as he tore me down in a million different innocent ways. He was three, he was curious, and he asked all the questions he was too young to understand: why wasn’t Mommy coming home, where was she, why couldn’t she come down from heaven to see us? I didn’t know how to answer because I didn’t know the answers either, and every day a little more of us died with her. James started having nightmares. I stopped sleeping. The world started to fade into something numb and gray and every day brought a new challenge, a new hurtle, a new hole that we didn’t realize she had been taking care of for us.
And then came Dobbers. Big, bright, beautiful Dobbers. A giant dog, James told me, like Clifford on TV, but he walked on two legs, and he was yellow, except for his ears, which were green, and his head, which was red, and his paws, which were blue. I was even drawn a picture, a collection of messy blobs only decipherable after learning the color scheme. That picture found a home on the fridge, the first newcomer there in a long time. And that had felt like progress. A light at the end of the tunnel. We weren’t out of it, not yet; we knew that we had a long way to go. But this was the first part of normal, of happy, and with it carried the hope that we could reach that promised land if we just hung in there for a little longer.
And now here Dobbers was, dead on the living room floor.
“No!” James sobbed. His little five-year-old body quaked with a rage and a grief that I hadn’t seen in him before, not even at the funeral. His curly, brown hair was twisted into tufts from where he had pulled it, and his green eyes were bloodshot from the tears. He grabbed at the fibers of the white living room carpet and stared at the empty space in front of him. “No! No!”
Not knowing what else to do, I sat down on the floor and gathered him in my arms.
“He’s dead!” James cried, clinging onto my shirt and sobbing into it. “He’s dead, Daddy!”
I tried to soothe him, shushing and running my fingers through his hair. After a few minutes, he seemed to calm down, the wails replaced with just sniffles. With the emotions dammed, I risked a repair: “You do know Dobbers is imaginary, right? That he’s not real?”
James nodded, then broke down again. “But he’s still dead!” he shouted, leaning into me and sobbing again.
She would know what to do about this, I thought to myself, and that old familiar bolt of anguish splintered my soul. Of course she would know what to do, but she isn’t here, and I am. I am, and all I know to do is embrace my son and let him cry into me.
I blinked. “Murdered? That’s what he said?”
Miss Halloway nodded. She was young, probably fresh out of grad school, with bright blue eyes and pale skin. When she spoke, her words came soft and gentle, as if they were worried they might break you if they came to you too strong. A good trait to have in a child therapist, I supposed. The few reviews of her I had found online were positive and within the small circle of specialists in this field I could afford; she seemed like our best bet.
I was praying she was enough.
“Murdered.” I leaned back into the deflated pleather couch and stared off into the distance. “Holy shit.”
“I understand how alarming this all feels, but I don’t believe this is a major developmental issue for James,” she said, tilting forward in her plush office chair and folding her hands together.
I turned to look her in the eye. “My son believes that someone came in and murdered his imaginary friend with a knife and you don’t think we should be concerned?”
“I did not say that.” The words lacked any accusation. “This is obviously an upsetting event for your son and we should do everything we can to help him, but I think this … incident has manifested out of a need to help process his grief, not as the underlying symptom of a deeper disorder.”
I watched her for a few moments more, then settled back into the couch. “How do you figure?”
“Well …” She paused. “I’m sorry to have to bring this up, but when your wife died, James was present, correct?”
“Yes.” I sighed and closed my eyes. “Three feet. If she hadn’t pushed him out of the way …” I trailed off, not wanting to finish the thought.
“And James … saw the aftermath of what happened?”
I closed my eyes. There, in the darkness of my mind, I could still see her glassy eyes, blood pooling beneath her broken body. When the police first arrived, she had been so obviously dead that they hadn’t even tried to help. Instead they had taken pictures, collected evidence. They hadn’t wanted to show me, but I had insisted. I was determined to make sure that the weight of that sight was not one my son would have to carry alone. 
I could feel the tears begin to well in the corner of my eyes, and so I opened them, hoping to chase them away with the light and air. “Yes. He did.”
Halloway nodded. “Your son has been through something no one ever should, something even adults have a hard time processing. And given how young he is, it’s even harder. Because his brain isn’t completely developed yet, he can’t resolve his emotions internally, not completely, and I believe that Dobbers’s pretend death serves as something he can project his feelings onto, to help process them.”
“I …” I rubbed the tears away, adding a cough to help sell the lie of my frailty. “I’m sorry, I’m still not sure what you mean.”
“James has to contend with the fact that his mother was taken away from him, very violently, in an act that should not have happened,” she explained. “Whenever the brain is presented with something that traumatic, it can’t just deal with the entire thing at once. It has to break it down into smaller, bite-sized pieces for it to go through, one by one. One of those bite-sized pieces is that violence exists, and it can hurt people he cares about. This invented death of Dobbers allows him to process this idea in a safe space unattached to a memory that comes with a lot more grief and pain than he can handle.”
“I …” I turned my head to look at the drawing on the small table between us: the familiar color scheme of Dobbers, surrounded by an ocean of scarlet done in heavy, angry crayon strokes. “I think I understand what you’re saying.”
“If I were you, I would respect this fantasy. Allow him to engage in it. Use it as a space to talk about the feelings the two of you share. All of it will help him heal the hurt he feels. If it’s successful, he’ll create another imaginary friend in a couple months and he’ll forget about this entire event.”
“Okay.” I sighed and stared out the window, where the warm sunbeams danced between the green leaves of the trees. “Yeah, okay.”
We had a funeral for Dobbers.
It was James’s idea and, after the therapist, it seemed like a good idea. He picked out a spot in the backyard and I dug it, a whole six feet, just to do it right. That’s one of those little things you find yourself doing when your partner disappears. You overcompensate. You're so guilty being just one that you overdo everything, like you’re apologizing for being the one left behind. It was almost two in the morning when I finally managed to refill the hole, and the exercise had made me so sore and tired that for once, I fell into a dark, dreamless sleep, more peaceful than I’d had in years, one blessing in disguise of this entire, mad excursion.
And for a while, it seemed to work. James got less and less upset about the imaginary murder. Dobbers’s name stopped being mentioned at the table. That bright, far-off light in the tunnel began to reappear. Then, the moment Halloway promised had arrived.
“I got a new imaginary friend,” James announced, holding out a piece of paper.
“Oh?” I turned away from my laptop and the spreadsheet splayed on its screen, and took the drawing. “Let’s see.”
This creature had no colors. The majority of it was done in gray. It was plump and round, like a teddy bear, but with large, rabbit-like ears and big feet. The fur ended in sharp angles, like glass shards. Two black eyes of dark void stared out, the crayon wound into tight spirals, and underneath was a large smile of sharp, white, needle-like teeth. One of its small paws held a long knife, and the only bit of color was a long red line of blood smeared along the edge.
“Oh.” I blinked, then swallowed. “Uh … what … what’s his name?”
“Mr. Needles,” James said without emotion.
“I see.” I stared into Mr. Needles’ dark, empty eyes. “I’m not sure I like him, James.”
James stepped around behind me to stare at the picture as well and whispered, “Me neither.”
With every day that passed, more tension arose.
James’s play sessions, which had once been loud, raucous affairs, turned quiet and solemn. Before, they had involved shouting, exclamations, and the clacking of plastic on plastic as he collided toy robots and dinosaurs. That was gone, replaced with hushed whispers as he lined his toys up in a row. One of his favorites, a large articulated brontosaurus, lay down on its side off to the side.
“What are you doing, bud?” I asked.
“We’re investigatin’ a murder,” he explained, taking one of the toy soldiers from the line-up.
“Oh.” I scanned the toys arranged in neat lines around the “victim.” “Well … any idea who did it?”
He shook his head. “Mr. Needles will figure it out. He’s very good at getting people to talk.”
“I see.” And, not sure what else to say, I left.
After that came the fixation. Before, James had been consumed with an endless curiosity about everything, asking questions about the moon and the sky and the grass and the bugs and the buildings. But as the days passed, more and more all he wanted to know about was one, singular subject.
“What kind of a knife is this, daddy?” he asked, passing me his tablet.
I looked at the image he had pulled up. “That one is called a cleaver.”
He took the tablet back, nodded, then pulled up another one. “What about this one?”
“Um … I think that’s called a steak knife.”
“What about—”
“James,” I interrupted, putting the tablet aside, “why are you asking so many questions about these?”
He froze, then looked off to my left at something I couldn’t see.
“C’mon James,” I pressed. “Please?”
He stood petrified, then whispered, “It’s him.”
“Who?” I frowned. “Mr. Needles?”
He nodded. “He … he likes knives. And he wants to know about all of them.”
I sighed. “Come here,” I said, gathering him up onto my lap and embracing him. For a few minutes, we stayed that way, silent.
“You know Mr. Needles isn’t real, right?” I asked. “That he’s just imaginary?”
James nodded.
“And you know that you don’t have to do anything he asks you to do that you don’t want to, right?”
He nodded again.
“He exists inside of your head,” I added. “If you want, you can wish him away right now.”
“I don’t think I can, Daddy,” he whispered.
“What?” I gently brushed back some of his hair. “Why not?”
He turned and stared up into my eyes. “Because I already tried.”
“I have to admit, this is a very unusual situation, Mr. Harkins,” Ms. Halloway said to me.
“You’re telling me.” I looked down at the table between us, where half a dozen drawings of Mr. Needles lay. I shuffled the nearest one to hide the staring eyes. “What do we do about it?”
“I’m not sure if there’s anything we can do,” she replied.
“The hell?” I held up one of the drawings. “This thing is scaring James. I want to get rid of it, now!”
“Mr. Harkins …” She paused; I could tell she was picking her words carefully. “Children create imaginary friends as a sort of practice for socialization. They create these pretend people as a safe space where they can test how to interact with real people and the world in general.”
“And?” I demanded.
“And James has been exposed to a darker side of humanity than most peers his age.” She sighed. “Most children his age don’t have to wrestle with the knowledge of the kind of suffering other people can inflict on each other. James does, and that knowledge is going to affect the kind of pretend scenarios he makes to internalize the larger world.”
I put the paper back down, flipping it over to hide the mad eyes. “So, again, how do we get rid of it?”
“Mr. Needles will go away on his own, like all imaginary friends do when children become more comfortable socializing with their peers,” she reassured me. “Any concerns we have should be for James and his possible behaviors.”
I froze. “Behaviors? What behaviors?”
“These … fantasies, about murder, and the fixations on knives …” There was that awkward pause again as she chose her words carefully. “I’m worried that James has an anger that he doesn’t know how to express, and a general feeling of being unable to control what’s around him. Both are very understandable, given what he’s gone through, but if these emotions persist for too long without finding an outlet, I’m worried that he may turn to violence to control them.”
“Violence? Against what?”
“Against something smaller than him, something he feels he has the ability to dominate. James has been hurt, deeply, and if he can’t find a way to process that in a healthy way, he may turn to hurting others to gain some level of control over his feelings.”
“Okay. Okay.” I looked her in the eyes. “So how would we help him with that?”
She didn’t answer.
I held my hands out. “What is it?”
“There are …” She paused. “Facilities.”
“No.” I stood up from the couch and began to pace. “No, we are not institutionalizing my son.”
“Putting him in a controlled environment—”
“No!” I shouted, pointing at her. “No, he has been through enough. No.”
“Okay, Mr. Harkins. I understand,” she said.
I didn’t think she did.
On the way back from the therapist, James tugged my arm. “Daddy, look!”
I turned. It was a dead bird, a robin, with its head twisted wildly around. Flies had just started to settle. 
“Poor thing,” I muttered. “Must have flown into a window too hard.”
“Mr. Needles did it,” James informed me.
I looked back at him. “What?”
“Mr. Needles killed the bird,” he said in a calm voice.
I stared at the bird for a few more seconds, then turned away. “C’mon. Let’s get out of here.”
I got the call from the school at noon.
I messaged my boss and told him that James had gotten sick and I needed to go pick him up. He said he understood and gave me the go-ahead to take the rest of the day off, which made my stomach pool with guilt. Even so, I couldn’t bring myself to tell him the real reason.
The principal’s office was small and dark. In the center was a large, no-nonsense desk, clean and tidy. James sat at one side, head bowed. Mr. Sarcevich, a stern man with a bald head and thick glasses, stared disapprovingly at him.
On the desk were knives, gleaming in the sunlight from the window.
“How …” I recognized the set of five; they were from our kitchen. “James, how did you—”
“These were found in your son’s backpack,” Mr. Sarcevich interrupted. “He had asked to come inside to retrieve his backpack and his teacher told him she would fetch it for him. When she grabbed it, she found it heavier than normal and opened it up to find these.”
I collapsed in the other chair. “Oh, James.”
“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you what a serious violation of school rules this is,” the principal continued. “And while both I and the rest of the staff here are deeply sympathetic to your loss, this incident threatens the safety and well-being of both our teachers and student body and will not be tolerated.”
I sighed and dropped my head. “Of course, Mr. Sarcevich. I understand.”
He seemed to soften at that. “Normally this would be an automatic expulsion. However, given your son’s unique situation, I am willing to be a bit more lenient and cut it down to a three-week suspension instead.” Then his tone hardened again. “But this is the one and only warning. If this incident repeats itself, James will no longer be allowed to attend our school. Is that understood?”
“Absolutely.” I rose from my seat. Mr. Sarcevich handed me a small dish towel, which I took with a pathetic nod and used to wrap the knives up. Once they were secured, I turned to leave, then stopped and put a hand on my son’s shoulder. “James?”
He was still staring at the floor, saying nothing.
“James.” I shook him slightly. “C’mon, James. It’s time to go.”
Without a word, he slipped out of his seat and began to shuffle out of the room, eyes fixed on the floor the entire time. We left the office in silence, but once we were past the door and into the bright white tiles of the hallway, I stopped him, getting down on a knee to look him in the eye. 
“James, why?”
He turned away, unwilling to meet my gaze.
“James.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “James, look at me.”
With an obvious struggle, he faced me. Tears started forming in his eyes.
I held up the cloth-wrapped knives. “Why?”
“I-I didn’t want to …” he stammered. “It was Mr. Needles.”
“No, James. Don’t.”
“H-he said to bring them. H-h-he …”
“Stop!” I shouted, dropping the bundle and grabbing him by both shoulders. “Stop saying Mr. Needles told you to do these things!”
“B-b-but …”
“He’s not real!” I was almost screaming now. “Don’t you get that?! HE’S NOT REAL, JAMES!”
James stared at me, then burst into tears. I hugged him, and together we cried into each other.
Denial is a powerful force. You never know what you can deny until the world starts trying to get you to accept facts you don’t want.
For instance: My son’s not disturbed. He’s just grappling with some very harsh realities of life right now. My son’s not crazy. He doesn’t need to be locked up in some nuthouse. I can handle things. And he’s certainly not dangerous. His fascination with knives is just a phase, a boyhood curiosity. He would never harm another living being.
Yeah, that’s why you’re out here at 1 AM, skulking around like a criminal to bury the Patterson’s dog in secret, a voice in the back of my head hissed at me.
I looked down at the hole that I’d dug. What had once been a small, yappy Pomeranian was in there, flies starting to gather on the corpse. Even in the dim yellow haze of the nearby streetlight, the amount of blood was undeniable. Its fur had been stained scarlet; whoever had caused those long stab wounds on its belly had made sure it would bleed out for a long, long time before finally dying.
Whoever? the voice chastised me. Like we both don’t know who did this?
I ignored it and began to fill the hole up with dirt.
He doesn’t need to be locked up in some nuthouse.
I can handle things.
“So if I’m looking at these projections correctly, we should have the Smithfield project wrapped up by Q-3?” the tinny voice from my laptop asked.
Physically, I was sitting in my home office, in front of my computer, in a Zoom call. Mentally, I was … I don’t even know where. Lost in the ether. Floating between thoughts. Drifting past hundreds of concerns: bills, chores, errands, to-do lists.
The missing dog poster someone had posted on the telephone pole outside.
“Harkins?”
I shook myself, then rubbed my eyes. “Sorry. The, er … right, yes. The Smithfield project. Uh … things are going well, no concerns. Construction’s on schedule and we’re still on budget.”
Rob, my boss, a man with a bushy, brown beard who was currently relegated to one quarter of my screen, raised his eyebrows. “Are you doing okay? You don’t look so hot.”
“I’m fine, Rob. Just haven’t been sleeping the best.” I clicked into a different spreadsheet. “I crunched those numbers on the Kemper proposal for you. Found some issues.” I paused, waiting for a response, then turned back to the screen. “Rob?”
He was staring past me, eyes wide, face pale.
Something glinted in the tiny image that showcased my own cam feed.
I bolted upright and spun around. Behind me, James stood, face frozen in shock, holding a shiny butcher’s knife high above his head. “Daddy, I …”
I snatched the knife away and slammed the laptop shut. “Where did you get this?” I demanded, holding the gleaming blade in front of his face. “I locked these away. Where did you get this?!”
“I didn’t want to …” he babbled.
“ANSWER ME, JAMES!” I shouted, shaking him. “Where. Did. You. Get. This?”
“Mr. Needles. He …”
I closed my eyes and sighed, then embraced James for a long, long time before finally holding him out at arm’s length. “Pack your things. We need to go somewhere.”
“NO!” James shouted. The orderly was huge, almost six and a half feet tall and built like a line-backer in baby-blue scrubs, and still James fought him like a demon. “NO!”
“Any allergies or medical conditions we should be aware of?” his coworker asked, a tired-looking woman who smelled of cigarettes.
“No, none.” I barely registered her words, or the pastel blue and greens of the unassuming waiting room we were in, or even the other people in the waiting room, hunched up against the far wall, watching in fear. All I could do was watch James, face red with rage and twisted into something that was vicious and primal and did not look like my son.
“NOOOOO!” he screamed again. There was so much pain behind that sound that it didn’t even sound human.
“And we can request his psychiatric file from a …” She paused, flipping through the sheets on her clipboard. “Ms. Halloway?”
“Yeah,” I said, still a million miles away. “She was the one that recommended this place.”
“Okay. I’m going to need your signature here to authorize us to request his medical records.”
I tore myself away from what I was witnessing and forced myself to focus on the half a dozen highlighted areas, signing and dating as I went, and not what I was signing and dating for.
The woman waited until I was finished, then nodded. “Okay. We have all we need, then.” She gave me a sad smile. “I know this is hard, Mr. Harkins, but you’re making the right choice here. We’re going to take good care of your son.”
“Daddy …”
I froze, then turned around.
James was still wrapped in the orderly’s bear hug, but the fight had left him; now he was just crying. “Daddy, I want to go home.”
“James.” I knelt down, trying to keep the tears out of my own eyes, if only for his sake. I reached out to stroke his cheek. “I’ll come to visit you tomorr—”
He snapped out with his teeth, trying to bite my fingers.
With that, the orderly picked him up and carried him away. 
“I HATE YOU!” James screamed as he was dragged past the doors, deeper into the facility. I tried to pretend I couldn’t hear his screaming as I walked out of the building. I tried to pretend I couldn’t hear it as I got into my car. I tried to pretend I couldn’t hear it as I drove home.
Denial is a powerful force.
For six hours, I stared at the photo on the wall.
I should have messaged my boss. I should have prepared James’s things to take with me tomorrow. I should have been doing lots of things, but doing any of them would have meant facing the empty house and facing my failures as a man, and so instead, I stared at the photo on the wall.
In it, James is three. I’m holding him in my arms. He’s a happy child, eyes lit up with wonderment as he looks at the camera. Melissa is next to me, laughing, one arm around my shoulder, the other helping me support James. She’s beautiful and tall, full of life.
It’s a good photo. I wished I could crawl into it and get lost forever.
But all that happened was that the empty, accusatory silence of the house settled onto my shoulders and filled my soul.
You have to do something, I urged myself. You can’t just sit here forever. Get up. Do something.
I walked down to the corner store, bought a case of beer, walked back home, and got black-out drunk.
A sharp, high-pitched sound jolted me from my sleep.
The sudden shock of adrenaline ripped my eyes open. I was in my bed, fully dressed and reeking of alcohol. My body was still possessed by the fog of my drunken stupor, but something had set my nerves alight, warning me of danger and panic.
And then it came again: a high-pitched giggle, so shrill it sounded like nails on a chalkboard.
I tried to get up, but something stopped me. Something had bound my arms and legs. I tried to shout, but a gag in my mouth stops the sound.
Then, I saw him.
The ears were first. They were large and floppy and covered in a matte-gray fur that sparkled when the light caught it just right, as if it wasn’t covered in fur but hundreds of tiny slivers of glass instead. One of those fat teddy-bear paws gripped the edge of the bed and it pulled itself up halfway; I could see its head. Its eyes were dark pools of pure void, an endless eternal yawning abyss set above a mad smile of thin, sharp teeth that stretched from one end of its cheek to the other. Another paw, and it hoisted itself up fully, and I could see the round stomach and large feet. It gave another painful giggle as it flopped its way clumsily towards me.
It was exactly like James drew it.
“Mr. Harkins,” it shrieked in that awful voice; every word felt like a white-hot nail pounding into my temple. “So pleased to finally meet you. I’m a good friend of your son’s. Maybe he’s mentioned me?”
I tried to scream; all that came out was muffled panic.
He chuckled “Oh, don’t you worry about him. I’ve got such big plans for that boy. We’re going to do wonderful things together.” He held one of his paws up and I saw the cold steel of a razor blade held in it. “I’ll take such good care of him when you’re gone.”
I screamed and thrashed, trying desperately to free myself, but it was no good; whatever the hell that demon was tied the ropes so tightly that I couldn’t get out, get free, get away. All I could do was strain against them as I felt the sharp point of the razor slice against one wrist and then the other, as the warmth of my own blood soaked the bed and my body began to go cold. The last thing I saw as my consciousness faded into darkness was that damned thing, smeared in my own blood and grinning widely as he leaned in and whispered one last thing into my ear.
“Oh come on, Mr. Harkins, get a hold of yourself. After all … I’m not real.”
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The Calming House
J. M. Clark
The path curved gently beneath my feet, worn smooth by generations of villagers who had walked it before me. The Calming House sat perched on the eastern hill of the village Karthule, like a crown of bleached bone. Even in the early afternoon sun, its alabaster walls gulped the sunlight, glowing faintly as if lit from within. No roof covered its boxy frame; it was just four walls and an open, hollow center, exposed to the sky. From Karthule, the structure appeared as an altar where divinities might kneel to claim human souls.
I’d spent sixteen years craning my neck to look up at it. It was not a grand building. Small, unassuming, no taller than a grain storehouse, yet its presence dwarfed everything else. The Elders called it our salvation, a smooth and honed blade to cleave the rot from our souls. As a child, I’d traced its shape in the dirt, imagining the grateful faces of those who emerged from the Calming House. Their chaos quieted.
They’re better now, Mother would say when we passed a Serene One in the square. Peace suits them. I, along with everyone else, had always believed it was a savior, our rescue from ourselves.
The Calming House provided a haven for those whose emotions were spiraling dangerously out of control. It stripped away the weight of anger, sorrow, and more, until only peace remained. That was what we’d always been told. That was what I had believed. But now? Now, I wasn’t so sure.
There was once a chaotic day that preceded Karthule’s current state. We now call it the Breaking. Some say it began with a poisoned well, while others attribute it to a barren harvest. The shifting seasons have obscured the truth, but no one forgot the ending: neighbors clawed at each other’s throats, lovers split their partners’ skulls with rusted hatchets. Blood slick with teeth and viscera, flooded the cobblestones by dawn. The survivors, trembling and wild-eyed, scrubbed their hands raw in the Vongosia River and swore, “Never again."
Unraveled among the ruins, the survivors decided that emotion was the enemy. Love, hate, grief, rage, they were all a disease. They rebuilt the village from the ashes, but with new rules: Absolute peace is thy salvation. That was the way things were, and it has remained so in Karthule ever since.
And yet, as I walk the familiar path, gazing up at that ivory-colored, roofless structure looming above, the so-called salvation of our people, a single, forbidden thought takes root in my mind: What if we were wrong?
The Nobles, or Elders as some still called them, preached that our people embodied love and kindness, and they weren’t wrong. My own hands had harvested barley beside neighbors who sang songs about peace and love as they worked. Yet now, walking the serpentine paths between mud-brick homes, a splinter dug deeper beneath my ribs with every step. Dust coated my boots, thick as the lies I’ve swallowed since childhood.
My voice cracked between manhood’s birth and boyhood’s grave at sixteen summers. Soon, the Elders will bind me to a girl chosen by bloodlines and whispered politics. I’ll plant seeds in her womb, and when that fruit grows old enough to understand my words, I’ll teach them the stories of our soil and the buried things we pretend sleep quietly beneath. I have to expose the essence of this … peace.
Sunlight pierced my eyes, unbearably bright and harsh. Overhead, sparrows darted like black stitches, attempting to mend the glaring blue sky. Their songs, once a pleasant chorus, now scraped and needled at my ears, sharp as broken glass. Even the breeze felt heavy, thick with the cloying perfume of sun-drunk peonies and tulips. My newfound doubt about our ways had spoiled the beauty all around me. The flowers’ sweetness curled in my throat, threatening to drag up the morning’s breakfast.
I passed the Langlan family, Mrs. Langlan and young Leone. Of course, I offered them a smile. Not too wide, don’t show too many teeth. Don’t appear overjoyed. They returned it in the identical, restrained way.
Leone resumed his game, kicking his stitched leather ball and chasing after it, his bare feet skimming over the packed dirt. He laughed, and his voice carried louder than it should have. The sound burst from him, an unmeasured, reckless thing. He froze mid-motion, peering back at his mother, who’d already closed the distance to him.
Her hand snapped over his mouth, fingers pressing hard enough to silence, not soothe. “Heightened emotion is a devil beckoning.” On the dirt road just beyond their home, I mouthed the words with her; my smile forced hard, a cramp, not an expression. Leone was young, and it took some time to learn, no … to suppress that natural joy that all young folk had. He’d learn, though; his mother would ensure that, as my own did with me. I nodded approval and continued walking as I tossed and jumbled thoughts that disturbed me.
Here, no one allowed themselves to get upset, weep, laugh loudly, or remain caught in heightened emotions. This thought process was scripture without words, a law etched not onto parchment but into the marrow of our bones. A silent understanding carried down through generations, a wordless hope for the past and future.
Villagers drifted in and out of my peripheral vision as I made my way to the butcher’s hut. With baskets of turnips and barley balanced on their heads, they whispered back and forth, sure to keep their voices at an acceptable volume. Their eyes slid over me, vacant as wind through sick and dying trees. They mumbled greetings, scripted, bloodless.
If one of us somehow lost control and needed to be taken to the Calming House, we’d eventually be returned to the village speechless and without the ability to … feel. They’d be taken up the eastern hill in their usual garb but would return to us in threadbare brown robes, the color of dried blood, the hood hanging loose over slack jaws and eyes, empty pits dug in clay. Peaceful.
Their limbs jerked hesitantly where once they’d flowed in a smooth, unbroken rhythm. Every movement seemed to betray the struggle within their spirit. I had always believed they lived better that way; the teaching said so.
I cut through the town square, my steps held in that narrow space between slow and fast. My thoughts and emotions churned, a storm building within, but my face remained a pleasant mask. I even stopped to buy an orange from Glovani, who always had the sweetest, firmest produce in all of Karthule.
“Thanks, Talei. Are your folks coming by for their weekly haul? Haven’t seen them yet today,” Glovani said, dropping the coins I’d given him into his apron.
Ma said the event had occurred between Father and Mr. Daisin just before dawn while the village was still asleep. I didn’t bother to tell Glovani. “I’m sure Ma will be by at some point.” The words felt foreign to my tongue, awkwardly shaped. I didn’t know what else to say and didn’t want to lie to him, so I nodded, gave a small wave, and walked away.
Plunging my thumb into the orange without peeling it first, I bit into the flesh, the juice bursting over my tongue, perfectly sweet. But all I could taste was bile.
After I made it out of eyeshot from Glovani’s shop, I tossed the half-eaten orange into a trash bin, the sticky-sweet residue clinging to my fingers, a lingering stain of guilt. I wiped my hands on my tunic and pressed forward, keeping my pace steady as I made my way to the butcher’s stall.
A group of my peers sat together near the well, their hands raised in silent greeting, waving but not calling out. I pretended not to see them, adjusting my stride just enough to suggest a purpose, something carrying more weight than idle chatter.
That’s when I encountered a scene as familiar as waking and sleeping. Mrs. Taslo sat on the porch of her home, her body rocking gently in the old chair, the wood beneath her groaning with each slow, measured sway. She was clad in the brown robe of the Serene, and her hands lay palm-up in her lap, cradling nothing.
Strands of graying hair peeked out from the shadowed depths of her hood, delicate wisps catching the faintest breath of wind. It almost seemed that she hid beneath it, retreating into its folds, a child seeking refuge. But there was no fear in her stillness, no hesitation, just the vast, barren emptiness of someone who had long since ceased to belong to themselves.
Years ago, my mother told me that Mrs. Someone caught Mrs. Taslo making a scene and shouting at one of the town nobles at the market one day. The incident ended with the only decision possible. Mr. Taslo and the Nobles agreed she needed to visit the Calming House.
Every day, I saw her like this. I’d seen all of them, the handful of Serene Ones who drifted up and down the roads of Karthule; they reminded me of dead leaves scattered on the ground. I’d never thought of it as something to pity. It was simply a part of life, a quiet assurance that if one ever lost control, the Nobles would help guide one back to calm.
Mrs. Taslo stared out toward the square, her gaze unfocused, her lips slightly parted. I had never truly studied her before, had never seen beyond the robe and the stillness. But now, watching her, I saw it; she wasn’t looking at anything. Nothing registered or moved beneath the surface of those eyes.
I wept for her, though only on the inside. Outwardly, I smiled softly, measured, not overly excited or happy.
The door behind her creaked open, and Mr. Taslo stepped onto the porch, towering over his wife, a shadow stretching in the sunlight. He spoke to her, his words low, but she did not turn to acknowledge him. She did not respond. She only rocked.
His brow twitched, and he placed a firm hand on her shoulder. A nudge. Not forceful, not rough, just enough to stir her from the trance.
Her body moved and hitched a few times, but she quickly got to her feet, invisible strings from a hidden marionettist pulling her upright. I now saw her for what she’d become. Her body lived, but she did not, not really.
Mr. and Mrs. Taslo disappeared into the house, the heavy door shutting behind them with a loud THUNK that made me flinch. All that remained of the moment dwelled in the rocking chair, still swaying. Its creaks echoing through the air. I hadn’t meant to stall, but my feet refused to carry me forward. Instead, I stood watching, waiting, until the chair slowed … until it stilled.
What is happening in that house? I wondered. What meaningless words did he pour into her ears? What did she do in the privacy of those walls with nothing to live for, no joy, pain, or anything? Even if the Nobles did quiet us, even if our spiritual conditioning left us a little less ourselves, weren’t we still human? Didn’t we still need to feel something?
Shame burned my throat. I’d ignored the Serene Ones my entire life. I’d ignored the dead eyes, the lack of fire in their souls, and the puppet-limbed walks until I woke up this morning to find the guards dragging Father away. His only words, repeatedly, were, “I’m calm, sir, I’m calm … please, I’m calm.” I watched from the window in my bedroom as he repeated this over and over, until he and the guards vanished into the darkness.
His fate lay tangled in the hands of the Nobles, and in whatever methods they used to fix those who lost control. Only in losing someone I loved did my eyes finally open to what we’d become, to what we allowed.
The Breaking be damned. There had to be another way. A burning tear welled in my eye, an ember beneath my lashes. But I clenched my jaw, willing myself not to blink and give way to an outpouring of emotion. Heightened emotion is a devil beckoning.
I turned sharply from the Taslo home and pressed forward, each step heavier than the last. The butcher’s shop was just ahead, the air thick with the coppery scent of raw meat. Only one person stood in line, so I stepped to the side, waiting. The butcher glanced up, his small eyes flickering with recognition before narrowing slightly, assessing the unseen. He must have realized I wasn’t there for goods: my hands were empty, and my face, despite my best efforts, must have given away the unspoken.
He lifted a thick finger in my direction, motioning for me to wait. With practiced ease, he bundled the customer’s meat in paper, his fingers leaving faint, grease-slicked prints. The customer accepted the parcel with a nod and drifted toward the next stall, leaving us alone.
As the butcher stepped closer, the reek of offal clung to him, and the smell of decaying animals stuck in my nose. Many old stains marked his apron, and the rag hanging from his belt had become brown and stiff at the edges. When he wiped his hands, fresh blood bloomed through the damp cloth, dark and seeping, as though the fabric itself bled.
Of course, he smiled at me. And of course, it was the same faux smile we all adopted—thin, practiced, peaceful. But his was worse, stretched rigid, straining to contain whatever fear or shame existed beneath.
“Hey, Talei, need a cut?”
“Oh no, sir, I—” My throat tightened, words tangling, a knot of roots in my mouth. I bent into the shallow bow reserved for adults, my knuckles white as I clasped my hands together. “Questions about my Father, sir. This morning, he—”
The butcher raised a thick, bloodstained hand and set it heavily on my shoulder. “Talei, ain’t it great?” His grip held firm, its weight making my bones ache. “Your pa is going to be one of the Serene Ones.”
He swayed my shoulder back and forth; his grasp felt jarring rather than soothing. As I stared into his eyes, actually seeing him, shame coiled in my abdomen again. Had I ever said a thing so stupid to someone who had lost a loved one to the Calming House? I must have. We all had, at some point.
I wanted to spit in the butcher’s face.
Instead, I swallowed the bitterness coating my tongue and forced a nod. “Um, yeah. It is a great thing, sir. Bless those above and beyond.” I bowed again, my stomach grumbling. “But … can I ask a question, sir?”
His hand left my shoulder, and he settled both meaty fists on his hips, still grinning. “Sure, but I don’t have long. Gotta get back to it before the next rush.” He jerked his chin toward the blood-slicked chopping board behind him.
“Why did my father try to hurt you? And why so early in the morning? I can’t fathom him getting up so early to attack you before the hens crowed. And raising his voice at you? I don’t even know what my father’s voice sounds like beyond a whisper.”
Mr. Daisin’s eyes narrowed at me, as I’m sure my words sounded like an accusation. While his eyes warned I neared overstepping, he still smiled. “Be sure to mind your volume, Talei. Control yourself.”
“I didn’t mean to accuse. I’m only asking, sir.”
He looked around again before moving closer to me, his massive forearm brushing against mine. “Yer pa was struggling this morning. He couldn’t help himself, and what coulda been a simple talk, he got emotional and raised his voice at me, then he took a swing. Now, he didn’t hit me, but he tried to.”
That smile hadn’t faltered, but his eyes, those restless little things, twitched and darted. Over my shoulder. To the side. Then he went back to his chopping board, as if the answer to this mess lay buried beneath a slab of red meat. He wanted our brief talk to end. He seemed more uncomfortable than he should have been, considering he was the supposed victim.
“If you don’t want to take me at my word, Nobleman Carry was there as well,” he added, with too much casualness. “Saw it all.”
I nodded, but my gut clenched. The name alone sent ice down my spine: Nobleman Carry. If he declared it valid, then truth it became. No one questioned the Nobles. As the spiritual and political leaders of Karthule, they stood as the mouthpieces of the gods above.
“Oh … I see,” I said, lowering my head just enough to feign obedience. “Did my father say anything to explain why he behaved that way? I’m only trying to understand why he lost control.”
The butcher's smile thinned. His fingers flexed at his sides, curling in and out of fists. His eyes revealed his feelings about me and my father. Upset, yet he buried it deep, the way we’d all learned to do in our youth, and he continued speaking to me with kindness. Whether he meant it or not.
“Well, ya know, sometimes it just builds up in a man,” he said, his voice thick, clumsy. The words grinding out of his lips. “Pressure, ya know? Even the best of us got somethin’ to be calmed of.”
That didn’t sit right. Not at all.
He scratched at the stubble on his chin, eyes flicking toward the approaching customers with baskets balanced on their hips. He plastered a smile back onto his face; the expression suited to a cause for celebration rather than the undoing of my father’s mind.
He shifted suddenly, impatient. “Listen, I gotta get back to it, but Talei, this is good. I swear by all that is right and peaceful.” His voice had that same rehearsed certainty, the same tone we all used when speaking of the Calming House. “Your pa, he’s gonna find peace. I know it’s hard to see it now, but you’ll understand soon enough. You’ll see it on his face when he’s back tomorrow.” An image of Mrs. Taslo’s face popped into my mind.
With that, he turned away, retreating into the safety of his work, and there I stood, at the side of his stall, more confused than when I’d arrived. A nobleman had been there and watched the whole thing unfold. Why hadn’t Ma mentioned that? Had she even known?
I swallowed hard and turned on my heel, taking the quickest route home, slipping between buildings and cutting across narrow footpaths. The fewer people I passed, the better. My thoughts swirled in chaos, and I doubted how long I could keep my mask from cracking.
As I opened the door to our modest home, the flickering glow of short-burning candles greeted me, casting long, wavering shadows across the walls. Sunlight speared through cracks in the shutters, slicing through the gloom. Ma kneeled before the dead fire, palms pressed to ash-streaked stone. She mumbled a prayer; I knew it well. The air was thick with the scent of wax and sorrow. Outside, the sun still shone, warm and golden, but in here it felt as though dusk had already fallen.
My mother clasped her hands in prayer, her lips moving silently. I dared not interrupt her while she grieved; if I acknowledged her actions, she would offer an excuse, such as the wood needing to be changed. I knew better because I loved him, too.
I crossed the room quietly, sinking into Father’s chair. The oak groaned, its grooves still shaped by his broad shoulders. When we awoke on the morrow, they’d deliver us a shell in brown robes.
The body would return, moving through life, a ghost of itself, but the man I called Father would be gone. By the time they finished with him tonight in the Calming House, he would cease to exist in any significant way. And for the life of me, I still can’t figure out why it took this for me to realize what we’d been accepting for the sake of our fears about a history of which none of us could even be sure was true.
My hands trembled as I clasped them together, forcing myself to breathe through the rising tide of panic. I listened to my mother’s whispered words as she recited the Prayer of Solitude repeatedly.
“Quiet the chaos, still thy storm.
   Lessen the weight, rise reborn.
   Let peace take root where hatred lies,
   Blessed be the path to Serenity.
   Return anew, with open eyes.”
I let the words wrap around me, a fragile blanket of comfort, hoping they might anchor me and quiet the storm surging in my chest. I needed to find my calm before I could say what had to be said. So I whispered the same prayer in my mind, which I no longer believed, not honestly, but habit is a powerful thing. Sometimes we pray not out of faith but out of ritual, because sometimes, ritual is all we have.
When my mother finished, she rose slowly, her grief making the act difficult. She turned, and for the first time, saw me sitting there. Surprise flashed across her features; her face twitched, a startled moth, before her smiling mask slipped back into place. Meanwhile, my mask crumbled, brittle with heartache, jagged pieces falling away to expose what lay beneath. She must have seen it, the sorrow I could no longer conceal.
She stepped forward, lifting her hands to cradle my face. Her palms, warm and steady, grounding me in the way only a mother could. I didn’t even realize tears had fallen from my eyes until she brushed them away gently with her thumb. “Hush, Talei. The Calming House heals.”
We sat at the kitchen table, and I told her what I had learned from the butcher. As expected, she did what we’d all been taught to do: she blamed our pain on the wicked spirits of our ancestors. “What we feel isn’t righteous.” She warned me that questioning the teachings marked the first step toward straying, and that we must hold firm.
She spoke as though I hadn’t just walked in to find her shivering in prayer, her body wracked with sorrow, denying that I had seen her true face only moments before. I didn’t argue. My resolve to save Father didn’t require her permission.
She told me she hadn’t heard about Nobleman Carry witnessing Father’s attack on the butcher, but if Carry claimed he had been there, then it had to be true. The Nobles wouldn’t have taken him if it weren’t. They didn’t make mistakes. They didn’t lie.
Silence pooled between us, thick as the tallow dripping from the spent candles. I told myself, deep in the recesses of my mind, I’ll storm the Calming House tonight and find out what they do to change the Serene Ones. I let her press her palm to my brow, her fingertips quivering as she said things to me that no longer mattered. “Quiet hands, quiet heart.” Her breath smelled of burned sage and father’s ale.
She retold the Breaking like a lullaby: neighbors scalping one another, mothers drowning their infants in rain barrels. “Vigilance is mercy,” she said. I nodded. I lied.
When she offered stew, the very mention of it made me sick. I claimed exhaustion, avoiding her eyes, those twin rivers of practiced calm now that she’d collected herself fully. Her gaze followed me to my sleeping alcove, trying to peel back the skin of my secrets like rind from fruit.
I curled on my pallet, honing my resolve and waiting for my moment as I pretended to sleep. Through the shutter’s slats, moonlight sharpened into a blade. I watched as the glow slowly crept across the floorboards until night swallowed the village whole.
When I felt confident she’d fallen asleep, I rolled onto my side and grabbed my canvas shoes, lacing them tightly, the threads biting into my palms. Only the kitchen candle fluttered, seemingly waiting for me to leave before dying out. Go now, it hissed, find the secrets you desire.
The door sighed shut behind me, its click lost in the wind’s low moan. The Calming House loomed atop the eastern hill, its pale walls seeming to glow. No windows. No mercy. I ran through the yard, past the shadowed homes, weaving through the back paths of Karthule until I reached the eastern hill. My sprint became a stumble as the slope steepened, pebbles skittering, frantic as rats fleeing a barnyard fire. The structure seemed to swell as I moved up the hill, its open roof a starving mouth swallowing stars.
The Calming House deceived, as all false prophets do, offering mercy with one hand while hiding the knife in the other. My trek up the hill felt the same. Whenever I thought I neared my goal, I stopped to catch my breath, hands on my knees, chest heaving. But when I looked up, it seemed I’d barely made any ground, the distance mocking me, testing my resolve.
After running for an hour, I finally spotted a dirt path winding up the hill. I followed the path, trusting it to lead me where I needed to go. It brought me straight to the Calming House. I must have found the path the guards and Nobles used when they brought the Serene Ones back and forth.
Standing at its base, I was in awe. The Calming House stole my breath. Viewed from Karthule, it mimicked something the size of a granary, a chapel. Up close, it jutted from the earth, a solitary molar wrenched from a god’s jaw. Moonlight washed over its walls, the ivory slabs so seamless they appeared poured rather than carved. No tool marks marred its surface. No weathering touched it. Only the drone remained, a vibration that sent a thrum through my teeth.
The Nobles claimed we built it after the Breaking. Lies. No hands roughened by barley scythes could have shaped this.
Its pull caught me, hypnotized and uncertain, until my body decided what my mind couldn’t. Before losing my heart and running back down the hill to my ma, I stepped forward, pressing my hand to the smooth white door. It opened easily beneath my touch, betraying the sense that someone had expected my arrival.
The hum split into distant screams, not one voice, but a chorus infesting my eardrums. No altar stood inside, no tools, no sacks of grain, nothing you would expect to see. There were only walls and floors fused into a seamless ashen crypt, the stone so polished I saw my face warped in its sheen. The air stank of burning hair and copper.
The screams curdled into sobs. Begging. Words garbled into nonsense. “Not Father’s voice,” I spoke aloud to myself. Or maybe it was. I’d never heard him scream. None of us screamed.
My boots squealed against the floor as I walked into the massive space. I noticed a circle scored the stone in the middle of the room. An iron handle, pitted with rust or old blood, was in the center of the circle. I gripped the handle, and cold seared my palm.
It refused me. I braced my heels and pulled. Tendons stretched and flexed in my neck. The slab tore free with a wet gasp, a burp that reeked of shit and worse.
Stairs spiraled down into blackness. The screams weren’t coming from below me. They were inside me now, squirming, maggots burrowing deep into my skull. I descended, knowing that I shouldn’t, knowing that I didn’t belong inside the Calming House. No one did.
When I reached the final stair and pushed through the only door before me, what I saw didn’t quite register. Large candles wept wax onto a floor that had once been white but were now smeared with blood and pieces of … whoever remained at the center of the ritual unfolding before me. I didn’t understand what was happening.
My mind couldn’t find words to pair with what I was seeing. The figure in the center … was that my father? Nothing about him resembled the man who raised me. Maybe the long black beard had once been his, but the rest was a ruin, a painful mess. A miracle kept him upright on his knees. Men surrounded him … I think they were men, dancing around him, swinging things in his direction and laughing like they’d lost their minds.
My father, the man who raised me to remain calm, never to hurt a soul, and to be kind even in the face of perceived disrespect, had become broken, crumbled into a patchwork of crimson and meat. Tufts of his long, coarse hair had been torn from his head. His body shuddered as his screams dwindled to a broken, wretched moan.
The more I watched, the more the figures dancing around him morphed into people I recognized. The Nobles moved as if stricken with the staggers, jerking, twitching, limbs snapping at angles no joint should allow. My mouth hung open, my arms dangling limply, shoulders unstrung as though the hinges had been cut.
These same men had once patted my head as a child; their hands scented with mint and honeycomb. Now, their faces hung slack as skinned squirrels, eyes wide and wet in the candlelight. Their finery clung to them wrongly, seams straining against their bodies that moved and twisted like nothing I’d ever encountered.
They continued circling my flayed father with a butcher’s precision, but I’d never known butchers to laugh and howl like feral animals while going about their work. What looked like whips in their hands sliced through the air, scythes put to work by busy hands, their spittle frothing as they yelled at him, voices wild with words I’d never heard before. One turned, and for a heartbeat, his face rippled. But it wasn’t a face at all; it appeared to be more of a wax mask melting at the edges, exposing a glint of polished stone beneath. I blinked, and Nobleman Valeman stood there once more, the man I had always known as kindness personified.
I’d been wrong. Now I understood what lay before me; in a way, I had always known. The Nobles were harvesting. They gathered hatred, reveling in humanity’s darkest impulses while preaching how wrong it was.
They moved with the same methodical cruelty as those who drowned runt piglets, but no purpose drove them. They peeled my father, not to feed but to unmake. To strip him down to a dumb and docile thing that would kneel in brown robes. The robes made sense now; how else could they conceal the damage inflicted upon the bodies?
Fear rose in me, thick as the stench of a silage pit. Not fear of their whips, what looked to be knives, or their stone-eyed grins. Fear of the knowing, of the truth that these Nobles were not men. Had never been. They embodied the Calming House itself, its refined walls given flesh. They belonged here, in this decaying dark, more than they ever did in their sunlit manors.
When they finally finished with my father’s body, they’d allow him to leave, but he’d return to my mother as … something else, someone else. I couldn’t see him that way; I refused to see any of my loved ones like that ever again.
I backed away, my hands finding the stair rail behind me. The Nobles did not turn. Deep in their revelry, they revealed their true selves: creatures of mortar and flesh, feasting on the last light of my father.
He glanced at me just before I turned away to climb the steps. My father’s eyes saw me, and he recognized his son. His finger, stripped to the tendon, jerked upward.
The Nobles froze. Nobleman Maelo turned first, his silk tunic splitting at the seams as what lay beneath it rippled. “Talei,” he crooned, his voice echoing, a shout carried up from the depths of a well. “Come, child. Let us calm the storm in your chest.”
The others echoed him, their mouths moving out of sync with the words: “Peace is a gift.” “We’ll carve you quiet.” “We’ll carve you quiet.” Their chants slithered over each other, a hive’s drone.
Father’s hand remained raised in my direction, trembling. Yet, he didn’t point at me, and his gaze was fixed beyond where I stood. The stairs. Telling me to escape.
The Nobles advanced, their movements liquid, joints bending backward. Nobleman Carry’s jaw unhinged beneath his thin translucent skin, with a wet, echoing click. “We’ll make you serene, Talei. Just like your father.”
I ran, taking the steps two at a time, three at a time. Their laughter chased me. Not human laughter, but the screech of rusted plowshares dragged across stone. I’d never moved so fast in my life; my legs thundered upward, leaping step after step until I jumped from the darkness and out onto the floor of the main room. I put all my weight onto the circular lid that hid the winding stairway to hell.
I rolled onto my back, my chest thundering, staring at the gaping hole in the ceiling. The hum had returned, buzzing and steady, vibrating deep in my skull, a pulse, a reminder.
No scream left my lips. My throat clenched around a wail that was meant to leave my mouth but never did.
Beneath me, the Nobles’ cackles melted into a chant. The sound that seeped through the tiny cracks around the circular hatch reminded me of a butcher’s mallet tenderizing meat. After a moment, Father’s moan ceased. He was troubled no longer, Serene forevermore.
I crawled to the door, my limbs weak, my mind screaming where my voice could not. Outside, Karthule slept, foolish and docile, lambs in their pens, oblivious to the horror perched atop the hill, a patient yet vicious god. The sight I’d witnessed beneath the Calming House had knocked the breath out of me, but I forced myself upright, drew in a lungful of air, and hurled myself into the night, running hard.
I ran, not toward home, not toward Ma.
Running to the woods beyond, where the trees grew crooked, their roots grasping, gnarled fingers clawing at the earth, where the creek whispered secrets too softly for the village to hear, I pushed forward until my lungs burned, until my legs gave out, until certainty gripped me. Yet each time I turned to look back at the Calming House, the truth struck: I hadn’t gotten any further away.
No matter how far I ran through gullies, over ridges, into ravines that swallowed the moonlight, nothing changed. When I turned to look back, it was always there, right behind me. Sitting high on the eastern hill of Karthule, the Calming House watched. It had always been watching. And now, it knew I’d seen beneath the mask.￼[image: pasted-image.pdf]
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Sweet, Sweethaven
Victoria Meadows
“Do unto others as they do unto you.”
—Anton Szandor LaVey
Sanchez’s Epilogue
As a kid, I was taught to imagine the sacrifice Jesus made for me when I ate the wafer and drank the wine. My young mind stretched to accommodate the notion that one being could feed all his followers, body and soul.
I believed it because I was taught that having faith was important. It was a way of surrendering doubt to something absolute. It made me feel safe.
As an adult, this faith grew, and I became convinced that believing in something bigger than myself was the best way to live a good life. I wore a uniform with pride for more than half of my time on this infernal sphere, serving ideals and principles that I believed to be universal—leave others better than you found them, bring light to darkness, fight for justice, and protect those who can’t defend themselves.
Then I went to Sweethaven, and I had to confront the reality that those concepts were mine and not everyone’s. That peace was not conditioned on a guilt-free mind and heart. That it wasn’t earned.
As a cop, I knew many people strayed from the path of righteousness, but I believed I was restoring balance when I forced them to face their transgressions.
Now, I know that fairness, good, and evil are subjective. This is about all I know, for sure, anymore.
Nothing in my fifty-two years on Earth explains what I saw on Sweethaven. It broke my world in pieces and left me with no glue—faith—to reattach it.
So, now, I drink the wine and try to forget the bodies, and I do not pray. My heaven would be oblivion. A beach where I no longer see that face, or imagine the carnage, or wonder how and why.
I am not supposed to exist.
Lydia, the Life Coach
Like it or not, I’m inside your head. I know everything.
Especially the things you don’t want me to know. That mess always bubbles up first. You want to confess it or have me fix it … or, most likely, your true self wants to be seen, so it shouts at me, overpowering the fragments you show the world.
I don’t want to hear the things I do, nor do I want to know someone’s heart the minute I meet them. But I was born to be a channel for others’ emotions. It’s noisy and often disturbing; when I was younger, it was confusing. I didn’t know what to listen to. With time and practice, I learned how to filter the unbidden voices.
What the world calls telepathy, I call intuition, because that’s how I experience it—my mind has a hunch about where you’re headed and what you’ll do, and then you nag me to dig deeper. I take your initial cue as what is true, the theme and my starting point, then the map of your mind unfolds as I tweeze and dig.
But, sometimes, you push. The initial voices and signals seek me out and shout in my mind. You dump your psychic noise into my head as soon as you realize you can.
I can’t avoid these energy suckers, those thirsty humans who sense my capacity to absorb their bullshit. People like me attract them. So, I profit from them by giving them my best life advice and I send their shitty, shitty energy skyward as soon as we are done.
The thoughts present themselves like nuanced voices of your psyche, with different pitches and intensity. The oh god, help me stuff is usually the most insistent, but it competes with your narcissism, and those voices will take up all of your time if you let them.
There’s meat there, in your egos, though, as it will tell me where you’re most insecure. But your self-centered thoughts won’t shut the fuck up, so I shield and curate them to be used for my and your advantage. That’s my job, and if you’re lucky enough to hire me, you’ll thank me for it.
It took me a long time to see it as a gift. Now I realize I can climb into someone’s mind, find what they want, and tell them how to get there. I make a lot of money as a life coach and am the best at what I do.
Plus, I help people, which is what truly motivates me. No one knew I had this window into my clients’ deepest, darkest desires until I moved to Sweethaven. They were all like, “Lydia, you’re a godsend …” and, “Lydia, what would I do without you …”
I don’t know if I’m great or if everyone else is fucking hopeless. I’ll take their money, though.
Absorbing someone’s energy is taxing. It doesn’t always want to leave. So, I dig my bare feet into the earth and ground to give it back. I breathe deeply, take in the good, and send the bad out of my crown chakra.
My dad always said, “Don’t get any on you.”
Bare feet buried in the cold, forgiving earth. It’s reassuring vibration is constant, providing balance to all of us. By my nature, I feel it more than most.
The ground reverberates under the soles of my feet and cues me to breathe, tickling, comforting, and prompting me to release what is not mine. Cleansing breaths, kicking that nasty mojo to the heavens. Let God deal with them. Let God, Let God.
Exile isn’t new to me. I am forbidden from the land of my fathers. My kind were almost all killed or damned.
Margaret—the Catalyst, and So Sad
Speaking of nasty shit, Margaret, a former client in the city, asked me to visit her for the first time in 2006. When I met her, back in the late nineties, she was an aspiring poet who modeled to pay her bills. She also fucked old men with money. She was more successful at the latter.
Ultimately, she took the easy route and married one of her sugar daddies. I suspected her safe life, cosseted by male admirers, didn’t provide enough pain for her to find her voice.
My talents have been misused so often. Back then, I wondered if my role was to validate choices or to guide. I probably could have helped her more, but she disgusted me, and I didn’t want to.
Margaret lived in the prestigious, gated island community of Sweethaven. The mega-wealthy bought homes on this island in which to store their trophy wives and to golf with their equals on weekends after spending the workweek in the city playing billionaire and debasing themselves with their whores.
It’s rare that a slut becomes a wife—in this way, and this way alone, Margaret was exceptional.
Margaret felt uninspired, she said when she called me … like she had ever been otherwise. She said she missed creating things. What clay should she use to create anything? Her easy existence took her from little substance to none, from my perch inside her consciousness.
Curiously, her inner monologue was almost silent—as if she were making herself invisible. It’s difficult to explain to someone without a telepathic gift, but most people have a tempo to their thoughts—a rhythm that I can identify as theirs. Margaret’s used to be ring-around-the-rosie but now, it was silence interspersed with jazz.
The things these women allow. What was her husband having her do?
I would have to listen harder and probe deeper to understand why she was hiding, but, god, I didn’t want to. Margaret, though, wasn’t volunteering specifics. The bitch made me go looking. Her energy was reticent, but I felt the undercurrent of ugliness and shame.
I can pull someone’s energy—it’s like when you have a loose thread on the hem of a sweater. You tug it, and it will unfurl. When I pull at the thread, I release the feelings behind the knot. When I do, what I find pours into me, polluting me.
I visited Margaret on the island, and as time passed, she introduced me to several of her neighbors, all telegraphing shades of humiliation. They were all trying to shrink into a box of some kind, one not designed by them.
Settling is a grisly business. The universe doesn’t like it when you surrender who you are supposed to be. We change by free will, but we are guided to play our part in the tapestry of our shared lives. When a person allows another to mold them, create them, or “fix” them, it’s a metaphysical perversion.
To comply, one must find a way to mute the voice that tells them who they are. Make no mistake—this is the creator's voice, and to do this is blasphemy.
These greedy, frivolous women are playing with fire when they contort themselves to satisfy a man and when they work with me.
 
Potency and connection are paradoxical. You aren’t powerful. All I see is fear.
Benevolence
(Not That You Deserve It)
As I invested more in this community, the pandemonium in my head increased.
Initially, I visited the island a couple of days a week, but eventually, it made more sense to move there full-time. I have now lived here for just over a decade.
My clients are men and women brimming with anger at being unappreciated. They are people who were a “catch” by any metric other than the upside-down one in Sweethaven. They are supermodels married to gremlins. They are sirens flocking to goblins.
The chorus sent my way is relentless, especially when I am with my clients. The refrain: How can I be more? How can I get more?
As if their simple lives were so complex. It’s easy: you were greedy and sold yourself to the highest bidder. You do not have a happy ending.
Once in their Faustian ever-after, they crave the fairy tale. What crap. They don’t get that. But respect. They can have respect. And they can help right the great wrong that Sweethaven represents. The Collective and I will get them there.
Not all in this place is so heinous. This island hums—more than the vibration from the earth. It isn’t the pulsing I found in the city, either. It’s a dull thrum, a throbbing that comes from deep beneath. It soothes me and heightens my gift. I would do anything to stay near that vibration. It has given me a peace I’ve never known.
Since 2007, I have lived with the Collective in Sweethaven House. The hum is so strong here, and I believed it was because of the positive energy the members emit.
Before Sweethaven House, those who didn’t live with their employers commuted long distances to work. For the first year, I traveled ninety minutes each way, to be at my client’s beck and call.
When the new spa was completed, Kevin, the country club’s chief valet, requested permission to take over the old building. We maintain it and the surrounding grounds in exchange for the right to live here. The house is run with dedication and precision to ensure we don’t rock the boat.
The audacity: this island needs us. That we must dance to have the basics of survival … infuriates me. It’s offensive that our best option was ever to be held hostage in their homes.
You fucking people don’t know how loud you are. The voices … Oh God, take these voices, I used to pray. Beg. Plead. Yet, as the turtle man said, they persisted. I couldn’t live in your houses for anything in the world. The proximity would never allow me to escape the cacophony of self-absorption these women puke.
I am so grateful we decided to separate from this dance with the devil. Thank God for the hum and my Collective.
I will take your prayers, but I require something more.
Good Vibes
I remember how innocent I was when I moved here, and I am so proud of where I am now.
On my first day at Sweethaven House, I was shown to my tiny room and found a neatly made bed, and fresh-cut flowers from one of my new housemates, Eli, on my bedside table. The windows let the sunshine in, and the spotless floors glowed in its light. I felt genuinely welcome.
I’d had a long, tiring day of mind-numbing sessions with entitled fools, and my head hurt. Despite my great desire to sleep it all off, I had plans.
Eli hung outside my room and escorted me to a communal dinner. Does she feel it?
“The hum?” I answered without thinking.
Eli was startled that I had heard his thoughts, but then he smiled. You can hear me?
“Yes.” I smiled back. “That hum … It’s like heaven for intuitives.”
Kinda. Eli smirked. After dinner, I want to show you something.
When I went downstairs, my new roommates asked me what I did, where I came from, and what I cared about. I found that so many of them were just like me. I later learned I was being interviewed for membership in the Collective. I am proud to say I am this group’s twelfth and final member.
When dinner ended, Eli approached. Come with me.
He wasn’t verbose, but as I learned at dinner, he was mute, so, his thoughts were spare for good reason.
Eli’s room was on the lower level. It was spartan, with a small bed and a desk. However, the dominant feature was a wall of knives.
The hum you feel comes from the island. It’s strongest on the beach. It lives in the sand … He looked at me closely. Did you know sand is a crystal? It intensifies the signal.
Looking back at the wall with great pride, he continued, I melt down the keys left at the club, any metal I find on the grounds, and especially what I dig up on the beach. I take the sand, adhere it to blocks, and then use it to sharpen the blades.
Eli reached out, took a knife from the wall, and handed it to me. I was suddenly rooted to the earth; a wave of sensation akin to electricity pushed me down, and I felt the earth’s embrace, siphoning the negativity of my day, the bad feelings, the doubts, and grounding me. I have never known anyone else to feel it so strongly. I felt my hand reaching for Eli’s, and when I did, the sensation consumed the two of us as if the core of the Earth was enveloping us in a fiery hug.
Why does your faith require terror? The best of you are called god-fearing. The worst of you are goddamned. Your god isn’t about love.
Divined Right
Eli and I went to the beach every morning. We would sit close to one another, touching so that the magic of the sand could reverberate through us both, magnified by each other’s presence.
The vibration and Eli’s proximity helped lift most of the murky ooze my clients left me with, but I began to confide in him, as well, to shed what remained. Dark stories about the depravity of powerful men and the lengths graspy women would go to maintain their lifestyle. These tales lingered, as irredeemable behavior always had, but telling Eli would take it off my heart.
Two things became clear: Sweethaven was a bastion of pure evil, and I would have to reveal my gift to the Collective to convince them to bring justice to their houses.
Leadership is hard. It requires introspection, which is challenging for a noisy mind like mine. When I felt ready to take the reins, I broached the conversation after a Collective dinner.
“I don’t want to appear naive. But is anyone else noticing an uptick in … contempt?” I started. We had all signed non-disclosure agreements, and even if we hadn’t, there was an understanding that the information we were privy to in the household was kept in confidence.
Carla spoke first. “I think it’s always been there, but I’ve noticed that Mr. Hassan is no longer trying to hide his indiscretions.” She looked down nervously as if surprised the words came out of her mouth.
She continued, “We know most of the husbands have other women. But Mrs. Hassan can’t pretend it isn’t happening when he doesn’t even offer an excuse for staying in town over the weekends or when he speaks to his mistress on the phone at home.”
I nodded. “She hates him.”
The group looked shocked. “I know how sweet she seems,” I went on. “She would never admit to hating anyone, but he makes her look like a fool, and she is furious.
“She was given to him by her father. This was a deal brokered before she could even speak, not that anyone would care what she had to say. It was never a love match, but she has tried to honor him, while he makes her look like a fool at every turn.
“Her brothers are thousands of miles away, otherwise she would have already asked them to take measures to reclaim her position as an honored wife. Violent ones. Her violence, which she feels unable to express as a dutiful spouse.”
Carla asked, “How do you know this?”
“I feel what my clients feel,” I confessed, examining the faces around the table. I expected to hear gasps and see looks of surprise, but my Collective didn‘t blink. I supposed that having lived in close quarters for so long, many would have suspected. “I channel feelings and thoughts. I have my entire life.”
I added, “I avoid reading you, though.” I don’t go looking for more voices, I thought.
Perhaps emboldened by Carla’s observation, Kerri volunteered, “Mr. James says the most awful things about Mrs. James in front of me, now. Before, they would stop talking when I came into a room, but often Mrs. James would be crying.
“She barely eats to begin with, but she skipped meals after those conversations. The trainer was always there.” Kerri was squinting to fight off tears, and her voice caught as she continued, “She’s so beautiful, and he’s just … rich. And the kids …” Here, she gave in and cried. “The girls are obsessed with their weight. They’re not even ten.”
“Mrs. James is not my client,” I offered, recognizing my cue to provide subtext if possible. “I don’t know how she feels. But her daughters play with many of my client’s children, and I have read them before.” I paused. Cornelia was one of the things that motivated me to have this conversation. The children of Sweethaven were so affected by the immorality in their homes.
“Cornelia is well on her way to becoming a plaything for someone, but she won’t be bought with trinkets. All it will take to earn her devotion is for someone to see any worth in her, at all. She is vulnerable to every kind of predator.”
Kevin, the unofficial leader of our Collective, stood up from his seat, walked behind Kerri, and put his hands on her shoulders as she continued to cry. “We all feel the ungodly nature of this place. It’s dangerous for us to say too much, of course, but maybe we should.” He took a deep breath, looking over at Eli. I saw from the corner of my eye that Eli nodded. The hum I always felt from him seemed to have intensified.
Kevin continued, “The caddies say that conversations on the golf course are running hostile. The market is getting tighter, and competition is growing for many of our employers, some of whom face threats from within their own companies as well as without. They are giving in to their more ruthless instincts—wagers are becoming ugly, smack talk is way more personal, and the weaker neighbors are prey for the stronger.
“We didn’t have a real community, not in a sense any of us would identify …” Here, Kevin gestured with an arm to include the entire table. “But there was an understanding that they left business in the city. Now, men are making off-color remarks about each other’s wives, and goading those under attack.”
Eli was nodding, and I sensed that the pulses from the earth were drumming in concert with his head. He smiled and locked eyes with me. He wanted me to speak.
“It’s taking such a toll on all of my clients,” I said. “They don’t show their feelings in the usual ways, I realize. But people are in pain. We need to do more. For the kids, if nothing else. The Collective must step in. The current you are all perceiving … it’s pure evil.”
The silence that followed my statement seemed endless, until Kevin said, “What can we do?”
Say what I say, now. Eli’s voice was in my head a split second before mine, guiding me. This channel allowed me to hear a multitude of powerful voices. I realized Eli and I shared a conduit: his words were pouring from my mouth, and I smiled at the sheer joy of it.
“Men take and women give—such is the way of the world. Here, especially, where everyone is hungry for power. The desperate scrabble is endless and will never be satisfied. It will grow. We must use our positions to teach humility. It is the only way to bring balance back. Sweethaven can change the balance of power for the entire world. Its wealth is such that hundreds of thousands are affected by each household.”
“That was Eli speaking through me.” I choked up a little at the weight of what was said. He was always so considerate about sharing his sentiments, but now he was wide open and they were pouring through me in a torrent.
“He sees so much. I wish you could hear what I do.” The air in my lungs struggled to escape, and I spoke as if breathless. I saw that everyone around the table was nodding. “I have a plan. I know what to do. It will work. It will be hard, but we are facing an existential threat. This is good versus evil.”
“We pull the veil. We hide the abuse.” I looked around the table and saw more tears falling. “My clients are being exploited, violated, and assaulted in almost every way imaginable. They tolerate it because they are too greedy to leave.”
Surveying the room, I saw sad but resigned faces. The energy from Eli, the earth, the noise of the many voices and the will of God was rising inside my throat, forcing me to continue my rant. The words flying, compelled to do so. “We have enabled their hubris and unquenchable greed.” Eli was nodding behind me and his thoughts strobed through my body, vibrating and thrumming. “We need to introduce them to the magic of this place.”
My heart opened to welcome a surge of enthusiasm from my Collective. My gift, strong to begin with, heightened with this combining energy. By opening this conversation, I invited walls, but instead, I dove head-first into deep, clear, blue waters. The sea of our fellowship was warm, and the weight of the ocean embraced me. I swam through it with clarity, knowing my Collective was the current that would power our juggernaut.
I spun in a circle, my arms in the air, head thrown back, wrapping myself in the swirl of power. I stopped, slamming my hands against the table. “That hum is the Earth, pulling us to ground. It’s the center. If we can get one to do it, the rest will follow. They won’t be able to stand seeing someone happier than them.
“We must bring this community to the place Eli and I have devised, and strengthen them.”
Heresy is the first step to liberation. Reject thoughts not your own. Break the chains of ignorant conformity, embrace rebellion, choose freedom; or live someone else’s miserable life.
The Twelve
I often wondered which of the frills, the perks of wealth, made it all worth it.
What I did know was that these women were competitive. They took great pleasure in lording their happiness over their neighbors. They all knew their so-called friends were mistreated and enjoyed the distinction of being somewhat less abused.
A Birkin here, a vacation to the Maldives, or, best of all, a public display of respect from their dear husbands stuck it to the other catty bitches.
I didn’t feel bad about manipulating them. Besides, isn’t my gift God-given?
I claimed the voices they flung at me as mine. I took them and made them what I wanted, using the talent He gave me.
I would give a small piece of the magic to others so that they could take their own reward. I thought, They should thank me.
I still think they should.
The sacred deception that we must give love to get love. That someone else’s comfort is more meaningful than our own. Fuck love—I taught my clients to pursue respect.
They knew there was no such balance whenever they looked in a mirror and compared themselves to their frog princes. They knew this every time their pleasure was forsaken. They remembered this when they recalled the brutal boys of their past who knew how to love and please but couldn’t be sweet.
If god created us, why are we told that our instincts must be suppressed to honor Him? He made us this way. So, we should have what we want, in praise of Him.
I told my ladies this, that my plan was sanctified. Our happiness is His, I said.
The god lie is the worst because we don’t believe we can question it. But He gave me the voices, so I knew we could and must.
So, I told my women. Take, take, take.
I dare you to tell me I was wrong.
Epiphany is what created me. Inspiration from heaven, the jolt of realization, a moment of absolute certainty. Take care of what you create.
Tara, or How I Found the Answer
I had an abusive session with one of Margaret’s neighbors, which proved revelatory.
Tara stood nearly six feet tall, blonde, and beautiful. She had married a short, bald man who boasted the wealth of a medium-sized country. Charitably, her husband had neurotic tendencies. An overachiever, he made sure that Tara bore the brunt of his imposter syndrome in an especially brutal way. 
On the surface, she was like all the rest of them. However, Tara had debased herself more than anyone I’d talked to. She piqued my interest and inspired me.
She became my muse, my pet, my best damaged girl.
It was clear that someone else had scheduled our appointment, as Tara was thoroughly demoralized. I usually sense some hope at the outset of a session. It’s how I know what direction to take with a new client. Tara had none, not the tiniest amount of optimism.
I attempted to draw her out, but she lashed out at my intrusion when I asked about the outlier emotions and thoughts I culled.
“Who the hell are you to ask me such questions? I don’t even know why you’re here,” she said, staring me down with blank eyes that both shouted to me and bored through me across her empty coffee table in her gaudy living room. “You know nothing about my life. My maid scheduled this appointment behind my back. I don’t even know why I’m talking to you.”
“Do you feel used by your husband? Devalued?” I asked, already sure of the answer. The more accurate I was, the more incensed she became.
She glared at me as if she could force me to leave out of sheer discomfort. As I channeled a flash of loathing from her, I realized how much she despised herself. When I opened myself up to explore this idea, I was flooded with hatred, shame, and humiliation. The word filth blared from her empty eyes. The voice of a furious woman shrieking at her partner. Her subconscious repeated It will happen again, and I am ruined, like a mantra.
I realized that her anger was self-directed. Still, she was pouring it into me and making me experience her degradation and the shameful things she had done. I felt like human garbage for hours after our encounter. As if I had allowed those strange men to climb all over me while her husband watched.
I left her house, desperate to shake the residue of this encounter. Later, I would go to the beach with Eli, who would hold my hand, sharing his energy, as I buried my feet in the sand, and tried to expel the images that poisoned my mind and heart.
The group was quiet as I shared what I had heard, but then Kevin spoke up. “I’ve heard rumors. Apparently, her husband started offering her to people in the community. As much as the men here like to have their side pieces, they keep it clean on the island. It was something of a scandal when Bruce first made the offer.”
Colette blurted out, “I scheduled the meeting with you.”
“Really? I could tell Tara hadn’t. Why?” I asked.
“The kids,” Colette said, her voice breaking. “There is no love in that house. I think Tara could be a good mom, though. The dad …” She tailed off.
“He’s evil,” Kevin finished, and Eli nodded.
“Yes,” Colette agreed. It was clear she was trying to maintain the discretion we all gave our clients, but this was an extreme case. “Bruce is terribly cruel. He enjoys making her suffer, and … she lets him. I think he wants to see how far he can push her.”
“I am sad for her, but she stays. She tolerates it.”
Eli added, Their wealth is obscene. It’s greed and not to be rewarded. His words rushed from my mouth, and with them the swell of energy that always accompanied the opening of this conduit. I was filled with fire. It rose from my gut to bang against the bottom of my diaphragm, prompting me to let it loose, it’s burn as it escaped me cathartic and invigorating.
We all held hands, as we now did when we came to these universal truths, and received the reverberation of our testimony. The Earth validating us, confirming our plan.
“I recommend that we make Tara our first,” I said. My voice shook, but I was certain I was right. The power of it all was overwhelming. “She is at the absolute bottom of the social ladder here … If she becomes empowered, it will radiate. I guarantee my ladies will want to know what I told her to do.”
You are not okay. You were born to sin.
Gifts
I scheduled a follow-up with Tara, which she accepted. No one else was knocking on her door.
My email requested that we schedule a time when her husband was home. I would need to confirm my plan for her vindication with a bird’s-eye view into his head.
On the day of our second meeting, Tara herself met me at the front door. “Hello, Lydia. Please come in,” she said, somewhat formally and with an attempt at a smile.
I asked her to show me her favorite part of the house. This stumped her, which was fine, as I just wanted to spend some time with her while I read her husband.
First, she showed me her closet—a hoard of designer clothes and handbags. Rewards, I heard. Given how she’d earned them, it was strange that this was what she was most proud of, but it gave me hope for my strategy.
Bruce, the husband, was a cruel man with a flimsy ego. His inner voice pealed low and gravelly. His consciousness said snake, disgusting, failure intermittently, accompanied by abrasive industrial music and discordant woodwinds.
At his core, he knew he was inadequate in all ways. Too short, balding, unlikeable, and ugly. But he knew he was smart, which was how he had become so rich. Unfortunately, he had to maintain it by managing people. He wished he could trust someone else to run his business, but no one liked him.
He was stressed to the hilt by the mundane details of his company, and this anxiety made it impossible for him to concentrate. Some time ago, his good ideas stopped coming. No one was investing in him because of his personality, and he was panicked.
Tara made him look ridiculous. She was so spectacular; he looked all the more pathetic next to her. He used to be jealous and convinced she was cheating on him. How could she be interested in him? But being able to give her to the men he envied, to give them a taste of what he could have whenever he wanted … that was the boost he needed.
Tara was showing me her kitchen and confessing that she sometimes snuck down at night to eat ice cream. Gaining weight, I was learning, was more unacceptable than abuse in Sweethaven.
“Hon, let’s have a seat and talk,” I said. “I know how I can help you.” Seeing her vulnerable expression, the glimpse of hope had me grabbing for her hands and adding, “You should eat ice cream with a clear conscience, love. You have earned it. Let’s sit.”
Tara led me into her hideous living room, and we sat across from one another. She was more open now than the first time. She thought, What do I have to lose? I was going to kill myself anyway.
I thought this was a good opportunity, and I dropped the curtain. “Tara, your kids need you to heal. You don’t have the luxury of committing suicide.”
Tara gasped.
I continued, “You’re right. I am a psychic of sorts. I like to say I’m intuitive. Psychics always seem like con artists to me … I channel. I think it’s different.”
I could hear Tara starting to digest all I must have absorbed from her. She was flipping through her catalog of humiliations—not like everyone didn’t know anyway—her shame was overpowering.
“Please stop,” I said, looking for her eyes so I could reassure her. When I found them, I locked on and took one of her hands and held it tightly. “I do know everything. I know everything about everyone I’ve ever met. You can’t shock me, and I really don’t judge.” Letting my gaze soften to claim her trust, I added, “You’ve done what you can in an awful situation.”
A tear ran down Tara’s beautiful face. She stayed stoic, and I saw this scene play like a well-worn piece of film her mind has cued to play on repeat. There she was, naked and about to be used. Her pathetic figure flicks through, in different rooms, with different men, playing one after another like a twisted slide slow.
“No more,” I said, holding up my hands, as much for myself as for her.
“How?” she asked in a quiet, hesitant voice. I knew it was hard for her to believe. When she abandoned her hope, she never thought she would try to reclaim it.
“Your husband sees what your power is—” I started.
Tara interrupted, almost grateful for an opportunity to surrender the dream. “What power? I’ve tried spicing things up with just the two of us. He doesn’t want anything to do with me.”
“That’s okay,” I said, leaning forward so she could see how earnest I was. “You don’t ever need to touch that slimy, little toad again if you don’t want to. Your power isn’t his pleasure. It’s yours, and your desirability in the face of his inferiority. How much do you know about cuckolding?”
“Cuckolding?” Tara repeated.
“Some men derive validation by seeing how much other men want their wives.”
Tara nodded, reviewing her last encounter and how her husband had responded to the other man’s enthusiasm.
“It affirms them,” I continued. “It makes them feel bigger and stronger in the eyes of their rivals.
“But”—I checked again for her interest and knew I had her—“while he’s trading on your beauty and sexuality now, ultimately that isn’t what he needs, and he will get tired of it. And you, by extension.”
Tara nodded. “Yes, I’ve been waiting for that.”
“You can turn it around … Do you want to know how?”
“Yes.” Tara’s voice quaked. She was scared, but that was good. Fear often heralds change.
“You deserve to feel safe and respected in your relationship. You should be able to create boundaries.” I felt her confidence in me slipping as I repeated these well-worn parables.
“You’ve heard this a million times. Of course, it’s true, but you’re not in a vanilla situation and, hon”—I paused to offer her a wry smile—“you married a real son of a bitch. He doesn’t give a shit how you feel.”
“Oh, I’m aware,” Tara said, smiling. Confirming to a woman that they are actually being abused is often the fastest way to earn their trust. We’re taught to second-guess our feelings. This is why I tell them what they are.
“Respect is the magic word here, hon. And boundaries, by that, I mean rules. This fucker isn’t going to know what hit him. Bruce … I wanted to come here when he was home so I could read him, too.”
Tara was still smiling, wondering what I saw.
“He’s a really insecure person, sweetheart. Having a job like he does. That’s stressful for someone who thinks everyone hates him.”
“Everyone does hate him,” Tara said without thinking.
“Yes, they do.” I added, “So do you.”
“I do,” she said, rage bubbling inside her.
“So, fuck these other guys like you hate your husband.” Tara’s eyes became huge.
I continued, “High-stress people seek outlets, and the smart ones, like this guy, need unconventional ones. When are you having another ‘date’?”
“Tonight,” Tara said, subdued.
“No, this is going to be good,” I told her, responding to her dread. “Will it be here?”
“Yes. He likes to show off the house, too.”
That explains the living room. “Let it happen as he likes, but … give him some commentary. Tell him how much bigger the other guy is than him, if you can.”
Tara’s eyes rolled. “Oh, I’ll be able to.”
I smirked. “Compare out loud, tell him how much better the sex is with the other man. He’s the best you’ve ever had. Put on a show, fake the biggest orgasm ever, shout it to the rafters. Then say you want to do it again.”
Tara gaped, “I couldn’t. He’d be so angry!”
“No, sweetheart, he’s going to love it. This is what this asshole needs. I know what I know, and your man wants the humiliation.”
Tara looked like she was going to argue with me, but I cut her off. “He isn’t giving you to the gardener.” Her jaw dropped. “They’re all powerful like him, right? His rush stems from seeing someone he’s competitive with getting a taste of what he owns.”
Tara didn’t argue with my explanation or my characterizing her as chattel. She had seen a window in the dark and was moving towards it.
“So, give him a big show, and make it fucking hurt. Then … look at me, Tara, this is important.” Tara was now full of the thrill of being able to brutalize her abuser. I felt it pouring from her, through openings previously only used for tears and rage.
“He needs to give you a gift.”
“No, I don’t want more baubles. He thinks he can buy me …”
He can, I thought. However, I said, “No, he needs to give you something that hurts him. When you think he’s ready and about to burst, tell him he can take you back from the other man if he gives you a tribute. He’ll agree. Send the other man out of the room and hand your husband this knife.”
I pulled one of Eli’s knives from my bag. It had a ceremonial feel, and I loved that, for this. I hoped Tara would pick up what I did when she touched it, poor, tormented girl. Eli had forged a curved blade and carved the handle with a script I couldn’t read. He said it meant peace.
Tentatively, Tara took the knife from me. “I could never …” Then it hit her, the jolt of magic imbued into the steel. She relaxed, the sensation coursing through her and a bolt of optimism hitting at the same time in a matter of seconds.
“Yes,” I said, “you can. He needs to give you a pound of flesh for his transgressions.”
Your arrogance is my salvation.
Margaret—The Deep One
(She Paid Me to Say That)
My failed poet, like all of the spouses on this island, initially just presented with indignation. How boring. She was earning her keep and living better than most of them.
Her husband was head over heels when he wooed her in the city, but he kept her at arm’s length after she married him. His disinterest grew when she got pregnant.
The child wasn’t planned. It definitely didn’t fit into her husband’s lifestyle. Plus, he already had kids from his first marriage. All it did was ruin her figure.
Margaret panicked and tried to make herself indispensable. She thought, perhaps he would value her business advice. To be safe, she was also employing the old standard of sexual permissiveness. Poor, simple Margaret.
The truth was, she was just bored. Margaret loved drama. If it didn’t exist, she would create it.
She was our evangelist—I felt this in my bones.
“How do you take it?” Margaret asked, setting the tea tray down in front of me.
I found it adorable that she would pretend to care. Claudia, her housekeeper, and my friend from the Collective, was watching this play out from an adjacent room, ready to spring into action if Margaret got too far out of her depth.
“With lemon, please, hon,” I answered, moving to the edge of the couch to receive my cup. Margaret poured herself a black tea and sat across from me.
When she sat back and took a sip, I dove in, pretending I didn’t know why she had asked me to visit her. “So, how are things?”
Margaret swallowed her bitter tea, set the cup on its saucer, and held it, contemplating how to start. “You know how important it is for me to feel heard.”
This was my cue to validate her. I leaned in to underline it. “I do, and you should. We all need to be seen, sweetheart.”
Margaret nodded, and a tear fell as she did. She put her tea on the coffee table—it needs milk so it doesn’t taste like dirt, she thought—and put her face in her hands.
I took the hint. “Honey, what’s wrong?”
“I just want to support my husband,” she whimpered. “He has so many important decisions weighing on him. He’s always working in the city, trying to ensure Willard and I have everything …”
They named the baby Willard? Such assholes.
“I can help, you know?” Margaret went on. “Remember, I dated the man who owned the company he just bought. Do you remember him?” She was rambling, now.
“I remember, and of course you can,” I affirmed, waiting for her to get ahold of herself. These crocodile tears. Margaret was street smart, but not cerebral. Her husband saw her as little more than a beautiful prop. I needed her to see the light.
“Do you know Tara?” I asked.
Margaret considered this. “Yes, vaguely. She doesn’t hang around with us …”
“Although she has been coming to the women’s group meetings, and I’ve seen her at Pilates.” She looked at me. “Are you working with her? How did she even know about you? I certainly haven’t said anything …” She tailed off, very suspicious now.
A good life coach is a valued asset within her circle, and Margaret was proprietary about me. But I planted the idea of Tara seeing me as well in her mind for a reason.
“Actually, her nanny, Colette, scheduled our first appointment,” I said, evaluating Margaret’s expression.
“Can they do that?” she asked, incredulous.
“Darling, I wouldn’t be sharing this with you if we didn’t have the kind of relationship we do.” I absolutely would. “The staff in a house see things. And Colette was very worried about Tara.”
Margaret took this in, trying to decide whether to start a rumor to further humiliate Tara, who had been far too outgoing given her disgrace, while simultaneously wondering what her people were saying about her.
“Look,” I said, putting my tea down. “Tara needed help, and Colette cared enough about her to say something”—I gestured to my heart—“to someone who could help. How is that not a good thing?”
Margaret looked wary, but she was listening.
Now to stoke the fires of envy. “Tara has her life back. She has her husband’s full attention and respect.”
Then, playing to her conspiratorial nature, “Look, you’re my girl, so I’ll tell you what worked, if you want to know? I shouldn’t, but …”
Margaret sat up. “No, tell me. You owe me that, at least. Without me, you wouldn’t even be here.”
I tilted my head and said, “I know, dear, and I am so grateful.”
Predictably, Margaret was focused on the gossip she didn’t have. “Sure. Tell me. What did you tell Tara to do?”
I sat back and assessed her for a couple of seconds. Margaret prompted, “Please.”
“Okay, I just don’t want to shock you. You’ll want to know, though, that Tara’s husband is a lot like yours … Most women don’t realize that men like that crave a release—”
Margaret interrupted me. “Of course I know that!”
“Not that kind of release, hon.” Looking her in the eye, I continued, “These sexual gymnastics you’ve been pushing on Frank …”
Margaret’s jaw dropped. “How did you know that?”
“The same way I know he hates it, the same way I know you called me here because you don’t like the attention I’m giving other women, the same way I know that you don’t really want a partnership with Frank, you want to be sure you aren’t replaced …”
Taking a beat, maintaining eye contact with her, I added, “Especially when he realizes that Willard is his grandson, not his son.”
Margaret startled, spilling her tea. She reached back to steady herself on the couch and gaped at me.
“Hon, I know these things because I can hear your thoughts, not because someone told me.”
Margaret blanched and her eyes were searching as she swallowed repeatedly. “I think, in all of these years together, I would have noticed …”
“If you review our history, you’ll see this is true. I’m sure you realized subconsciously.”
Margaret liked to be in the know, and my revelation hurt her pride. She needed an out. She was still on edge but had calmed down a little, and her mind was working.
“And, no,” I said, “I will not tell you what I read from your supposed friends. You need to quit that shit, hon—these women are your allies. The sooner you realize that he better.” We need you to lead them.
Margaret, still stunned, attempted to claim control. “I can see it, now, yeah … Okay … So, give me the strategy, then, that made Tara climb out of her dumpster.”
I smiled. “Girl, your husband wants you to take charge. You said he’s been under stress at work?”
Margaret shrugged. “I assume that’s it. I got a door slammed in my face the other day, and he shouted that I didn’t understand how tense things were. I know he just bought that company Matty owned …”
Matty, I laughed inside. It was her nickname for a seventy-year-old man. Margaret wasn’t new to this idea; she recognized that he liked being infantilized. She could play a part.
“Sometimes stress needs a different kind of release. Powerful men like yours require some creativity. Let’s think about who Frank is as a person.”
I knew her husband better than she did. Summoning his history makes an 8-millimeter film play. It is poorly colorized footage of an old carousel slowly spinning. A record player that needs winding struggles to share the drone of a mournful woman crooning songs of regret over the crackling music. The record skips; the carousel starts again.
“He’s self-made and living a bigger life than he ever imagined. But he feels like he hasn’t earned it. He remembers the poverty he grew up in and knows people as smart or smarter than him, without a fraction of his success.” I paused. “In his mind, he is living a life he doesn’t deserve.”
“Well, he would never tell me that,” Margaret said.
“You acknowledge his shame in the bedroom, dear.” Her eyes widened as she started to catch on.
“Start by talking about what a big man he is … All he’s built, all he has. Stroke his body and praise him, and when he begins to respond, you smack his face and tell him, ‘Why do you believe you deserve that?’”
Margaret cackled, and I knew she was game.
“You give and then you take … Praise his little black heart until he preens and then hurt him. Slap his face hard, bite him, dig those nails of yours into his body, and draw some blood.” Margaret listened, delighted.
“Eventually, he’ll start asking for more pain, kinkier stuff—but girl, you make him earn it. Now, this is very important … Before you let him fully worship you, he needs to give you some kind of a sacrifice.”
I reached into my bag and pulled out another of Eli’s knives. This one had a longer blade than Tara’s and featured two ovals near the guard. It resembled a penis, and I chose it especially for Margaret. If any woman deserved her own dick, it was my neighborhood bully, my dull princess. I predicted that the kick from the sand used to forge it would embolden her.
Unlike Tara, she didn’t hesitate to take the knife, but she was tentative handling it. However, when she touched the hilt, a rush of vitality filled her and saw her sit straighter and breathe deeply. A slow grin took over her face. Her inherent mean girl energy was amplified, and her eyes glowed with undeserved confidence. I knew, then, that I had found our gadfly.
“Take your tribute, Margaret, but more the better if he gives it to you himself.”
Prayer, sometimes, is simply a release of fury.
Tin Gods
One cold morning in January, the magic in the sand failed to fortify.
Since the night he first confided in me, I woke every morning to Eli’s voice: It’s time to go.
We sat, huddled under a blanket, feet bare despite the subzero temperatures. We were always alone at this time of day. The bitterly cold wind whipped, and the sea sounded wild. The sun peeked over the horizon, the sky not dark enough for stars but not light enough to see, just as one would expect so early on a winter morning.
We used our pre-dawn treks to the beach to rejuvenate. Eli, too, was poorly treated by the citizens of Sweethaven. As much as Kevin advocated for him, Eli’s physical differences, being mute and having an extra finger on both hands, prompted rude comments from members of the country club. At best, he was ignored.
Eli stood 6’8” tall and gave the appearance of a massive, marble statue. Not many would dare to abuse him anywhere else in the world, but these assholes believed they were protected at their club.
I tapped into him during the day, sometimes. His was the only voice I sought.
Eli seemed somehow vulnerable, despite his size, as if this world wasn’t safe for him. When he was working, his mind was like a steel vault, bolted shut, starkly contrasting his open heart at Sweethaven House.
The profanity of those people daring to diminish him.
However, Eli knew his worth and carried a sense of self that belied his daily life. He had an aura I struggled to describe. It wasn’t music. I couldn’t pin it to a feeling, not arrogance nor confidence. It seemed regal—an irrefutable exalted prerogative.
Of course, I was biased. Eli was majestic, a heroically proud man. He shone.
This particular morning was different from the others. I couldn’t meditate with Eli’s anxiety thwarting my peace. He kept pacing and looking at the sky. Rise, dammit, I need the day to start.
I have considered what happened next thousands of times. I believe the conduit that allowed him to speak through me reciprocated when Eli’s mind was open to it. I subconsciously knew what was about to happen, thus, so did he.
When the sun rose enough that its light spilled across the beach, I saw the source of our disquiet. Lying parallel to the crashing waves, facing the rising sun, was a naked body.
Eli ran, dropping to his knees beside it. His wide back was to me, and I saw him raise his long arms heavenward and his head drop. He sobbed, his shoulders heaving with his cries, hands outstretched to the sky. I threw off my blanket and raced across the beach to kneel next to him and hold him as he wept.
In my world, The Watchers were holy ones.
You See What You Want to See
Finally, a little humanity up in this bitch.
I woke to a knock and a whisper: “Kev? Open up." It was my boss, Mark, the general manager of the country club. I opened the door to find him leaning against the frame. “Dude, shit is wrong,” he said, his hand working through his thinning, sandy brown hair.
My boss had been a tennis pro before being promoted to management, a job for which he was thoroughly unqualified. He was also deemed unsuitable for Collective membership due to his history of stud service to the ladies of this community. Plus, he was one of them: born and raised in Sweethaven.
Mark was too stupid to benefit from nepotism, so incompetent he was at everything but hitting a ball and charming women. Plus, he just wanted to get drunk and get laid, even at forty-two. One in a series of inadequate men who had risen higher and faster than me.
“What time is it?” It was my day off. I did not appreciate the wake-up call.
Mark’s whisper became a hoarse shout. The former athlete smoked like a chimney. “Dude, there’s a fucking body on the beach!”
“Holy shit.” My eyes found their way to fully open, and I stood up straighter and shook my head to knock the sleep away. “One of ours?” I asked, without thinking.
“Dude, your guess is as good as mine. He’s been in the water for a while. He’s all blue and cut up to shit …” Mark shook his empty head, freaking out.
“Did you find it, Mark?” I asked. My caretaker mode was kicking in. I remembered from somewhere that it was necessary to repeat the name of a person in shock.
Mark nodded. He was beginning to shake. Sobs rose in his throat, making guttural noises as the tears started. He tried to steady himself against the door frame, but his arms shook.
I said gently, “Mark, let’s go sit. You can tell me more, but we shouldn’t talk in the hallway.” Mark’s puppy-dog-stupid eyes looked up at me, hoping I would take this knowledge away from him.
I nodded. “We’re going to figure out what to do next.” Like, call the fucking cops, you dipshit.
The floor-to-ceiling window in what used to be the spa’s waiting area framed a gray sky, and I guessed it to be about 6:30, from the emerging sun shining through the moisture in the clouds. This rainbow of color would be the best part of my day.
Mark fell into an armchair and put his face in his hands. Then, throwing his head back, he tried to take a deep breath. I stood up and went behind his chair, resting my hands on his shoulders. “Breathe, Mark. Take a deep breath for me. One, two, three …” I counted. His stuttering breath struggled to cooperate. “Now exhale for five: one, two, three, four, five …”
When I believed he was calm enough to explain, I sat in the chair across from him, maintaining eye contact and trying to project calm. “Tell me what happened.”
“I went in early today, and, because it’s your day off, I wanted to check that the beach chairs were still tethered … It was windy like a motherfucker …” Mark’s voice trailed off and it was clear his attention had drifted. I could see he was getting ahead of himself, his eyes glazing over as he tried to erase the image of what he’d seen.
I pointed two fingers at my eyes. “Mark, stay here, with me.”
He took another deep breath and plowed on. “The chairs were fine, but I saw something … I thought it was a log or maybe a seal or something?” His jaw was tightening as he honed in to the memory.
“Okay, dude, take a deep breath like I told you,” I cued, and watched as Mark attempted to breathe and count at the same time. “And then you saw the body?”
“Well, I wasn’t sure what it was, so I shone my flashlight and then, yes. It was a man. Jesus.” He was starting to shake again and struggled to focus on his breathing.
“It’s okay, man, just relax. Tell me, though, did you call the cops?”
Mark started to wheeze, and I could tell he was about to hyperventilate. “Fuck, no. I’m such a fucking idiot!”
“Slow your breathing, goddammit. I’m going to get a bag for you.” I bolted for the kitchen and simultaneously pulled my cell phone from my pocket and dialed 911.
“911, what is your emergency?”
“This is Kevin Moore at Sweethaven Country Club. A body washed up on our beach this morning.”
Eli was in the kitchen. He didn’t look surprised to hear me say this. Then it occurred to me. He and Lydia must have seen it. They went to the beach every morning, the crazy lovebirds. I held up a finger while I completed my call.
“Dude, I’ve got to get this paper bag to Mark,” I said. “He’s about to pass out in the living room.” I rolled my eyes. “Wait here for me.” Eli nodded.
Mark was weeping now. Thankfully, he’d been able to control his breathing. I handed him the bag and told him to breathe into it if he needed to.
“Eli and I have this. Get yourself together and then prepare the staff,” I commanded, and left.
Eli was waiting patiently. “Did you see the body on the beach?” I asked. For a second, I thought I saw him smiling, but it was likely just nerves causing his face to contort like a scared animal. He nodded again, this time twice, his yes, with one meaning no.
“We’ve got to go meet the cops—come with me?” 
Eli gestured at me, and I realized I was wearing only a robe. 
“Shit. Give me two minutes and meet me at the door.”
Eli stood beside me as we watched the EMTs pack their gear. They’d surprised the hell out of me when they gave the body CPR.
Protocol, they explained. Humans can survive longer in cold water. They may look deceased when they are not, they said.
This guy, though, was pretty fucking dead. The face didn’t look familiar, but then again, the body barely looked human. There were large patches of blue and red jagged scars everywhere. The corpse’s hair was black, and he had a beard, but everything else had been distorted by his time in the sea.
The tip of his nose was blistered. Frostbite, the EMTs explained, and then showed other extremities with the same sores. The gray, waxy stuff all over him was the beginning of decomp. The guy who’d given CPR grimaced when he explained this.
No matter how beautiful we are in life, we are all fucking ugly in the end.
A man in a heavy, dark blue parka walked towards us. Judging by his thick-soled Buddy-shoes, he wasn’t a resident. Flashing a badge, he confirmed he wasn’t. He was a medical examiner.
Pulling out his iPad, he asked, “Did you see the body emerge from the sea?”
I pointed at Eli and said, “He’s mute.” The medical examiner nodded. “We did not.”
On our way to the beach, I’d told Eli that it was best if he and Lydia were left out of this. “Mark Johnson, our general manager, found the body.”
The medical examiner, whose badge said his name was Todd Mickey, took notes on his iPad.
He asked, “And where is Mr. Johnson?”
I couldn’t resist. “He’s probably still hyperventilating in my living room.”
The medical examiner snickered. “Got it. Well, wait here, if you don’t mind. I might need to ask you some questions. What are your names?”
I gave him our names, and we stood back and continued to watch. Eli maintained his usual deadpan. He was stoic, like me. Reliable and constant. Just a quality human being. He needed a big brother type, and I was happy to step in. If I had to guess, he got a lot of shit from his father growing up.
Todd Mickey walked up and down the beach, recording details on his tablet before kneeling beside the body and starting his examination. The cops arrived soon after, and he waved at the officers. This morning was so strange for us, but it was normal for them.
The cop in a suit, a detective, stood back, taking it all in, while the uniformed police officers searched the beach. They asked us the same questions as the medical examiner and got the same answers.
The detective finally found his way to the body. “A fresh one,” he said to Todd.
“Yeah.” The medical examiner shrugged, shaking his head. “Probably only three or four weeks old … It’s a bit of a mystery.”
“Did it float?”
The examiner shrugged his shoulders. “It did. The EMTs did CPR, and there wasn’t any water in the lungs.”
“Shouldn’t it have sunk?” the detective asked.
Todd simply gestured with wide open arms.
“I mean, I was taught that bodies sink in cold water.” It wasn’t clear to me if the detective was making small talk or challenging the findings.
“Well,” Todd Mickey replied, “no water in the lungs. Plus, a body on the seafloor would be covered by silt and sand, and wouldn’t have come to shore so quickly, much less intact, if at all.”
“What about these cuts?” The cop gestured to the slash marks, gouges, and wounds all over the torso and upper arms.
“Fuck if I know.” The medical examiner was shaking his head. “This one spooks me, to tell the truth, Sanchez. Motherfucker was into something, or did something to someone, that made even the sharks not want a piece of him.”
“Fuck …” The well-dressed cop’s hands went to his head.
“Daammmnnn,” I said, too, realizing what they meant. This poor son of a bitch had open wounds in the Atlantic-fucking-Ocean.
There were still sharks this time of year. Eli and I saw their fins when we checked the beach chairs in the mornings. A few nurseries, most notably Great Whites, were found recently. Blood in these waters would have attracted them—should have—yet, here the guy was, without a nibble.
Given the cuts all over his body, he’d been through some shit before even being thrown overboard. Against all odds, he floated, unscathed, to land here, on our beach.
I turned to Eli. “Did you hear that? The guy was basically gift-wrapped.”
Eli nodded and smiled, pointing at the bright sun shining over the ocean on this winter day. He put his arm around me and squeezed.
We all love the carnaval.
Legwork—Detective Sanchez Takes
a Closer Look
The corpse prompted many questions, but the reaction of the locals created far more. I’d been a cop for more than twenty years, and a dead man meeting little to no regret wasn’t new. Spouses who don’t miss their partners weren’t, either. But servants who didn’t want to talk shit about their employers when given an opportunity? That was.
This seemingly routine case would become the one I couldn’t shake.
Walking into the country club, grateful for the heat after an hour on a cold windy beach, I found countless smiling attendants, none of whom seemed affected by a dead body popping up in their “perfect” corner of the universe. Most, when questioned, responded with a curated version of sympathy—head cocked to the side, mouth pursed in an exaggerated pout, sad eyes, and an isn’t it awful?
Two weeks later, the DNA came back on our John Doe, and the man was revealed to be one of the community’s residents. Malik Hassan was a powerful diplomat who spent weekends with his wife and kids in this elite neighborhood. He had drowned approximately three weeks prior, as best the coroner could tell.
How was it that no one filed a missing person report? His wife never filed one, and he had a mistress, to boot, in the city. I supposed they each assumed he was with the other.
His wife, Amira, seemed mostly concerned about her residency status. She was a timid, sweet woman with limited English.
I didn’t get the sense they had much of a connection. Theirs was an arranged marriage, I learned from a friend of the victim’s wife, so the wife’s lack of affection wasn’t necessarily a red flag.
Nor was the mistress, at least not to me. However, I quickly learned that Hassan’s home country did not want the infidelities listed in the official report.
Hassan’s government had its own team investigating the case and impeding mine. Whenever I turned up a potential source of information, they would cancel our interview at the last minute. On a hunch, I surveilled the house of one of these informants and saw an embassy vehicle arrive before me.
Why wouldn’t his government want to know what happened to such a senior official? It boggled my mind.
The gruesome injuries to the body had not all been fresh, apparently. The coroner believed some were months old, and there was some evidence of older burns, as well. The fact that there were prior injuries … it was, as the medical examiner had promised that day on the beach, “spooky.”
The evidence of torture around the time of his death told me that, most likely, Hassan was murdered, but the cause of death was declared a drowning, and the brass refused to let me treat it as a potential homicide.
I was military before I was a cop. People can’t usually play me. But this one had me chasing my tail.
Everyone on that island was unfazed. The routine my investigation prompted: fake sorrow, sympathetic head tilt, the face … I became obsessed by this dissociative dance.
When I tried to dig, the wife, the staff of the club, his neighbors, they all affected a kind of resolve, as if this was inevitable—fate. Nobody bemoaned his loss, not a one. I met a woman at the victim’s house who seemed to be a step ahead of me with every question. I’d start to speak, and she’d answer my query without hearing it. Or so it seemed.
I was on medication by then, and I think I was actually slowing down and getting dopey. These soft-bellied nobodies were getting under my skin, and that freaked me out.
The job complained about the hours I was putting in on this “drowning” with so many active murder files gathering dust on my desk. Finally, I was told to drop my investigation when Hassan’s country filed an official request to close the case. It argued I was harassing the family and exceeding my authority. The wife, I assumed. My last visit was when I found out that this unemployed spouse of a deceased diplomat had been granted permission to stay in this country permanently. She flipped out when I asked. The poor woman was terrified.
I felt bad for bothering a grieving widow, but I needed, desperately, to understand.
You people who celebrate the good without considering your own joy don’t realize your faith profits from hypocrisy. Your personal sins are far worse than a transgression against a moral code you did not write.
Sweet Amira
I will always remember the day I met Lydia, for it was the day I was freed.
My husband decided the children and I would live in Sweethaven while he did his important work at the United Nations. As matches go, I made an advantageous one. He had a good face and was very intelligent. His family was one of the best, and my father was proud to promise his firstborn daughter to their firstborn son.
With time, things were less a-tifi, as we say, or “lovey-dovey,” like the Americans. But such is life, or so I was promised by my dear mother. Men are sweet in the beginning and we remind them when they forget.
Some men won’t be reminded, though.
My dear love is gone, but he has given us a gift. The note he left me simply read “My heart, my soul, my body,” and such was destined since Lydia showed me her way.
My beloved, my eyes, was evil, for a time. He did things I would be stoned for doing. My brothers would take his eyes for such acts. I spit on the foul sharmuta who tried to take from Amira.
My brothers are far away and I am a married woman who must fend for herself, and my Lydia taught me the way. I spoke to my only one with the same evil he showed me. I gave him Lydia’s gift. He saw it in my eyes, and it broke the curse, subhana Allah!
Hassan surrendered himself to the sea when the blessed knife ceased to give him relief from his evil ways. A good man to leave his woman and children in peace.
Then this little man from the police came and tried to undo the good gift Hassan gave us. I spit! He will not. I answer him and he comes back again and again.
When he tried to fuck with my American life, that was the end. You don’t fuck with Amira like that. No.
I took my pictures of Hassan with his sliced skin, the videos of him declaring his evil and breaking into his flesh with a Christian knife and promising himself to their God if he can be made clean and I showed our government. You make this man go away, I said.
Now we live in peace, in lovely Sweethaven. My Lydia showed me the way. She is a blessing.
Talk to me of damnation, the fires of Hell. It is a small piece of a larger story that is always me or you, and my pleasure from your pain.
Vinum et Aliqua Veritas pro Detective Sanchez
A year after Malik Hassan drowned, I got someone to talk to me.
It wasn’t the indignity of getting pulled off the investigation that haunted me, nor the fact that I didn’t catch a bad guy. I was a good cop, but close to half my cases went cold.
I had an extreme emotional reaction to the place and the people. A non-specific feeling I struggled to identify and handle. It got so bad that my sarge took me off active duty and made me see the precinct shrink.
Hard to believe that twelve months and one day before, I was hardcore. Now, I’m not even trusted to carry my service weapon.
I freaked out on my lieutenant when they closed the Hassan inquiry. I screamed and threatened until he had to pull my gun, and then I cried like a fucking child.
My forty-five years on Earth, twenty-one years on the job, just gone … and all I could think about was how and why. Why was Hassan lying there with that expression on his fucking face? Like he was happy to be there, full of seawater, decomposing, slashed and burned … That beatific smirk.
When I try to get to the heart of it—and I try every minute of every day—it’s his expression. I’ve looked in the faces of hundreds of dead men. They are empty, cold; it’s clear there’s nothing behind those eyes. But, standing there on that perfect beach, looking at Malik Hassan, I felt like I’d been struck by lightning.
He was still in there; I was sure of it.
It was as if I couldn’t move. Paralyzed like Hassan, gripped by the certainty that this man was still alive and trapped in his human husk. I was consumed by why and how. I needed to understand.
The tranquility of everyone behind the gates—everyone involved with the man confined by that mutilated corpse. They were all so goddamn peaceful. How did that happen? Was it living in this utopia? Was it wealth?
The wounds … the pain this guy must have suffered counterposed with the chill of everyone who knew him. The torture that followed. It was a total mind-fuck.
I was drawn to the community. Its implacability mirrored his entombment, to me. Their lack of concern hinted at a much deeper secret. I wanted to return to the spot where he’d lain on the beach. Was it to honor the man? I didn’t understand any of it.
I went back to the beach over and over again. Eventually, I was banned. Sweethaven Security informed me, as I tried to enter those tall gates, that my access had been revoked. The investigation was closed, and Mrs. Hassan said my constant presence was threatening. I had gone from a distinguished detective to a nuisance.
I was drinking more. If I drank enough, I perceived the disconnect less. I found a bar near Sweethaven and went there when I was particularly low.
The anniversary of the case was a bad night. I was drunk and weepy. How could I still be so hung up on this?
The next day, I visited the bar near the beach where I first saw him. I sat down at the counter, ordered my beer and shot of rye, and settled in. I tuned out from the noise of the pool game behind me and tried to focus on the bottles behind the bar. My counselor was encouraging me to meditate, and it helped when I stared at an object in the distance, breathed deeply, and drank slowly. I don’t think that’s exactly what she meant, but I wasn’t ready to give up the booze.
A man at the bar looked over at me and said, “You look like you’ve seen some shit.”
I was surprised someone had spoken to me. I definitely didn’t dress the way people on this part of the island did, and I stopped shaving a while ago.
“You have no idea,” I said, sipping my rye.
“I might.” Glancing to my left, I saw a familiar haunted look. His eyes were sunken, and his face was lined. His hand shook when he lifted his glass. A kindred spirit.
Looking forward, I asked, “What’s your story, then?” I need to tell my shrink that I expressed concern for another’s well-being.
“I used to be a doctor,” the man said. “I retired early, thinking golf and sailing would fix me.” He downed the shot in front of him. “It did not.”
“Damn, I thought I had it rough as a murder cop,” I said, trying to sound light-hearted as I deliberately sipped my rye. Drink slowly so you can drink longer.
“Dead bodies don’t bother me … mutilated ones …” The doc raised his hand and pointed to his empty shot glass and gulped his beer.
“Are you a combat doc?” I asked.
The man laughed darkly. “You would think. No, I had a much cushier gig, or so I first thought. I was a concierge doctor.”
“Is that like a private doctor?” I asked.
“Essentially. Patients have a direct relationship with me, and I’m always on call. But, I usually worked less than forty hours a week, and the pay was awesome. Some discretion was required, which …” He tailed off.
“Did you work in Sweethaven?” I asked, sitting up and turning to face the guy. Maybe he could help me understand what I’d seen.
He stared ahead and didn’t answer. I decided to press on and see if I could coax some information out of him.
“I worked a case there that I can’t shake,” I said, glancing over. I had his attention, but he didn’t look like he was going to ask for details. “A man came to shore after three weeks at sea. It was declared a drowning, but …”
“Butchered?” the man murmured.
“Yes,” I answered, trying to slow my questions, sensing a more enthusiastic response would stop the flow of glorious information.
His eyes looked ahead at nothing; he was clearly lost in thought. “I’ve had the misfortune to treat several members of that community.”
“Are you saying you’ve seen other knife wounds?”
The man laughed bitterly. “As if I were a murder cop.” He appropriated my slang almost derisively. As if I were softer than he. “I shouldn’t discuss this with you. But the Health Department wouldn’t do anything, and I’m not sure I can live with myself much longer.”
It wasn’t clear to me that I could use anything he said, and my department certainly wanted nothing to do with it, but I had to know what he knew. “This happened before? There’s no record.”
“There are no records. Mine were destroyed. But, yes, it has happened before—many times. I’ve treated burns, lacerations, slash marks, missing fingers and toes … You name it. All from residents of Sweethaven. And, here’s the thing …”
He turned to face me. “They were all self-inflicted.”
The piety of people who confront violence with complacency, naming it divine will.
The Money
I’d come a long way from the model I was as a young girl. I didn’t like the work. I thought I would enjoy the pageantry and wearing fabulous clothes, but mostly, I stood and waited. It was tedious.
Years into my career, the boredom became too much, and I allowed myself to be squired away by the wealthiest man who was interested. Why not get the clothes without the work, I thought to myself.
My first deal with the Devil. The second proved far more enjoyable.
Bruce had been on his knees for hours. People don’t realize it but kneeling for such a long time hurts. The carpet in our bedroom had a short pile, which caused rug burns over time.
He deserved it, and he’d get no pity from me. I stood before him, dressed in black lingerie for my date, a leather riding crop in one hand and Lydia’s knife in the other.
His head was bowed. He knew not to look at me without permission.
This pathetic excuse for a man tortured me for years. He tried to bring me down to his level, but Lydia, bless her devious heart, showed me the way.
I smirked at him. “Speak, worm.”
His head remained bowed. I did not permit him to look at me. “I am here to serve you, Tara.”
“You don’t get to say my name,” I said, hoping he heard the venom dripping from every word.
He bowed his head sharply.
“I should leave you here while I entertain my bull.”
“Please—” he started.
“Shut up. You disgust me.”
He silenced immediately.
“Why should I let you watch me? Why would I possibly allow that?”
Bruce’s head remained lowered, his small, aged, naked body still in a painful kneel. He shook from the chill in the room and, most likely, anticipation. Little perv.
I whipped him on the back, hard. “Speak, worm.”
“I’ll give you anything you want.”
I whipped him again, in the same place. “More bags?”
“If that’s what you wish.”
I whipped him again. “No. I want more.”
“Anything,” he pleaded. His voice was tight with pain and excitement. He was so revolting.
“Pay Pig, I don’t know why I keep you. Your money is mine already. I don’t need your permission.” I whipped him again, pleased to see his skin crack and crimson starting to emerge from the new crevice.
“No, it’s all yours.”
I whipped again, even harder.
“Take it all. Please. I don’t deserve any of it.”
“Ask for it,” I demanded.
He hesitated, fearful he would displease me by doing so. He still wanted it all—the relief of the blade and the release of giving me to someone else. As diminished as he now was, his greed survived.
“Ask for it, you piece of shit.”
I gestured with the whip, and he replied quickly. “I want the knife. Please. I’ll do anything.”
“Give me your greatest sacrifice, and maybe I’ll let you watch.”
I handed him the knife and shook my head when he pressed it against his genitalia. That wasn’t his greatest gift, by a long shot. 
The worm took the knife and sliced into his right forearm—the hand he used to sign his contracts and write his checks, his dominant hand—how he showed the world his great intelligence. The knife was surprisingly sharp, but it wouldn’t saw through bone. He had to cut around the bone and then snap it by kneeling on it and pulling up, hard.
Before he passed out, he bowed his head in respect and presented his severed limb to me, along with the knife.
I tied a tourniquet quickly, then called our new concierge doctor to come save my dear husband.
Eli
If God is all-knowing, He knows I am still here. If He is all-powerful, He can erase me, yet He doesn’t.
Am I angry? Yes, of course, I am. As should you be, only you don’t see your existence as clearly as I do.
I am a glaring reminder that divinity is not an obstacle to sin.
Or perhaps He allows me to remain, believing I am a balance in His grand experiment—I choose to think so. I am celestial, after all.
I sense the immorality of the human world, and it revolts me. Once I have taken what I need, I can correct it with Lydia’s gift, and I will.
My survival is akin to the famous apple. My methods show His precious humans are at least as evil as my kind.
They think first of what they want, then call it “need.” They rationalize taking it, smugly secure in their absolution. Their execration of His ideals fortifies me—purity gives my kind peace, while evil galvanizes us.
Surrounded by people, there is no shortage of vice. I count on it.
When the repercussions of their selfishness become apparent, they pray, promise, and confess, and their guilt disappears. Indulgence is still for sale. You can buy it with a prayer. Such is the perverse magic of faith and performative devotion.
This is where God and I diverge. I don’t believe in unconditional love.
My disagreement with God doesn’t diminish our shared understanding of what “good” is, though. I am His warrior, whether He chooses to acknowledge me or not.
Don’t confuse me with the righteous. I will never be an avenging angel. I am Nephilim. By my birth, I am the essence of evil, and the greatest corruption God could imagine.
I am the child of an angel and a mortal. One of the survivors of the great flood, I have been left to fend for myself for millennia. If humans knew what I was, they would perceive me as ancient and terrifying.
I was a giant, and I was feared and respected. I was born of the most profound sin and could not be controlled. It was a wicked time. The angels of heaven witnessed the violence and bloodshed and wept. Humans prayed to God for help, and He listened and brought the rain.
Why did I merit eradication, when humans do not? The world was malevolent then, but the deviance of the world now is far worse. My birth is recorded as the beginning of sin. However, here I still am, weakened, and evil only grows. My mortal side is a perversion, a hearkening of man's corruption, but I would not be alive if angels couldn’t be swayed, as well.
Soon after my birth, humans turned against us and each other. We also fought each other. It was a bloody and violent time. I survived by learning how to feed. My brothers and sisters learned to fortify themselves by consuming our human allies—not just their flesh but their energy.
We were desperate. Many refused. I never minded it, though. The gift of flesh is powerful, and I enjoy that swell of potency.
We are half mortal, but we have magic. The beaches of Sweethaven hold mine. Lydia, sensing it and helping me grow my power, was a blessing after such a long life. She understands, and she sustains me.
My voice is part of the chorus of angels, unsafe in my seclusion, capable of shaking the Heavens and summoning all of my kin, who also survive despite God’s promise to wipe us off the Earth. We scattered long ago, but perhaps, with people like Lydia to help us, we can find community again. My gibborim expands—we will avenge the damage humans do together.
I understand I am one of the original evils of this world, but, oh, how I have been replaced. I will never go hungry as long as humans like those in Sweethaven exist.
The bounty of this community surprised me—so many willing to give sacrifice. My strength is returning, and also, my hunger. Once these corrupt men land on my beach, their flesh is mine.
The child growing inside of Lydia will inherit both of our gifts. My brothers and sisters await.￼[image: pasted-image.pdf]
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