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Foreword

	We are a group of authors following the example of “The ABC’s of Death.” That movie had twenty-six different directors, and was not original in its own right. Sue Grafton had been working on her very successful alphabet series of novels since the 1980’s, and she was not the first to tackle such a concept.

	I decided, with a reckless lack of forethought, to organize a two-month project based on the comment of a Reddit user ctsmith76’s. The end product is what you have before you, but it’s not there because of me. My idea was to keep the entire project online, and it would have stayed there if not for Haunted House Publishing’s commitment to put it into printed form. 

	ctsmith76 gave their blessing to go forward with the project, but none of us wrote the beginning or end of the narrative which took a unique life of its own. 

	Twenty-six people who never met face-to-face each got their turn to determine what the project should be about, and the illustrator Taylor Tate decided what it should look like (delightfully horrific). Special thanks to Tim Galos for his editing, as well as users kbsb0830 and SkyhawkIllusions who didn’t write any of the chapters but still stuck with us and helped until the end. 

	Every author was free to express themselves however they chose to pay tribute to horror. No one was censored due to the content of their ideas, and the project wasn’t whole until the last person had been heard. That accomplishment alone makes me proud of our book.

	No one person, really, can say “this is MY book.” But there’s a hell of a lot who can say “this is OUR book.”

	 

	 

	-P. F. McGrail

	 

	
A is for Addiction
David Maloney
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The day I met Annie was the day fate threw me under the bus.

	I saw her standing in the freezing rain, outside of a head shop in the Midwestern US.  She looked as if she’d once been pretty, but the skin of her face had hollowed and shrunken around the bones into the unmistakable mask of a habitual drug-user. I stood under the overhang of the shop and held my hand out, letting a few drops of the icy rain splatter across my palm.

	“If you just stay outside in the rain, you're gonna get pneumonia,” I said.

	The movement of her lips was barely perceptible in the neon red glow of the shop's lights. “That's the plan.”

	“There are quicker ways to kill yourself,” I said.

	“I don't want to kill myself,” she replied. “I just want to go to the hospital.”

	“Why?” I asked.

	“Pain meds.”

	“You get pain meds for pneumonia?”

	“Codeine cough syrup if I'm coughing blood,” she said. “Maybe better if I'm lucky enough to deflate a lung.”

	I handed her a cigarette.

	“That should help you get pneumonia,” I said.

	She moved under the shop's overhang with me and pulled out a lighter from her soaked jacket.

	“What do you want?” she asked.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Nobody gives anything away for free. Especially not to girls and especially not to girls like me. If you want me to suck your dick for oxy you're barking up the wrong tree. I'd rather just get pneumonia.”

	“I don't have any oxy,” I said flatly.

	“Well we've got that in common, at least.”

	She took a long drag and eyed me up and down.

	“What's your poison?” she asked.

	I pulled out the little purple baggie containing the 'synthetic weed' I'd purchased from the shop.

	“Are you retarded?” she scoffed. “That shit is toxic.”

	“More toxic than pneumonia?”

	She clicked her tongue.

	“You want some better shit?” she asked.

	I shrugged. “I'm up for it,” I replied.

	“Good,” She said. “You're buying, and I get twenty percent for introducing you.”

	I shrugged again.

	“You can drive,” she said. “I don't have a car.”

	After we got what turned out to be heroin, Annie insisted on following me back to my place to make sure I didn't, in her words, “nod out and die like a bitch.” She also invited a friend, Darren, to come along with one of his ‘girlfriends’. Before I knew it, I was part of a smoke circle. 

	After a month of shooting up together, they became the closest thing I’d ever had to real friends. Alone we were just some loser drug-addicts, but together we were the only people who truly understood what a cruel place the world was. We were fully disillusioned; it was us against the sheep.

	But any group is only as stable as its foundation, and we were on one hell of an unstable foundation.

	The first clue that something wrong was happening was when we all started waking up with cuts and bruises. Every night, Darren, Annie, and I would black out, and the next morning we’d be beat to shit.

	After a week we looked like a museum exhibit on the life cycle of bruises. First there's purple, then a sickly yellow, and finally they fade away into nothing, but not before three or four more had cropped up in their place.

	Of course, a little thing like that couldn’t stop us using. A couple of times I tried to cut back, but nobody else seemed to care, so I just let it slide. We looked worse and worse, day by day. Gram by gram.

	Then Darren’s 'girlfriends' started disappearing. Every night four of us would pass out and three would wake up. I told myself they were just prostitutes bailing out on three wasters that they couldn't squeeze any more money out of. I'm not sure I ever really believed it though.

	I soon found out the truth was even worse.

	It was one of those shitty Saturday mornings that aren't good for anything except getting high. I rolled up to the head shop to find my regular brand of synthetic weed had gone, in its place something called ‘Rainbow Road’. The cashier assured me that it was just as good, but later that night I’d realize it was much weaker—weak enough for me to keep my wits about me that night.

	I was slumped down in the smoke circle with my eyes barely open when Annie slithered up to me.

	“Ok, he’s out,” she said to someone behind her. She pulled a pill bottle out and rattled a single white pill into her palm with one hand, before slipping it between my lips. She tilted my head up and slid her hand over my mouth, gripping my throat with the other hand and massaging it. I felt a powerful urge to swallow, but I managed to slip the pill under my tongue before I did.

	“It’s down,” Annie said. “Is the bitch out?”

	“Yep,” Darren answered. “Let’s get her naked.”

	Darren and Annie began stripping the clothes from the unconscious woman like dogs stripping meat from a bone.

	When they had finished, Darren reached into his pants and began to fondle himself.

	“Damn,” he said, “this one looks too good to waste. Think she’s got AIDS?”

	Annie clicked her tongue.

	“You never learn, do you?” she said. “You really want your DNA all over that bitch?”

	“Naw, I guess not,” he said. “We’re gonna clean her anyway, though, what’s the harm?”

	“Just keep it in your pants,” Annie replied. “You’ll have plenty of money to buy yourself a whore later.”

	“Yeah, but whores fight back,” said Darren.

	“Whatever,” Annie said. “Just help me pep him back up.”

	Darren withdrew his crack pipe from one of the deep pockets in his tattered jeans. He loaded it up and held the lighter underneath, taking in a deep draw. But he didn’t inhale—instead he blew it directly in my face. I tried not to cough as the acrid smoke filled my nose and throat. It didn't smell like just crack in the pipe though—it smelled like Darren had mixed it in with PCP.

	“Hit him again,” Annie said.

	Darren hit my face with the smoke again, and I couldn’t help but inhale some. My face began to experience a familiar floating sensation as Darren hit me three more times.

	“Good, now get him up,” Annie said.

	Darren seized me by the armpits and yanked me to my feet. I thought about running for a flash of a second, but a mixture of morbid curiosity and fear kept me rooted to the spot.

	“I still don’t get how this works,” Darren said.

	“I told you,” Annie said. “It’s scopo...something. The zombie drug. They use it on people in Africa all the time.”

	“Whatever,” Darren replied. “I wasn’t really asking.”

	He walked over and reached inside his bag, pulling out a brand new MacBook computer. He opened it up and fidgeted around for a moment before stepping away to reveal a shining green light above the monitor, which was pointed at the naked girl on the floor whose name I’d forgotten. The camera was on.

	“You’re out of frame,” he said to Annie. “We’re live on the site now.”

	Annie slid up to me again, standing on her tiptoes and whispering in my ear.

	“You see that girl, Danny?” she said. “That’s a bad, bad, girl. You remember what we do to bad, bad, girls, right? We beat them, Danny. We beat them until there’s nothing left. Beat the bitch, Danny. Beat her to death.”

	My heart was yammering wildly in my ears. My mind was screaming at my feet to run, but they wouldn't cooperate.

	My hesitation was noted. Soon Annie was hissing in my ear again, flicking spit with every word.

	“What the fuck are you doing, Danny?” she said. “That girl’s a BAD GIRL. You need to KILL HER, Danny!”

	I still couldn’t move.

	Darren crossed over to the two of us, striding in a great arc to make sure he stayed out of camera frame.

	“What the fuck’s wrong with him?” he whispered in Annie’s ear.

	“Maybe he needs another dose,” Annie said, rummaging in her pockets for the bottle. As she did so, I became aware of something. The pill I had been hiding under my tongue had crumbled into powder, and while I had been concerned with what was going on with Annie and Darren, it was being absorbed into my bloodstream.

	Any pill-head will tell you that sublingual administration is much faster than oral. I began to feel my consciousness slipping away, dissolving into nothingness. I slipped the remains of the pill into my cheek, but it was too late. I was dimly aware of a blind rage as I started towards the naked woman...

	I awoke the next morning to find that we had once again awoken as three. I never mentioned anything about it to Annie and Darren. Instead, I mixed rat poison in with their heroin and left after they nodded out.

	As for the girls, I never said anything about it to the police. I took the laptop and deleted the videos, all twenty-six of them, before throwing it into a nearby lake. I’ve since cleaned up and become an English teacher. But sometimes I still wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, wondering if there’s still copies of those videos floating around on the internet somewhere.

	I hope I never find out.

	

B is for Barnacle
Mr. Michael Squid
 

	Gray clouds swirled overhead when I opened the shop door, spilling fast over the sky like lint on a treadmill. The storm was supposed to miss us, but the debris twisting in dust devils whispered otherwise, leaving the ocean air cold and salty. I usually enjoy the forces of nature, but the chill sought out the clothing gaps to the bare skin through my shirt holes and sock ends, so I stomped out the pre-roll I’d been puffing with the heel of my Timbs to retreat indoors. I was popping a few Tic-Tacs when my phone vibrated and I saw the severe storm warning alert accompanied by that annoying tone. Seemed the seaside storm wasn’t going to miss us after all; it was on target to hit all of us in York, Maine, dead center and soon.

	I stand out like a sore thumb in the oceanside town with my Brooklyngear; Champion hoodie over a vintage Polo tee and all, but I’m not here to blend in. I’m attending the University of New England, studying marine biology (thanks to a generous partial scholarship), and I can afford rent here, not to mention the under 40-minute commute to school. My evening job as a sandwich jockey pays the rent and gives me time to study during the lulls we experience in the off season.

	I check my text messages, hoping to hear back about getting coffee with a classmate. No response. It seemed Diane was not interested in being more than my lab partner, no news to me. No word from Ron about getting a beer after work either, so I returned back inside from the smoke break to man the sandwich station. This consisted of reading about cyanobacterial blooms while waiting for any locals in town during off season who direly needed a turkey and cheese during a freak storm. It was nearing 10 PM, and I expected we’d close early due to the storm warning on the radio. I was about to head to the register to ask the owner Janice about leaving early when a jingle of the door signaled a customer. A man entered in a dramatic stagger, his left foot dragging in a labored trudging as though he’d limped through hell straight into our modest, seaside convenience store.

	Janice greeted him, but his head just hung low, nearly out of view under a sun-bleached Sou’wester hat and faded blue raincoat. Stripped by the elements of color, his PVC storm gear was flecked with crusted clumps of gray; they were barnacles. A soggy white beard spilled out from under the tipped cap, wet tendrils emerging from skin nearly as white and wrinkled by what seemed like decades of wear. A bang jolted me alert as a massive gale smacked the door fully open, slapping the wooden frame of the newsstand. 

	A barrage of rain drummed hard and wet from the sky, and a shocking gust of wind forced our eyes to squint just as the man collapsed. First onto his knees, then onto his stomach on the floor. Janice rushed to his side calling “Sir? Sir, are you alright?”, but he was not responsive. I held my phone up and Janice nodded. I tried 911, then the hospital directly, but the storm must have killed a cell tower because there was no service.

	The saltwater tempest beat unmercifully upon us as Janice and I carried the older man, whom we presumed to be a fisherman, into my Explorer after confirming a pulse. The hospital was just over ten minutes away, but the toppling branches and thunderous white bullets of rain made driving with zero visibility at night an undoubtedly terrible idea. Even the streetlights of Long Beach Ave were off due to toppled power lines from the intense wind. We decided not to risk it. The cold rain drenched us through to the bone, my entire body was numb and stinging by the time we hauled that far-too-heavy stranger back inside the store. We barricaded the door as best we could from the freak weather and flipped the man on his back. The sight of his face made me yell in shock.

	He had a brutal, vertical scar straight down the center of his face, and there were small Thoracica barnacles (the common type often found on rocks and boats) on the edges of his hairline . There were dozens of them: a few on the sides of his crooked nose, and some on the corners of his sunken eyes. I stared in absolute shock; barnacles are arthropods like crabs, they attach their backs onto a host with their legs facing outward before building a cement wall  of armor (which looks like a shell), a process that takes days or even weeks to form. 

	The process is extremely painful in the very rare instance they land on a human host. I was amazed that this man had let this happen; perhaps he’d been in a seaside coma? Every answer opened a string of additional, unanswerable questions. I was horrified and extremely confused, but knew he needed serious help, so I focused my attention on that. I ran to fetch the electric heater and some tarps from the stockroom to help warm the poor man. When I returned from the stockroom, Janice was performing CPR, and that’s when I discovered the horrific reason the barnacles had been able to grow undisturbed.

	Janice breathed into his mouth with a puzzled look on her face as we both heard a loud cracking sound. I slowly approached, seeing the dark red line form on the man’s face, dividing the eyes and nostrils as the crack extended. The man’s face split open, and what looked like a fan comprised of giant centipedes spewed out from the gory slit and wrapped around Janice’s head, pulling her in. My jaw dropped in horror, but instincts drove my sprinting feet to the knives I kept at the sandwich counter. I charged back to the snaking tendrils, realizing they were actually cirri, the legs of barnacles, at an impossibly mammoth scale. A larva had somehow entered this sailor’s nasal passage or mouth and grown far larger than what I knew to be possible, a new species perhaps. I had no interest in discovering it at the moment, and my butcher’s knife sawed at those powerful, shelled snakes that were pulling her face into the cavity of the sailor’s rotted head.

	The mammoth, snaking cirri wrapped around my wrist, squeezing my flesh, but I eventually sawed through the rigid tendrils them to free Janice, who was bleeding from her head and clearly in shock. The long, curling legs retreated into the dead sailor’s face, which snapped closed as his skull was pulled shut by the mammoth parasite inside. I dragged Janice away from that host of a man and tried to wrap my head around the nightmare. I knew of deep-sea gigantism, but this was beyond what I’d thought possible. This seemed to be a symbiotic relationship that kept the barnacle and the sailor alive long after he should have died. I stared at his still body briefly before running back to it, dragging it by the feet outside of the store.

	Suddenly I felt the knobbed barnacles on his ankles reaching forth cirri onto my hands as I pulled him, pinching me and wrapping around my fingers. I got him about 20 feet from the store when I had to let go. The freezing rain beat me mercilessly, and I ran indoors as quickly as possible, nearly losing my bearings and my snapback cap due to the severity of the storm and the encompassing darkness of the night. Inside, I found still shaking. I wrapped the tarp around her and tried to comfort her, but her gaze was distant. I wiped blood from her lacerated forehead and applied pressure to the gashes on her neck and the back of her head, thinking of how sometimes deep-sea creatures get stranded in shallow waters due to rising temperatures and water pollution. Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) polluting the Mariana and other oceanic trenches have been theorized to lead to the surfacing of some rarely seen species, but this was something entirely unknown. I tried to process what I'd seen while cleaning the red gouges of Janice’s wounds when I heard the horrific scream of a woman outside.

	I ran to the door, cracking it slightly to see the neighbor, Ms. Berthold, emerge from her house, swatting at her drenched and moving sweater. The corpse of the sailor was gone, the beating rain having washed away any trace of which direction he went. I shouted to the woman, but she collapsed, and I realized I might join her fate if I intervened. I watched as she was covered in small moving things. I was retreating back to the door of the shop when I saw the head, dragging itself from those long, jointed legs spilling from the split face of the sailor’s corpse. A horrifically long tentacle extended from the split in the man’s skull, snaking upward like a mammoth worm. I remembered reading Darwin in class last semester, and I finally vomited on the rain-slicked asphalt. Barnacles have the largest “member” of the animal kingdom, a solid “Hell no” filled the air before I realized I’d even said it. Another round of screaming behind me alerted me again to the woman, who was sprinting towards me from two houses down with a horrific wail, crawling with hundreds of living things.

	I watched the woman in horror as she ran towards me, her pink-streaked skin covered with holes , holes from which climbed Sacculina larva the size of lima beans. My eyes widened in the nightmarish realization of what was going to happen to her. Sacculina are a parasitic barnacle that castrates crabs and uses them as a host for their own eggs. To put it bluntly, they destroy their host's genitals and become a giant egg sac there, a giant saltwater nope. I screamed at this point, running sideways to avoid the approaching nightmares in front of and behind me, darting off inland and praying Janice would know to lock the doors. To try and reach her now was not only impossible, it would lead to a fate far worse than death.

	I ran blindly in the consuming darkness further inshore, as nearly horizontal darts of icy rain beat into my Gore-Tex jacket and into my face. My mind was spinning, there was no way to get to my car without being overtaken so I ran away from the lighthouse, deep inland to try and get to my only friend who lived near the store, my bud Ron. Thunder flashed the sky white, illuminating horrible things each time I looked back. I saw what appeared to be giant isopods the size of Labradors crawling from the ocean and hundreds of tiny larvae covering the streets and the sides of houses. There were multiple corpses being dragged by their faces from the segmented legs spilling from within, some of the bodies long rotted and bloated from saltwater, others missing extremities or their lower halves entirely. I ran nearly blind from the storm, but somehow was able to find it,  the door marked by a tarnished, brass “26“ belonging to Ron.  I pounded on the door with a fist and prayed for a miracle. I looked back to see what appeared to be the friendly Mr. Beckhart charging towards me, but now his face skinless, pulpy and split, spilling chunks of flesh and outwardly clawing cirri. In the last second, the door opened and I slid inside, slamming and locking it behind my drenched, shivering body.

	Ron seemed confused, but I shook him to convey the urgency of the situation and asked him for duct tape to cover the mail slot and all possible gaps in the doors and windows. He seemed vacant and detached, as if he’d just woken from a nap, but I explained everything to him as I raced to secure his small house. His face was clammy and pale, an odd milky white as he slowly spoke, “I moved here because I love the saltwater, the sea, the fish...”, in a monotone voice that didn’t sit right, his eyes turning to the floor. I then saw the fishing cooler in the living room, lid ajar with a wet trail spilling outward and leading over to a red puddle in the middle of the floor. Ron’s sad, tearful eyes drooped in harsh juxtaposition to the smile spreading across his face, dripping thick strands of saliva from parting, quivering lips. I saw the little bumps of grey clustered on his temples and in his thinning hair that framed his tormented eyes, and I ran. I sprinted to Ron’s bathroom with him nearly on my heels. I quickly locked the pounding door, shoving towels into the gap and duct taping them as quickly as my shaking hands would permit.

	Horrific sounds now click, scratch and clatter, in addition to an occasional scream from outside the barricaded window, along with the hammering rain and cracking thunder of the storm. Ron stopped banging on the door, now merely scraping with thin, crustacean limbs on the wood between us, his mind likely gone. I can’t get the image of his twisted, smiling face out of my mind, and I feel that madness is perhaps setting in as I chuckle to myself in his small bathroom. People often fear invasions from the stars, rarely concerned about our own planet, which is over 70% ocean. All I know is, if I get out of here alive, I’m changing fields to focus on becoming a chef far inland in the Midwest, at a restaurant that doesn’t serve

	any form of seafood.

	



	
C is for Clairvoyance
Ryan Cook
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I’d like all of you out there reading this to try and visualize the following few sentences in your head: Imagine a woman walking along a busy street at a location you don’t recognize. It’s daylight. Probably late-afternoon. You see a street sign that reads “26th Avenue”. It's hot as hell. She is walking by herself, although there are people all around. This woman isn’t you. You are not in control of what’s happening. You are just a spectator, seeing what she sees. Smelling what she smells.

	You see as this person approaches an intersection. You see the cars flying by in front of this woman as she waits for the lights to change. You can actually feel the hands press on her back for an instant before the rough push. You see as the woman falls into the street. She looks left. And you see the bus coming straight towards her. It feels as though it's straight towards you. Its horn blaring. Tires screeching. You even feel the pain she endured, for just an instant.

	And then it’s over.

	That’s how my 'power' works.

	When I have a 

	of somebody’s future, I seem to live out their experience as though I was actually there. As though it was happening to me. But it’s just in my mind, like you trying to visualize that woman being hit by a bus. Sometimes I can suppress these visions if I concentrate hard enough. But other times the vision is so clear in my head that there’s no escaping it. Sometimes I’m curious and I want to see what’s happening. Other times I’d do anything to end it.

	Before I get into what’s currently happening to me, I think I need to share more information about my ability.

	I have to be in the presence of somebody to have a vision of them. In fact, they have to be close by. I don’t think I’ve ever had a vision of somebody that was more than 30 or so feet away. I might be in a grocery store talking to the clerk when all of a sudden, a vision of that clerk’s future appears in my head. It might be a trivial vision. It could be as simple as the woman taking her dog for a walk later that evening. Or maybe making dinner a month from now. But other times it can be something important. Maybe I’ll see that woman crying while trying to speak at her father’s funeral. Or that she’ll fall while skiing in a few weeks and break her leg.

	My visions span from being just a moment in the future to as far off as a month. Only in a few rare examples were they any longer than that.

	Most of my visions are of the future, but sometimes they are of the past. Sometimes it’s WAY in the past. Sometimes I’ll be near an old man and see a vision from his childhood.

	As far as I can tell with my friends and family, my visions always come true. My visions of their past always occurred. Are they always true with strangers? I can’t be certain. But I believe so.

	Sometimes I’ll go days without a vision while other times I’ll have several in the span of an hour. There never seems to be any rhyme or reason to it. To any of it.

	I was only a little boy when I became aware that these visions were true experiences of the past or future. I knew from my ability that my father was having an affair while I was growing up. I knew that my mother would often sit in the house crying when she was alone.

	And I knew a lot about my mother’s past. I had visions of her all the time. I remember the day I told her about them. Things I couldn’t possibly have known otherwise. I thought she’d be intrigued by what I told her, but she was appalled. “You listen to me,” she told me. She sounded furious. “This is the last time we will ever talk about these gifts of yours. The last time you will ever talk about them. No matter what you see. No matter what happens, you aren’t ever to talk about it. I can’t explain why. You’ll just have to trust me.” Her demeanor lightened. “Do you trust me?”

	I told her I did. And, up until very recently, I had never shared even a hint of my powers to anybody. I had never meddled.

	Now I’m going to start explaining what’s been happening to me. And I think I need to start with what occurred last week.

	I meddled.

	It seemed harmless. It seemed so insignificant. I saw in a vision that a close friend of mine would lose a fortune in an investment and I talked him out of it. That’s it. I used my powers to prevent a friend from going bankrupt.

	I was specifically thinking of what my mother told me when I did it. But I didn’t think anything would come of it. It was too little. Too harmless. Besides, how could anybody possibly know?

	But a few days later I received a strange letter in the mail. The first thing odd about it was the name of the company which sent the letter. “The Moirai Initiative”. The name seemed vaguely familiar from my childhood. But what was written was even stranger. There was just one small sentence written at the top of the letter:

	“You should have listened to your mother.”

	I mean… I had no idea what to think. How could this company possibly know that I altered the future for my friend? How could they have known what my mother said to me?

	I pushed the entire situation from my mind and went on with my day. I remember walking downtown and seeing a man who was clearly a drug addict sitting on a park bench. He looked up at me. And then I had one of my visions. I saw him as a teenager, years ago, talking to his mother. She was telling him about the dangers of taking drugs. He acted uninterested in the conversation. The vision ended and I continued walking.

	I only had one other vision that day. A woman was beside me on the bus. In my vision, she was talking with her mother. The mother was warning her daughter that she “just has a bad feeling about him”, and she shouldn’t start dating him. This was advice the daughter clearly didn’t listen to, given the black eye she was trying to hide with makeup as she stood beside me on the bus.

	It wasn’t lost on me that the letter I received had said “You should have listened to your mother”, and that both of my visions that day had been of people precisely doing the opposite. But I was still trying to convince myself that it was all a coincidence.

	The following day, I was no longer able to convince myself.

	I received another letter from the Moirai Initiative. This time there was just one word written. “Revenge.”

	I had a few visions that day. As usual, they seemed to happen at random: A man beside me at the 7/11. Or on the subway. Or a waiter in a restaurant.

	One vision was of a woman having sex with her husband’s best friend as a response to finding out he was having an affair. Another was a well-kept man who was clearly homeless in the past. He was lacing heroin with some sort of poison as a ‘gift’ for his two acquaintances.

	Both of these visions were examples of revenge. It was no longer coincidence. The Moirai Initiative, whatever it is, was controlling my power.

	And things were about to get a lot worse.

	The next morning’s letter said simply “Supernatural”.

	I had no idea what I was in for that day. My visions had never shown me such things before. Such horrifying things. I had glimpses that day of a world I had never known before.

	I had dozens of visions that day. When they started, I tried desperately to get home and lock myself in to avoid them. But it took me hours to get home and I was bombarded by visions:

	A man who had lost control of his left hand and it was trying to kill him. He was screaming in terror as he tried to hold it back with his other hand.

	I walked by a little girl and had a vision of her lying alone in the dark at night, terrified. She was hearing monstrous sounds from inside her wall, but her parents wouldn’t listen to her. But something was definitely there, and it was coming for her.

	I saw a young man who, in his near future, would be infected with disgusting crustacea or something that had attached to his skin.

	A man who seemed to hear the last words of the recently deceased echoing in his head.

	A woman who would become possessed by some spirit, and would soon start ripping her own skin from her body

	A man staring into a mirror in disgust. But it wasn’t himself reflecting back, but some horrific entity.

	And worse. Much, much, much worse. But I don’t want to think about it any longer. I no longer want to write about such things.

	The implication of what the Moirai Initiative was showing me was not subtle. This company has some sort of control over supernatural powers. They clearly control mine. I was supposed to have followed my mother’s advice and never meddle. But I did.

	And now they want revenge.

	Mother.

	Supernatural.

	Revenge.

	But the next day I didn’t receive a new letter. Over a week passed without word from the Moirai Initiative and my powers went back to normal. Just the usual random, mundane visions from people I encountered in my day.

	Until this morning.

	I think it will be the last letter I’ll be receiving from them. It said just one word again. “Murder”.

	And I only had one vision that day. Just one.

	When I was visiting my mother. It was of her future.

	I don’t need to share with you all what the vision was, because you already know it. Her walking down a busy street. The push from behind. The bus.

	It’s probably even an employee of the Moirai Initiative that pushes her. To get their revenge.

	I know that she’s going downtown tomorrow. That’s when it will occur.

	And the question is… will I let it happen?

	I can save my mother but then I will further face their wrath. All of us will. A company that seems to control powers that I can’t even begin to understand.

	But I’ve decided I have to stop it. I have to. What kind of son can just sit back and allow their mother to be murdered?

	No, that can't happen. I’m going to stop her. To ask her what the hell this company is all about. To ask about my powers. To save her. To try and save the both of us.

	You hear that, “Moirai Initiative”?

	I’m going to stop you. So bring on whatever you have.

	Bring your best.

	



	
D is for Daniel
DoverHawk
 

	When he was 16, my brother was diagnosed with a rare disorder called Alien Hand Syndrome.  It began after he experienced a massive stroke that nearly killed him.  After rehab and therapy, he was able to overcome nearly all the negative effects caused by the stroke.  He was soon able to walk and move normally again and speak with almost no noticeable speech impediment.  Unfortunately, the single most detrimental side-effect of the stroke was not cured – his alien left hand.

	With Alien Hand Syndrome, the affected individual has little or no control of their hand.  His hand would act of its own accord, grabbing things, hitting things, and knocking things over without any regard to what Michael wanted it to do.  He would often have to restrain his left hand with his right in order to get it to stop acting out in public places.

	Over the next several years, his condition only became worse.  He went to therapy to try to get his hand under control, but no matter what he or any doctor tried to do, his left hand would act out.  It became violent and almost spiteful.  Instead of knocking things over, it started throwing things.  It would hit people if they got too close, and even hit Michael from time to time if he tried to stop it from doing what it wanted.

	When he was 26, Michael told me something that had scared him for about a year..  He said he didn’t want to tell anyone because he was afraid of people thinking he was even crazier than he knew they already thought he was.  He said his therapist had done an exercise with the hand that yielded bizarre results.

	He said his therapist put a pencil in his right hand and told him to write his name.  Michael did so.  The therapist then handed his left hand a pencil and slid that same piece of paper over. He told Michael to write his name.

	He watched in horror as the hand began to form letters which were not ‘Michael’.

	When the hand was done, it put the pencil down and slid the paper over to the therapist.

	Below Michael’s name were neatly crafted letters which read ‘Daniel’.

	The therapist wanted to ask Michael’s hand questions, but Michael refused.  Watching the hand write a different name really freaked him out.  He said he’d always wondered if maybe that hand wasn’t his at all, or at least not under his control, and that name solidified his fear.

	He said he genuinely believed that the hand wasn’t his anymore.

	All the while he told me this story, his hand struggled against the white-knuckled grip of the other.  It clawed at his palm and pulled against his right hand, and seeing that happen while he told me the story of ‘Daniel’ made me begin to believe that perhaps he wasn’t as crazy as he thought.  Maybe he was actually on to something.

	That night, on his way home from my apartment, Michael was in a car accident.  He hit a cement barrier going 80 mph.  To everyone there, it seemed like it was an attempt at suicide.  He survived, but had to be helicoptered to the University of Utah hospital for treatment.  He was in surgery for 18 hours and came out with only one hand.

	He woke up three days later to a room full of friends and family.  I sat down on his bed, having discussed with his family and decided that it would be best coming from me, and I broke the news to him.

	He lifted his right hand, held it up to the light, and began to cry.  A broad grin crossed his face and I knew what he was thinking – he was free.

	That was the last time I would ever see my brother smile.  The next day when I came to visit him, he told me his alien hand wasn’t gone – he could still feel it.  It itched and ached and he could feel things when it touched them.  His doctor told him it wasn’t too uncommon for amputee patients to experience this.  They called it ‘Phantom Hand Syndrome’.

	He then told me something that I would never recount again until nearly a year after Michael’s death.  He told me he didn’t try to kill himself that night – Daniel did.  He didn’t drive into the barrier – Daniel hit him in the face and grabbed the wheel.

	Three days later, Michael was found dead in his hospital bed.  Originally it was assumed to be a suicide, but the coroner discovered a pattern of bruises on his neck that formed the shape of a left hand.

	A murder investigation was launched, but nobody was ever arrested.  The only clue they had to go on, other than the palm-print on Michael’s neck, was a piece of notepad paper from the hospital nightstand with three words scrawled on it: “Daniel is free.”

	



	E is for Echo
Tobias Wade
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There’s a lot of people who think death is the end. They think we vanish without a trace, leaving nothing but a rotting corpse that has as much to do with who we were as the molding shirt we were wearing. Those people have never heard the echo of the dead. The last thought someone ever had before they die, that stays rooted to the place almost like a tree planted in their honor.

	‘It’s getting dark…’ I hear that one a lot. Or ‘I wonder if she’ll miss me’, or ‘Take me home, God’, or things of that nature. I don’t know how it works, but ever since my little brother’s death when I was young, I’ve started hearing the echo of all the people who have died in any given location.

	That’s why I’ll never set foot in a hospital. My mom tried to take me for a sprained wrist once, but I couldn’t get within a hundred feet of the place before thousands of whispered echoes started flooding my mind. I couldn’t take it—I just bolted the second I got out of the car.

	Later a therapist told me that I was suffering PTSD after what happened to my brother, but I never believed it. The echoes are too real. Too close. And I hear them wherever I go.

	You’d be amazed at how many people have died in the most innocuous places. I can hear the whispers in the park where some geezer must have keeled over from a heart-attack or something. Sometimes there are muted screams along the highway or at sharp turns in the road. Even the coffee shop at the end of my street has an echo of: ‘The ambulance should have been here by now…’

	…and then there was Ferryman’s Lake. This was years later when I was a senior in high-school. The whole class had agreed to go to this remote lake for ditch-day at the end of the year. The atmosphere was electric: music blasting in the cars, beers in the trunk, and that desperate, almost maniacal energy of anticipation tinged with heavy goodbyes.

	But I could hear the whispers long before we arrived. I didn’t want to be the weird kid that day. I just wanted to be normal and celebrate with my friends. I tried my best not to listen—I’d gotten pretty good at tuning it out—but this time was different.

	These whispers weren’t nostalgic musings. They weren’t profound or contemplative or sad. There was nothing but absolute, mind-numbing terror, and it kept getting louder as we approached the lake.

	“You feeling okay?” 

	Jessica, the kind of girl who makes smart men do stupid things, asked me as we parked.

	“Of course. Just tired of the drive,” I lied. I think she said something else too, but I couldn’t even hear her over the echoed screaming. It was the loudest I’ve ever heard—even louder than the hospital. This close I could finally start to distinguish some words, too.

	‘Did something touch my leg?’

	‘What the fuck is that thing?’

	The five other cars had all parked on the graveled shore. My classmates were unloading picnic baskets and stereos. I sat in the car, completely frozen by the tumult of madding echoes.

	‘I can’t breathe!’

	‘Get out of the water! Get out get out!’

	“You getting out, or what?”

	Jessica again. I had to stare at her lips to understand what she was saying over the roar in my head. She met my gaze while she casually stripped her t-shirt to reveal a well-employed bikini top. Then the flash of a smile I couldn’t return. I nodded through the numbness, climbing out of the car to gaze at the calm blue water.

	Not a ripple disturbed the tranquil mask. Not a hint of what could be under there. A ferry was tied up along the bank with a cobblestone cottage nearby. A few of the kids were already beginning to investigate.

	“Don’t go…” I couldn’t tell whether a whisper or a shout escaped my lips, but Derek, one of the guys hauling beer out of the trunk, was the only one who seemed to hear.

	“What’s the matter? You’re not afraid of the water, are you?”

	He must have said it loudly for me to be able to hear it so clearly. Jessica was already ankle deep in the water, but she glanced back. Her smile wasn’t for me anymore—it was tinged with the hint of mockery. Everyone would be laughing if they knew what was really going on in my head.

	“What are you idiots doing? Get out, get out!”

	Someone else had saved me from having to say it though. An old man, more beard than face, was standing in the doorway of the stone house.

	One of the kids said something, but I couldn’t hear it over the incessant echoed screams. I forced myself to get closer.

	“Legend has it that something lives in the water near this shore,” the old man replied loudly.

	Everyone was out of the cars now—twenty-six kids in total, all gathering around the stone cottage.

	“Something that has hidden since before mankind first walked the Earth,” the old man was saying. “Something that strikes once without warning, and once is all it ever needs. Of course if you prefer, you can fork over five bucks each and I’ll sail you to safety on the other side.”

	“What’s to stop the monster swimming over there?” Jessica asked. She was still smiling—I could tell she wasn’t buying it. No-one was.

	“Too shallow for it,” the old man grunted. “100 bucks for the lot of you, special price. Better safe than sorry.”

	“No way, I want to see the monster!” Derek said.

	He was almost up to his waist now, smacking the still water to send ripples echoing into the deep. Several other kids were starting to follow his lead.

	“We should do it,” I announced loudly, straining to keep my voice calm. “Hey look, I’ll pay for it, okay? The ferry will be fun.”

	There were so many eyes on me while I fished out a brand new 100 that I got as a graduation present. So much for being normal, but at least I could live with myself this way. The old man snapped the money out of my hand before I could even extend my arm.

	“Smart boy, smart boy.” He winked, his eye glittering with sly recognition. “All aboard, don’t be shy. Bags and heavy stuff go in the middle.”

	I avoided eye contact while boarding. For a terrible second I looked behind me and saw I was the only one. The people in the water or those already setting up their stuff on the shore were obviously reluctant. They all looked back and forth at each other, trying to read the invisible will of the group.

	“Last one is going to work at fast food for life,” Jessica shouted, flinging her backpack into the middle of the ferry. She gave me a quizzical smirk and mouthed the words: you owe me. If only she knew how much. Soon her friends were following her, and a moment later the whole senior class was converging on the boarding plank.

	I was hoping the echoes would disperse as we got past the shore. They didn’t. Dozens of unique voices soon became hundreds as we approached the center of the lake. Echoes rebounding off echoes, reverberating and growing, flowing and slithering into my head like persistent intrusive thoughts. Cries for help, screams of pain, or just the animalistic bellow from the minds utterly devoured by fear.

	The ferryman didn't mention the monster again—it was all tourist trivia and blithering about the local plants and animals. He kept looking at me and grinning though, his discolored motley of teeth appearing almost feral at times. The further we went, the more excited he grew, spewing spittle into his beard with every-other explosive word or declaration.

	The continual pounding of sound was making me nauseous. I just closed my eyes and waited for it to be over. I tried not to think about what might be in the water. There were so many voices that I had trouble keeping them straight, but I made a game out of trying to untangle them. Even so, it took several minutes of concentration before this came to the surface:

	I never should have trusted the old man.

	It sounded like a young boy, around 12, no older than my brother was when he died. I glanced at the ferryman who was leaning against the wheel, staring wistfully at us all. No-one was paying him any attention anymore. Not even when his pale tongue flicked greedily over his lips.

	The old man flipped something and the motor gave out. He stretched luxuriously in the sun before making his way to the railing.

	“This is a good place to take a dip if anyone wants to swim,” he called out. “Real shallow here, and if you’re lucky you’ll see some turtles.”

	“You sure it’s safe?” someone asked.

	“I’ll prove it!” Flash goes the feral grin. Several people laughed and gasped as the old man clamored up onto the railing, launching himself into a graceful dive and vanishing with barely a ripple. Other people would be jumping in any second, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. I closed my eyes again, sifting through the mounting pressure of echoes…

	‘Where’d the ferryman go?’

	‘He’s not human...’

	‘Get back to the boat!’

	I opened my eyes again. There was a loud splash and the cheer of laughter which accompanied someone tumbling into the water. I was out of time. I leapt behind the wheel, turning the key and stirring the engine back to life. People were shouting, but I didn’t care. It didn’t matter who was already in the water—every instinct was screaming for me to just save as many as I could.

	The controls were intuitive enough, and I pushed the lever full throttle. We were accelerating quickly—faster than I thought we would. The laughter around me was turning to distress, but I was ready to fight anyone who tried to stop me.

	No-one had time though. We were moving for less than ten seconds before something exploded out of the water behind us. By the time I looked back, it was already gone. All I could see was a massive misshapen shadow underneath the surface, twisting and morphing and growing by the second.

	‘He’s not human. Then what the fuck is he?!’

	There wasn’t time to find out. Real screams were starting to mix with the echoes now.

	“What are you doing?! Jessica and the old dude are still in the water!”

	Why her, of all people? Was it some kind of cosmic joke that made her jump in first? No, that’s just who she was. She was a brave and enthusiastic leader, and it was going to get her killed.

	I slid the throttle down, and the ferry slowed. Going on without her didn’t even register to me as a choice.. But there was nothing I could do. Her head bobbed under as soon as the black shadow drew near. There was a flash of scaly skin above the water, then a brief glimpse of Jessica’s fingers clawing for the surface. Everyone on the boat was shouting, but soon they were going to just be echoes, too.

	The churning water bubbled red, and I shoved the throttle forward again. The shadow was moving toward the boat, gliding directly under us. Louder than the echoes, louder than the thrashing water or the shouting kids, there was one more voice which joined the haunting chorus of the lake that day:

	‘Don’t wait for me’

	And I didn’t. I should have done more, said more, while I still had the chance. But I didn’t. And now it’s too late forever, and I’m so, so sorry…

	I think I’m the only one of us who keeps returning to that lake. I don’t go in the water, but if I close my eyes and concentrate, sometimes I can still make out her pale voice peeking shyly from the wall of noise. Don’t wait for me.

	I know she’s right, but I’m still here waiting because, in the end, an echo is all that will remain.

	


F is for Formaldehyde
Kyle Alexander
 

	The management team of my apartment complex are completely incompetent. I’ve complained for god knows how long about my next door neighbor’s disgusting smoking habits. There’s three of them, and I can’t stand any of those self-righteous bastards. It’s infuriating how they don’t even feel guilty about the matter at hand.

	I live on the third floor of a run-down apartment building in the northern part of the United States. Recently, we’ve had some new neighbors move into the unit 330F. Our building is the exact same on each floor, and the walls and floors are practically paper thin. Although it is cheap, this place is definitely not the most pleasant. Some tenants are completely inconsiderate; they’re noisy, cook terrible-smelling food that stinks up the entire floor’s hallway, vandalize the elevators, and park in the lot like the lines are optional. But nothing compares to the new occupants of apartment 330F.

	I wish I could say I’ve been able to bring some change here, but I haven’t. Management doesn’t seem to care at all about any of our complaints against them. They’re noisy, they’re constantly smoking, they intimidate the other residents... It’s gotten so bad at times I could even smell the disgusting cigarette smoke seeping through my walls. And itt keeps me up at night. They party until the early hours the morning: screaming, shouting, drinking, blasting music, all of the above. Yes, I’ve called the police, but it’s not like they cared much either.

	I’ve attempted to confront them and gotten nothing in return other than violent threats and a bit of abdominal bruising. I was worried when I heard Mary – the woman that lived in the unit directly above them – complaining about the horrible odor that would rise into her apartment. I was rushing up the stairs as I heard their voices rise. They were standing at the doorway leading to their floor:

	“Why don’t you mind your own business you ratty old cunt.”

	Those were the only words I heard before they passed through the doorway and stomped toward their apartment. A trail of stale cigarette smoke lingered in the air. Mary stood there, sobbing, backed into the corner. I walked her back to her apartment and reminded her I’d come by at the end of the week to drop her off at bingo. That was the last time I’d hear from her.

	When Friday came I arrived at her door and waited patiently for her to answer – but there was no response. After knocking several times and waiting for over 15 minutes, I assumed I wasn’t needed. That was unusual for her. Mary had always been a very prompt person; she was always grateful for my assistance and would often bring me baked goods out of appreciation. I eventually grew suspicious.

	For days after I’d watch them, wondering if maybe those thugs had something to do with her absence. In between the spying, I’d often return to Mary’s door – still no response. My suspicions evolved into worry.

	The smoking had become intolerable. The hallways, the stairwell, even Mary’s entire floor had a foggy haze that clouded the entire building. I found it difficult to breathe. My window - even in the cold November air - remained open at all times. A fan set to the highest level would rest on the windowsill to help circulate clean air into my apartment. I’d wake up in the morning with a sore throat, my eyes would burn, and my lungs felt like they were struggling to continue. I have no idea how anyone could live like this.

	The notice on Mary’s door threw me into a panic.

	3 DAY NOTICE: PAY OR VACATE

	Mary was late on rent. She was never late. She told me she lived in that building for 15 years and didn’t plan on moving just because of some inconsiderate punks.

	My blood boiled every time I’d hear their obnoxious laughter in the halls. I’d see red every time I heard the sound of shattering glass coming from their apartment, followed by a barrage of swearing and a violent tantrum. . Every 7 minutes I could hear the flicking of a lighter, like clockwork. Those guys must’ve smoked a dozen packs a day collectively. How any human could sustain life while consistently poisoning themselves was beyond my comprehension. And the worst of it all, I knew they did something to that poor old woman.

	It wasn’t long before I woke to a ruckus stirring in the building. Colored lights filled my room, they came from the street below and shined in through my open window. I had prayed it was the police coming for those fucking thugs next door. I cracked open my front door, only to find nothing going on in the hall, but the voices were clearer. I followed them up and onto the floor above. It was nearly impossible to see from all of the smoke that clouded the hallway. My heart sank when I saw which door was wide open, and a stretcher being wheeled out into the hall.

	Word got around, the men hadn’t physically harmed her. Mary died in her apartment from asphyxiation. Her body sat there, alone, for 26 days before the landlord finally came with the police to evict her. That’s when they found the body. Normally, it would’ve taken a lot sooner to identify the smell of a rotting corpse in such a poorly ventilated building, but apparently the high levels of formaldehyde of the cigarette smoke and cold air had preserved her body enough to slow the decomposition. I could imagine that the smell of smoke didn’t make it very easy to notice things either.

	It’s a sad story. A lot of people moved out after the whole ordeal. There were families that lived there, people who had stayed in that building the majority of their lives, even their entire lives for some children. This left a lot of vacancies, but one particularly caught my interest, and I acted upon it. Apartment 230, directly below those dicks. The funny thing is that they were served no justice for what they had caused. Even worse that they didn’t show any sign of remorse. Although they’re terrible to have as neighbors above, I feel like it won’t be for long, as I have taken up a new habit. Hopefully it’ll kill them before it kills me.

	 


G is for Gang
Grant Butler
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Malls. The heart of any community is it's shopping mall; it reflects the pulse of the area. By that definition, my hometown of Pinewood, Pennsylvania has all but flatlined.

	Around here we have the Pine Grove Mall. Less than 20 years ago, Pine Grove was hopping. Everyone in the county would shop here. Restaurants would spring up like weeds and would grow just as fast. But that is just a dim memory now.

	People younger than I am only know Pine Grove as an abandoned old cluster of buildings with a thick layer of graffiti painted across dull grey walls. It could easily be a set background for The Walking Dead or something. Sadly, I'm not sure a zombie apocalypse would look much different. The people around here have gone the same way as the mall; from bright and exuberant to dull, lifeless, and bleak. Heroin is absurdly commonplace here. I swear, the only people making any big money around here anymore are the dealers.

	Which was how I found myself at the old Mall last week. Being one of the town's sheriff’s deputies means I know this town like the back of my hand. We'd been getting steady reports from locals about weird activity at the mall. Nothing new there. Kids loved to sneak in there on dares and to drink, smoke, get to second base, the usual. We usually took these reports with a grain of salt, but lately there had been more calls than usual, so we were obliged to look into it.

	Walking up to the entrance, my breath came out in a cloud. Time to be on the lookout, because odds were good that there was probably some homeless guy in there or something. There is something inherently unsettling about abandoned public buildings. Perhaps it's because you can't help but imagine them bustling with visitors, you can sometimes feel the hustle and bustle of the past. But then you see the reality and it doesn't look natural.

	Walking to the padlocked front double door, I got a closer look at the graffiti on the door. Even if I hated the sight of it, I couldn't deny some of it was impressive. There was something inherently captivating about its raw pain, it just screamed out at the observer.

	After unwinding the chain and padlock, the front doors whined slightly as I opened them as quietly as I could. Stepping onto the cracked glazed floor of the entryway, I caught the damp bitter smell of mold invading the area, the scent mingling with that still-lingering department store smell. That synthetic smell you automatically associate with corporate retail. Taking great care to shut the door partially behind me, I slowly crept inside, my narrow flashlight dancing on the surfaces ahead of me. It felt far chillier in here today. I didn't like being there. Not one bit.

	The Pine Grove Mall had two levels. One was the entryway floor, which was technically the building's second level. From the outside, you could see how the place was built on a quarry. Once inside, visitors could descend via escalator or elevator to the ground floor. Taking great care not to stumble on the escalator steps, I descended down onto the ground floor. It was filthy down here. Garbage strewn everywhere you looked. The only light beside my flashlight was from the occasional skylight above.

	Putting one hand on my gun in case I needed to protect myself, I walked forward. The air felt different here, denser. Every step I took forward, I felt like there were shadows moving on the walls. But every time I looked, there was nothing. I scanned the place, and repressed that voice in the back of my head that told me to get out.  No homeless anywhere. All around me, the old vendors and stores were silent. I was just about to turn around and go back when I smelled it.

	A faint smell of smoke coming from what used to be Sears. I felt the hair stand up on the back of my neck. The old saying never felt more real; there was smoke, so there had to be fire. Turning off my flashlight, I crept around, taking great care to look around corners. Nothing. But I realized that the smoke was coming from the basement. Drawing in a deep breath, I silently walked down the stairs. The smoke thickened as I went down.

	Most of the time, fire is a pleasant smell. Something about it is natural, inherently cleansing and earthy. This was anything but. It had a bitter, angry tinge to it. Sort of like how chemically induced fires smell different. The smell was noxious and heavy. Great, that meant whoever was down here was probably burning something they shouldn't. Fucking meth heads. Doing my best to control the tightening in my chest, I inched forward. As I approached the door to the basement, I could see the outlines of a fire through a crack in the door.

	This was no small time drug deal, at least not one that I had ever seen. Peering through a small hole in the wall a few feet away, I could make out the shape of at least five figures. I had no idea what they were doing, but I knew it wasn't good. People making meth was looking pretty good compared to whatever the fuck this was.

	There were five people that I could see, each tall and lean in build. Also identical was their attire; black hooded jackets, black pants, and masks. The masks were those cheap costume store ones; milk white and expressionless. Just remembering them now gives me the creeps. I crouched there, simultaneously transfixed and alarmed by the sight. I could hear faint murmuring coming from the room, but I couldn't make out any actual words. It was driving me crazy that I couldn't see what exactly they were doing.

	The only other thing in the room seemed to be medium-sized crates, stacked against the far side of the wall. I felt like I was a kid again, secretly watching adults doing something that I didn't understand, but I knew wasn't good.

	Right then, I heard the sounds of scuttling from behind me. Even now, I am amazed I didn't yell out at that moment. With a rapid glance behind me, I saw it was a rat. My hand tightly gripping the butt of my gun, I forced myself to calm down a bit. I didn't know what to do. I was hoping that they wouldn't hear it and investigate. Fortunately, they didn't seem to notice.

	A few moments later, I saw something. In the glint from the fire, I noticed one of them was wearing a ring. A gold ring with a sapphire in the center, a custom job. I know because I'd seen it before. It was typically worn on the finger of Seth Lang; one of the towns more prominent citizens, a member of city council and one of the town's few people of means left. Looking at the figure now, I could see he had a similar build to Mr. Lang.

	Want to know what the most disturbing thing of all was? I wasn't even surprised. In a place like Pinewood, gossip tends to spread quicker than a forest fire, and the gossip about Lang wasn't flattering. I had never met the guy myself, but I knew people who had, and they all told me the same thing. He always made them feel uneasy. Seeing this, I now knew what they meant. Believe me, I have seen more than my fair share of bad.

	But this was different. I don't think I have ever felt so small before. Whatever this was, it wasn't good, and smelling whatever that was they were burning had begun to sting my nose. Perhaps it was drug related after all. Either way, it was time to make my leave.

	Every move I took made me hold my breath. I desperately hoped that I wouldn't be seen or heard. Part of me didn't want to take my eyes off the door as I left, so I did my best to look back and forth repeatedly.

	The air got mercifully clearer with each step I took. Internally, I was screaming “Get the hell out of here!” But fortunately, I was still in work mode and I knew I had to keep my head and stay quiet. No use running if it got me shot. Or worse.

	I didn't know how many of them were here, so best to stay incognito. I felt even more terrified than when I first arrived. Every shadow I passed, I thought I could see the shape of the blank white mask lumbering towards me in the darkness. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, I made it to the door I came in through. Casting a glance over my shoulder to make sure the coast was clear, I stepped into the cold night air. I had no idea what to do.

	As I walked back to my car, I couldn't believe I actually saw that; whatever ‘that’ was. t was at that point when I suddenly felt the most fear. Something about the wide open space and the dim streetlights made me feel exposed. Every step made me think that it might be my last before someone or something jumped me. When I finally got back safely in my car, I’ve never been so relieved. I felt like I was on the run from a rabid dog; something just aching to rip me to bits.

	Shoving my key into the ignition, I hastily started my car. I took care to get out of there quickly, but not so much that I made a bunch of noise. Looking around myself on every side, I assured myself I was still alone.

	“Calm down,” I told myself out loud in the solitude of my car. But as you might imagine, that was easier said than done in this case. From a professional standpoint, I had nothing to report that was illegal. At best, all I saw was loitering or trespassing, with no way to know who it was for sure. But that was my head talking. My instinct was screaming “Shady!” over and over.

	This was the worst part of my job. When I knew something was up, but there was nothing I could do about it but wait. Backup was a no go either. By the time they got here, whoever was down there might be gone. I decided that last word sounded amazing, so I kept on driving.

	When I got home, I felt the crushing silence of my empty house. The sound had never before sounded so real; like a state of existence. Out of paranoia, I peered through my window blinds every few moments, only to find nothing there. Keeping my weapon handy, I went to bed. But sleep was not to be had, as I spent the rest of the night staring up at my ceiling fan.

	After dragging myself out of bed a few hours later, I went back to work like I would normally. I felt simultaneously exhausted and wired. After sitting down at my desk with a massive coffee, I began to fill out some routine paperwork. As usual, the scent of stale Chinese food lingered in the air. I decided to file paperwork saying that I had seen nothing at the abandoned mall. But that was a task for the end of the day. I was at work for about two hours when my boss called me into his office.

	“Adam, I need you for a second,” Sheriff Hammond summoned me in his low, gruff voice. I always admired the man, because despite his job, I had yet to hear him raise his voice at anyone. He was a tall, slight man, with piercing black eyes. Being a former sergeant in the Marine Corps, no one in town would dare mess with the guy. The fact that he was my boss was one of the few things that helped me stay calm. I was at the safest place in town here.

	“Yes Sheriff?” I stood in front of his desk expectantly as he reclined casually in his chair with his feet up on the messy surface.

	“The anniversary of the town's founding is coming up and they are having the usual shindig. Was wondering if you'd mind working the street festival.”

	“Sure thing, no problem boss.”

	“Good man. Oh, and by the way; what happened last night?” I froze on the spot, unsure of what to say. I could lie about what happened to anyone else in town, but not the Sheriff. I swear, the man could smell a lie quicker than a snake smells prey.

	“Well Sheriff,” I began hesitantly. “I don't know what exactly I saw.” He took his feet off the desk and was studying me. “All I know is it looked creepy as hell.”

	“You saw those bastards too huh?” he asked as if it were the most routine thing in the world. I could feel my jaw drop as I just stared at him. But that was the typical Jake Hammond. The man didn't flinch at anything.

	“How did you--,” but he interrupted me.

	“My boy, I know this place like the back of my hand. There are a lot of shady things that go on here that I know of, but for a lot of reasons, I can't do anything about. It's not that I'm afraid. Not by a long shot. It's because I know who and what I'm up against. A lot of boys over the years have taken calls just like that one. Most never return. Know why?”

	“No,” I couldn't believe it was possible, but I felt even more afraid than last night.

	“Because those mask-wearing assholes always get them. Not with bullets. Well, most of the time they don't. No, they use something more dangerous; bribes. Drugs, money, women, booze, whatever. Know what happens once they turn them?”

	“No,”

	“They put them to use. For something. Occasionally it's just to look the other way on something. Other times, well, let's just say there's a reason why turnover here is so high. Every time there is a call out to that place, I keep a close eye on whoever goes out and how they act after. You, my boy, are different than the rest. You know it's bad news. So tell me, who do you think was there?”

	“I think one was Seth Lang.”

	“Good man. Lang is the ringleader. Slimy little prick. Had my eye on him for quite a while now. He's dirty.”

	“What exactly is it they do?” The Sheriff exhaled as he ran his hand over his bald head.

	“A few things. They do your typical small time drug deals on occasion. But that's not what keeps me up at night. No, they tend to use drugs as a means to control their merchandise. The merchandise being people. Women usually, but they are equal opportunity lowlifes if the demand is there.”

	“Human traffickers?”

	“Bingo. Area's been a hot zone for the last few years. Ever since they did all that construction on the highways and whatever, this place is an ideal midway point. Crime is like real estate, location is everything. Oh, and with the number of people dropping dead from heroin around here, there are plenty of bodies that go missing. Hell, the coroner sometimes runs out of freezer space, and most of the time no one claims them anyway. So there's another business opportunity. Someone needs a kidney, no problem. Just get off on what used to be old Highway 26 and you're in business.”

	“So what do we do?” I had no idea where he was going with this.

	“Don't you worry about a thing my boy. I've been planning what to do for a long time. I just needed someone I could trust as my backup. All I need you to do is man the office when I say so and that's it.”

	“That's it?” I couldn't believe that was all.

	“Yup. Believe me, old Seth has a lot of enemies. Powerful enemies. They've been waiting to crack down on him and his associates and now they'll have their chance. So, all I need you to do is run the office tomorrow and it will be done.” I nodded and agreed that I would.

	I spent the rest of the day in a haze, but the following day I did just as he asked. It seemed to be just another day to me. The entire time I was there I tried to stay calm, but inside I kept wondering  - what he was doing? Time seemed to drag painfully by. As the sun was setting, the Sheriff came back and offered me a nod.

	“Keep an eye on the news. Good work son.” He gave me a pat on the back. It was oddly comforting. The man had never done that before.

	The next couple of days I was on edge as I watched the news. But nothing caught my eye until yesterday. My heart dropped into my stomach as I saw Seth Lang being dragged away in cuffs, the local anchor giving some commentary about being indicted for racketeering and similar charges. But it was what I saw next that I couldn't believe. The person who was being taken in right alongside Seth. A tall, slender guy with a buzz cut, about my age . His name was Terry. I had seen his picture a million times; most recently in a frame on his father's desk where I sat  less than a week ago.
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	Through the darkness of the waste system, through the stench of stagnant water and rotting trash, Minister Meisberger, my family’s spiritual leader and savior, led us to God’s Chamber.

	Barb had vomited twice to the disdain and disgust of the Minister. My parents reprimanded her for lacking respect and control over her faculties. I had vomited too but swallowed it to avoid punishment. Each time Barb vomited, Mom slapped her across the face and told her to get herself together. She had already taken too much time away from our tight schedule.

	God was returning to Earth. Only the most devout servants could enter God’s Chamber and being late would have surely penalized our chances at being allowed inside. Making the Minister late to such an earth-shattering event would earn us the ire of the entire Congregation. We could have been expulsed. I couldn’t begin to imagine what would have happened if Mom and Dad were kicked out of the Congregation. I feared for our safety. More for Barb’s than my own.

	Our family was not originally from the city. We were forced to move here when Dad’s job transferred him from a small Midwestern town to their main headquarters. My parents had not wanted to come to the city. Their whole lives, Mom and Dad were devout followers of Christ. Their social circles and spiritual well-being revolved around their church. Being pulled away from this and thrust into a whole new environment was a death sentence to them.

	Faced with no other choice, they rented a small apartment in the city  Dad swore it was temporary, and so they barely made an effort to decorate or make the place feel like a home. After a year in his current position, he would request a transfer elsewhere. Far away from the city. Closer to like-minded folks.

	To them, cities were havens for the godless, liberal-thinking heathens. Those who supported rampant fornication of the youth by providing birth control and condoms. Those people who tolerated and even accepted the abomination of men fornicating with men! Women with women! Those who would accept their diabolical lifestyles of debauchery. Illegal immigrants dealing drugs and seeking to rape and pillage! Prostitution! Makers of pornography! Modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah. You name it, the cities supplied these sins in spades. My parents were closed-minded bigots and I hated them for thinking like this.

	Most importantly, they didn’t want Barb and I to fall into the temptation these places provided. They made it their mission to find the most traditional, hard-lined, and conservative place of worship the city could provide. Jumping from church to church, they could not find this place until Minister Meisberger approached them outside on the steps of a church they’d just attended. The Minister invited them to a special meeting at the community center, promising to bring them the closest to God anyone on Earth could ever get..

	They attended several meetings with the Minister and joined Meisberger’s church with a renewed religious enthusiasm. Meisberger’s word became the law in our home and in our lives.

	Major changes were made in our household. All colored clothing was to be removed from the home; only black clothes were allowed. Colored clothing was the uniform of the ‘Unwashed’. To stand out was sinful. Black was a reflection of the darkness in man’s soul.

	Our televisions, computers, and electronic devices were sold off. These tools of sin were used to spread misinformation, propaganda, and entice deadly sins by providing easy access to online shopping, gambling, and pornography.

	Barb and I were pulled from school. Schools were the breeding grounds to spread the agenda of the Unwashed. Other children living in sin would influence us to sin with them. Our teachers would instruct on blasphemies and profanities spread under the name of science. Our education was now in the hands of our parents who taught us from a curriculum approved and created by Meisberger, based upon his religious teachings.

	As you can imagine, Barb and I were not thrilled with the major changes in our lives. I refused to give up my television and Xbox, my tablet and computer. Everything I owned that once provided me with happiness, entertainment, or social interaction was taken. The only form of entertainment we were allowed was a copy of Meisberger’s Bible. My protest over the loss of my stuff was met with a firm slap across the face from my father, a man who had never raised his hand to me before in his life.

	It didn’t hurt so much as it surprised, shocked, and embarrassed me. It stung not only on the physical level. It hurt my soul. Overnight, the man who I respected and loved become a man I feared and loathed. .

	Barb had a much rougher time getting accustomed to our new lifestyle. She missed her friends and often snuck out of the house to visit with them. She would return with contraband books and an iPod Nano she could hide easily. Mom and Dad would be asleep when she left and when she returned. Her nightly excursions went without issue for a while, until she pushed her luck too much and was caught.

	Barb came home to find herself face to face with my mother who'd gotten up for a glass of water. Mom woke Dad, and the first of many explosive arguments began. It awoke me from my sleep and I crawled out of bed to see what was happening. Barb roared at them, calling them religious zealots, and told them Meisberger was ruining our lives.

	At the mention of Meisberger’s name, Dad reeled his hand back and smacked Barb across the mouth even harder than he had hit me. Barb fell backwards across the kitchen and hit the tiles with a thud. She held the side of her face. Her eyes were wide, and her jaw dropped in shock. I could relate well to the feeling. Without another word, Barb charged into her bedroom and slammed the door shut behind her.

	Her blasphemous items were later discovered when Mom went through her room. She hadn’t come home for days and my parents were furious with her. The day she returned, Barb was obviously under the influence of alcohol and raged against my parent’s mistreatment once more. This time Mom dealt the punishment. She rained down blows on Barb’s head with opened hands and closed fists alike. Barb curled up into a ball as the blows continued. Barb threatened to go to the police. This is where my father, who had been watching, truly lost his mind.

	To invite a contrarian authority to the Congregation into a man’s home or business was a major sin. The Man was the leader of the home and the only one allowed to interact with the outside world. God created Man to rule the home and lead the family. Man was strong, resilient, and the rightful disciplinarian. Woman was to bare as many children to Man as possible, raise those children, and maintain the household.

	Mom reacted to Barb’s threat by really hurting her. Mom kicked at her. Barb instinctively reached out and pushed our mother into the wall, then made an attempt to escape. Dad caught her before she could reach the stairway. Barb howled and screamed for help. Some neighbors came out of their apartments to see what was happening. They were Hispanic, or some other type of non-English speakers. Dad told them she was trying to run away, and it was a good enough an excuse for them to let it go. It was a family spat, nothing new in a big city. Someone screaming, yelling, and carrying on like a crazy person was par for the course.

	Dad dragged Barb by the hair back into the apartment. He tossed her through her bedroom door and closed it behind him. He called out for me to get his toolbox and I complied, not wanting to incur my parent’s wrath. Dad installed a lock on the outside of her door and trapped her inside.

	Barb was a prisoner in her bedroom. Mom gave her a bucket to pass her excrement and urine. She was fed twice a day and given a bottle of water to sustain herself. When she began screaming, Dad put his foot down. He grabbed my arm, shuffled me to Barb’s bedroom, and told her that if she didn’t calm down, her punishments would now be inflicted upon me.

	To prove his point, Dad twisted my arm until I was begging him to release me. Barb’s reply was nothing short of a disaster.

	FUCK YOU!, she seethed through her teeth and flung a plate of food at my father’s face, hitting him in the mouth. The plate crashed to the floor shattering and sending food everywhere. I only caught a glimpse of Dad’s face before running for cover.

	He burst into her bedroom and slammed the door behind him, shaking the apartment. But even through the door I could still hear the sound of his slaps and punches hitting flesh. The louder Barb cried out, the harder the beatings got, until finally she went silent. Mom entered the room and escorted Dad out. There was blood on his knuckles and on his face. Barb was laid out across her bed. Her nose was bleeding. Her face was red and welted. Her lips were puffed, cracked, and bloodied. She wept, sobbing silently.

	Everything settled down after that. Barb, fearing her punishments would be dealt upon the both of us, went along with her chores, Mom’s spiritual lectures, and prayers. She shambled expressionless through it all, dead inside, resigned to her fate.

	She confined herself in her room, preferring the isolation. I did the same. Our house was quiet all the time, now. While Dad was at work, Mom focused on her religious studies and teaching us our lessons. It was the most miserable experience in my life, but I was too afraid to stand up for Barb and I. Dad’s anger and fury was not something I wanted to experience again.

	Two weeks after the blow up, my parents told us we would be moving to join the rest of the Congregation. Barb tried to hide her reaction to the announcement. Tears and the defeated look on her face couldn’t hide her feelings. Within the week, Meisberger came to our home and my parents handed him over a check for their life savings. He shook Dad’s hand and nodded his approval to my mother (There was no male/female touching allowed). He thanked them for their tithe and promised that their donation would reserve a place for our family at their Congregation’s living quarters and a “seat at the right hand of God’s dinner table in the Grand Kingdom of Heaven for the Feast of One Thousand Souls”. Bidding them farewell, he told us to await his phone call while preparations were made.

	One more week passed before the call came. God had blessed Meisberger with a vision of the Congregation entering God’s Chamber. We were told to dress in our best clothes and to meet with him at a certain address exactly one hour before midnight. My parents were giddy with excitement and expected us to join in their celebration. Barb plastered a fake smile across her face and excused herself to the bathroom. All her “joy” had overwhelmed her.

	We had a traditional meal of white rice, baked potatoes, and grilled chicken. Bland food to not entice us into gluttony. Before the meal had finished, Dad handed Barb a pill and demanded she swallow it. He said the Minister ordered it.

	She couldn’t hide her quivering lips and shaking hands. Thick, watery tears slipped down the sides of her cheeks. She shook her head and begged our father for mercy. He gave her a look. It simultaneously terrified her and subdued her into obedience. Barb swallowed the pill. Mom forced her to open her mouth and show her she’d swallowed it.

	An hour later, Barb was completely out of it. She slurred her words and had issues with knowing what was happening. Mom told her it was normal and not to worry. Barb fell asleep in her chair and Dad said it was time to leave. He hoisted her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and carried her out of the apartment. Her limbs dangled over his shoulder limply. She looked dead except for the uncomfortable twitching of her face. We got inthe elevator and went down to the parking garage.

	Following the Minister’s directions, we drove out of town to the meeting location in the suburbs. Barb was muttering in the backseat, half conscious. ‘Police’, ‘cult’, and ‘scared’ were the only words I could make out. Fearing for her safety (and mine) I asked my parents to explain the passages of the ‘Oscuro Perpetua’. Dad told me about the Second Coming of Christ and the events of the Book of Revelations. That the wicked would be punished with the Second Death. He continued onward explaining. I wasn’t paying attention. I was consumed with thoughts of escape attempts. Flagging down strangers for help? An hour before midnight, there weren’t many cars where we were heading. In the city, there had been escape chances earlier at stop lights with people right outside the car doors. But I couldn’t bring myself to abandon Barb; she still wasn’t in her right mind.

	Upon arriving at our destination, Dad parked the car in the lot of what used to be a supermarket. Across the street stood a dilapidated, crumbling building. All the windows were broken, and glass littered the pavement. It looked like it hadn’t been used in years.

	I asked my parents if this is where we were going to be living now. They confirmed this suspicion as we stepped out of the car. Walking Barb with an arm around my shoulder, she was able to stand on her feet with some support. I wanted to protest going into the building. It scared me, and seemed like it could collapse any minute.

	Mom said the Minister purchased the abandoned building from the city. It was to be renovated and made into the headquarters and living area for the Congregation. We were to be officially welcomed into the Congregation. And most importantly, to witness God’s return to Earth. We walked into the dark courtyard and the features of the building became clearer. The square windows were broken and boarded up with plywood. The remains of two metallic chimneys leaned against the wall where they hung by a few pegs. Overall the place was a horrid dump, unfit for human habitation. And this was to become my new home.

	At the front door, my father knocked twice and then another six times. The screeching locks filled the empty silence of the night like a screaming baby. We were the only souls around for miles. No buzzing of the city life. No cars. No people. Nothing. My senses were going into overdrive as each little sound was a new danger coming for us.

	Meisberger greeted us. He wore a priest’s black clergy shirt with a black collar instead of the traditional white along with a black jacket. He apologized for taking so long to open the doors. It was old and needed lubrication. I felt relieved when I saw people standing in the room behind Meisberger. The men stood at one side of the room, the women on the other. Among them were children and teenagers. All were dressed in black. Their faces were lost to me with so many of them staring back.

	“Before we begin our journey to God’s Chamber, I would like to propose a toast,” Meisberger said. If it seemed like a request from the Minister, it was a direct order. A young woman carried a tray of wine to us.

	“I thought... alcohol... was bad?” Barb slurred, recovering from the pill.

	“Blessed with my hand, this is not alcohol to consume for pleasure. This is communion. The blood of our God,” Meisberger responded, agitated with Barb’s questioning. Dad hissed at Barb and raised his hand to hit her. Meisberger placed a hand on Dad’s shoulder and it subdued his anger.

	“Tonight is not the night for violence. Young lady, please don’t take advantage of my kindness,” Meisberger said. “Now if you’ll follow me, the uninitiated must travel a different path. I must guide you through to the other side as your spiritual leader and the Emissary of God Upon the Earth,” the Minister said, guiding us away from the building. We followed Meisberger across the courtyard and to the side of the building. We reached a line of trees and walked into the woods until we got to our destination: the opening of a large sewer pipe.

	This is how we ended up in the sewers and on our way to God’s Chamber.

	After Barb vomited twice, we quickened our pace until we reached an intersection of tunnels. Meisberger turned to the left. Thirteen lit candles on each side of the tunnel marked the doorway.

	“God’s Chamber!” Meisberger said aloud and crossed himself. His voice resonated against the walls. “The Twenty-Six Flames represent the tenets of our faith. These are the guiding lights in this savage world of darkness and depravity. So long as the warmth of their light touches you, your soul shall remain pure and worthy of God’s attention and love.”

	“Praise God!” my parents cried out in unison. Barb squeezed my hand, hard.

	“God’s light is touching you,” Meisberger stated. Barb giggled and let out a bellyful of laugher. Hearing it was startling. It felt foreign. She hadn’t laughed or smiled in a long time. It didn’t make sense, especially not then.

	“God isn’t real! You are a liar!” Barb shouted

	“Trust in me for I am the Prophet, the voice of God on this Earth, savior of the Wise Unwashed. Faith in I is faith in God. Rectification 4:8 – Argento the Pontificator,” The Minister quoted.

	Barb released my hand and ran. She disappeared in the darkness of the tunnel. Dad gave chase. The sound of her footsteps splashing in the water sounded further and further away. The second set of splashing followed in a hurry, much faster than Barb’s.

	Dad dragged Barb back to us. He forced her to her knees in front of the Minister. Dad held her while Meisberger shook his head in disappointment.

	“I’m so sorry, my Prophet,” Mom apologized to the Minister. Dad frowned at my mother. Being the one in charge of the children and their spiritual evolution, Barb’s behavior reflected badly upon her, and therefore my father’s house was out of order. The last thing they wanted was for Meisberger to see Barb rebelling against their authority and his. Dad tried to stand her up. Barb remained prone in the watery sewer muck and cried. Mom and Dad shouted at Barb to stand. She defiantly told them to go to Hell and spit at the Minister.

	Meisberger raised a finger to them for silence. Mom and Dad immediately quieted.

	“Your faith is weak, Barbra. Trust in God. Trust in me. Or the Darkness will claim you for its whore! And I will not allow this!” Meisberger said.

	His hand wound back and struck her across the face. The sound reverberated through the tunnel and echoed far away. Barb let out a cry. Dad and Meisberger raised her to her knees.

	“That’s right! I’m a fucking whore! I want all the darkness in the world inside me like a huge cock! I’m a harlot! A dirty fucking cunt!” Barb shrieked. I stood there aghast. I’d never heard her speak this way. It sounded like a wholly different person using my sister’s lips and tongue to speak such foul language.

	“I’m so ashamed,” Mom said covering her embarrassment with her hands.

	“Do not worry, Linda. We shall save your daughter’s soul, whether she likes it or not,” Meisberger said. He went to the door and knocked on it. Two times and then another six. The door opened and a blinding light filled the tunnel. It hurt my eyes and I had to look away. Meisberger called out, “I need four men.”

	Four men came into the sewer and saw Barb in the muck. Without a word, they went to her and picked her up from the ground despite her protests. She kicked, swung her arms, and squirmed. She called out for help and I couldn’t do anything. What could I do against four men, my parents, and the Minister? Their eyes bore into me. Daring me to attempt to help my sister. Like the coward I was, I averted my eyes from what was happening and let it continue.

	The four men dragged my sister into God’s Chamber. The Minister and my parents followed. They left me alone in the tunnel. The sole person left whose loyalty and faith was left in question. It was a test. It had to be. They wanted to see if I would run away. They knew I wouldn’t. I loved my sister too much to leave her to suffer their insults and punishments alone.

	Entering into God’s Chamber, the smell of disgusting sewer trash was replaced with the smell of burning wood and incense. Warmth enveloped me, sending chills all through my body. It felt heavenly. Fire pits burned across the chamber. Worshipers stood at the sides of the fires with their Bibles in hand, praying.

	“Welcome to God’s Chamber,” Meisberger announced at the front of the room. “And a very special welcome to our latest arrivals, the Dayton family.”

	The Congregation responded with murmurs of welcome.

	“We are gathered here in the presence of God, the Prophet, and the Wise Unwashed to baptize the Dayton family into our church,” Meisberger said.

	“Let me go!” Barb pleaded. The Minister turned to one of the men who had dragged Barb into the chamber and nodded to him. The man backhanded her across the mouth. She yelped and went silent once more. Mom and Dad stood front and center at Meisberger’s podium. Complying with the unspoken request, I joined my parents. Mom took my hand into hers and squeezed. I didn’t want to hold her hand. I wanted nothing to do with them.

	In front of the podium, there was a large coffin, resembling an Egyptian sarcophagus. Or at least what I imagined one would look like. The side of it was ornately carved with two angels holding the world on their shoulders. The top was carved into the shape of a man with his arms crossed. An aura emanated around his features.

	“Drew Dayton, Linda Dayton, Barbra Dayton, and Raymond Dayton, step forward and accept the glory, the power, and the enlightenment of God”, Meisberger commanded.

	Dad stepped forward and dropped to his knees. Mom followed and pulled me down with her. Barb was dragged next to me and forced down. My heart broke for her. Meisberger stepped down from his podium and went to my father first.

	“Drew Dayton, do you give yourself and your family to the Prophet and God until the day of your death and beyond?”

	“I, Drew Dayton, give myself and my family to the Prophet and God until the day of my death and beyond,” Dad answered.

	One of the worshipers handed The Minister a bottle of wine. He uncorked it and poured the wine over my father’s head.

	“Will you accept the Blood bond between Man and God?” Meisberger asked.

	“I am one with God,” Dad replied.

	The Minister tipped the bottle into my father’s mouth and he drank. Meiseberger moved to my mother next and performed the same ritual, then came to me next.

	“Raymond Dayton, do you give yourself to the Prophet and God until the day of your death?” Meisberger asked.

	With no other choice available to me, I replied, “I, Raymond Dayton, give myself over to the Prophet and God until the day of my death,” following in line with my father and mother. Meisberger poured the wine over my head. It gave me chills despite its warmth. He lifted my head and poured wine into my mouth. It tasted sour and spoiled, along with something else, with a muted metallic aftertaste. Meisberger then reached out and grabbed my hand. He lifted me to my feet and held my hand in his.

	“The blood of the Prophet and God run through your veins now!” Meisberger yelled throwing both our hands into the air. The Congregation clapped and cheered furiously. Mom and Dad looked pleased with themselves. I hated everyone around me.

	Barb looked like she was going to be sick again. Meisberger noticed her and his expression changed. His eyes went cold against the warmth he’d shown only a moment before. He raised his fist into the air and the chamber went silent. All eyes returned to him once more.

	“Barbra,” the Minister called, filling the chamber with the boom of his voice, “It is time to choose. Would you like to join our family? Do you want to walk in God’s warming light? For the sake of your eternal soul, I do hope you reconsider your position,” Meisberger asked.

	It was at that moment, Barb looked away from the Minister and turned to me. She didn’t ask aloud. She didn’t need to. Her eyes said it all. They begged for an answer. All eyes turned to me then and I realized I had no other choice. I went to my sister, placed a hand upon her shoulder, and told her to join our family. She burst into tears and among the sobs mumbled something  which I couldn’t understand.

	Meisberger came forward and placed his finger under her chin lifting her eyes to meet his gaze.

	“Barbra Dayton, before entering this holy chamber, you confessed your desire to fornicate with the darkness and the Unwashed. By your own admission, you wished to be a whore to the Unwashed and those who walk in the darkness. Do you deny those claims now? Do you choose to walk in the warmth of God’s light?”

	“Yes…,” Barb whimpered.

	“Barbra Dayton, do you give yourself over to the Prophet and God until the day of your death and beyond?”

	“Yes…,” she whimpered again. He poured the remaining wine from the bottle over her head and then placed the lip of the bottle against hers. Barb took the wine into her mouth and spit it out. It sprayed across the Minister’s face and clothing.

	The Congregation gasped collectively.

	“You sick fuck! This is blood!” Barbra shouted at Meisberger. A chill went through me. Meisberger did not react to being spit on. He continued like nothing happened.

	“Dayton family, God has blessed you with his blood as he has blessed the rest of our Congregation. God gives his blessings and demands faith, prayer, and sacrifice in return. Kneel before God and reciprocate his merciful gesture,” Meisberger said.

	Mom and Dad went to the sarcophagus. I followed their lead and kneeled next to them. Barb stayed in place. Meisberger nodded once more to the group of men who came forward to force her to join us.

	“Get the fuck off me!” Barb shouted while being pushed forward. The Minister stood patiently in front of the sarcophagus. Once Barb was in her rightful place, two men held her there. Meisberger gave them a nod, thanking them. In his hand, the Minister held an elaborate jewel-encrusted dagger, stained with blood. My heart pounded in my chest.

	“Drew Dayton, God demands tribute. Serve him as you have sworn,” Meisberger said. He dragged the dagger across his own hand and grimaced. He placed his hand over the mouth of the figure carved on the sarcophagus and dripped blood into it.

	Following the Minister’s actions, Dad swiped the dagger across his palm and fed the sarcophagus. Mom followed next. She let out a cry as she cut her hand open and gave her blood to God. When Mom passed the dagger to me, I felt as if I would lose my nerve. I didn’t know if I could play along with the façade of those religious zealots. My hands trembled at the sight of the blood on the dagger. The handle was slippery with it.

	“Raymond, pay God his respect,” Meisberger urged. His serious, lizard-like face watched my hand intently. With a weapon, I realized I had an opportunity to end this charade and show the Congregation this was no Prophet or Emissary of God. Of course, I’d be killed afterward, or worse. I wondered if it would be worth it, and came to the conclusion it would not. Meisberger may survive the stabbing and it would all be for nothing. Barb would suffer still. It would all be meaningless.

	I swallowed hard, clenched my jaw, and sliced my palm. I approached the burial tomb and placed my hand over the mouth like Mom and Dad had done. Blood spilled inside. Meisberger came and pressed my hand down to cover the figure’s mouth.

	Something inside the sarcophagus touched me. I cried out and tried to pull my hand away. Meisberger held it in place. Whatever laid inside, lapped up the blood from the wound with a slippery cold tongue. It swept over the length of my palm, sucking at the blood with a grotesque slurp. These were the longest seconds of my life. Meisberger released my hand and pointed for me to return to my family.

	“God works in mysterious ways. Ways the Unwashed shall never understand. We, the Faithful, worship a powerful God. A true God. A God of action and love who does not allow for suffering of his flock. Place your faith in God, for all things are possible through him and him alone,” Meisberger said.

	He lifted his hand to the Congregation and showed his palm. The wound had vanished. I looked at my own and saw the unbelievable. My wound was gone too. The Congregation gasped once more, this time in delight. I looked to Barb to see her astonishment matched my own.

	“Barbra Dayton,” Meisberger called out. “God has chosen you for Salvation. You reject his selection. You reject your father’s authority,your mother’s guidance. You commit blasphemy in the presence of God and the Prophet, and resist our efforts to bring you to the light and warmth of God’s eternal glory.”

	The astonishment on Barb’s face vanished. In its place, fear took hold. She trembled and tried to stand. The men continued to hold her down. She squirmed and received another backhand to the chin for her troubles. It dazed her. I could tell she was seeing stars.

	“Perhaps this is why God favors you among us the most. You need God’s love most of all. God has commanded me to bring you closer to his being,” Meisberger announced. He waved a hand to the sarcophagus and the men dragged Barbra forward. She screamed and kicked with the last of her remaining might and spirit. My sister fought and fought. Something I was too cowardly to do myself. I wished I would have fought them too.

	“Honey, don’t resist! God chose you!” Mom encouraged. Dad held Mom in his arms. Tears of happiness streamed down both their faces.

	A set of older women approached the men who held Barb. They yanked and pulled at her clothes. I closed my eyes and covered my ears. It didn’t help drown out the screams and the tearing fabric of her clothing. The crowd surrounding her finished their task easily. She stood before the Congregation naked and pale. I couldn’t stand to look at her.

	Four of the men had peeled off from the group. They went to the sarcophagus and together moved the heavy stone lid to the side. The smell of ancient rot wafted out of the opened tomb. It was like a dead animal left out in the heat. It overpowered the smell of the burning wood and incense. My eyes watered. I gagged.

	Those holding Barb guided her to the sarcophagus. Barb fought them. Where she found the energy, I’ll never know. Amidst her screams, cries, and sobs, she pleaded for me to help her. When she finally reached the sarcophagus and looked inside, the panic in Barb’s eyes burned into my memories. Something broke inside her. The panicked frenzy of her struggle ceased. A far-gone look filled her eyes. Whatever she had seen had forced her to surrender to her fate.

	Meisberger dismissed the men from Barb with a wave of his hand. They released my sister. She stood stupefied at the mouth of the sarcophagus staring down into it.

	“And we commit Barbra Dayton’s body and soul to God for peace everlasting,” Meisberger said. He scooped my sister into his arms like a groom carrying his bride across the threshold. A set of withered old hands reached out from inside the sarcophagus to meet the descending Barb. The Minister set her down into those ancient arms and followed them until they were inside the sarcophagus together. With another wave of his hand, the four men returned to slide the lid back into its rightful place. God’s Chamber fell into silence once more. The Congregation bowed their heads in prayer.

	I expected Barb to scream. To cry out. To give one last shout or sign of distress. There was nothing but the sound of my heart pounding in my ears.

	It was the last time I ever saw my sister.

	Five weeks passed after our inauguration into the Congregation. Every morning started prayer. After breakfast, Meisberger presented us with a lecture on his Bible and then everyone went to the front of the room and slit their palm with a blade. The blood was collected into wine bottles as their sacrifice to God. These wounds did not heal. These were painful and prone to infections. This was common among the Congregation. The wounds would only heal when we went into God’s Chamber to directly deposit our blood into God's mouth.

	Dad quit his job in the city, broke the lease on our old apartment, and moved the few precious belongings Meisberger allowed us to have into the old distillery. Mom was pregnant. I had a new brother or sister on the way. We wouldn’t know anything until the baby was born. Even for emergencies, women were not allowed to see doctors. I hoped the baby would be born healthy, but I didn’t care if Mom lived or died afterward. Same with Dad. I hadn’t spoken to them since the night they abandoned their daughter to be sacrificed to whatever was inside the sarcophagus.

	Living among the Congregation, worship in God’s Chamber was rare. In five weeks, we had only gone there three times to directly give blood. The Congregation was able to access the chamber through a door in the basement. This also provided access to the door leading to the sewer tunnels and the outside world. It was only a matter of gathering the courage and waiting for my chance to escape.

	Five weeks after losing Barb, I gathered the courage to leave and made my move when I was sure it was the right time. Waiting until it was early in the morning, I got out of bed and crept through the men’s living quarters in the dark. I couldn’t risk lighting my candle yet. Once outside the room, at a snail’s pace to ensure no one could hear my footsteps, I went through the distillery until I reached the basement door. Once in the basement, I lit the candle. A knot twisted in my stomach with the memories of Meisberger’s words coming back to me.

	“So long as the warmth of their light touches you, your soul shall remain pure and worthy of God’s attention and love.”

	It was only a matter of getting into God’s Chamber again and past the sewer tunnel door. With no one around, I rushed through the basement and opened the door to the Chamber.

	With the firepits extinguished and no incense burning, the smell in God’s Chamber was more potent than ever. The sarcophagus sat in the shadow of Meisberger’s podium. In the days leading up to my escape, I resolved to not bother with it. Escaping the Congregation was the goal. All else was unnecessary. Yet, I still found myself standing in front of it. There was no one to stop me from doing what I had dismissed as unnecessary and only dreamed of for the sake of revenge. I didn’t think the opportunity would present itself. I thought I’d be sprinting at full speed out of the chamber and into the sewers with the congregation chasing close behind.

	The mouth of the figure on the sarcophagus was wide enough to fit the candle. The choice now was to either get my revenge  and navigate the tunnels with no light source,  or focus on my best chance at escaping. My mind was racing, weighing the pros and cons, time was slipping by with more and more chances of getting discovered out of bed. What kept popping into my head was how much of a coward I had been during the time Barb needed me the most.

	Leaving without destroying it would be nothing short of cowardice once again on my part. I vowed since my sister’s death not to be cowed or intimidated. I wouldn’t let this opportunity go to waste.

	Searching the extinguished fire pits, I saw exactly what I needed among the charred remains. A long, thin strip of wood sat at the side of one of the pits. It would serve me well for a torch.

	Using the candle on the piece of wood, it took a few seconds of direct application for it to catch. From there it was only a matter of doing what needed to be done. I went to the sarcophagus and placed the burning candle over the mouth where an unimaginable amount of blood had fed whatever lived inside. As I was about to release it, a voice called out from inside. It was Barb’s.

	“Please, Ray, don’t do this! I’m still alive!”

	I couldn’t believe my ears at the sound of Barb’s voice. Hope filled my heart for only an instant before I realized I truly couldn’t believe my ears. Whatever rested inside the sarcophagus did yield power. It demonstrated it to me when it took Barb. Whether or not it was a God, the God, or something else entirely, I didn’t care. It took my sister from me. It had tried to use my memory of her to ward off its impending doom.

	“Goodbye, Barb,” I said and dropped the candle into the mouth hole.

	The sarcophagus burst into flames. The creature inside howled in agony. I can still hear it in my mind and its suffering brings me delight. But I couldn’t stick around to enjoy it. I ran to the tunnel door and into the sewers. Navigating them was confusing;each twist and turn just led to another dead end. The torch was nearly at its end,its heat was uncomfortable and burning my fingers. Just as I was forced to drop it, I rounded a corner and saw daylight glimmering off the water from a tunnel up ahead..

	I ran out into the morning light. Not knowing where I was or where to go, I ran further into the woods with the hopes of the trees covering my escape. I hadn’t heard anyone coming in the tunnels and I hadn’t seen anyone outside either. I was alone.

	The woods weren’t as dense or large as I had imagined. Running through them for a few minutes, I came out to a busy road. Cars were passing by. Shops were open. People were leaving their apartments. They wore a rainbow of colors other than black. It felt surreal. I thought I was dreaming!

	With a renewed vigor, I sprinted down the street to a Dunkin Donuts. The strong aroma of freshly brewed coffee sent my eyes rolling into the back of my head. I charged past the people waiting in line at the register and asked them if I could use their phone to call the police.

	The police came to the Dunkin’ Donuts and took me down to the station. I told them everything about Minister Meisberger, my parents, and the Congregation's living area a few blocks away.

	Hours later, police cars swarmed the distillery and discovered the Congregation had fled. The officers at the scene said the building smelled like smoke and charred flesh. No one was inside. It appeared as if everyone had dropped what they had been doing and ran.

	A BOLO was put out on a group of people dressed in all black traveling with small children. It became unnecessary once the police discovered the sewer system beneath the distillery connected and branched off to a bunch of different places. It would take forever to send officers to check each location. It was already too late. The Congregation had escaped.

	The remnants of the burned sarcophagus puzzled everyone. When asked to explain it, I told them the Congregation believed God had been inside of it. I was forced to worship it and give it blood. With the search for Meisberger and the Congregation underway, I went into witness protection. It was fine with me. I had nowhere else to go. No parents. No sister. Nothing of a life to put back together. The Congregation had taken everything from me, except the chance to start over.

	It’s been almost eight years now since those events and I’ve since relocated to California. I started a new life here, thousands of miles away from anyone I’ve ever known.  I finished high school, graduated from college, and I’m working on a master’s in psychology. I currently volunteer to help children and adults who’ve survived ritualistic abuse, mind control, and endured torture at the hands of the people they trusted the most. This type of trauma stays with you the rest of your life. But it helps to connect with others who understand and can lend an ear.

	My dream would be to see Meisberger and his Congregation caught, tried in court, and sent to prison. To know they couldn’t hurt anyone else would bring peace to my soul and the closure would help me move on from the terrifying ordeal.

	But the police still haven’t found the Congregation. In fact, no one has ever seen them again. Good riddance.

	




	I is for Ideation
Jack T. Anderson
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Three months have passed since the tablet fell to earth.

	I should say a lot of what you're about to hear is highly classified.

	It was my job to monitor the object as it approached the surface of our planet. Even from afar it was intriguing. Plummeting through the atmosphere at an incredibly sharp angle of decline, yet showing no outward change in mass. Our instruments told us this was something novel, something more than a chunk of aberrant space debris.

	It was also my job to survey the crash site, a smoldering crater roughly three hundred meters in diameter, blasted deep into the Mojave. After a short flight, followed by a few hours of driving, we found ourselves one of the first few research teams to arrive at the scene, and certainly the only group willing to descend into the crater to examine the meteorite up close.

	The air was still thick with dust as we made our way twenty-six meters down the steep slope towards the marbled blue rock at the bottom. We discovered a remarkable object; unspeakably durable and seemingly undamaged by an impact which had shattered the earth around it. The rock was a large half-sphere, its round edge rough and pockmarked, likened by one of the team to fresh scoria. Conversely, the flat side was impossibly smooth, a level, shiny slab of ultramarine, its perfect surface only marred by an intricate set of markings.

	It took a mere glance to understand what we were looking at, yet much longer for our minds to comprehend. The cuts in the face of the rock were too sophisticated to have been caused by erosion, or the random impacts of lesser debris. Their structure, their complexity, and the occasional instance of symbolic repetition all compounded to suggest a much more significant cause, the first evidence of something we had been scouring the universe for since time immemorial: Intention and intelligence.

	The government set up a perimeter and threw a ring-bound NDA at anyone within a mile of the site. The only reason we didn’t get our marching orders was due to the expertise we demonstrated early on, before the rest of the scientific attaché showed up.

	A few days later, a meeting was held on what these cryptic markings might represent. I had noticed that a few of the scrawlings, located at the lower left of the rock’s face, were accompanied by a series of sequential dots, with each set increasing incrementally by one. My team theorized that these dots, and by extension the symbols adjacent to them, constituted numbers. From there, our theory was jumped on quickly. Just five days after the strange tablet struck the ground, the scientific community realized just what they were looking at: An intergalactic Rosetta Stone, which equated an unknown alien language to the universal tongue of logic and mathematics.

	From that point, the task of translating the mysterious etchings rapidly evolved into a 24 hour, 7 day a week effort. The rest of the scrawlings followed a logical progression, sprawling out from the simplest of calculations, eventually spiraling into to a dynamic lexicon which we worked painstakingly to comprehend. The language was efficient, but descriptive, combining qualitative and quantitative statements in a way no human tongue ever had.

	Roughly a month on from the landing, we finally understood what the tablet was trying to say:

	It was telling us a story.

	The story of a species, buried deep in the past and deeper still in the most distant realms of the cosmos. A formless creature, nestled within the vast electrical storms of an impossible nebula. The tablet outlined how every strike of lightning, every interaction between every particle within that gaseous titan served, to put it crudely, as the synapses and neurotransmissions of a vast mindscape. An ecosystem of ideation, suspended in the vast blackness of space.

	The species that evolved in this mystifying environment did not inhabit the physical world as we perceive it. They existed as an abstract of themselves. As the concept of their own being. In a slightly less accurate, but vastly more straightforward sense, they were a species of sentient ideas.

	It was one paranoid scientist who suggested the creature might propagate itself in the same way as other ideas. Through translation and comprehension. By the time we realized she was right, realized the trick that had been played upon us, it was too late.

	It was a few weeks after that unsettling realization, that the symptoms of ideation started to take effect. It began with the vaguest inkling that something was there, hiding in a worried thought, in an idle memory, in a daydream. Existing infinitesimally at the very edge of the frame.

	As soon as it arrived the creature would suddenly be gone, disappearing for days on end, until you would encounter it once more, in another corner of your mind. Every time you’d see it, it would be larger. Every time you'd notice it, when you think back to your 10th birthday and find it gestating in the background of a treasured recollection, it would scuttle away to grow somewhere else.

	It quickly becomes apparent that there's nothing you can do. No harmful notions will hurt it, no thoughts of fire will burn it out of you. In fact, thinking about it only makes it worse. The only ones who truly rid themselves of it are those who vacated their brain matter across the walls of their homes.

	They were the brave ones.

	Unfortunately, I’m not one of them.

	Three months have passed since the object fell to earth. The idea that was imparted to us is now engorged and mature. I can’t conjure a thought without some part of it lying across the scene. It’s very presence leaks a subtle influence, until I can no longer extricate its will from my own. Until I can’t divine where my thoughts end, and it begins.

	The creature isn’t evil. It has no malevolent intent. It simply desires what every living organism seeks.

	Survival through propagation.

	I can’t tell which ideas are mine anymore. In fact, I’m not quite sure why I’ve written this story…

	
 

	J is for Jackass
Saint Entropy
 

	My roommate when I first started college was a pothead named Jeff, known not quite affectionately around campus as Jackass Jeff. He was an asshole, but he was also everything I wasn’t: confident, shameless, and unpredictable. I had been homeschooled my whole life, and in many ways Jeff was my first ambassador from the real world. I’m not sure if that’s why, but whatever the reason, I loved him dearly.

	My parents would have hated him. He had an appetite for chaos that few could match, and the audacity to feed that appetite. One day he’d be drinking openly in class and hitting on the aide, the next we’d find him pissing on anthills. It was impossible to guess where his latest whim would take him, but I always enjoyed the thrill of trying to keep up.

	Knowing this, the incident with the cop didn’t really surprise me. A group of us had been drinking on the lawn in front of the dorms, crushing our empties and stashing them in the leaf litter underneath the bushes flanking the steps. We were arguing about something stupid when a gruff voice cut through the conversation, “You boys been drinking?” The man seemed to step straight out of the shadows, a hulking golem of disapproval. He was in street clothes, but something about his bearing screamed law enforcement, and we immediately pegged him for a cop. He looked toward me, and something about his milky blue eyes made me shudder.

	Most of us stammered out half-formed denials, our words amounting to little more than a plea to be left in peace. Jeff reacted a little differently, though. He dipped a hand into his jacket pocket, and for one horrifying moment I thought he was reaching for a gun. I was confused when he pulled out what looked like a jelly donut. I squinted, finally realizing that it was a plush dog toy that housed an annoying squeaker in its polyester guts. He held it up in front of his face and squeaked it once, a sly smile creeping across his lips as he waved it in front of the cop. “Piggy want a donut?” he asked, then threw the toy as hard as he could. The cop watched it sail through the air, landing in a snarl of neglected bushes. He then turned his attention back to us, and his hazy eyes burned with furious intensity. His face was twisted in anger, his expression an unspoken threat. Jeff tried to keep a nonchalant grin on his face, but I could see the muscles twitching at the corners of his mouth, and I was startled to realize that he was scared. We all held our breath until the cop turned smartly on the ball of one foot, and stalked away without a word.

	Jeff laughed and jumped to his feet, hooking his thumbs in his front pockets. His eyes caught the light from the street lamp, and they flashed as he grinned down at the rest of us still sitting on the grass. I had spent enough time with him to know when he was satisfied with himself. “All right, ladies, I’m off,” he announced casually. He winked at me conspiratorially before he walked away, whistling into the night. It was the last time anyone saw him.

	Considering Jeff’s chronic lack of give-a-shit, it took almost a month before people started wondering where he’d gone. Theories began to spread around campus; a drug deal had gone lethally wrong, or he ran off with some coked out waif that he met in a bar. It was 26 days before someone finally thought to file a missing persons report –- his mother, I supposed—but by that time he was long gone.

	A detective came by the dorm shortly after the report was filed. We sat in the humming of the fluorescent light, drinking weak coffee out of chipped mugs and trying not to grimace at the taste. He asked me questions about Jeff’s life, and I tried to be as honest with him as I could. I only lied when he asked if anything unusual had happened around the time of Jeff’s disappearance, and I told him nothing had. When he left my dorm, walking slowly down the sidewalk, the disappointment was obvious in his hunched shoulders.

	I watched him through the window, the tears that I’d been holding back finally escaping from the corners of my eyes. Silent tears quickly transformed into loud, wracking sobs, and I collapsed into a fetal position on the floor. Part of me wanted to run after him, to tell him everything about the strange man who we’d thought was a cop, tell him to search for the man with milky blue eyes. But fear kept me paralyzed, and I was forced to bury the secret deep within my heart.

	Theories surrounding Jeff’s disappearance continued to circulate around the campus, and I said nothing to rebuke or correct them. I let people think that he’d joined a gang, or became a drug mule for Columbian employers. The one thing everyone agreed on was that, whatever had happened to him, the jackass had probably gotten what was coming to him.

	I would often find myself thinking back on the blood-soaked plush donut that I’d found hanging from my doorknob the morning after the incident, and I felt that no one, not even Jackass Jeff, deserved whatever fate had befallen him.

	 


K is for Kinky Serial Killers
Bak Hayong
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I know, the title makes me seem like a complete douche, and to be quite honest, I am, but this isn’t just about me, it’s about my little group. We call ourselves the kinky serial killers. Yes, it sounds like a name of a middle school band, but I really do tend to lack creativity when it comes to naming anything. Which is exactly why the name of my dog is “pup”. Sorry, got a bit sidetracked. Anyways, our group started in the summer of 2012. Originally, the group didn’t have a name. Hell, it wasn’t even a group. Just a man and a woman very much in love, who shared some uncommon interests.

	We liked to kill, but not like those brutes you hear about in the news. No, no, no. We were much more artistic, everything was meticulously planned out, and every person we killed had some sort of sin they would never be able to live with anyway. I’m talking about sexual predators, murderers, abusers (whether it be sexual, physical, or mental). For the first two years, we kept this very much a secret between the two of us. It was beautiful. The world was our canvas, and the sick people of the world became our bright red paint. Have you ever fucked on top of a pool of blood before? It brings out your primal instinct in you. Fucking hot. I won’t get too descriptive, but you know, you should try it sometime.

	Anyways, let me tell you how the group got its name. It all started with a Craigslist orgy.

	While searching for potential targets on Craigslist, I saw an ad   that caught my attention instantly:  

	“Four couples in need of one extra couple to make the night truly memorable...”

	 Though that is an enticing offer, that’s not what interested me. It was the last couple of sentences in the ad:

	“No experience necessary, but we do hope you guys have an open mind. The odder the kink, the better. If you have any special requests, please don’t hesitate to contact Gerald directly.”

	A night of animalistic fucking, deep scratches, fluid swapping, and an orchestra of moans and grunts later, we all sat around Gerald’s living room. I asked all of them if they wanted to join my group. Risky move, I know, but hell, I could always just tell them it would be a roleplaying thing if any of them showed any sort of negative reaction towards my question. Luckily, those kinky fucks were all for it.

	We have a full 26 members in our group now, but today is not only the third-year anniversary of our group, but also its last day. No matter how many bad people we manage to get rid of, three take their place. It is a never-ending battle, and I am done with the endless battling.

	I won’t get into all of the people we have killed. It would take days for me to describe all 283 murders. So, let me just tell you of the last person we will ever kill. His name is James Bradford, and out of every single person we had to kill, he will definitely be the hardest. Which is why we have decided to make this our last killing. James had a girlfriend and two kids. If you asked their families and friends, they would tell you that they were about the happiest little family you would ever have the pleasure of knowing. Their family were actually about the most popular people in their whole neighborhood. If anyone threw a party or had any sort of gathering, they would be among the first to be invited. You see, James’ neighbors became worried after they noticed that no one walked in or out of the house for the last two weeks. Several times they tried knocking on the door  hey could hear whispering coming from within, but no one would open the door. When the cops were finally called, they were too late. They walked into the house to find the corpse of the girlfriend in the middle of the living room. James and the children were nowhere to be found.

	The children were found a couple of days later, locked inside a storage unit. Don’t worry, they were very much alive. They had everything they needed to survive and didn’t seem to be malnourished. The police were notified when the owner of the storage units noticed a power cable that started at a plug near the front of the units and ended at one near the middle. She opened the unit and found two scared looking kids hiding under a small bed. Shivering, but not from the cold. As they were being led out of their little makeshift house, one of the daughters asked the owner a single  question, ”Can you please let us know if the bitch is dead?” Not really something you expect an eight-year-old to ask. 

	Four officers arrived at the scene a while later, and the girl asked the question again. One of the officers, who happens to be in our group, put a hand on the girl’s shoulder and asked her who she was referring to as the “bitch”. Without any hesitation, she looked up at him with a face full of hatred and said, ”The piece of shit our father dated!” He gave her a nod and she seemed content with sitting at the back of the police car. The son was quiet the entire time.

	That was two days ago. Yesterday at lunchtime, our group met up at the local buffet and we collectively agreed that the death of James was still a necessity. It was a pretty quiet lunch afterward. A couple of them tried to start some small talk, but were all quickly shut down. Despite the years we have worked together, we were merely just that. People that worked together. Of course, there would be some fucking at the end of a particularly juicy kill, but that’s just natural. At a little past 1 in the afternoon, we all went our separate ways. .

	By 8 pm the local news station was fully dedicated to reporting nonstop on a mass murder that just occurred. Twenty-four bodies of the people in my group had been torn apart and placed in an abandoned building. Their body parts were arranged so that it spelled out two words.

	Well, two names.

	“Grace” and “Benjamin”.

	I’m sure a couple of you intelligent readers managed to figure out already that I was the one that killed them, but let me tell you why.

	Three weeks ago, I overheard my girlfriend telling the group about how fast our kids were growing up. She said it in a way that made me immediately suspicious. I continued to listen in on the conversation, and it took everything out of me to not vomit. She told them how the kids should be involved in the next team-bonding orgy. I thought at least some members would decline her offer, but the sound of every single one of them agreeing filled me with more hatred than I could endure.

	It did take a while to individually call each person and wait for them to meet me inside of the building. I told each of them that I would be passing on the role of leader to them. It was almost too easy. Alright, I’m done talking now. My children are safe. The people that had to die are dead. Well, everyone except one. That will be taken care of shortly. I have my trusty gun on my lap, and an eager finger to finally end the life of the man that I once was. It may seem odd that I referred to myself in the third person, but my sense of identity died when I killed my girlfriend. I needed to make sure my children would be safe.

	Before I blast my goddamn brains out of my skull I have one piece of advice for you. The hardest part of being a “hero” isn’t stopping the bad guys. No, the hardest part is for you to not become like the sick fucks you tried to stop.

	 


L is for Lunacy
Chris Thompson
 

	Did you know that way back when, science actually thought the moon phases had powerful influence over the human body and mind? Ever heard the term “lunatic”, or “lunacy”? Sounds a lot like “lunar” right? Well there’s the reason.

	The moon has about as much effect on mental health as a post-it note. That is to say, of course it will influence mood, IF you allow it to. Tides yes, minds no.

	Another fact that most people don’t know is that there is currently a colony on the moon. How do I know? Because I helped to set it up. I was one of the first colonists to actually live on the surface of the moon. I’m actually posting this from the communications computer in the base right now,  . . Let me explain our mission a little bit, before I get to the point of this little letter.

	Back in 1991, there was a meteor shower that ravaged the lunar surface. During that hellish time of falling rocks the size of cars and houses, only one small meteor, about the size of a Lincoln Town Car, managed to enter Earth’s atmosphere. I don't know too much about the meteor itself, in fact I know next to nothing about it. Only that it prompted my current mission. There must have been something special about that particular chunk of space rock, but I don't know what. Hell, all proof of its existence has been wiped from the books. If it hadn't been for a drunken slip of the tongue from my boss, I would have never known about it all.

	Anyway, I was assigned as captain of the black project codenamed Lunatic 8. I know, what a moniker right? But it was an honor to be part of this mission, let alone to be the captain. The mission entailed eight astronauts aboard three ships. Two of which were to be the new base station that we were to set up on the lunar surface, and the third was our ticket home after the mission was finished. Eight months. That's how long we were going to be up here.  Ahh, the best laid plans of mice and men... We - I - have been here going on a year now. And rescue is probably never going to happen.

	When we landed we had enough supplies to last the eight of us for a year. We were all overly positive and mostly ignorant. See, we thought we would be the only living organisms on the moon. That we would be setting precedent for future colonists. Like I said, we were largely ignorant. To think that we didn't even bring any type of weapons with us. That would prove to be a costly mistake.

	Let's see, when we landed here, the two ships that would become the station were landed, and then winched to a sideways position before being anchored on the lunar surface. Having only 16% of the gravity of Earth came in handy that day.  It only took us three days to have the station set up, functional, and our stuff moved to our new rooms. It was actually rather magical at first.

	Then the first meteor shower hit. And when it hit, a single tiny stone, the size of pea gravel, pierced the hull of the station. It just went through the outer hull, and never actually made it inside the station.  So we thought.

	The meteor shower lasted for roughly thirty minutes. During that time, the only thing we could do was seal the damaged section of the station from the rest of it and wait. We couldn't go EV with shit falling to the surface. That would be suicide. Maybe we should have just tried that. It would have been less painful. But no, we waited for the meteors to either pass or impact before returning to work outside of our now slightly-damaged station.

	The hole in the hull was probably an inch in diameter. It was sealed with a quick weld patch, using extremely high voltage to meld the metals.  We never even thought to remove the fucking stone. In fact, we didn't think anything of it for another three days. See, the module that was struck was a seldom used storage area. We didn't even think to empty the area because of possible contamination.  And we never would have either if it hadn't been for a catastrophic failure of a hard drive in the main computer banks. I was the one who went in and got the replacement drive. I wish I hadn't.

	I opened the door and activated the light.  The far wall, directly under the damaged area of outer hull was riddled with tiny holes, like a metallic swiss cheese. The bigger problem though, to me, wasn't the holes in the inner hull, but the thick red and pus-white layer of some biological nastiness growing on the walls. I retrieved the new drive and quickly ran my fat ass back to the computer hub.

	After I got the computer back up and running, I gathered our doctor, a short but muscular woman named Darla,  and Paul, our resident tough guy and seasoned Navy SEAL, . Paul was also our small craft pilot, and was the one responsible for bringing us home at the end of the mission. That is, if he had survived.  I opened the door to the storage shed. Paul entered first and approached the vile, pulsating wall. The growth had since covered the wall and was slowly spreading along the floor. Suddenly Paul vomited, stumbled, and then collapsed, falling face first into the layer of disgusting, pulsating growth. When Paul hit the wall, the layer of bio filth came away, revealing hundreds of things that closely resembled barnacles. Like barnacles, these things slid some feathery thing out from their shells, seeking food. I know that’s what they were looking for, because they sought Paul. He was covered in the things within seconds of falling. He tried to scream, but the things shot down his throat with lightning speed. The doctor and I froze in abject terror as we watched those feathery tendrils shred our friend from the inside and out into a pulpy mess.. That sound... Oh God, that sound. Have you ever wrenched a chicken leg from its thigh? That crunching, sucking, slurping sound? I won’t ever forget it.  I quickly sealed the air lock and jettisoned that entire portion of the base, sending the barnacles and Paul's body into lunar orbit.

	I was forced to lie to the rest of the crew; I told them that the storage room had been breached by the meteorite and had to be removed before the leak suffocated us all. They bought it, I am sorry to say. The doctor promptly went to her quarters  I was the one to find her corpse. It was the morning after the incident. I went to her quarters to check on her. I knew her and Paul had been close,  wanted to be sure she was handling things okay. When she didn't open her door, I had to use the override code.

	She was laying on her back, in the center of the room. Her wrists weren't just slit, they were shredded. I could see strings of muscle and tendon splayed out like pasta  with thick sauce. The white of the bone in her arm stood out in sharp contrast with the deep red blood, and the lighter red of her exposed and raw flesh. It took me almost an hour before I realized that there was no blood in her quarters. None. At first, I thought maybe someone in our crew had murdered her. However, the door computer let me know that nobody had opened her door since she came in the night prior. I did my best to cover her body, and asked the biologist, Tim, to help me. We didn't speak a single word the entire time we were moving her to the morgue, and sealed her into a casket.

	The next day was a scheduled vehicular excursion involving the original lunar rover; I was supposed to go, but didn't. That night I had a terrible nightmare that depicted the death of our entire crew due to an electrical storm that destroyed our suits and caused our tanks to explode. I begged the others to not go. I even recorded that conversation, to prove to myself that I didn't let them go without a fight. This is the transcription of that conversation. No, of the argument:

	ME: Guys, I really think we should wait for a while before going across the tundra. I have a really bad feeling.

	TIM: What? A feeling?  Sir, you're upset because of Paul and Darla, I get it. But we have to carry on..

	JOHNATHON: (John was our electrical engineer, and IT guy) Cap, this is an important part of our mission. This has to be done man. Sorry, but I'm going.

	ME: Please, don't do this. I know it sounds crazy, but I don't believe anyone will survive. I... had a dream.

	JEFF: (Our mechanical engineer and extra muscle ) What the fuck? You're trying to stop an important scientific mission, because you had a bad dream (‘dream’ was pronounced ‘dweam’)?

	JESSICA: (Our flight engineer and equipment services person) Cap, we're going, you can't stop us. You can come, or you can stay here.

	With that, they left. And they never returned.  I didn't think they would, but as the days went by the reality of them not returning still hit me like a ton of bricks. I was now truly and utterly alone, a quarter of a million miles from the nearest person. I had become the man on the moon.

	I can't fly the shuttle. Fuck, I don't even know if I can start the damn engines.  If you don't send word of a rescue mission, I will be forced to find out. I've read the entire manual and service manual, I've studied the control patterns from our launch recordings and I've been using the computers processing power to help me plot a safe course home. So, I could technically try to come home myself. The problem is, I’m afraid to die in a ball of fire, or live through the explosion and cast into the void, only to die a slow and painful death, utterly alone in the frozen emptiness that is space...

	This all happened about three months ago. I still haven't tried to start the engines. But I am no longer alone now.  See, there’s something nobody could have known before this mission; when you die on the moon, you don't truly die. I mean, your body dies. That part’s the same. Your mind, however, is continuously active.  Well, maybe not your mind... Let me explain:

	Three days after the exploration team failed to return, I was attempting to reach Houston on the COM, (they won't answer, by the way. I did manage to contact them once, only to be called an asshole, and that the next time I prank called I would be going to jail for interfering in federal process. I did try calling again, but nobody will answer anymore.) when I heard the airlock buzzer sound. See, the airlock has a buzzer to alert people inside the base when someone enters the exterior air lock. The exterior lock opens, you step in, the exterior door closes, the airlock is slowly brought to atmospheric pressure, then the interior door is unlocked.

	I hoped that perhaps one of the team had survived, and made their way back home. I was wrong, but on the other hand, I was right too.  

	Paul. 

	What was left of him anyway, was trying to come in through the airlock.  I froze when I saw him.  Have you ever seen the trypophobia hand? Do me a favor, Google it. Or, do yourself a favor and don't. Trypophobia is the irrational fear of clusters of holes or bumps. It’s usually stronger when those holes or bumps are in or on flesh.  Anyway, Paul's face was honeycombed with holes. Thousands of them. Every now and then, something greyish green would poke through one of the holes and you could see the things constantly moving under what little of his face remained.

	I was still standing there, frozen in place by an overwhelming terror, when Paul hit the intercom on the wall of the lock.

	PAUL: Let me in Chris. You know how cold it is out here?

	ME: How..Wh..How are you alive without the helmet?

	PAUL: Chris, I’ll tell you everything, just let me in. 

	 

	ME: I don't think I'm going to do that Paul. Not until you answer my question.

	PAUL: You don't want to be alone in there forever do you, Chris?

	His pockmarked hands began fumbling with the manual door controls.

	ME: I…no, but I don't want to be alone in here with...whatever you are either.

	With that, I slammed the emergency evacuation button on the airlock control. Once again, Paul’s body was jettisoned into the vacuum of space. This time, I watched his body as it tumbled and rolled out of sight. Off the surface of the moon. Last time, he had been sent on a trajectory to the far side of the moon. This time, he had been sent towards Earth, and had no chance in hell of getting back to the base.

	I decided to try and start the engines that day. I suited and booted, grabbed the laptop case and whatever else I thought I would need, and started through the airlock to the ship awaiting me. I had almost made it to the entrance hatch when I caught movement off to my right side, beyond the base station. I almost ignored the urge to look closer. I wish I had, But I looked, and in the distance, I saw five humanoid figures shambling towards me.

	Television and movies have it wrong, ya know. Zombies, or animated dead people, don't shuffle. They don't move in jerky motions like some long-rusted machine. They move just like they did before they died. Faster though, without the weight of the suits. These things coming at me were the crew. At one time. Now, they were melted, broken and disfigured monstrosities that hardly resembled the humans they once were. I panicked and ran back to the airlock. I didn't wait for it to pressurize, I had my suit on, I just waited for the outside door to seal.

	As soon as the outer door sealed, I blasted the inner door, and fought my way into the station. As I closed the inner door, I looked out across the frozen, empty lunar surface. Those things were still coming at me, getting closer. I could see more of those tendrils, coming from the holes and wounds in their bodies.

	I am now thinking that perhaps the minds of the corpses aren't alive, but rather the bodies are being pupated by the damned tendrils. If you want a clue as to what they look like, look up “gooseneck barnacle” , then cross that image with the honeycombed foot and you have a solid idea of what I was seeing.  Except this wasn't a picture on a screen. These things were coming at me, and I know what they would do to me if they made it inside.

	I knew what I had to do. I ran for the center of the station; to the central control computer.  I ran  harder and faster than I have ever moved before. I made it to the controls when I heard that damn buzzer. I had about thirty seconds before the airlock vented to shut off the inside door. So I simply shut down the entire airlock system. only the communications would work. The airlock doors were both dead and useless. Much like the things stuck inside.

	Now, it’s been almost three months since I shut the doors. The things are still in the lock. Well, four of them are. They ate the other, while he screamed and begged me to open the door. I stood and watched as a friend was eaten alive. I don't know what to do now. There's no way I can exit the base without coming into contact with those things. I can't stay here forever, I don't have the food or oxygen to last much longer, and I know rescue isn't coming. 

	I've taken to sitting in a folding chair in front of the airlock and talking with those things. I just… well, to be honest I'm lonely. Not that they talk much. In fact, other than veiled attempts at getting me to open the door, they don't say much at all. Sometimes they beg for food. One once (I can't tell which because of the damage to their faces) asked me to open the door and kill it.  I couldn't even if I wanted to. I don't have a weapon that wouldn’t bring me within inches of those thing’s teeth.  The holes in their bodies are getting bigger, the skin now swollen, red and covered in a layer of thick white pus that occasionally drips from their faces.

	This was all written three days ago. I've been in the same spot since then, watching those things. They haven't slowed their begging for me to open the door yet. I don't know that I want them to. I'm actually thinking of opening the door. They are starting to make sense. If I do open the door, we could continue our research indefinitely. Without the need for suits, or pressure or even oxygen. I think I'm going to flip a coin. My lucky coin. A 1913 golden piece. Yeah, that's what I'm going to do...

	 


M is for Mirror
Jacob Mandeville
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I bought the mirror from my step-father, who had inherited it from his step-father. He claimed he didn’t like it, but after the experiences I’ve had with it, I believe now he did what he could to get rid of it. At the time, it was a rather large investment for a young English teacher, having followed in my father’s footsteps. The mirror was ornamental, a seemingly Asian design, and gorgeously stained a deep red mahogany. It had spirals ascending on either side, beginning from the bottom, intertwining like a caduceus. At the apex of each spiral was some sort of shellfish, either an ornate clam or smooth mollusk. On the rear, it has a small etched logo, a simple “MI“. Otherwise, there are no marks, chips, or cracks in the wood or glass. It appears to be very old, but in a way looked like it was made only recently, carefully, with an expert hand. It barely fit into my wife’s Town Car, but we managed to load it and keep it mar-free in the massive trunk.

	When I mounted it on the wall in our living room, I placed it across from another, more modern mirror, creating an infinity effect. Unfortunately, I failed to attach our  hanger to a stud in the wall, and after only a few minutes, the nail ripped out of the wall and crashed on the floor. My wife and daughter heard it fall, and claim that it made the tell-tale tingling of glass fracturing after a thudded impact. When I came in the room and found it lying face down, I turned it over, preparing for the worst. I feared the $6,000 I “invested” in it was now trash, but as I lifted it, I found it was perfectly intact. 

	My wife, thirty-seven, and my daughter, now eleven, have always been credible, other than flirtatious white lies from the wife, and giggle-fibs from my little girl. I didn’t doubt their claims about the noise it made, yet showing them the evidence, they both appeared dumbfounded at it, and glanced awkwardly at each other.

	I purchased the correct anchors and brackets to really secure the mirror and installed it the next morning. I added an even more secure joint, not wanting it to ever fail again. When I hung it on the wall and peered into it, I found the reflection of the first infinite wave from the opposite mirror, but it had changed. What before was an infinity effect, was now the old mirror in the reflection of my modern mirror, showing a glorious mosaic of fractured cracks. I spun my head and inspected the mirror I just hung, and it was again and still blemish free.

	I called out to my wife and as she arrived I told her to look at the mirror. She looked, looked at the modern one, and quickly glanced back, just as I did, confirming my experience. She stared at me slack-jawed, when my daughter entered the room. She asked what we were looking at, and when we tried to show her, she couldn’t see the reflected cracks. Scratching our heads, we simply dismissed it and headed out to the ice cream shoppe.

	I would find out later that the red flag of refracted cracks should have prompted me to remove it. No one but my wife and I saw the cracked mirror. We would entertain occasional guests and friends, family would visit, and no one noticed anything odd. No one announced any odd feelings felt from it, even in my immediate group, and often we received compliments on its beauty and condition. A year and seven months passed, when one day, I noticed a slightly askew view in the perception of the modern mirror.

	I happened to walk past the old mirror and casually glanced into it. I saw myself in the reflection, but my head was turned a slightly different direction . I stopped my trot, spun around and stood directly in front of the old mirror, and stared at my own face, cautiously, momentarily. I watched as my face, no, my head turned slowly to the left, not breaking contact with my own eyes. My daughter walked in the room from the left just a second after my head in the mirror turned, and I realized that I too turned my head just as the mirror did.

	Neither my refracted doppelganger nor myself broke eye contact. I thought to myself about those comedic moments in cartoons where a person meets his twin, convinced it’s a mirror, and starts doing silly things to test it. Sometimes it’s a mirror, sometimes it’s a twin. Just as I remembered the Marx Brothers famous Duck Soup mirror scene in which Harpo pretends to be Grouchos’ reflection, the twin in my mirror raised his hand and waved at me. I gasped.

	I startled back a step and stared intently at the waving hand. It seemed like me, it moved like mine, even sharing the same scar as mine from when I had cut it with a carving knife one unfortunate Thanksgiving ago. I realized then that as I was looking at its wave, I was waving too, my hand feeling alien. It seemed to be that whatever it did in the mirror, only seconds later I would copy it; it felt like an echoed delay. I was instantly uncomfortable and I quickly left the room and found my wife.

	We conversed about it and she agreed that she had noticed peculiarities herself, such as noticing a piece of furniture was moved in the mirror, but not in the room. She’d return later to see the room rearranged to mimic the mirror. She originally assumed our daughter had done it. Later, she noticed in the reflection a book on a table, but again not in the room. She found that same book on her nightstand that evening. The book was the first Harry Potter book, one of her favorites. She found that the chapter which featured Harry sitting with the Magic Mirror and his dead parents was earmarked. An obvious omen, but overlooked as coincidence. Her repeated mantra was “it feels like a bad dweam” every time she commented on our odd situation.

	We decided then and there that it was time to take it down. I’d sell it, probably for a fraction of my investment, or cover and store it. We headed downstairs and found our daughter talking to the mirror, to herself. Our interruption disturbed her, and we asked who she was talking to. She simply said “Myself, duh.” and hopped away. My wife and I heaved the thing up off the clevis joint I made and set it down. As I turned to grab a hold of it from behind, I looked straight on into the modern mirror, and saw an oddness. The reflection showed the mirror still in place, still cracked, still hanging on the wall.

	At the base of it was my daughter – lying still in a pool of blood. I remained fixated on the scene, unable to turn away. I was standing in the spot that the mirror showed my dead or dying daughter. For a brief moment, the scene changed to my wife and I having sex in the blood puddle. The love-making session evolved until the two of us, covered in blood, merged into one, hideously large, woman. She grabbed at her thigh, ripping flesh off, and daintily placed it into her mouth.

	As she consumed herself, she morphed into my daughter. I looked closer, getting tunnel vision, and I strained to see the faintest of movement from her body. That's when I noticed an angled reflection in the blood – a face, my face. My face stared back at me from the puddle. Once I made eye contact with it, it started to rise up out of the puddle, taking a crimson form as its volume and mass increased. The body of my daughter seemed to wisp away, as if an invisible vacuum was sucking her inside itself. As my copied, bloodied form emerged, my daughter steadily grew smaller.

	My wife grabbed my arm and shook me, pulling me out of the hypnotic trance I was in. I stole a look at her, then right back to the mirror on the other wall – all was back as it should have been. I saw myself, bracing the mirror against my bosom, my wife adjacent staring deeply at me, and my daughter standing to the other side of me. I looked away from my wife and glanced at my girl, but she wasn’t there. Back in the mirror, she wasn’t either, seemingly disappearing from both realities. I wasn’t quite sure what I had seen, and so I buried the ideation away into the farthest recesses of my mind.

	Later that evening, I wrapped the mirror up in some old blankets, tied the bundle, and moved the package to the shed. My wife had already had some photos of the thing saved from earlier, and she listed it in all the she could.

	Later that evening, we watched a newer romance on VHS, cuddling on the couch. During the scene in which Tom Hanks reaches the top of the Empire State Building and runs into Meg Ryan, curing his sleeplessness, the screen faded darkly for just a second, and in that second, I saw a bloodied me standing over my shoulder, pointing at me directly through the screen. I convulsed slightly, startling my wife. She accused me of falling asleep during her favorite part, but I know what I saw.

	As we cleaned up the popcorn and our empty chipped mugs, the news was blaring about some incident with a woman and a bus. I found myself walking past the spot where the mirror used to be hung, I took care not to look at its empty space where the clevis joint and other hardware still hung. Instead, I tilted my head to my left as I passed, and in my peripheral vision, I saw myself walk past the modern mirror.

	As soon as I crossed my own path, my reflection abruptly changed course and charged at me. I turned my head to fully grasp the vision, and I realized that the running me was coming from the reflection of the old mirror, still hanging. As I turned to look at the blank wall, I was struck hard from behind, plowed down like a defensive tackle sacking a lazy quarterback.

	The shock of the hit knocked the wind out me, and the two of us toppled to the ground. I rolled onto my back and started to wrestle my attacker. As I reached with searching fingers for a hold, I realized I was fighting my bloodied self. He straddled me, smacking my hands away, and at once grabbed my throat with both hands and squeezed. We locked eyes, and I felt a withering sensation overcome my entirety.

	I choked the life out him. It was so easy, he was so scared. He had no idea what was happening, only that I was there, killing him, and he was defenseless. He tried to grab at me, pull my hands away, but he kept slipping off, unable to grasp the slick blood that coated my body. He tried hard, and after three minutes of desperation, he finally went limp. Not dead, just  unconscious. I picked him up over my shoulder and carried him into the mirror. I washed the blood off of me, put on his clothes, and stepped out of the mirror into the completely ignorant bliss of his wife and daughter. Later he awoke, as I had once done, and he slammed against the mirror, glaring at me, screaming at me. I simply mouthed to him “Don't wait for me”.

	Occasionally, I will see him at the mirror, trying to break the mimic he’s forced to repeat. I will bring his wife to the mirror, the modern one as he called it, and show her off to him. Of course, she can’t see that it’s him. She can’t see the ancient mirror still hanging on the other wall. Sometimes, when that girl of his is out of the house, I will make love to his wife in front of him. I do it where he can see it, but doesn’t have to mimic it, since it’s just out of perception. I can hear his desperate banging on the mirror as he gets furious at me, but she can’t hear it.

	He always stays in the room. If only he would stop obsessing over me and what I am doing to his family, he could explore the world out there, on his side of that mirror. His new  wife can't understand his madness as he yells at the mirror, and she can't talk to him, talk him away. His face has grown shaggy with unkempt hair, his body thinning from starvation. He can’t die in there, though, not until he learns how to stalk and mimic another perfectly.

	Hopefully, his wife that I have impregnated will birth me a son, one which I can sell the mirror to. Or maybe I’ll help the daughter find a suitor worthy of imprisonment in the mirror, so her real father can escape. Either way, he is throwing his life away on the other side of the mirror, instead of living it the way he could. Unfortunately, he is stuck in the infinity he created, and when his wife, er, my wife, sold the mirror to an avid mirror collector from the Pine Grove Mall, it meant his only easy escape from my trap departed with it. He can only escape to a son-in-law or step-son.

	I wonder what evil entity will trap that mirror collector. There are so many that can be trapped inside. I wonder how many will be trapped in that hall of mirrors the collector owns. I wonder how many mirrors he has sold with trapped innocents contained within, desperately trying to mimic him well enough to steal his soul and escape their imprisonment. After all, when I escaped, it was 1993. I had been trapped eighty years.

	A lot of mirrors have been made, bought, sold, and resold in the last two and a half decades. I wonder where he is now. Maybe best not to look too close at your mirrors…

	 

	 


N is for Necrosis
J. Y.
 

	When my mum died, she weighed two hundred and sixty two kilograms.

	As a kid, I never understood why she couldn’t come for parent teacher interviews, or school plays, or even just pick me up. It’d always be a nanny or a neighbor driving me to and from school, at least until I was old enough to take the bus on my own. And whenever I’d come home, she’d be slumped in a chair, chin dripping with grease and sauce from whatever ready-made meals she’d eaten. Our entire house reeked with the stench of sweat stains soaked into fat rolls, the musty aroma of a carpet left on its own for years. I wallowed in it for years, my childhood wasting away in that rotting house. I didn’t know then, but now I realize some part of me always felt the sickness of it all, the festering disease that was eating away at the very foundations.

	As I started to get older, my ignorance turned to disgust. It was a combination of shame and fear; shame that this was who I’d come from, that this was what I could become, and fear that she was going to die one day, die and leave me all alone in this world. And I grew angry. Why couldn’t she get better? Why couldn’t she just stand up, get herself further than the kitchen, maybe even out of the house? A part of me wanted to starve her, keep her choked for food until she shed that rubbery exoskeleton of fat. She was still my mother though, and I couldn’t just do that to her. She was the only person I had. Still, having to wash between moist flaps of skin and fat with a damp cloth every night, clothe her, and even take her to the bathroom had started to eat away at me.

	You have to understand what I was escaping when I got into med school the next state over. For the first time in my life I wasn’t directly responsible for that corpulent pig that was my mother. She’d stay in our sleepy Midwestern town, with a care-giver paid for with her insurance, and I’d be free to live my life. That’s what I figured anyway. The thing with that kind of plan is that there’s always something to drag you down, something to eat at your hopes until there’s nothing left. For me, it was my mum’s necrosis. If you don’t know what that is, here’s a basic definition:

	Necrosis: the premature death of cells in living tissue.

	What it really meant was she was rotting away in a cage of her own flesh. The weight of her own body had crushed the flesh on her backside so that it had stopped circulating blood, had started to die. It meant that, after only twenty-six days of freedom, I had to go home and take care of her again. I came back to a familiar smell of piss and sweat and mold; but that was all mixed with a new taint, the sour and yet sickeningly-sweet smell of rotting flesh. She wasn’t in her usual chair. Instead, I found her collapsed on a mattress in a bedroom she hadn’t used for as long as I could remember, the springs creaking under her weight. She was dressed in a simple blue shirt, almost like a hospital gown, and lifting up the bottom edge, my eyes came level to where she was rotting.

	It almost looked like some rabid animal had taken a bite out of her, except there was no raw wound. The entire gash was instead coated in some black, crumbly lumps of flesh, thick blood oozing from the cracks in between each globule of meat. Suddenly the rotting surface jiggled, and my mum turned around to look at me.

	Her forehead was beaded with sweat, her glassy eyes straying away from mine. Shame flickered across her face for just a second, but quickly  covered up with a weak smile. No. I wasn’t having it. I backed out of the room, shutting her behind the bedroom door. I’d deal with her later. Instead, I went to pack. My neighbor, Michael, raised his right hand and waved. Looking at his other, I realized it was just a stump. Things had changed around here, a lot faster than I’d realized. Things were only going to change faster from there though.

	The rot ate into the back of her thigh in just a week, pale white bone coming to surface, poking through a pit of slimy pus, lumpy flesh and dark, clotting blood. The doctor had told me to just keep it clean and disinfected, but it seemed like every time I tried to scrape off the gunk, a new layer would ooze out. I’d also started to ration her food, feeding her with a diet half the size of a regular person’s in the hopes that it’d help her slim down.

	That was a mistake.

	I caught her one night when she thought I was sleeping. Watching from the darkness, I saw her hand reach behind her, into the weeping crater of her rotting thigh. She scooped out some of the gunk and the flesh, her nails scraping against the exposed bone. Shivering and groaning, obviously in extreme pain, she brought her shaky slime-filled hand to her mouth and stuffed it in. I silently gagged as I watched her lick off the filmy white goo from her fingers, smacking her lips loudly. The next day, I covered the wound in several layers of bandage, and tried to forget that image. I still have nightmares about it.

	I nearly saw her do it several other times afterwards, but turning away every time I got close. I think the only reason I didn’t bring it up was because it would make it too real, and force me to acknowledge the truth of what I’d seen. She was eating her own, sour, rotting flesh, and I was just letting her do it. 

	When she finally died of a blood infection a few weeks later , I couldn’t even stand her breath, as tainted as it was by the sickly stench of decay. She’d lost twenty-six kilos at that point; sometimes I still can’t help but wonder how much of that she’d eaten. In the end, I’d had to call in a crane to carry out the final, decaying remains of my mother. In a way, that was the most tragic part of her death; the first and last time she’d left the house was out of living memory.

	These days I look at my own thickening waistline and shiver. Will I become her? Will I surrender to my impulses, the hunger in my belly eating me alive? Will I start to rot away, start to eat myself just to feel full..?

	 

	 

	 

	 


O is for Olivia
Marni Sue
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It wasn’t even snowing when I left for work, but by the time I was halfway there the roads were coated in ice. People were sliding around like real-life bumper cars and there were accidents blocking every path to the office. With all roads blocked, I decided to just give up and turn back home.

	I was being cautious, creeping along in my little Echo at about 15 miles per hour. Down the road a stretch, I spotted a Toyota truck coming towards me around a curve, fast. He had to be going at least 70. He seemed, at first, to be flying by on my left. Then, he was sliding sideways towards me in a long, silver smear...

	It’s true that time slows down when you are about to die. I saw the clock click from 7:25 to 7:26. I looked at my hands, noticing every vein, every line. Heard the lyrics  to the Imogen Heap song I was listening to: 

	“...Where are we? What the hell is going on...?”

	 I thought to myself, “I can get out of this.” Looked right: cement utility pole, ditch. Looked left: silver pickup truck. Then I thought, “I really can’t get out of this.” I saw particles of dust seeming to glow, suspended, in the air.

	Then there was crunching and spinning and glass and spinning and pain and then - darkness.

	I was alone in the darkness for a while, and then, I wasn’t alone. Darkness, heavy but awake, consuming me. I somehow was the darkness, and yet I was still very much myself. Or, I should say, I recognized myself in the darkness. Then I heard a rush of whispers and long, low, whistles. As the sounds grew louder, waves became particles and two forms started to appear: Mine, and hers. A shifting, swirling woman was standing in front of me. Like blowing smoke into a sunbeam coming through a gap in the curtains. Smoke all around, but only seen as it swirls through the sunbeam. She was like that. I could see that she had shoulder length brown hair, and she was wearing a light blue shirt and white pants. She appeared to be rather tall, but not as tall as me. I was watching her patterns shift and swirl when she spoke:

	“Olivia?”

	“I’m...I...yes, I... Who are you?” Not too eloquent, but that’s what I said.

	“You can think of me as Mora.” I could hear her, even though her mouth wasn’t moving  when she spoke.

	“How... ?” I gestured around us at the endless, swirling black.

	“Everything is happening at once. All at once, right now. The leading edge is the same as the very end of the line,” she answered. The more she spoke, the more she seemed to be slowly unraveling.

	“I don’t know what that means.”

	“That’s ok.”

	“But, I mean, what’s going on?” I was getting dizzy trying to focus on her as she shifted in and out of form. Her answers were making me very impatient.

	“The universe is afraid of its own end. Consciousness in form is the universe's way of awakening to its own immortality. In the silence of the void, there is a voice. The voice listening to itself. The voice realizing it is the void, and the void is alive. There is circle after circle of understanding. Do you understand?”

	“No.”

	“That’s ok.”

	I waited for her to say something else, but she was silently evaporating into a horizontal mist. Looking down I saw that I was starting to do the same.

	“Why are you telling me these things?” I asked, distracted again by the swirling particles.

	“Because we need you. So I need you to wake up.”

	As soon as she said, “wake up,” I felt myself being pulled like a yo-yo on a string, snapping backwards in the darkness. I watched my own particles blowing away from me like dust, leaving a trail of mist in what appeared to be a long, dark tunnel. Then the darkness shifted to the familiar darkness that lives behind my eyes. I felt my body, my real solid body, and then I felt the pain. I noticed I was suffocating. Warm, humid, air was breathing for me through a mechanical respirator. I must have started to flail around in my panic because I was given a shot and fell asleep.

	When I woke up again, I was in a blindingly-white hospital room, surrounded by doctors. They told me I had lost consciousness after impact with the truck. I was rushed to surgery for internal injuries, but apparently had 'died' on the operating table. They “shocked me back” and put me on life support. The accident broke my sternum, three ribs, my right knee, and resulted in severe closed head trauma. Because of my internal injuries, they had to remove a nice-sized chunk of my bowel. I mimed, “I want to write”, by using a finger to scribble over the opposite palm. The doctor pulled a pad and pen out of his pocket and handed it to me. His eyes were a dusty shade of blue, the color of cornflowers.

	“When can I go back to work”? I wrote.

	“That’s tricky”, he said. “We’ve left you with what we’d call ‘short gut syndrome’, which can result in intermittent incontinence. And head injuries such as yours often result in severe migraines. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves though. You’re going to get stronger every day, I promise. Let’s get you off this respirator and just take it one step a time. Sound good?”

	 No. It did not sound good. With no family of my own, my job was my life. Still, I nodded. What else was there to do?

	I was on the respirator for two more warm, wet, and suffocating days, then I was moved to the room that would be my home for the next seven weeks.

	A few days after moving to the new room, I was lying on my bed, feeling loopy from the morphine drip, and thinking about drinking orange juice. The cup was just out of reach on my bedside table. I remember feeling a wave of injustice and anger come over me. Not about the accident, or my injuries, or being stuck in a hospital unable to work, possibly forever. No. I was angry about not being able to reach the damn orange juice. I was fucking furious at the orange juice. I was glaring at it, with everything I had, and then- BOOM! It exploded. Orange juice flying absolutely everywhere.

	Honestly, it was exhilarating. I spent the next seven weeks popping gauze pads, glycerin swabs, any little thing that wouldn’t make too much of a mess.

	The first person I looked up after I got out of the hospital was the driver of the silver Toyota. He was picked up for felony reckless driving, but let go on a technicality. So I did some digging. I was a paralegal before my injuries forced me to take long-term disability so I knew my way around court documents. It also didn’t hurt that I was good friends with a few of the clerks at the court. It turns out I wasn’t the first person he’d seriously hurt, bu this connections just kept finding him loopholes to skip through.

	I decided I should find him in person. Maybe this guy just looked bad on paper. Maybe he’d apologize. I was hoping for any redeeming quality. 

	Nope. 

	When I told him who I was he laughed and said, “Were you this ugly before I hit you?” Then, he dropped to the floor, holding his head and screaming. He got what he deserved, a Subarachnoid Hemorrhage from an aneurysm exploding in his brain. Nasty things, those. So very sad.

	Three days later, I let myself into my apartment only to find a man sitting at my dining room table. He was wearing an expensive looking suit and smoking a cigarette. He had obviously been there awhile because smoke was swirling around him in a thick haze. I suppose I should have been shocked or terrified. The truth is I was expecting him.

	“Can I help you?”

	He looked up from a mess of open folders and said, “Olivia, come here, I need you to take a look at this.”

	I blinked, hard, and then I walked over to the table.

	“Can I ask your name?”

	“Mr. W. Olivia, please take a look at these pictures.” I looked over his shoulder at four open folders with pictures splayed out in piles. I can’t, no, I won’t, tell you what I saw the people in those pictures doing. Imagine for a moment the worst abuse to the most innocent of victims, and you might have a pretty good idea.

	“Olivia, What I have here is a four-way split video call. You’ll see that our agents have these four suspects in custody. Can you positively match the person on each screen to the pictures on the table in front of you?”

	I looked from the pictures to the screens one at a time. Carefully. There were three men and one woman. Each of the agents was wearing the same blue shirt and white pants Mora had worn.

	“Yes.”

	I haven’t mentioned my childhood, and I won’t go into detail about it. What I will say is that the woman on the screen bore a striking resemblance to my mother’s best friend, Marie. Same red hair, freckles, green eyes. Marie hurt me, just like the woman on the screen had hurt the child in the pictures spread across her file. The child who bore a striking resemblance to me: blonde hair, brown eyes, freckles.

	“Ok, Olivia. Please understand that these people have not been convicted of any crime. In fact, they aren’t even being tried. These pictures were obtained illegally so they are not admissible in court. And they are innocent until proven guilty. Do you understand?”

	“Yes.”

	I looked back at the monitor and watched as each of them fell like marionettes being cut from their strings. One after the other, until all four were writhing on the floor clutching their heads, screaming.

	Mr. W looked up at me, his eyes squinting in a genuine smile. “Welcome to Moirai, Olivia. We are so happy to have you.”

	That was seven years ago. I’m 33 now, and I’m getting better with my power every day. More precise. I’ve been practicing. Mr. W tells me that they will be needing me more than ever in the days to come. I’d ask you to wish me luck, but I don’t need it. I have been getting stronger every day.

	And I’m strong enough now.

	 

	


P is for Prey
Kaitlynn Cooney
 

	Pretty prey, pretty pretty little prey...

	Welcome to How to Pick Your Prey: The Step By Step Instruction manual, where you have the honor of learning from the master on how to, well, you read the title! But before we get into the nitty-gritty, let me introduce myself.

	My name is Kate and I guess you could say that I have a peculiar hobby. You guessed it, baby! I absolutely adore killing people! Oh how I crave the blood that seeps out of their veins, the air that escapes their lungs and that oh so charming way they beg for their lives (as if that has ever worked before!). Especially with Darren, he sure loved to beg for help! He was technically my first “kill” but I guess I can’t really take too much credit for him, considering he already had a knife sticking out of his chest by the time we met.

	I was a sixth grader just minding my own business when I stumbled upon Darren’s embarrassing pleas for help. He was so loud and just so pitiful. His selfish squawking ruined an otherwise peaceful walk through the woods. As soon as he saw my little frame slide into view, I swear he shit himself from excitement.

	“Please, please help me. I’ve been stabbed. My name is Darren...” he gurgled, struggling to get up.

	He was making quite a mess. Blood everywhere, intestines poking out. Whoever stabbed him really did a number on him.

	“Please go get help. Call your parents, the police, anyone. Please.”

	But I didn’t call anyone. No sir. I just smiled and cocked my head to the side. His blood was darker than I thought it would be. It looked like oil—I wondered if it felt like it too...

	“I.. need.. help...” the man said slowly. He must think I’m dumb. 

	My sneakers crunched over the fallen leaves, slick with blood. I was closer now; I could hear his lungs struggling for air. The stabber must have punctured one of them. Smart man. But he obviously didn’t do a good enough job.

	I knelt before Darren and smiled. “Let me help,” I whispered.

	Relief flooded his face right before the blood did. The knife was lighter than I had imagined, so easy to remove from the chest. And his neck, well his neck was thinner than paper—so easy to slice a neat line across. But I didn’t stay to feel the blood, no matter how much I wanted to. It would have gotten all over my jeans. And that would have made quite the mess.

	It’s a shame Darren never got to see what I did to him. But you can see! Oh yes, you get to see ;)

	1.      So you’ve decided to kill someone, that’s great! Trust me, it’s an awesome feeling. First things first, every hunter needs their territory, right? So find your territory, Simba!

	Bars work the best. The dim lighting and abundance of social lubricant usually make people trust strangers quicker than they normally would, if, let’s say, you were at a park or somewhere normal humans go. The bar you pick should be seedy but not too seedy. Something right in the middle. A place that doesn’t have cameras, obviously.

	2.      Never, ever, ever, ever, EVER pick the same bar twice. It doesn’t matter if you like the $2 draft special they have or if the chicken wings are simply to die for, you NEVER go to the same bar twice to pick your prey. You may be recognized. You do not want to be recognized.

	3.      Even though you don’t want to be recognized, you do want to look good! Put on a tight skirt, do your hair and paint your lips red. Look pretty! Oh, and don’t forget to put the girls on display, they will be needed later.

	4.      Ok, so you’re at the bar, you look hot as hell, now what? Well now it’s time to pick your prey! Set yourself up by a table by the back of the bar, somewhere where you can sit and wait. Grab yourself a drink (just one!) and try to appear natural.

	While you’re waiting, don’t read a book like a dumbass. Boys don’t like smart girls. They like to have the upper hand; they don’t like to be intimidated. So play on your phone like a good little girl. Personally, I enjoy reading   Reddit while I wait.

	5.      Pretty prey, pretty pretty little prey. Who should you choose? Not the man surrounded by a group of friends, that’s for sure. You don’t want anyone to wonder where he’s gone off to....or who he’s gone off with.

	How about one of the three men at the bar? Yes, yes they look all alone now don’t they? One of them will be perfect for you.

	Pretty prey, pretty pretty little prey. Who should you choose? Not the fat, ugly one, that’s obvious. He would be easy, there is no doubt about that. He would simply adore the attention you give him, fawning over your every word and greedily eyeing your breasts with hunger. When you suggest taking him back to your place, he will eagerly follow like a little lap puppy. But he will be a bad lay. And he would be far too heavy to drag down the stairs later.

	Pretty prey, pretty pretty little prey. Who should you choose? Not the handsome one, darling. It’s obvious you want the handsome one. And why wouldn’t you? He could make any girl’s panties drop to the floor with a simple wink, a caress of the arm. He would be a great fuck too; you wouldn’t even have to fake the grin spread across your face, the wetness between your thighs, the hungry moan escaping your lips. But you can’t have him, no matter how much you want him. His pretty little face would be splashed across the news the next day. Humans always mourn the attractive ones, always notice when they are missing. So you can’t have the handsome one. No, you can’t.

	Pretty prey, pretty pretty little prey. Who should you choose? Ah, the one just right! Not too handsome, but not entirely unattractive either—right in the middle. He will appreciate your attention but he won’t embarrass himself fawning over you. He will have a typical office job (they always do), a typical life, a typical house, a typical dick.

	And best of all, he won’t be missed.

	6.      Stalk your pretty little prey. Watch what he drinks, when he drinks, how he moves his hands. Watch him for 20 minutes—no longer, no less.

	7.      Looks like you finished your drink! It’s time to get a new one, yes? Head to the bar and squeeze in next to him, touching his shoulder lightly. He will notice you (they always do).

	8.      Grab the bartender’s attention but ignore your prey. Ask for a beer, a cheap one. Then lean back slightly, giving your prey the perfect chance to check you out. If he’s not already checking you out by now, adjust your bra strap. That usually gets the guys going.

	9.      Grab your beer and fumble for your wallet, making a big show about how you can’t seem to find the $2 you need for your beer. Look sheepish, embarrassed, like a damsel in distress. Your prey will notice, of course he will notice! And he will wave the bartender down and tell him that he’s got you covered like the little hero he is. Because, of course, he wants to talk to you. They always want to talk to you.

	10.  You oblige for one hour.

	11.  Don’t shit where you eat! Meaning: don’t kill your prey at the bar. That would be downright silly (and messy). Also, don’t actually shit where you eat. That’s just disgusting. Where did that term even come from? People are sick.

	Tell your prey that you should be leaving soon, that you have SUCH a busy day tomorrow but he’s really made your night enjoyable. Your prey will look disappointed; he thought he would be getting lucky tonight. That’s when you smile and ask him if he would like to head back to your place for a little nightcap. His face will light up, his dick will grow hard. You’ll leave hand in hand.

	12.  Take him to your apartment. Though it’s not really your apartment, of course. It’s really your landlord’s apartment. But it’s ok, she won’t find out. Her body is buried in the backyard under those petunias she always loved so much.

	Pretty prey, pretty pretty little prey. It’s almost time!

	13.  Lock the door behind you both and offer him a drink. He will say yes. Leave him in the living room while you fix two drinks. One will have a hefty dose of roofies (among other things). Don’t drink that one.

	14.  Make sure he has finished all of his drink, down to the last drop.

	15.  Seduce.

	16.  Undress.

	17.  Fuck.

	18.  He will finish before the roofies kick in, if you’ve timed it right. He will try to get up now, try to leave. But you don’t let him. You will push him back on the bed. He will feel dizzy, he will feel guarded. He will be confused.

	Pretty prey, pretty pretty little prey.

	19.  Enlighten the poor dumb bastard. Tell him that you are going to kill him. Watch as his laughter fades to fear when he realizes you are serious. Watch as he dimly struggles against the haze taking over. It’s pointless to struggle, it’s pointless to beg.

	“Why are you doing this to me...” he whispers.

	Don’t answer. You don’t owe him anything.

	20.  Straddle your pretty prey and reach for the knife under your pillow. You prefer a long blade, something sharp. But you don’t want it to end it too quickly. No, you like to take your time. You love the feeling of digging that blade into his flesh, hearing him moan in an entirely different way than you heard him moan before. Pleasure and pain, pleasure and pain. You love watching him struggle to move, to breathe. Skin is so easy to tear apart, especially the belly. Slice him like a fish, unravel his intestines, keep him alive long enough to wish he wasn’t.

	Pretty prey, pretty pretty prey. Time to die.

	21.  Oh my, what a mess! Your prey is a bloody puddle on your sheets. How rude. How messy. It’s time to clean.

	Wipe him down and wrap him in plastic, careful to tie up the loose ends. You don’t want any blood to get out! Strip the bed, and gather your clothes. Throw the clothes and the sheets into a trash bag (good thing you have a spare change of clothes!) Wash your floors and dust anything that he touched. Take a shower, a nice long one. You earned it!

	22.  Time to dispose of the body! This is the fun part. Take your prey down to the basement. Hydrochloric  acid works well on pesky bodies. You can find anything on Amazon.

	23.  After an exhilarating night, don’t you think you deserve a little fresh air? Grab the trash bag full of the bloody clothes and sheets and head out. Oh, and don’t forget his phone. You’ll need that too.

	24.  Take the bag and the phone to your coworker’s house. Yes, the coworker who is just so annoying. They never seem to shut up, do they? That’s why they make such  a great safety net—someone to blame. Bury the bag of bloody clothes deep in their backyard. Still on their property, of course, but far enough away so they won’t notice. Paul is never one to notice the obvious.

	25.  Remember that cell phone? Good girl! Take it out and go through your prey’s latest messages. Usually, there is at least one friend he has been texting, unless he is some sort of loser. But you don’t choose losers, do you?

	Shoot off a text that looks something like this: “Met this guy named Paul O’Connor at the bar. Dude said he had this sick TV for sale! Hoping to buy it off of him tonight. I’ll send pics!”

	If the police ever find the phone, Paul looks mighty guilty. Serves him right for calling you “sweetie” at the company meeting.

	Clean the phone. Turn it off. Throw it in the woods. Give Paul’s window the middle finger. Leave.

	26.  Time to pick your next prey ;)

	

Q is for Quota
Kelly Childress
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The following letter was left on the counter of Penny’s Diner in Dunsmuir, California:

	Dear Mr. and Mrs. Maniaci,

	I’m sorry to do this so suddenly, and through a letter, but I have no choice. I have to quit. By the time you read this, I’ll be gone. Something happened and I don’t think it’s safe for me here anymore. Don’t worry, I’ll be OK, and all of you will be OK too, as long as you aren’t around me.

	Something I didn’t put on my resume was that I was a cop in my previous life. My real name is Sarah Verborden. Another thing I left out was that I’ve killed 26 people. Not in the line of duty, and not to protect anyone (although, you could argue it was a form of self-preservation).

	I’ve done some awful things. I’ve done things that keep me awake at night. Sometimes it’s the only consolation I have for my crimes, that I continue to suffer because of them.

	I haven’t been a cop or a murderer for over ten years. I left my last job, moved across the country, and changed my identity (the same night that I killed my 26th). But now I have to run again. When I came home from my jog this morning, there was an envelope on my front stoop containing a flash drive. The drive contained a single thirty-minute video. The first fifteen minutes was footage of my final murder, but it’s the last ten minutes that is motivating me to leave.

	I know it’s corny and I’m sorry, but you guys are the closest thing I’ve had to real family in a long, long time. Thank you for treating me so well. I wanted to write you this letter because, first and foremost, I think you’re some of the few people who deserve a full explanation. The other reason is an egotistical one. My entire life has been a secret, which means when I’m gone, what all happened to me and my family will be forgotten. Even though my life is littered with death, dishonesty, and selfishness, I can’t stand the thought of that simply vanishing….like a cloud of black smoke.

	It’s hard to make friends when you never put roots down. My dad was the only one who really understood, and he’s been gone for years. I just….I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but it’s bigger than I thought. And I’m sure that it’s bad.

	Take care of yourselves. Don’t trust outsiders. If you meet a man wearing a clergy shirt with a black collar, get away from him. Don’t answer his questions. Don’t talk to him any more than you have to. Downplay that you knew me. Trust me, you don’t want to be a part of it, whatever it is.

	Again, I’m sorry for all of this. I wish you both the best. My keys and uniform are in my cubbyhole in the break room. You can keep my last paycheck. Thank you for hiring me.

	Sincerely,

	Sarah Verborden

	Every time I moved to a new town or city, people always asked the same general thing: “Just need a change?” And I’d smile and say yes.

	The cynical thing that I never tell people is that, really --very little changes, no matter how much you move around. Work as a cop long enough, and all the things you see and the stories you hear blend together in a tapestry of life at its most violent and mundane. Old ladies dying alone in their apartments. A group of teenagers drowned at a lake. A young man, disappeared into thin air from his college campus. Drug addicts dying in droves—heroin, meth, a weird new one called Scopo-something.

	And then there’s all the human monsters. Myself, for example.

	But I digress. For this to make sense, I have to start in grade school and tell you about the time I caught my father with a dead body in our garage.

	I was waiting up, pissed and hungry, because he was late again and there wasn’t any food in the house (the short version: my dad skipped out on my mom while she was pregnant with me. My mom raised me until I was twelve, when she died. My dad re-emerged and took custody). When I heard the humming of the garage door opening, followed by all the familiar thuds of doors opening and closing, I marched my fourteen-year-old self down the stairs, arms crossed, ready to emulate my dead mother’s sternness.

	Ever have the wind completely taken out of your sails? That’s what happened to me when I opened the garage door and saw my father hauling the limp form of Mr. Lakeland, our elderly neighbor, out of his trunk.

	I remember running upstairs while he ran after me, yelling “Sarah, wait!”. I remember locking the door. Crying a little. Partially out of fear and partially because I was so sure that my anger and his tardiness was going to be the Big Event of the night, and I was wrong, so deeply fucking wrong.

	I was a stupid, stupid, stupid little girl.

	Eventually, though, I had to come out. My father planted himself outside my room and wouldn’t stop cajoling and reassuring me that everything was OK; there was no need to be afraid. And the emptiness in my belly roared, demanding to be filled.

	He took me to the backyard, where he laid Mr. Lakeland’s frail little body in the small bonfire pit we had - the kind that was dug into the ground and lined with flat stones. I flinched and clutched at my sweater when he swung a shovel up and brought it down on Mr. Lakeland’s skull. He stepped back, and said into the night air, “Seventeen. Take him.”

	And the sound of whispers came, and the whispering tendrils came, and they surrounded Mr. Lakeland, and even though I was furious at (and, now, terrified of) my father, I still clung to him and buried my face in his side as the body was ravaged.

	Ten minutes later, all that was left of Mr. Lakeland was a dark stain on the rock. My father got out the hose.

	After the rocks were mostly clean of carnage, my father took us inside. There was a pointed moment of uncertainty, and then he sat me at the table and gave me a Twinkie. He went to heat up some water. The water turned into hot chocolate, also for me. It was a little infantilizing, but I didn’t mind. It was the most tender he’d been towards me since the day I moved in.

	He talked, more earnestly than we’d ever talked. He talked about his eighteenth birthday when his mother (my Grandmother Sylvia) died, when he’d been sat down and told about the family curse. One person from every generation in their family must make 26 sacrifices to the beast. He didn’t believe it at first. Then he turned eighteen. He started having sudden and unexplainable pains - pains that incapacitated him to the point that he dropped out of school and had to start taking painkillers daily just to function. He ate his pills and suffered until he couldn’t anymore, and then one night he strangled his coworker as they were closing up the restaurant where they worked. He sat on the ground and waited, and after some time passed...black smoke consumed the body, leaving just a stain. And his pains went away. For the first time in months, relief.

	I asked what the thing’s name was. He said it didn’t have one, they just called it ‘the black smoke’ or ‘the curse’. I asked him how they knew it was 26 sacrifices. He said he couldn’t talk for previous family members, but that was how many people grandma had killed before the pains went away for good.

	I asked him why you couldn’t just dig up a dead body and then summon the thing. He said it didn’t work. He’d tried it.

	I asked why he killed Mr. Lakeland. He said he’d stopped by his house to check in, and found him unresponsive but alive—the victim of a stroke, or a heart attack, or something. His phone was off the hook and my dad said he could hear someone yelling for Mr. Lakeland on the other end.

	He said he knew it seemed wrong, but Mr. Lakeland was old and if he was going to die anyway, he might as well make him an offering - it would save someone else from the same fate. But that meant he had to get the body out of there, immediately, before someone called the police, and he couldn’t risk doing it there and leaving evidence behind.

	I’ve often thought about whether or not he was telling me the truth about Mr. Lakeland. Dad was a kind guy, don’t get me wrong, but he wasn’t the Good Samaritan type to just drop in on a neighbor for a home check. I want to believe that was how it really happened, but when I weigh the totality of the circumstances...I think my dad probably lied about what happened that night.

	That night marked the start of Dad teaching me how to kill within the parameters of the curse. He taught me to mercy kill whenever possible. If I really had to, I could kill someone and transport them somewhere else, but if I had the time it was best to just do the sacrifice immediately. Mostly, though, he just taught me to hunt. I learned I should swap out my license plates with fakes when hunting. To try and give my sacrifices in abandoned buildings, basements, or the woods. How and where to look for security or trail cameras.

	He taught me to target the vulnerable, the forgotten, the powerless, saying it was one of the easiest ways to avoid detection. I’m telling you this because I don’t want to sugar-coat the morality of what we were doing. I won’t make arguments that our killings were somehow justified, or any of that “taking out the trash of the world” or “watching the watchmen” nonsense. I made peace with my choices - and his - long ago. We killed people. Usually innocents. Because in the end it was either them or us.

	Fast forward to one night in the August of 2007 when I was—coincidentally—unloading a body from my trunk. I had the drifter halfway out of the trunk before a spasm struck my gut, so painful that I shrieked into my dark, empty garage.

	It felt like something alive was writhing in my belly, trying to break out of my body’s fleshy prison. I gulped air. I screamed every obscenity I knew and a few I made up. My words echoed through the house, caustic with volume. I waited for the agony to recede, but it burned on as strong as ever. Eventually, I collapsed next to the rear tire, gasping.

	It took a few minutes, but eventually the burning started to dissipate. I gritted my teeth and got back to my feet. The corpse wasn’t going to move itself, after all.

	I’d stopped the drifter earlier in the night while on patrol, and, feigning sympathy, told him about a spot under an overpass a few miles to the south. “It’s not much, but there aren’t too many critters and it keeps off the worst of the weather,” I’d said. “You can stay there as long as you move on in the morning.” The gratitude in his eyes almost made me feel bad. Later that night, I’d come by and bashed his head in with a rock while he slept. I’d wanted to get rid of him right there, but some teenagers wandered dangerously close to the spot, and I didn’t want to risk attracting attention. So into the trunk he went.

	I had dragged the body to the top of the basement stairs when another spasm wracked my midsection. It rippled through my muscles and into my bones, all the way down to my heels. The pain brought me to my knees. My hands made involuntary clawing motions for a few seconds. I tried my best to breathe through it, to ignore it.

	I abandoned any plans I had of handling him gently. I kicked the body down the stairs. It took almost a minute to get all the way down, the lifeless arms and legs getting tangled in the narrow space.

	Stupid family. Stupid father. Stupid curse that keeps my demons lingering much, much longer than they should. I leaned against the door frame at the top of the stairs, panting.

	Clutching my aching belly, I shouted, “Take him! Take him, goddammit! 24! 24!”

	Hushed whispers emanated from the dark. I saw little tendrils of black curl around the drifter, still lying prone at the bottom of the stairs. The tendrils slowly circled around him until his body was almost completely obscured by the smoke. Then the crunching started.

	The drifter’s body jerked back and forth as the tendrils played with it. The sounds of twisting, cracking, and churning wet gristle filled the space. Sometimes the whirling lump of black smoke was punctuated with little bright white bits of bone. The muscles in my stomach seized, causing me to keel over onto the kitchen’s linoleum floor with my back arched. When the drifter’s skull popped, it was so loud it felt like a sonic boom. I jumped, even though I’ve heard that sound many times before. But when I see his head start to lose that familiar structure—lower jaw now perpendicular to the top one, one gleaming white eye shifted to the dead center of a face now horribly concave, before being pulverized into chunky jelly—I couldn’t help it, I started to dry heave.

	All that was left of that drifter, whoever he was, was a wet red smear on the concrete.

	Only two more.

	Two months after the drifter, the pains returned. I knew they’d been coming on sooner and sooner the more people I killed, but I wasn’t expecting them that soon. I was forced to scramble and find a new target much earlier than I normally would. This is how I ended up in a bank parking lot on a Wednesday night, talking to my supervising sergeant, and trying to remain casual while there was an unconscious woman in my trunk.

	I had - irrationally, I admit—driven three towns over to one of my old beats and visited their equivalent of Skid Row. I only had to circle around a few times before I spotted a small figure hunched up next to a building. It wasn’t difficult to persuade her to come over, and even easier to knock her out and toss her in the trunk. So you can imagine that I was less than thrilled when I passed by the bank - just a few miles from home - and saw a familiar police cruiser flash its hazards at me.

	Heart sinking, I turned into the parking lot and pulled up to see Sergeant Belden’s face, blue-lit by the glow of his monitor.

	“You all right there, Verborden? You look a little pale.”

	I rubbed my forehead bashfully. “Felt a little crappy last night, but better now. Still getting used to midnights. Haven't done them since I was a rookie up in Pinewood.”

	We shot the shit for a few more minutes. Work, holidays, the weather...

	Sergeant Belden was a good man.

	What I did to him wasn’t fair.

	Sometimes when I’m lying awake at night I revisit that moment. I was shaking. I was hesitating. Ten years later, I’m still surprised that I managed to pull the trigger. The fact that the sergeant and I had always gotten along was probably the only thing that stopped him from shooting me first.

	My decision happened so fast, so clinically and quick, that sometimes late at night I wonder if it was really me. It felt like someone else; like Soldier Sarah came out brandishing all her training from murder school, ready to get the job done.

	I never intended to kill Sergeant Belden, but we all know plans change sometimes. And in the middle of our conversation, the woman I kidnapped woke up and started screaming at the top of her lungs.

	The sergeant jumped, startled, and all the years of learning from Dad, and of hunting in my private time, and of moving and never getting attached took over. I drew my gun and shot him twice in the temple.

	I whispered, “25. Take him.”

	I got out of my car, already crying. I opened the trunk and did the same to the screaming woman. I tipped her dead weight onto the asphalt, and said in a low voice, “26. Take her.”

	The smoke that was consuming Sergeant Belden split into two, and one of its cyclones descended on the woman. I walked over to the driver’s side of my car and sat on the ground, and let the tears fall down my face.

	You have to believe me when I say I didn’t want that to happen. But it was the only way. And that, coincidentally, has been a curse of its own. It hasn’t been the jubilant release that I dreamed it would be. It’s been like emerging from a terminal illness, the kind of perpetual darkness that tests your soul and your being as much as it tests your body.

	After the smoke took Belden and the woman, I got in my car and sped home. I had long prepared for the day when this trail of death would be over, and I didn’t care if anybody could link me to the murders. I was leaving the Midwest for good. I would be in the wind. I had everything I needed to disappear, and I did.

	And I thought I’d stay disappeared, here, in Dunsmuir. Until this morning.

	The flash drive that someone put on my doorstep contained Sergeant Belden’s dash camera footage from the night of the murders. There isn’t much to see, since most of it happened off-camera, and at times the video completely disintegrates into static. But after that clears, you can see a cloud of smoke edging in the frame. After a few minutes of that, you see my car speed away.

	Then, a funnel of smoke can be seen descending from the lower left corner. It whirls and churns, condensing ever downward. When it eventually clears, a small, spindly figure is left lying on the ground. Curled up in the fetal position, it looks like it could be an emaciated person. The picture quality isn’t good, but it looks almost mummified - long, bony and shriveled.

	A man wearing a black priest’s cassock and collar enters from the right frame. He stops short of the creature, and kneels. He kneels for a few moments without moving at all. He brings his hands to his mouth, as if in awe or fear. Then, he reaches a trembling finger out to the figure.

	
It reaches a withered hand back to him.

	 



R is for Romance
Mikey Knutson
 

	It all started at a bar.

	That's where I met the woman that changed my life. Typical, right?

	Average looking guy in his 20s goes out drinking with his buddies and picks up some strange. Almost every bro-movie and frat party story has been based off of that premise. It's not factual, of course. It doesn't actually happen that way. The fact of the matter is most women don't want to be hit on when they go out. One could go so far as to say they even despise when arrogant men swing their dicks around all night trying to see who can throw theirs the hardest. Have you ever wondered why ladies enjoy going to gay bars? That's why.

	Despite the odds being stacked against any breathing thing with a penis, hook-ups still do happen on occasion. Maybe the girl is going through a rough break-up and needs a rebound. That woman over there hasn't been fucked in two years and is simply too shy to approach a guy about having casual sex. Another one might just like to fuck as many guys as she can. She gets bored with the same guy and his same bedroom routine that gives him a false sense of pride. She craves adventure like an Everest climber craves warmth.

	I found one of those.

	Out of the blue, a friend that I hadn't heard from in years shot me a message over social media . He asked me to come out with him on the Saturday following New Year's Day. I obliged. We exchanged numbers and that was that. I didn't hear from him for another week and presumed that he had forgotten about me. It didn't seem too far-fetched given that the last time I talked to him we had a different president.

	Saturday came and went without a peep from him. I had all but forgotten our plans until I received a text at 10pm sharp:

	Meet you at Riverwood in 20.

	Strange. A little vague, but I had nothing else going on, and it was Saturday. Why not at least get a few drinks in me?

	I responded in the affirmative, threw on a shirt that didn't smell, and drove down the street to the bar.

	My friend was waiting outside the bar for me, which was a bit odd given the frigid northeast Ohio weather during that time of year. Most people avoid the outdoors like a divorced aunt with an alcohol problem.

	“Chris! What's up, man?” The short, ginger-bearded man called as he walked towards me. I could tell that his beard was hiding a newly formed double chin.

	“Looking a little heavy there, aren't ya?” I teased, going in for a hug. “Drinks on you? Clearly you've got enough money to spend on food...or is that just desserts?”

	We shared a laugh and a couple of hard back pats as we walked inside the bar.

	There she was. Stunning. Short brown hair with a few strands of blonde. Light brown skin. Thick thighs you couldn't wrap your hands around. Lips that could show you things you didn't know and eyes that could steal your entire being.

	I couldn't help but stare.

	“You gonna go for it?” My friend brought me out of my trance.

	“Oh. No, man. No. I just didn't expect to see that here of all places!”

	He got us a round and two doubles to knock back as a kick-off. I felt her watching us. Watching me.

	I spent the entire night at that bar one-handed until my half-full pint glass was gently taken away from me by a slender, tan hand with white acrylic nails.

	“Fuck me.”

	I coughed. “Excuse me?”

	Before me stood that stunning, voluptuous woman who I had my eyes on since we came to the Riverwood. I felt mom's spaghetti coming up.

	“Did-did you just ask me to fuck you?” I stammered.

	“No,” she grinned, “I told you to fuck me.”

	“Alright.” I didn't know what else to say, and I couldn't resist.

	I walked over to my friend to let him know I was heading out, but as I walked up to the bar he already had a target on the girl behind the bar, so I just left.

	Cynthia, as I later found out was her name, lived above the bar in a spacious wannabe penthouse apartment with a 1970s stepdown from the dining room to the living room.

	“There's something about you, you know? Like jus-”

	Cynthia put her finger up to my lips.

	“I'm not here to talk. I'm here to get my pussy wet, let you inside, and shove you out the door. Understand?”

	I nodded. The dominatrix style she was putting off was turning me on, I can't lie.

	“The bedroom is over there behind that gray door. Go in, take off your clothes, and get your cock hard. I'll be in in five.” She commanded.

	The room I went into was immediately off-putting, but not because it was some sex dungeon or full of paintings of Vlad the Impaler. Hell, I would've been more okay with that than what I actually saw. The bedroom, if you can call it that, was painted a pale yellow on every surface. Like Homer Simpson with a stomach virus yellow. There was no furniture. No decor. No clothes. Nothing except for a large mattress with a blue sheet laying haphazardly on the floor, and a single Edison lightbulb illuminating the room. I couldn't wrap my mind around why a woman who made such an effort to get a penthouse vibe to her apartment would completely give up on her bedroom. Had it not been for the alcohol I might have hesitated, but that five minutes was going to come up quick.

	I undressed, tossed my clothes into a corner and began stroking my dick slowly and firmly. I wanted to be at full attention when she came into the room. If Cynthia just wanted a good fuck, I wasn't about to let her down. Besides, those thick, juicy thighs being wrapped around my waist was something I could only dream about having. I was erect in no time.

	Cynthia walked in completely nude, carrying a large mirror. She hung it up in the middle of one of the yellow walls, just low enough so I could see myself laying on the bed.

	“Interesting piece, where'd you get it?”

	She sighed, “Pine Grove Mall. Nice cock. Lay down.”

	Cynthia walked over to the bed, got down on her knees and took my entire manhood into her mouth all at once. My eyes rolled back in instant ecstasy. I had been deepthroated before but nothing nearly this good. Her mouth kept going and going. The gagging sounds were almost a bigger turn on than the actual act itself. As I considered finishing in her mouth and going again, she pulled back.

	“Eat my asshole.” She ordered.

	“What? Uh. No. No thanks. I'm good.” I objected instantly.

	“I didn't give you a choice.” She got on all fours in front of me. This was my night now. I will admit, she looked incredible bent over like that.

	I positioned myself behind her and slid my tongue into her. She moaned loud and deep. She loved it. Knowing that made it more bearable for me. I kept licking up and down, throwing in the occasional perimeter move for good measure. Her body was writhing in a way I've never been able to make a woman move before.

	I felt my tongue slide inside of her.

	I went to pull it out but... it was stuck. I tapped her on the cheek aggressively but Cynthia kept moaning louder and began rubbing her clit.

	“Fuck!” She shouted.

	At that moment a piercing pain shot through the tip on my tongue. A scream made its way out of my throat but it was stifled by my protruding tongue. Tears rolled down my face as I kept slapping her ass and legs, trying to stop this sick game and free myself.

	“Oh god!” She moaned, “I'm so close. Just twenty-six seconds darling. I'm almost there!”

	The pain in my tongue  intensified, but there was nothing I could do. I started seeing spots and white flashes.

	Why the fuck did I do this?

	Cynthia's entire body convulsed in one strong movement and I yanked myself away as hard as I could, falling back to the floor. I grabbed my mouth in agony, but I tasted no blood. I check my hands. Nothing.

	As I lay there discombobulated, Cynthia walked over to me and bent down.

	“Your turn. Go find yourself a nice girl. Have her suck the juice out of your little cock.”

	I grabbed my clothes and ran out. I ran to my car. I drove home naked. At that point it didn't matter who saw me or what happened. I needed to getaway. 

	Safe.

	A couple of days later I went and got myself checked for STDs and explained an abridged account of my night to the doctor. He assured me that my tongue must have just cramped due to nerves and all of the motions. I was willing to live with that.

	A couple more weeks went by. My tests all came back negative. That calmed me, but at that point it was the least of my concerns. I hadn't heard from my friend since that night. According to the girl he was hitting on at the bar, he went home with some “sleek, feminine” guy shortly after I left. He was always the biggest homophobe I knew, so honestly him being in the closet didn't surprise me in the slightest. What did concern me, however, was my sex drive. My dick was constantly getting hard any time I was near an even remotely attractive female. I felt like an eleven-year old boy who just discovered breasts.

	After a few days spent masturbating way too much, I managed to convince the server from Riverwood, Olivia, to come home with me after bar close one night.

	Once we worked past the kissing and boring formalities, we both stood in front of each other naked and ready to become partners in sin.

	“Suck my dick.” I told her.

	“Ooh, I like a bossy guy.” She squealed a little. “I'll suck it so good, daddy.”

	Olivia got on her knees and took me into her mouth. She couldn't get it all the way in, but she could take enough to scratch my itch. It was good. Not Cynthia good, but enjoyable. I felt her try to pull her head away as I felt my cum getting ready to burst out, but she couldn't. I could see the fear in her eyes as she looked up at me.

	“Try to relax. Twenty-six seconds, then it'll all be over.”

	 

	
 

	S is for Sable
Noah Rex
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When driving down Elmer's Street sometimes you'll be able to make out a turn, hidden expertly behind thorn bushes. I urge you to never take that path. Now simple urging won't convince you, I assume, so I'll just tell you the story of Sable Lane.

	It started off fine. I had stopped in Pinewood. I filled up my tank, bought myself some coffee and a cupcake for a snack. I had walked around the gas station, subtly asking about abandoned places nearby.  After getting a lead, I made a quick trip to the trucker's room, cleaning up the slight stubble I had been growing over the last few days on the road. After fixing myself up enough to not look homeless (which I was) I walked to the address I had gotten: Pine Grove Mall.

	I did this from town to town, claiming that wherever I was had been such a bustling place when I was younger, and that I wondered how so much had changed. Usually, people would mention some abandoned place during the conversation. The girl at the counter was easy enough to charm, as I smiled carefully, asking her about her day and about the town. She seemed glad that I was interested in the area. I took down her directions to various places and then thanked her. It was easy enough to find Pine Grove by asking her what was nearby, acting like I had simply forgotten the shop names. Abandoned malls were good, depending of course on the reason why it was abandoned. Some had forgotten clothes in them, and maybe I could find two clean shirts and a jacket. I arrived at the mall and looked around, noticing that the main door was padlocked. I clicked my tongue, crouching around and trying to find a broken window or some other entrance. There was a small opening between two parts of a wall that I could squeeze through. I slipped in and stopped; I wasn't alone.

	I could hear the undertones of a monotonous voice talking, and then  several responses from a younger guy (their words weren’t clear from where I stood). The smell of mold was almost overpowering, but it was also mixed with burning chemicals. I groaned softly, bringing a hand up to my nose as I shifted forward from under the crawlspace I had used to get in. Thick smoke was curling out from what looked like the basement. I silently walked down the stairs, and the smoke thickened. As I approached the door to the basement, I could see the outlines of a fire through a crack in the door. This was either meth-heads or something worse. I watched from a hole in the wall as a few people stood around a fresh fire. They were all wearing black-hooded jackets, black pants, and masks out of the movie ‘Scream.’ One of them was bending down and stoking the fire as the others watched. Two of them were talking:

	“-- so the fire is ready now,” said one. The other nodded.

	“I want no interruptions this time,” he said. His voice strangely monotonous. I stepped back unconsciously. “Are you sure there are no scheduled rounds today?”

	“Yes,” said the younger one. “I checked the Sheriff’s office. No rounds in the register.” They had contacts in the police department - this seemed bad. I made my way back up the stairs, sticking to the shadows. I drove away as fast as I could, chain smoking cigarettes to calm my racing heart.

	My car seemingly slowed down right after the rusted, crooked sign that once used to guide people to Sable Lane. In fact, it seemed like everything was slowed down relative to me. My eyes follow the faded yellow stripes going left and I was unsure as to whether it would be a bad idea. Some part of my young self wanted validation; one look at my 1913 gold plated watch told it was an hour before midnight. I clicked my tongue, pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and blew out smoke rings as I went over what I had seen. Should I call the cops to the mall?

	I had just stopped at a bar where some chick in a tight skirt kept flirting with the guy next to me. I thought I looked better than him. She talked to him for an hour while I sat there with my fifth shot, nursing it slowly. I had just run away from home due to...certain circumstances. My therapist, Raymond, will probably be heartbroken. But I couldn't have stayed there for much longer. It was hell being in that house. The road suited me much better.

	I ended up taking the turn. I kept driving for a few minutes before a cement barrier blocked the road and I knew somewhere deep down that it was my last chance to turn back. I sat there for a few minutes before lighting another cigarette, debating whether I should leave the car there or turn back. I eventually decided to stay in the car as I drove off the road to pass the blockade. After a few more minutes of driving, houses began to emerge on both sides, and I started to feel like I'd made a mistake. Each one was in the exact same state of despair. With the same graffiti markings, in the same locations, and the same amount of spray paint too. My hand twitched as I debated turning back, yet again. The houses could've once been beautiful, with their white-washed walls and perfect slanting red roofs, but now every window was blocked with wood. Such finesse - each board was stacked above the next at perfect angles, not ninety degrees. The whole street looked like an orchestrated mess. Like every leaf was put into place with thought. The first out-of-place thing I saw was a black shining arrow on the ground, darker than the night sky, as if the asphalt had faded under it and it fell directly to hell.

	I think of the mall. I don't want to go there again, it was easy but not worth it. Sable Lane had me like a fly trapped in sticky sheets then, it called to me almost like a lover opening their arms and whispering my name. My head spun as I got closer to the houses, the underside of my tongue felt numb as I drove closer. Every traumatic memory surfaced as my eyes start tearing up. I just wanted to crash into my lover's arms and cry my heart out. Never to return to the world again, as I fall apart in their embrace. My car skidded on the black ink precisely as I took a shaky breath, unsure why there was a brick sitting on my chest. I stopped the car when a loud pop broke my line of thought: a punctured tire. My breathing was hot and heavy as I clenched my hands on the steering wheel. It's then that I saw the difference: in the house closest to me, two separate wooden bars had been removed to give a view of the living room. There was some movement inside, so I ruffled through the bag lying next to me and pulled out a gun. A Deagle, illegal, probably the last thing I ever want to get caught with. I keep telling myself that I bought it for protection, but late nights seduce me into putting it against my head.

	I stepped out, tucking the gun into my waistband like all those 5:00 A. M. cop shows. I tried to imitate their walk as I approached the house in a crouch. The room was bright but the light didn't spill outside like it should. I didn't care in that moment as I stood up straight. I knew what I was looking at. A memory. My father holding a wooden stick, looking down at me curled up into a ball, my frame much smaller than it is now. My curled hands raised, fear dancing in my eyes. My fingers unconsciously curled around my forearm where I still have a scar, my nails digging into skin as an odd sort of longing set in. I wanted to save myself because no one else ever did. I saw myself getting hit and flinched, the screams filling my ears as I stepped back, trying to focus on anything but the begging. My watery eyes looked away from the window as I bit my lip, regretting the decision to come here.

	The next house was similar, the spray paint forming 'His name is Sable,' the ivy growing along the east wall as I stood close to it peering into the window. I was high, paranoid and curled up on the sofa. I stepped back, tears rolling freely because I didn't even want to see that memory. Panic seized me as I walked back to my car. No amount of kicking could fix the tire as I dropped to my knees.

	The sound of footsteps filled my ears and I turned towards, it holding the bonnet of the car, eyes filled with apprehension. This is when I got to know that Sable Lane was alive, as something breathed down my collar. My bloodshot eyes widened at the feeling of warm breath caressing my neck and I started to run without turning back. My feet slammed down and then there was another sound, wet crunches on asphalt. I knew looking back would slow me down so I didn't. That's when I saw another arrow pointing in a different direction. I followed it thoughtlessly. It was a better decision than my mind was capable of making. The black sticky liquid clung to my shoes for a few terrifying seconds but then I was running off the road. The creature’s walk hadn’t sounded human, but it couldn't be heard anymore. I ran into the shallow shrubs towards the thicker tree line. There was a handprint on one of the trees. I couldn't tell if it was black or red in the dim light of the setting sun, but I told myself it was black. Uncertainty seemed better than certainty. This was when I remembered that my phone was in my pocket. I took it out and the low signal bars felt like a twisting knife.

	9-1-1

	Ring.

	“Please pick up,” I whispered.

	I was still running and I could hear something behind me again. I chanced a glance backwards and my breath hitched in my throat with fear. My adrenaline levels peaked as I focused more on the trees.

	Ring.

	“Please, I don't want to die.”

	I was glad that I wearing boots and jeans. The shrubbery cut into my hands but I didn't stop.

	Ring.

	“Hello, 9-1-1. What is your emergency?”

	“Help me, please. It's following me. Pine Grove Mall, Pinewood, Pennsylvania.”

	“Help is on the way, sir. Can you give me more details? What is following you?”

	“My name’s Ezra, I’m being followed. It's a creature, humanoid. I'm not sure. There's blood. Sable.”

	“Uh, sir are you sure that-”

	Tone. I pulled my phone away from my ear and saw that the call got dropped after 26 seconds. I yelled out a loud curse and jumped over a puddle. I saw another tree marked in black. I ran in that direction. Then I stopped. The trees thinned out a little but what was in the middle of the trees is what scared me. It's revolting, terrifying. I took a few steps forward using my phone's flashlight,  unable to believe what I was seeing.

	“Oh God.”

	I proceeded to puke in front of It, my vomit mixing in with the blood. It wasn't black after all. I turned around and the creature was watching me as if waiting for my response. It looked hideous in the light of my phone. Like an inside out human being, thinner, taller. Its stance looked like a crouch, somewhere between an animal and a human in its mannerisms, with its arms hanging the fingertips were barely above the ground. Thin walls of flesh hung in a way that just seemed wrong. Like a human puppet that had been turned inside out. I don't know how else to describe it. It took a step closer to me, an action that made me take two steps back and fall into the blood and my own vomit. Something fell from It onto my shoulder. I looked up in fear.

	It was a tree. No ordinary tree, however. It was completely human. Made from human parts held together by… actually I'm not sure what they were held together by. There were faces opened in screams and where a skull seemed to be crushed was what looked like a back. A woman's torso was cut open with a leg sticking out of it. Shoulders with hands attached to them. It branched upwards, the parts getting smaller as It rose to around 26 feet easily. On my shoulder was what looked like a hand ripped off brutally. I held my breath as it almost seemed to twitch. The creature stepped closer and I just sat there frozen in shock. It lifted the hand from my shoulder and twisted it, using both hands, as bile rose from my throat. The hand twitched as the cracking sounds filled the silence. The creature’s mouth opened like a vertical crack and snapped one of the fingers off. The sound reminding me of a chicken leg being pulled away from the hips. The creature tilted its head back, letting out a moan as it swallowed the finger. Then it started climbing.

	I didn't dare look back. I ran as fast as I could. I drove my car to the main highway with the punctured tire and then drove a little farther up towards Pinewood. I changed into different clothes, cleaning up as much as I possibly could in a dimly-lit alley. At the police station, Sheriff Jake Hammond let me into his office after noticing I was in shock. He asked another officer to have the tire repaired as he got a blanket for me. By the time they got some caffeine in me I was crying.

	“Son, what’s your name?”

	“Ezra.”

	“Ezra, you can tell me what you saw?” he said. “ A lot of weird things happen ‘round these parts. I've seen a lot.”

	“You wouldn't believe me.” 

	He sighed and looked towards the picture sitting on his desk, his hand immediately placing it face-down. I looked around, focusing on everything, the background sounds. I couldn’t hear traffic or people at Sable Lane, I realized. I could hear nothing.

	“I will. I've seen a lot in my time.” 

	I stayed silent for a few minutes, not sure of what to say as I continued to cry.

	“I went to Sable Lane,” I finally said in a choked sob, the noise almost deafening as I tried to burrow into the blanket.

	“And you saw the tree?”

	 I nodded, my sobs getting louder. “I saw...him...too,” I said.

	“Sable?”

	I nodded softly.

	 “I've never seen him myself, but every now and then someone who has comes by. We can't do much about it; every time we take the tree down there's a lot of disappearances all of a sudden. When we go back, the tree is taller than it used to be.” I continued to cry for what seemed like an hour. The Sheriff got me another cup of green tea and a light snack. I couldn't eat, though, everything tasted like blood and flesh. He took me to his house that night after he got to know that I was on the road. I took a really long hot shower to the point my skin went red, my fingers scratching my shoulder as I stood there. It was long enough that the Sheriff thought I was trying to drown myself and opened the door to check on me.

	I spent the night in a room that seemed a little too lived-in to be a guest room. I'd say it belonged to a guy about my age. I was too out-of-it to really care at that point. I curled up, unable to find comfort as I fell into restless sleep.

	The next day I drove non-stop to Illinois. I spent the following nights in dingy hotels, grabbing coffee at diners on the roadside.

	Even three states away I didn't feel safe from Sable...

	


T is for Time Travel
John Buffalo
 

	When they came home and saw the device on my wrist, my parents acted without a word to one another. My dad immediately went back downstairs, and my mother sat down next to me on the bed and began tenderly rubbing my back.

	“It’s okay, baby. It’s alright,” she had reassured me. “Just tell mommy what happened.”

	And this is what I told her.

	 

	“This sucks,” I remember Martin saying. “Your party blows, Harry.”

	We were all clustered around the living room table. Sarah and Ron were sitting in the chairs next to me while Martin was on the other side of the table. He was tilting his chair backwards, balancing on the two back legs, and I remember at the time thinking how cool he looked.

	“C'mon, man,” Ron piped in. “Lay off. It’s not, like, Harry’s fault his parents had to leave. They had to go into work. They have like, really important stuff to do, right Harry? Tell him.”

	I remember staying silent. I don’t know if it was because I had been homeschooled for years or from moving  around a lot, but I didn’t handle tension or nervousness well. Whenever I would get really nervous, I would clam up. It’s been this way since forever, it felt like. No matter where we were, Nebraska, North or South Dakota, and now in the sticks of Iowa, I always feared things would come out wrong. I felt like if I talked or put myself out there I might mess something up. Like I would be tipping my chair back like Martin, but I would fall instead.

	Sarah responded for me.

	“Yeah, Ron is right. Quit being a jerk, Martin. You’ve done nothing but complain since you got here.”

	“Look, guys,” Martin said. “The only reason I came was ‘cause I heard Harry’s parents were mad scientists or some shit. I thought they would have some interesting stuff knocking around, but I get here, and all I find are two clumsy dopes and their loser son. They didn’t even take us to Disneyland like he promised. They even took off before they got the cake.”

	The cake was in the fridge, pristine and untouched. I didn’t tell them that though, but I should have. Maybe if I had told them, then we wouldn’t have done what we did next, maybe I wouldn’t have damned them all.

	Instead, I said:

	“I could show you.”

	That got all of their attention. Especially Martin’s.

	“What?” he said.

	I spoke slowly but firmly. “My parents work for the government, that’s who called them, that’s why they had to leave. They do most of their work at a lab, but they have something downstairs, and I can show you.”

	That left them speechless. Ron and Sarah were the only friends I’d had since my parents stopped homeschooling me last year and sent me to a public school. And even they had never seen any of my parents’ work, and by their request, I had never broached the subject with them. Of course, not until then.

	“Well then,” said Martin, smiling for the first time since my parents had left. “Let’s get to it.”

	As I took them deeper into the bowels of the house, I fielded numerous questions from Ron, Martin, and Sarah:

	“Why have we never seen anything weird around your house before?”

	“Your parents seem like dopes; you’re saying they actually invent stuff? Like really cool shit?”

	“What are you taking us to see?”

	I answered them without stopping.

	“They keep most of their stuff at work, at a place called West Bale Path, but there’s some things that they hold back. Some things they keep for themselves.”

	“They only seem like it. They both have PhDs in Biochemistry, doctorates in Engineering, and a bunch of other stuff.

	“A time machine.”

	That brought on another flurry of questions, but as we were almost to the machine. I decided to show rather than tell. I pulled a book off of a bookcase, and so revealed the secret stairway behind it to the astonishment of my friends. I beckoned them down and down, until we reached those giant metal doors. I took a packet from a compartment on the door and opened it. Inside were the 26 identical devices I so often used without my parent's knowledge. They looked like bulky watches with blue lights on them, and I used that similarity to explain to my friends how to put them on.

	They got them on quickly as I herded them past the metal doors and into the dark room within. As I locked the door behind us, we were shrouded in darkness, the only lights coming from our devices.

	“So,” inquired Martin as he rubbed his own device. “How do these time machines work?”

	“Actually, there’s only one time machine,” I said, pressing a button on my device causing the lights in the room to come on. “And we’re all standing in it.”

	It was a large room with a high ceiling and many doors that led into smaller rooms. The ceiling, walls, and floor, were made of a strange metal, and there were crude building materials scattered around the floor.

	Ron couldn’t hide his shock. “You mean this whole room is the time machine?”

	Martin piped in. “Yeah, can this room really travel back in time?”

	“No it can’t,” I say. “Because that’s impossible. What it does, is let time pass faster or slower in here than outside.”

	I held my device up. “These things, make sure that our physical bodies aren’t affected by the field or whatever that makes time move faster.”

	Martin nodded his head in time to my words. “Yes, of course. I know what that means, but could you explain it again, as if I had no idea what you just said.”

	I fiddled with my device for a bit. “Now, for every second that passes outside this room, 5 seconds would have passed in here. So in five minutes, if we leave this room, we’d find that we’ve only lost a minute.”

	“That’s amazing,” Sarah said. “But how does it work, exactly?”

	I shrugged. “No idea. I’m not the one with the PhDs.”

	“Forget how it works.” Martin interrupted. “What cool shit can it do?”

	‘Well, the device I have is a bit different to your guys’. In addition to the lights, mine can also control how fast time travels. Here’s something cool I figured out how to do a while back. Sarah, stand still.”

	“...Okay.”

	I press a few buttons and the display on my device changes. I make some quick changes before addressing Sarah again.

	“Now take a few steps back.”

	She does and I press a few more buttons. The lights in the ceiling turn off and then some lights in the floor turn on. Suddenly Sarah and Ron screamed and Martin cursed. For, standing in front of Sarah, was what appeared to be a translucent, caricatured version of her, except that it lacked Sarah’s long hair and it had holes where her eyes were supposed to be.

	I quickly turned back on the lights and tried to reassure them. “Don’t worry guys, it’s just some dust.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” shouted Martin. “What was that?”

	“Everybody has a thin layer of dust on their skin. I used my device to make it so that the time around us in the room passed much more slowly. I think we’ve passed an hour in the world outside. Our devices made sure that our bodies didn’t age as fast as time actually passed in here.”

	Martin looked at the place where the ‘ghost’ had been before saying, “Ok, now I want to try it.”

	After we messed around a bit with the dust some more, Ron asked me why there were different types of building materials on the floor. Some of the rods and such had the color and texture of silicon, while the rest looked like regular construction materials.

	I told him that the odd-looking materials were made special so that they too were resistant to the time machine’s effects and so were used for actual building. The regular materials were for tests, as they acted peculiarly in here. I demonstrated by holding up a metal pole, pressing a button and then letting go. To my friend's amazement, the pole slowly fell through the air before coming to a gentle stop on the ground.

	While they mimicked my actions with the other materials laying on the ground, I quickly made my way to the door and with a call of “be right back” I slipped out of the room, made sure to close the door so the machine would keep on running and they could keep playing around. I rushed upstairs and into the kitchen taking out the cake that read “HAPPY 11th BIRTHDAY HARRY”

	I carefully took it out and did a weird, involuntary  waddle as I made my way back to the room.  As I went down the stairs behind the bookcase, I gasped as I tripped and almost dropped the cake. At the time, that had puzzled me. Why did I lose my balance? I had been careful.

	The answer was simple. I had tripped because while I had been being careful, when I reached the stairs, I had rushed down the steps like the million other times I’d done it before. Sometimes I would even jump near the end to skip a few.

	I had done that so many times that it was second nature, almost a reflex. Everyone has something like that. Flipping a particular switch when coming into a room, sitting in a particular seat when you get to class, rushing down some stairs even when you have something in hand, setting the time machine back to its default setting when you left so that your parents didn't know you were messing with it...

	I dropped the cake as I frantically checked the device on my arm. It was set to 100 hours inside for every minute outside. I almost had a heart attack as I set it back to normal, clawed the door back open and rushed inside.

	I was in such a panic that I didn’t even wonder why the lights were off again.

	“MARTIN! SARAH! RON!”

	There was a dull clattering near the back of the room, but no answer. I tried to switch on a ceiling light, but it didn’t work. I tried the rest, one by one, and it’s only when I’d tried the ones near the center of the room that I realized what had happened, for two of the lights in the floor came on, but barely. There were hairline fractures in the glass of both the lights, like someone had tried to smash them out with something heavy. One of the bulbs was thin, while the other flickered wildly, so they barely lit up the center of the floor much less all of the room. But it was enough for me to find Sarah and Martin.

	Martin had been impaled through the neck with a steel bar, one end was embedded in the floor while the other end pointed upwards, supporting his body and making it look like he was kneeling. His teeth had been smashed in and his eyes plucked out. His limbs were bent and twisted into extreme angles.

	Sarah had also been impaled, but unlike Martin, she had been stripped of all her clothes. A longer metal rod had been stuck through the chest, with one end stuck in the floor holding her body mostly upright. Her hair had pulled out of her head, her breasts torn off, and her groin had been pounded full of nails.

	At the sight of them, I clamped up again. Not moving and barely breathing. I might have stayed like that forever if he hadn’t called out to me.

	“Harry, is that you?”

	The voice that said it sounded weird, like he scarcely knew what the words he was saying meant, but I could still tell who it belonged to.

	“Ron, what happened?! Martin and Sarah—”

	“It’s been so long, Harry.”

	The voice sounded closer. As I squinted past the two bodies, I could make out a vague outline of a person—, but there was something wrong with him. No, it couldn’t be…

	I quickly turned off the lights and it was. It was a shadowy figure that had on three glowing devices.

	“You said you’d be right back.”

	The voice was even closer now, too close. I ran right out of the room, closing the door behind me and heading back up to my room until my parents found me.

	We ended up moving away after that and I never saw the house or the time machine again. I still have nightmares though, where I’m sleeping in bed, and in the corner, shrouded in darkness is a figure. Sometimes it’s Sarah, sometimes Martin, and sometimes…

	Sometimes it’s Ron. And when it’s him, just before I wake up, I feel him walk over and loom over me. Then quietly and gently he says,

	“Happy Birthday, Harry.”

	 


U is for Undelivered
Harrison Prince
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I just got home from the hospital after what has to be the strangest Christmas I've ever had. It was absolutely terrible and frankly bizarre.

	Christmas Eve came along, and the kids were hyperactive all day. They couldn't wait for Santa to come, and their energy was amplified by the inches upon inches of snow that were falling outside.

	The weather channel said the snow wouldn't end until the day after Christmas, so it was going to be a very white Christmas.

	My wife and I convinced the kids that Santa was on his way and that if they didn't go to bed by 8pm, he'd miss the house. They ran straight to bed, terrified they might lose their presents if they fought us. Oh how I love the threat of a reverse burglar.

	There was still a little wrapping to do, but we watched a movie until the kids actually fell asleep around 9. Once we confirmed the sugar plums twerking in their heads, we went to work in our bedroom, door closed to hide the sound of crinkling paper and the rip of tape.

	We were interrupted mid-wrap by the sound of our doorbell.

	"Shit," I hissed, praying the kids wouldn't wake up and assume "wow! Santa wants to visit with us!"

	"I'll get it," I told my wife, walking out of the room. Who the hell rings a doorbell after 9 on Christmas Eve?

	A strong gust of snow-filled wind assaulted me when I opened the front door. My bare toes recoiled from the cold, and I peered between the door and the frame.

	"Hey!" Uncle Rob and Aunt Kay stood in the doorway, gift bags and suitcases filling their arms.

	"Whoa! Hi!" I laughed, throwing the door open. They stomped in, kicking the snow off their shoes in the entryway. I shuffled around them to shut the door.

	"What're you guys doing here?" I asked. They were supposed to be on vacation in Hawaii for the holidays.

	"Delivering presents! Ho-ho-ho!" Rob chuckled.

	"Keep it down," I laughed. "The kids are asleep and waiting for Santa."

	I gave quick hugs to each of them and helped unload some of the bags from their arms.

	"You can stick those under the tree," Kay said, putting down her suitcase.

	My wife came out of our room to see what the commotion was about.

	"Marla!" Kay squealed, opening her arms to my wife for a hug. Rob was Marla's brother, and our two families were close.

	The two of them hugged and Marla asked the same questions I did.

	"We decided we would spend Christmas Eve with you guys and then go on vacation," Kay explained. I nodded, happy they were here.

	"We were just wrapping presents, if you want to get settled," I suggested, pointing a thumb to the spare bedroom.

	"Nonsense! We can unpack later! We'll help you wrap," Rob said, tossing his suitcase unceremoniously into the spare room.

	Marla was already ducking into our room. I could tell she wanted to finish wrapping and go to bed. It would be an early morning, after all. Their help would make wrapping go faster, so I accepted Rob's offer.

	All of our work combined made the wrapping go quickly. Before we knew it, the job was done.

	"How did you guys even get here through the storm?" I asked while we stacked presents under the tree.

	"My truck made quick work of the snowstorm" Rob smiled, setting a sled with a bow behind the tree.

	Kay was unpacking a few of their gift bags and lining our fireplace mantle with a whopping 26 snow-globes.

	"You guys brought a lot of presents! Why didn't you mail some?" I asked.

	"And trust the Post Office around the holidays? We were scared half of them would go undelivered. Instead, we decided to deliver them personally!" Kay exclaimed, setting the last snow-globe on the mantle.

	I walked over to inspect the globes further. Kay moved in my way with a smile.

	"Not so fast, peeker! These are still presents and so you need to wait until tomorrow."

	I laughed and threw up my hands.

	"Okay, okay! I never knew you guys collected snow-globes, that's all."

	"We don't, but you do now," Rob winked. I chuckled. The snow-globes were a gag gift, obviously.

	We said goodnight, parted ways, and went to bed.

	Marla rolled over in bed a few minutes after we got in.

	"Steve."

	I grumbled some unintelligible reply.

	"I don't... know how to say this..."

	Her tone concerned me, so I flipped around to face her.

	"What's wrong? Did I do something?"

	"No, no," she said. "Rob is just acting... too... happy...?"

	"Too happy? What do you mean? I would think they should be happy, hanging out with us for Christmas."

	"Something feels off, I just can't place it."

	I'm not an idiot. I know what "something feels off" means. It means you better go investigate because something is going on.

	Without explaining, I got out of bed and headed into the living room. Marla hesitated, then followed. I slipped into the lit room, Christmas tree glistening.

	My first stop was the presents under the tree. I dug through the presents as quietly as I could, pushing our kids presents aside to look at Rob and Kay's for us.

	The gift bags were tucked far under the tree, and I had to really stretch to reach them. Why had they tucked them so far away?

	When I fished one out by one finger, I sat up and peered inside. Marla looked over my shoulder.

	A single snow-globe stood upright at the bottom. I pulled it out, only to find it empty. There was water in the glass orb, but no scenery or glitter or anything. The base was simple: just some polished metal making tripod-style legs.

	"The snow-globes must be their joke gift," I said, telling my theory to Marla. There wasn't much else to say.

	I slowly lowered the snow-globe back into the bag. There were still 3 more bags under the tree to inspect. Marla wandered to the mantle and skimmed her gaze over the snow-globes that were lined there.

	"Steve," Marla whispered. I looked up and set the bag down. Marla motioned me over to the mantle, and I stood up.

	The snow-globes on the mantle had the same kind of simple, metallic, tripod legs. The orb was empty except for a three or maybe four inch-tall waving spire at the bottom.

	I squinted, and that's when I saw it. The spire wasn't a structure: it was a... person. A tiny person—a man—walking forward without going anywhere and his arms wrapped tightly around themselves, as if he were freezing.

	I reached a hand out and softly lifted the snow-globe. The man inside continued walking, even when I turned it upside down.

	I looked along the mantle, trying to understand. Marla watched me, I could tell she was wondering what we should do.

	"What are they?" She asked.

	"I don't...know."

	Should we wake them up and confront them? Why? Maybe these were animatronics or something similar?

	Our decision was made for us. I turned around and suddenly Kay was between us and the tree. I yelped, then caught myself.

	"I told you not to peek," Kay frowned. Marla instinctively moved behind me.

	"We needed a drink so we came out here and ended up talki—"

	I interrupted myself when a man walked into the room. I had barely caught a glance, but I knew. It was the man from the snow-globe I held. Somehow, I knew it was "Rob".

	"Who the hell are you guys?" I asked, with more bravery than I felt.

	The two of them looked at each other. I knew before they moved that they were going to rush us. I tossed the snow-globe I held at them, hoping to distract them so I could grab the fire poker next to the fireplace.

	They both scrambled after the globe, catching it before it fell to the wood floor. I reached the poker just as Marla grabbed another globe and threw it onto the floor, shattering it.

	Kay burst into screams that turned into inhuman shrieks. She put her hands to her face, fingernails being pulled back into her fingers with the sound of elastics being pulled taut. The hair on her head began to retract into her scalp, her arms grew shorter. The skin and mass of her body began to swallow them up, as if packing her body up to be smaller.

	When she moved her hands away from her face, her eyes had been sealed behind skin, and her mouth was no longer there.

	That was all the view I had before the man rushed me. He was so fast that I didn't process the attack in time. He punched me or kicked me, I'm not sure which, and I flew into the hallway, landing straight on my back but still clutching the poker.

	Marla screamed and tried to shove every last globe off the shelf, but the man was on her in milliseconds and tossed her into the Christmas tree.

	I got to my feet and ran into the room, brandishing my weapon. Yelling, I ran at the man who stood in a ready stance, frowning at me.

	I swung, and he moved out of the way so fast that there was never a chance that I'd hit him. Instead, my poker hit the mantle and bounced away. Recoiling from the vibrating collision, I looked at the row of globes. I made my decision and pulled back my arm to swing.

	The iron was yanked out of my grasp by the man, who had sped over behind me. I was thrown off balance and took a few steps forward. I put a hand on the mantle, then grabbed a globe and spun around, holding it out and ready to drop.

	"STOP!" I yelled.

	The man was gone from where he had been, but the patter of quick footfalls that had been filling the air suddenly stopped. The man was near where Kay fell. The only sounds left were the sounds of a balloon being stretched and snapped, and my wife struggling to untangle herself from the Christmas tree.

	"Get out of my house," I growled, emphasizing the threat to drop the globe.

	The voice that emanated from the man was malformed, like trying to talk mid-swallow.

	"Give... me," he gurgled.

	"Get OUT!" I yelled, my legs starting to shake.

	"Steve!" Kay suddenly screamed in terror, and I looked down to find her wriggling out of what can only be described as an elastic, skin colored bag. She wriggled free, completely soaked, and tossed the bag across the room where it hit the wall.

	She tried to stand, but couldn't and just crawled my way. I pointed the globe in her direction.

	"Get back!" I threatened. Kay wasn't bothered by the threat to the globe.

	"Steve!" She sobbed. "It's me! It's Kay!"

	My body shook as I didn’t know who or what to trust.

	The bag against the wall answered my question. It began to rise up and wriggle. Kay shrieked and crawled behind me. The bag was close to where Marla was hiding behind the Christmas tree, so she leapt out of hiding and also got behind me.

	The bag grew an arm, which reached towards us while making that gurgling sound. The stretch of balloon latex material became louder. Another arm started to grow.

	I didn't know what else to do. I dropped the snow-globe.

	The man rushed forward, but he was too late. The globe shattered, and the elastic bag let loose another shriek, despite not having a mouth. This time it sounded like a man.

	The guy was still charging and tackled me full force. I flew back into the brick of the fireplace and went out like a light.

	Marla was the one to wake me up. The two... things... had left. All of the snow-globes, even the pieces, were gone. She said the man had stared them down, daring them to move, while he gathered all of the globes into the same bags they had arrived in. He even took the ones under the tree.

	The bag had regurgitated someone else when I broke the second globe. A man I didn't recognize. His hair was pasted down and soaked, and his clothes dripped with a saliva-textured fluid.

	The bag reformed into another person while the man packed the globes away. Apparently it was a man this time. He helped intimidate Marla and Kay and the regurgitated man until the two ran out the door with incredible speed.

	Kay kept crying and sobbing, blubbering about never making it to Hawaii but not remembering how she had gotten here. Just a sudden pierce of light and she was crawling around in our living room.

	The kids had been woken by the commotion, but thank God they were too scared to come and investigate. Marla held them tight while we decided what to do with two kidnapped but what seemed to be unharmed people. The back of my head was bleeding, so at the very least, I had to go to the hospital.

	Marla was about to drive me there, taking the kids with us in case they came back while we were gone. Kay insisted on coming too, scared to be alone.

	The new guy said he was going to find his own way home, and thanked us for getting him out. We shook hands as if we'd finished a business deal. It was a surreal feeling, already starting to not believe what had happened.

	After the hospital visit, we came home to a package on the porch. I hefted it, and Kay recognized it. It was all of our Christmas presents from Kay and Rob.

	It's so strange that one late package could have helped us so much if it had arrived on time. It was supposed to arrive a week before Christmas. The note inside told us that they were sad they couldn't spend Christmas with us and the kids. If only we had read that before "Rob and Kay" had shown up, we would have been a lot more suspicious.

	I'm sharing this story because others may have had something like this happen. I already know it happened to the new guy, and the 24 other globes they escaped with

	 


 

	V is for Venom
The Custer Wolf
 

	“Virtually no idea, Sweetheart?” the man asks, caressing a lock of my hair with his finger.

	I heave, trying to control my sobs, my knuckles nearly white as they grip the steering wheel. If the car were moving, I’d be careening off the road right now.

	“I-I-I’m s-sorry,” I gurgle “I can’t see anything.”

	He sighs and lets his fingers slip slowly down the sleeve of my blouse. “Veronica, we’ve picked you for this special task precisely because you can see things. If I could do what you can, do you think we’d be wasting our time here?” His voice is silky, smooth, snakelike. The words come out like sweet poison, friendly at first, but full of malice once consumed.

	I take a deep breath. I try to sound in control, even if I am having an internal meltdown. “I’m sorry,” I say steadily. “Sometimes, I do – see – things that I don’t understand entirely. But they’re rare, I can’t control them, and I don’t know what you want me to-”

	“Shhhh, calm yourself, sweetheart, calm down.” His teeth are perfectly white when he smiles. His hair is jet black. He looks like a used car salesman. “I believe in you, Veronica, I really do. I would not be here otherwise.” He slips his hand into the small of my back and pulls me closer to the passenger seat. I recoil, my eyes transfixed on the gun in his right hand.

	My breaths come shallow. “Maybe you’ll just have to kill me. Maybe I can’t be what you need.” I try to look him in the eye, and find it impossible. Instead, I stare down at where his light blue shirt is tucked into his white pants.

	“Tsk-tsk-tsk, Veronica, that’s not a winning mentality!” He squeezes my waist, pinching a roll of fat. A tear drips down my cheek. “We like winners, don’t we? Just help me with this one teensy little task, and you can be a winner too.”

	I close my eyes and shake my head.

	He pulls his left hand back and uses it to lift my chin. “Open your eyes.”

	I obey.

	“Now. Veronica. You can see my face. I’ll tell you my name: it’s Damien Grace. Do you know why those facts are important?”

	I shake my head again. Tears fly from my face.

	“It’s because this will end one of two ways. The first is that your body will rot in a grave that no one will ever find.”

	I cringe. He pushes forward.

	“The second way that this ends, Veronica, is that you act like a good little girl and help me out. I leave without worrying about you talking behind my back, because all of the evidence shows that you’re the culpable one.”

	Here he drops his hand from my chin.

	“There is no third way, Veronica.”

	My lip trembles. I try to keep it together, but it’s like trying to stop the rain. “I can’t, I can’t, I’m sorry, I can’t,” I say as the sobs begin.

	He waits to see if I will stop.

	I don’t.

	He waits one moment longer before getting out of the car and walking around to my door. “Get out,” he orders as he rips it open.

	I’m too slow. When I’m halfway out of the car, he grabs my arm forcefully and yanks me forward. I stumble, but don’t fall. He slams the door and walks me around to the back of the car. I’m nearly paralyzed with fear. “All things, Veronica, are possible with the proper motivation.” He opens the trunk.

	The bound and gagged boy laying there is so terrified that he looks years younger than his eight-year-old frame. I try to say some comforting words, but they would all be lies, and he would hear through the lies. My mouth is too numb to say anything anyway.

	“You won’t be alone in that grave, Veronica,” Damien says calmly. “Your son will keep you company forever.”

	His grip on my arm is the only thing that keeps me from collapsing to the floor. I try to eke out some words. “You – you – you wouldn’t, you wouldn’t-”

	“Hmmm?” he asks, pulling the side of my head next to his mouth. He breathes in my hair. Deeply. “You don’t believe that I would?” His whisper is gravelly. “Is that what’s holding you back? Is that what you need to overcome?”

	He lets go of me and I struggle to remain standing. I would reach out for Robby, just to hold him, if Damien weren’t standing in between us. I tremble.

	Damien produces something from his pocket. I wish someone would come and see us, but we’re pulled way off the highway, and the moon is so obscured by clouds that I cannot even see past the trunk. The rare passing headlights are barely enough to illuminate trees around us.

	Damien is holding a syringe in one hand, and a small bottle of green liquid in the other. He fills the syringe, puts the bottle back in his pocket, and points the needle menacingly at me. “Do you know what we have here?” he asks me, still calmly.

	I shake my head.

	“This is a synthetic venom, Sweetheart. Very potent. 26 milligrams would be fatal in, say, a boy of about eight.”

	My knees buckle, and I nearly fall. I am wearing flats, but they feel like high heels on a boat in a storm when I am drunk and things are spinning and sinister.

	I stare as he reaches out to Robby. ‘He won’t do it, he can’t, so he won’t,’ my mind tells itself. It seems impossible that he would poison my son, so I believe that he will be safe. He is still safe.

	Damien plunges the needle in Robby’s neck. It rips through his soft skin, and the vibrant green liquid is pulled into my son’s bloodstream like he’s thirsty, and my son is filled with venom.

	“Now,” Damien says quietly as he approaches me. “Let’s see if there’s anything we can’t take from that big, beautiful…” here he caresses my right breast, running his thumb up and down the blouse, painfully on top of my nipple, “brain of yours.” He smiles. He’s happy.

	My world is different. I’m too numb to cry. “You killed my son,” I whisper.

	“Hmm? Oh, no. At least not yet. He’ll keep breathing for about twelve hours. Did I mention that we have the antidote?” he asks casually. My eyes perk up in desperation. “Oh yes. I think I forgot about that bit. If we can synthesize the venom, then surely we can create the cure, yes? If administered in a timely fashion, there can even be recovery with no permanent damage.”

	I grab his arm and cling to it. My knuckles are white again. “Please,” I say, sure that I’m going to tear the skin off from underneath his shirt. He winces only slightly.

	“Well of course, Veronica, I’d be happy to help you and your son. We can go pick it up after you’re done helping me, since I asked first.”

	I shake my head. “We only have twelve hours. Help him first.” I pause. I tremble. “Please.”

	He shakes his head, and he shakes my world. “That won’t happen. The cure is still at West Bale Path.”

	My hand flies to my mouth. “That’s two thousand miles from here,” I whisper.

	“One thousand, nine hundred and thirteen miles, actually. We have very precise needs, and very precise understandings, Veronica. That’s why we need you to be so precise. For us. For your son.”

	My body trembles, and my head shakes. “It’s too late. It’s too late. We’ll never get there in time. It’s too late.”

	Damien raises his eyebrows at me. “Veronica, I can have you and Robby there within three hours of snapping my fingers,” he explains curtly. “All things are possible with the proper motivation.”

	And I’m calm, and the world drifts away. Damien, the road at night, even Robby. Everything.

	Everything seems white.

	And I know is that there is only one thing in my life: complete this task. If I do, Robby will live. If I do not, Robby will die. So there is only success possible. Nothing else. Nothing.

	And I reach into the whiteness and at first I see nothing. But that will not do, so I reach further, and again nothing. And I will reach forever if I need to, and stretch across it all, and snap my mind in half without batting an eye, because there is no regret in pursuing this success, there’s nothing worth saving if I fail. I let all sense of ‘self’ go. I drop it away entirely, discarded like dried skin. I reach.

	I see it.

	I open my eyes.

	“Dunsmuir. Twenty miles from here. A mobile home. Leave the flash drive on her doorstep. She will see it, she will run, and then you can follow her.”

	Damien’s eyes light up like a child’s on Christmas morning. “And what if someone takes-”

	“That won’t happen.” I slam the trunk. “Get into the fucking car, Damien. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Then you’ll put us on a plane.”

	“Well-”

	“No. Now.” I get into the driver’s side and start the car. He piles quickly into the passenger seat.

	I pull onto the road and drive into the night. It looks like this journey is almost over. But I don’t know for sure.

	I am, after all, driving into darkness.

	

W is for West Bale Path
P. F. McGrail

 

	 


[image: W for West Bale Path]

	



	


Would you indulge me for a moment?

	Please don’t recall your most shameful memory.

	Were you successful? Or did some shadow of that memory peek its head out from one of the corners in your mind?

	Eliciting thoughts in unsuspecting people is actually much easier than those unsuspecting people realize.

	But don’t worry too much about it.

	Because if we had any reason to believe that your memories were worth knowing, it’s been too late to keep us out for quite some time.

	***

	Walking to work was a pain in the ass.

	We couldn’t drive cars up to the front door, for obvious reasons.

	I suppose you could blame me for making the walk even harder as I lit up my third cigarette of the morning. I suppose you could blame me for a lot of things. By the end, I’m sure you will.

	But you don’t know the whole story. No one ever can. Even when you hear the whole part of the story, you won’t understand. You’ll still probably judge me, because you won’t get what’s really happening.

	And yes, deep down, I know how guilty I am.

	There’s just something so delightfully defiant about taking that deep, full-lung drag. Like so many other things in our lives, I know that I shouldn’t be doing it.

	But fuck all, I’m lighting up anyway. There’s nothing else to do on this forlorn walk to work.

	So I’ll thank you to leave your condemnation at the door. Only God can judge me.

	I’m quite serious about that last part.

	I’ve got stage four lung cancer. There is beyond nothing that the doctors can do.

	In no more than six months, I will permanently be room temperature.

	***

	The dirt road would always turn to pools of sludge as soon as the sky even considered raining, which I simply hated having to dodge in my newly-shined shoes. That’s reason number 1,913 why I despise this backwater Midwestern shithole.

	I would have looked odd had there been anyone there to see me. The early-morning barren hayfields were just unbefitting of a fresh-pressed Armani suit. But as I turned the corner from one minor dirt road onto another forgotten dirt road, past the rusted-over sign so bent at weird angles and dented (pathetically impossible to read it or even tell what color it was supposed to be), it seemed only the hay felt it was necessary to share the moment.

	West Bale Path. That pretty much sums it up. Some Podunk farmer must have been tasked with the role of pulling his dick out of his sister long enough to name the strip of dirt that another farmer had probably made with a tractor and two inbred cousins. Since it was a path used to reach the hay bales, it became “East Bale Path” in one direction, and the dimwitted farmer simply couldn’t think of anything better when he looked to the left.

	And since that moment, nothing significant had ever happened on this land.

	I stepped off of the sludge track and made for a rather tall, but otherwise innocuous-looking haystack. A glance down at my tablet confirmed that there were no living humans on the surface for 2.6 kilometers in any direction. Good.

	I pressed the face of the tablet, then cleared my mind. I always hated this part.

	When we fall sleep, dreams float to the forefront before we’re completely gone, and thoughts that we cannot control trod and dance upon the soft, yielding gray matter that determines our souls.

	It’s like that every morning at the front door.

	Ah, well. Safety first.

	The thoughts pulled back from my mind and a hissing sound emerged from inside the hay. I plunged my hand deep within, pushed the door open, and disappeared inside the headquarters of the Moirai Initiative.

	Nothing important ever happens on this land.

	Underneath it, however, is where this story begins.

	***

	Our mortality makes us alive. You will refuse to believe that sentence until you are dying. At that point, you will be unable to stop thinking about it.

	I stepped inside the gaping maw of the elevator before me. Seven buttons ran down a column, pointing straight into the earth.

	Yes, it was an odd place for an elevator. But when an underground nuclear missile silo gets decommissioned, the structure does not simply disappear.

	No, the sins of our past leave lasting scars. Life is simply a process of dealing with that fact.

	I pressed the top button, the one with the letter “G” on it, and the door closed with a cheery “ding!”

	***

	The doors opened and I stepped into the lobby. At least, I stepped into the round, windowless underground room that served as a lobby.

	“Good morning, Mr. W!” Janine said peppily. She stood up, revealing that goddamned blue shirt and white pant combo that I had to wear in my first few years here. I pulled my coat tight with one hand, and gripped my briefcase tighter with the other.

	“’Morning, Janine. I believe you have something for me?” She couldn’t tell my smile was fake. No one ever could. I was very good at that.

	“That would be me,” a man said as he sprang up from his chair. On the wall above his head was the logo that always reminded me of a pizza sliced into eighths. I was momentarily hungry before the man extended his hand and put an immediate end to those feelings. “Seth Lang. Charmed, I’m sure.”

	His greasy smile made me uneasy, but I shook his hand firmly nonetheless. I cringed internally as my fingers brushed across his gold pinky ring with blue inlay.

	Really, now – what person who expects to be taken seriously wears a pinky ring?

	“I suppose we should get going, Mr…?”

	“W,” I responded with an unfaltering smile.

	The corners of his lips wavered. “Well, yes, but… we’re going to be on more friendly terms, right?” He laid his hand on the small of my back, sending well-controlled shivers down my spine.

	“My name is ‘W.’ Please, Seth, we need to get moving,” I replied with the most disarming smile I could muster.

	He had an air about him that said he was – not respected, per se – but used to getting his way. Nobody could sport that balding quaff he somehow saw as ‘hair’ without embarrassment unless he was used to people smooching his taint and calling it pudding.

	I barely concealed the second shudder. “We’ve got a lot to cover. As you probably know, things have been… difficult ever since those fucking junkies had their status adjusted to ‘unavailable.’” He looked at me as I took a glorious, deep-lunged drag from my cigarette while Janine glowered. I breathed the smoke out slowly before turning back to face the elevator. “Of course, that’s why I said we never should have trusted Annie and Darren in the first place. You can’t pick up shit without getting your hands dirty.” I shook my head and pressed the button to the elevator as Seth stared at me wide-eyed. “Sure, the junkies delivered perfect subjects. Comatose, homeless, the works. But see where it got us in the end.” I turned to look at him ominously. “Now everyone’s hands are dirty.”

	The cheerful “ding!” rang across the lobby, and Seth followed me inside.

	Yes, we did terrible things.

	Yes, we’re doing terrible things.

	For the first time, though, I’m finally going to do something about it.

	And yes, it will undoubtedly be the last thing I do at all.

	***

	I reached out and pressed the button marked “A.” It took us to the second level, which was a  large, circular, innocuous room.

	“So that’s why the Pipeline was so important then?” Seth asked sleekly. “We were getting you the subjects that your local vendors weren’t able to provide?”

	I stared at him. “The Pipeline is exactly why Pine Grove was so important, Mr. Lang.”

	He nodded eagerly and walked ahead.

	“And why the closure of our Pine Grove location has proven so problematic.”

	I don’t think he heard me. Instead, he was looking back and forth at the opposite ends of the room. “Tell me, Mr. W, what am I seeing? Did Moirai build these after the First Landing?”

	I walked quickly to where he had been advancing with the concern of a parent following a toddler. “Yes, Seth,” I said, falling in step alongside him. “We were able to… develop a lot here.” I took a deep breath, and reminded myself to tell him anything he wanted.

	It’s okay.

	He’s guilty too.

	The emotional pang hit me again, and for the briefest of moments I felt like crying. I shook it off and pointed in front of him. “The first thing that we understood from Half-Sphere 1991 was that it told us of time and space. ‘And’ – such a loaded word, isn’t it? Think about this, Seth,” I said. He wheeled around and looked at me stupidly. “If the universe is 13.8 billion years old, and we live for about eighty-” here my stomach turned - “then aren’t we lucky that time has landed, for the briefest of moments, on our lives?” I breathed the last of my cigarette, pinched it out, and tossed it into a trashcan. “Or is time – and space along with it - subject to our experience? What do you think, Mr. Lang?”

	His stupid, silent expression did not change. I sighed and lit up another cigarette. “Anyway. What Half-Sphere 1991 told us was how to manipulate time and space, rather than let it manipulate us.”

	Seth jumped in terror as a thump rattled the wall next to him. He turned, slack-jawed, and stared at the full-length mirror that dominated one side of the room.

	Except it wasn’t a mirror. Not really. Instead of reflecting our room back at us, another place altogether was revealed. It was entirely bright yellow, with only a blue blanket on a mattress to disrupt the hue. Bizarrely, a snow-globe on a pedestal was filled with white power on our side of the mirror, yet its image was entirely clear on the other. But the most disturbing thing was Seth’s reflection.

	It wasn’t Seth at all. The man looking back at him, mere inches away, looked nothing like him and was moving of his own accord. In fact, it seemed to be another person entirely. The man was skinny, aged, and sported a wild mustache and beard. He looked like he had been a prisoner for decades.

	The wall thumped again as the prisoner pounded against the glass from his end. Seth jumped back in fear, then stared in shock as he watched the man scream silently.

	“Space, Mr. Lang, is not as linear as we’d like to think. In fact, some of our earliest experiments with manipulating space caused loops, holes, and even horseshoe bends that we could not seem to fix. It took some time for us to learn the finer points of manipulating space. There were some casualties.” I took another drag from the cigarette and looked at the screaming man with a sort of academic detachment, as I had done so many times before.

	Again, the guilt bubbled. Again, I told myself that I was finally doing something to right the wrong, even if it was only a little nudge.

	Even if it came at the paltry cost of just one life.

	“Come over here, Mr. Lang, and see the other half of our inevitable exploration.” I put an arm around his shoulders, and he jumped at the touch. “Walk with me to the other side of the room.”

	We approached a set of wide-open metal doors. He seemed hesitant, even fearful, after what he had just seen. I smiled to myself.

	It wasn’t until we came into full view of the room inside the metal doors that Seth.

	Two tiny skeletons were propped up on steel bars in the center. One looked like it was kneeling, while the other was nearly standing upright. Wide-eyed, Seth took a tentative step forward.

	I immediately stopped him with an outstretched arm. “Ah-ah-ah, Mr. Lang,” I said, the smoke from my outstretched fingers forming a cloud above his head. “We don’t go inside the machine.”

	“Sometimes, Mr. Lang, the greatest truth that we uncover is the realization that we should never look any further,” I said with a grin. “Now, let’s go downstairs.”

	***

	I pressed the “S” that would take the elevator to the third floor. When the doors opened, they revealed quite a sight.

	White walls surrounded an office environment that would have been mundane in any big city.

	Seth stepped forward in confusion as the office continued to buzz around him. “What’s all this?” he asked, baffled, as the workers continued to ignore our presence.

	I smiled as I brought the cigarette to my lips. “Why, it’s Moirai’s finest!” I exclaimed. “These lovely folks come here every day and work an honest nine-to-five for us, day in and day out, without fail.” I nodded approvingly. “If only they knew it.”

	Seth turned and gave me that woefully stupid look once again.

	“You see, Seth, the problem we were facing is that time and space mean nothing without the third key. Can you describe the nature of time and space before you were born? Of course not, Mr. Lang. That is because neither means anything without consciousness.” I blew smoke. “The most important lesson taken from Half Sphere 1991 was that we could manipulate things that did not inhabit the physical world as we perceive it, but exist as an abstract of themselves. We could get inside the mind.”

	Seth’s incredulous jaw fell.

	“These people don’t know they’re here. Or rather, they don’t know where here really is. They come to work every day, they perform the same job, but they all think that they’re in some boring office building in a vague mid-sized Midwestern city. When asked about the particulars of their jobs, they are overcome with the desire to quickly change the subject.”

	For the first time, I really thought about what it was that we were doing to these people. I had dismissed it so frequently, but could no longer deny what it was: a pestilence of thought.

	“Malicious Mind Control,” Seth breathed hoarsely. “I’ve heard about this room.”

	I frowned. He was enjoying this far too much. I wondered if others saw me the same way. “Yes,” I continued. “The mind, once reached, can be influenced. It took a great many years before we developed our understanding enough to administer an entire office,” I noted. Seth nodded eagerly. “My – our – first attempts to reach other minds were… interesting endeavors.”

	Seth rubbed his hands. “Go on. Please.”

	I shuddered, then forced myself to remember: right now, Seth Lang gets to know any secret that he wants.

	“I was one of the first people to control the technique, back in 1991,” I sighed. “I was young, eager, and thought I could change the world. As I grew older, I became distraught as I realized the awful truth: I was right.”

	Seth looked at me in confusion, as I came to the horrible realization that I had let my internal thought accidentally slip out.

	I shook my head. Fuck it. Let my truth be known. “We – I – was able to control people, from this very building, living just a few miles from here. The things that we could do, Seth… it was like discovering fire all over again. We – I – was able to convince a man’s brain to go to war with itself and not even know it. I convinced his neighbor to eat herself to death - quite literally – simply to see if I could. It took years, but I did it.” I pinched out the nub of a cigarette and let it drop to the ground without looking. I rested my hand on Seth’s shoulders and stared intently at him as he gawked blankly back at me. “With the slightest of efforts, I convinced an eleven-year-old girl to become a homicidal sociopath, one of the most prolific this world has ever seen. ” I was whispering. My breaths were shallow.

	I blinked, and pulled myself back. This was it. This was why I was escaping.

	This is why I have to tell the truth about Moirai. That it’s filled with people, just like me, who will sweep forgotten people asunder at the Altar of Progress.

	That’s why I’m writing this confession.

	I took several deep breaths. Then I walked confidently across to a table twenty-six feet away and plucked up the report that I came here for: the Fourth Quarterly Analysis for 2017.

	It has everything a candid world needs to know.

	I swept past an ignorant Seth Lang on the way back to the elevator. “You’ve seen enough of what goes on here, Mr. Lang,” I said curtly. “It’s time to go further.”

	*

	The “L” button lit up underneath my thumb as the door closed. My heart was still racing. I closed my eyes and breathed slowly.

	I was an addict. The power of this place had seduced me, and I had convinced myself that it wasn’t true. I was able to believe my own lie for so long.

	Cancer has a way of clearing all of the bullshit from your mind real quick.

	Shaking, I lit another cigarette.

	“Isn’t it illegal to smoke in an elevator?” Seth asked warily.

	I felt my nerves calm as that first drag coursed through my body. “Don’t be ridiculous, Seth. We’re in an enclosed, underground place. It’s against the rules to smoke anywhere in the whole goddamn building.”

	The door made its happy ding, and the room in front of us opened up.

	We entered an even odder place than the floor above. The walls were blood red. Busy people inside were clothed in hooded red or black robes. Some had black collars. An enormous star chart covered thirty feet of wall, and a dozen people were starting at it and taking notes.

	“Welcome to the War Room,” I offered.

	Seth nodded and stepped forth. “Yes…. ‘Horrific Mind Control’, right?”

	I winced. “We don’t like that phrase, Mr. Lang. The people here-”

	“The Congregation of God’s Chamber?”

	“Yes,” I continued patiently. “They are more…. devout employees of Moirai. This is where we work on larger-scale mind projects.”

	“I’ve heard of that,” Seth responded, rubbing his little hands. “Everything executed around the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard is controlled by Moirai, right?”

	“Was controlled, Mr. Lang. Which is, ah, why the midpoint of our Pipeline at Pine Grove was such a Keystone-”

	The idiot actually cut me off. “What do you mean was controlled, Mr. W?”

	“Um,” I said, searching for words. Once again, that same thought emerged: today, Seth Lang learns anything he wants. “Well, some of our key agents were based in a shitty Portsmouth apartment. The entire cell was, ah, eliminated.”

	He wheeled and stared at me in shock. “An entire Moirai cell was taken out?” he asked incredulously. “Was it another agency? The North Koreans?”

	“Nope,” I responded, feeling awkward for the first time. “Apparently, our guys pissed off one of the neighbors. Get this: the guy went ape-shit, bought no fewer than ten thousand cigarettes, soaked them in formaldehyde from God-knows-where, then snaked the fumes upstairs and took them all out in their sleep.”

	“No shit,” Seth whispered. “What happened to the guy?”

	“It’s a work in progress,” I responded dismissively. “We’ve run into bigger roadblocks before.” I turned to stare wide-eyed at the star chart. “We’ve accomplished bigger things before. Ferryman’s Lake, which is in the Portsmouth Jurisdiction, was where we were first able to delude dozens of people into believing the same hallucination all at once. At the nearby York Test Site, we convinced hundreds that their lives were in danger from goddamn barnacles. And it was all in their heads. When Portsmouth is fully operational once more, the potential is….”

	I broke off. Here I was again, pulled in by the power of this place. I was drunk on the control over others, blissfully ignoring the control it had over me.

	I reached out and grabbed a copy of the Great Cipher that was resting on a nearby table. I stuffed it into my briefcase alongside the Quarterly Analysis.

	“What will make that happen?” Seth’s question broke my mental fog.

	“What?”

	“What will make Portsmouth operational again? Are we close to that?”

	I looked at him and smiled. “Yes, Mr. Lang. We like to turn every obstacle into an opportunity. We will reach our Quota. One step at a time.”

	“Well I’m happy to provide that next step for Moirai,” he said, nodding importantly.

	I nodded back, unsure if I was amused or depressed at his choice of words. “Of course, Mr. Lang. The homeless man of Sable Lane is exactly what we needed. Your contribution cannot be underestimated. Now let’s take things to the next level.”

	***

	The light on the “P” button went out, and the elevator doors opened.

	I always hated this room. I’d once heard the phrase “a famine of decency,” and I could think of nothing else as we entered.

	The walls were pitch black. The only light came from the occasionally-flickering fluorescent bulbs that hung over intermittent operating tables. A doctor stood nearby, scribbling furiously on a pad of paper. Two different surgeries were being carried out by teams of medical professionals that just looked...off. One surgeon had greasy hair flopped in front of his line of vision. He was performing brain surgery on an unfortunate patient who was missing the top of his skull. The patient’s eyes were wide open. While he never blinked, the eyes darted from side to side as though in constant fear of his surroundings. His mouth hung open and his tongue lolled out, painting a frightening caricature of human fear.

	Seth Lang recoiled in horror. I stayed put despite my repulsion; this, after all, wasn’t my first rodeo. “Don’t run away, Mr. Lang. This is the price that Moirai pays for Intrusive Mind Control.”

	He took a few timid steps forward, looking fearfully at the seven-foot behemoth in nurse’s scrubs holding forceps.

	“Some of our most amazing advancements are put in place in this very room. You see, we’ve worked so hard to control thoughts ourselves. But it is another step altogether to have other people control thoughts without wanting to. Only a select few humans on earth at any moment have this natural proclivity, and isn’t it such a shame that they go through life without realizing its full potential? We give them that gift. We were able to use the first one at Ferryman’s Lake, Seth, and oh – the effect it had! You’d swoon to see it in action! And Target C – that’s classified even to me, but the buzz around it! She’s almost ready! But the piece de resistance, Mr. Lang, has been the target that we have brought into our fold. She had no idea of her potential. We had to break her – nearly kill her – before we could provide the Operation. But now, Mr. Lang, she’s one of us! Her potential is realized!”

	And I failed, yet again, to contain my eagerness.

	This is why things will be better when I’m dead.

	Furious at myself, I marched to a nearby operating table, reached across a syringe of vibrant green liquid, grabbed a stack of x-rays and medical reports, and shoved them angrily into my briefcase.

	The nearby doctor that had been scribbling on a pad of paper looked sharply up.

	Oh, God.

	He drifted silkily over to me. I did NOT like this guy. He was thin, calm, and patient in a soft sort of way that just creeped me the fuck out. His cornflower blue eyes simply did not understand the bounds of acceptable social convention.

	He shoved his pencil into his pocket, right next to his reading glasses, as he glided over to me.

	“Erm, hi, Doctor,” I sputtered awkwardly.

	“Yes,” he responded flatly.

	“I’m showing our guest, Mr. Lang, the lay of the land.”

	The doctor flitted his eyes to Seth and rested them back on me. “Yes,” repeated.

	I nodded. “Okay. I should – go – unless there’s any… questions you have for me.”

	He paused, staring. For the quickest of moments, his eyes shot back and forth from my briefcase back to me. The corners of his mouth seemed to be battling with themselves as he fought not to smile, the muscles twitching furiously. He finally broke into a slight grin. “No,” he said simply.

	He stared at me as I walked away.

	He had seen me steal the medical reports. That fact was not likely to play well with Moirai. Not at all.

	“Come on,” I snapped at Seth on the way out. “There’s something you need to see.”

	***

	“It can be…. seductive to get into someone’s mind,” I huffed restlessly as I lit another cigarette in the elevator, the “E” button glowing. “But you cannot venture there without first understanding where you’re going.”

	We stepped into a room with pale walls. “Welcome to Total Mind Control.” I stared down at the briefcase contemplatively, then at the cigarette between my fingers, wondering just how much time I had. “Welcome to wishing for death.”

	This room contained only a transparent cage with a dazed man inside. He had a blank half-smile on his face, and was sitting on a folding chair near the door. Four blue-and-white clad Moirai employees were sitting on our side.

	I approached them while Seth lagged. “Don’t worry, Mr. Lang, he can’t get to you.”

	I heard him slowly follow. “Seth, meet our good friend Captain Kyle. He volunteered for a very important mission.” I turned around to look at Lang, who was staring at Cap like he was a zoo animal.

	To be fair, Cap did look like a crazy person. His sporadic nonsensical comments were broken only by the occasional flipping of a coin. He would look at the outcome of the flip, chuckle to himself, then keep right on talking.

	I sighed. “Cap was one of our best field men. When Half Sphere 2017 landed, we tried bringing the two halves together. We got as close as holding them five feet apart.”

	“What happened then?” Seth asked, peeling his gaze away from the cell.

	I ran my fingers through my hair. “Are you familiar with magnetic field lines, Seth? Imagine the same bend in the trajectory of spacetime. I don’t understand, but somehow it happened when the two pieces got close to one another. But how would it touch that third dimension? How it would affect consciousness? We needed a volunteer; Cap was the best man.” I took a deep drag and breathed it out slowly, letting guilt and regret hang in the air above me as they intermingled with the blue smoke. “He took one step between them and hit the floor. His mind has been gone ever since.”

	We both looked to where Cap sat smiling blankly.

	“He’s been able to talk a little. He thinks he’s on the moon.” I shook my head sadly.

	Suddenly, Cap stood up, dropped his pants, and defecated on the floor. He sat down next to it, picked up a piece, and shoved it in his mouth.

	He was staring right at me as he chewed, pieces squirting disgustingly between the gaps in his teeth.

	Seth recoiled in horror. “Make him stop!”

	I shook my head slowly. “There’s nothing we can do for him,” I explained sadly. “Any attempts at interference make him violent. This,” I said, looking back one last time at my former colleague, “is the cost of forward progress.”

	We walked slowly back toward the elevator. “I worked with him for eleven years,” I noted. “Good man.”

	Seth stopped suddenly. “I hear that you first worked with Benjamin Grace himself. That he was your mentor. Is that true?”

	I threw my cigarette on the floor. “There are precious few things that I demand of you, Seth Lang. One of those is that you never mention Benjamin Grace again.” I was curt, but tried my best not to show anger. He nodded, and followed me into the elevator.

	As the doors closed, he timidly asked one more question while I lit up another cigarette (my twenty-sixth of the day, if you can believe that).

	"So you knew, the whole time, where the second half would land?" Lang asked incredulously. "What if others got there first, after seeing an inexplicable meteor crash in the desert? How did you protect the site – potentially for years?"

	I smiled at him, smoke from my cigarette swirling around our heads as the elevator doors closed us in. "That," I said dismissively, "is another story altogether."

	***

	The seventh and final button on the elevator panel read “W.” This was it.

	The ride down felt uneventful. Calm, even. I gripped the briefcase tightly.

	The doors parted, and we walked through. I pushed open a heavy onyx door and led us into a room with three people.

	The first was a blonde woman with dark brown eyes and freckles, decked in a light blue shirt and white pants. She looked wholesome and plain-looking, almost like the girl next door. I smiled at that. She stood ready for us - tall, reedy and a little tomboyish.

	Next to her was a tall, slight man with piercing black eyes. He stood straight at attention, like he was ready for shit to go down at a moment’s notice.

	The third was a shorter, rounder man, dressed all in black. He looked like a priest, but his collar was black instead of white.

	Seth again rubbed his hands eagerly. “Is this it? Is this the Quota sacrifice? Do you have the homeless man of Sable Lane ready?” He looked around in growing confusion when he did not see a bound prisoner waiting.

	I sighed. “Seth, the drifter of Sable Lane was number twenty-four. We reaped him two weeks ago.” I pulled out a gold-plated 1913 Elgin pocket watch. “Nice taste, though.”

	His eyes grew wide in horrific understanding. He wheeled his fat frame around and staggered to the open door.

	I closed my eyes and dropped the watch back into my pocket. “Olivia,” I said softly.

	The heavy onyx door slammed violently shut, seemingly of its own accord. Seth yanked the unyielding doorknob, then hammered the frame with his fists when it would not cooperate.

	Suddenly, Seth was yanked back toward us like a fish on a line. He landed on his feet, spun in place, and stood facing us. His face was etched in mortal terror. With a final lurch, he shot forward and landed on his knees in the middle of the four of us. There he remained, arms splayed outward, breath heaving, snot and tears pouring freely from his face.

	“This is the cost of forward progress, Seth,” I explained. “You’re number twenty-five.”

	He gasped. “Why? Why me? I’ve served Moirai--”

	The tall man cut in angrily. “You royally fucked Moirai, Lang!”

	Here Seth recognized him for the first time. “Hammond! Help! They’re trying to-”

	“Don’t blame us for what you did, Lang. You got spotted. You’re the reason Moirai had to shut down Pine Grove. You’re the reason I had to let my son rot in a fucking jail cell!” He screamed these last words, breath heaving. I held up a placating hand.

	“Calm yourself in the Chamber, Jake. All due judgments will be served here.” I cringed at this thought before turning to Seth. “We all need to contribute, Seth,” I said simply. “Those least likely to be missed are the best to fill the Quota. I tracked down that junkie from Sable Lane. No one will miss him. Jake had to give up his own son to cover for Moirai – which is a huge sacrifice, even if it’s just jail time. Hell, Jake’s been busy ever since he left Pine Grove. He picked up a local stoner, and no one batted an eye.”

	Jake grumbled something that sounded like “goddamn jelly doughnut...” but I couldn’t be sure.

	“And Olivia was bold enough to bring back a contribution from a bar.” The woman instantly flushed at this, but did not lower her head.

	I’d trained her well.

	I took a deep breath, pinched out my cigarette, and put it in my pocket. I would not litter here. Not in the Chamber.

	Seth shook but did not budge. “I’ll be missed,” he sobbed. “I’m an important person.”

	“An important person who announced he was moving four states away, Lang,” Jake chided with a tone of finality.

	Realization flooded him, and Seth Lang began to sob.

	“Our god has been hurt, but not broken. Nor will he ever be as long as the Congregation remains whole. As was foretold in the First Landing, as came true in the Second Landing, our god bestows power to those willing to give worthy sacrifice,” the man in black crooned. He uncorked a bottle of dark liquid and poured it into Seth’s non-resisting mouth.

	Seth wept silently.

	The four of us moved to face the opposite wall, where the circular pizza-shaped insignia of the Moriai lay engraved.

	“What once caused our god to rise will again bring him from the ashes, be they literal or physical! The Congregation will be the rock upon which our god rises!” The man in black raised his voice with each word. He then turned to Olivia and nodded.

	Thirteen candles sprang to life on each side of the insignia. There was a deep groan, like the earth itself was cracking open, and the wall began to part.

	“I give myself and my family to the Prophet and God until the day of my death and beyond!” shouted the man in black.

	The rest of us, save Seth, repeated the chant dutifully. Instead, Seth Lang – that man who was so used to getting his way – blubbered and begged us to spare him.

	“You still fail to understand, Mr. Lang, that there is no leaving our god. Once his fire is within you, your mind will burn with his pull. My sacrifice is the mind control of the ones who try to leave. They give the most to me, and they will burn the hottest in the end.” Here he closed his eyes, and drew deeper into focus. “Twenty-five. Take him!”

	From within the darkness beyond the wall, a set of withered old hands emerged. They were far too large to be human, and appeared burned.

	That is when Seth began to scream. He didn’t stop.

	Attached to each hand was a withered set of arm bones, four feet long. They, too, appeared burnt to a crisp. The smell of char, sulfur, and cooked meat began to permeate the room, but the rest of us did not dare budge.

	The burnt bones ended in an elbow, and were followed by another set of blacked bones. The flayed remains of gristly flesh jiggled from them, with pieces dropping to the floor as they passed forth.

	A second pair of elbows emerged, and another set of bones beyond that. The barbecued, fleshy arms now extended ten feet outward.

	The third pair of elbows had emerged before the hands began to wrap themselves around Seth. The fingers were able to ensnare his entire shrieking body and lift him off the ground.

	I almost felt sorry for him as he was pulled forward into the dark. His cries echoed into the chamber beyond in a way that told us it was very, very deep. I shuddered as the toes of his shoes dragged along the ground while he struggled to move. A glance showed me that Olivia had allowed a solitary tear to drip down her face, but nothing more.

	The arms retreated as the darkness swallowed them up again. Just before his toes slipped over the line and into the abyss, Seth Lang’s head rolled back. He stared, unblinkingly, at me as the darkness swallowed him for good.

	His screams seemed to disappear down a long distance, quickly getting farther and farther away. When they were almost too faint to hear, they suddenly changed into a childlike, whimpering sob. It sounded miniscule and sad in the unfathomable darkness.

	The man in black nodded to Olivia, and the doors slid shut once again. The four of us were left alone in the room.

	I almost felt sorry for Seth Lang. But the truth is that he knew what he was getting into. All of us did.

	That fact would terrify me for the rest of my life.

	***

	I rode the elevator back up with Olivia and Jake.

	I was smoking again. I swear, it’s the only thing that keeps me sane in this place. Quitting would have been the death of me.

	Olivia pressed the “P” button. She looked up at me and allowed a half-smile. “That kind of work can be emotionally exhausting, Mr. W,” she said quietly. “Don’t you think it would be better if I had help?”

	The elevator gave its obnoxiously cheery “ding,” and the car stopped. The doors opened wide to the floor with the surgical tables. I said nothing.

	“I’d love to have some help. That’s all I can say. Now please stop pestering me with questions about Target C.” She stepped out of the elevator and into the room without a backward glance.

	Before the doors could close, I noticed that the doctor with the cornflower blue eyes was conspicuously absent.

	Jake broke my reverie. “G, please, Mr. W.” He looked at me oddly.

	I pressed the button for the top floor, and we began to rise. Jake turned to face me. “There’s one important issue I’d like you to address,” he prodded firmly.

	I looked him in the eyes and raised my eyebrows as the elevator dinged again, and we walked into the main lobby.

	And that’s where I saw him.

	The blue-eyed doctor was waiting. He stared at me, licked his lips, and withdrew the pad from his pocket. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, what he was doing when he bent down at Janine’s desk to begin writing.

	The stolen files sat in my briefcase, heavy as all the collected sins of the world. I had the Quarterly Analysis, the Great Cipher, the medical files, and so many Easter Eggs for those willing to look.

	He knew it.

	There was no saving my ass. But if I’m being perfectly honest, I knew that on Day One. It’s true for us all.

	If I were quick, I could make it out of the building, send this detailed explanation that I’m writing out to the Greater World, and maybe even hide the briefcase.

	And that’s what I’ll do with the rest of my life. My employers will be very unlikely to give me a dishonorable discharge, even after twenty-six years here.

	So this last little bit is important. With all the strength I could muster, I put on a shit-eating grin.

	“I believe you had a question, Jake?”

	He responded with a scowl. “Paul Mancrest was a trusted employee, a decorated SEAL, and the colleague I respected more than anyone during my years at Moirai.”

	I nodded in affirmation.

	He eyed me closely before continuing. “Captain Kyle’s mind is so gone that he believes he visited the goddamn moon with Paul, is sitting there now, and watched Paul float into space. The Moirai-induced panic at York had everyone convinced they were being overwhelmed by vicious sea creatures. But that was all a hallucination, right?”

	I nodded once again.

	His eyes began to cut into mine. “Then how come Paul’s brutalized body was found at the York Test Site with his head split down the center and his face encrusted with fucking barnacles?”

	I smiled, sighed, then stepped back into the elevator. The doors closed while Jake Hammond was staring daggers in my direction.

	***

	Closing the front door behind me was like finally turning off the faucet after a particularly warm and necessary shower. It just felt so good to leave the filth and gunk behind me.

	The stolen information rattled innocently in the briefcase. Who would think that so much power lay in a thing so small?

	I was halfway down West Bale Path when I decided to detour into the field. I walked over to a nearby bale, then sat down with the briefcase at my side and leaned against the hay. I took a moment for myself.

	I pulled out yet another cigarette and lit it as I faced the western sky.

	What a day.

	It was a few minutes before the distant rumble of the vans began to roll across the field. Cars aren’t supposed to travel down this road. Not when all the rules are being followed.

	I smiled to myself.

	Something tells me that they’d like to have a chat.

	I don’t think it will be a social call.

	Take a note, folks, I slid the briefcase underneath the hay. If anyone’s looking, it’s a stack next to a black rock that has no earthly business being there.

	I like to think that they’ll overlook the briefcase in the hurry, and that someone out in the greater world will come across it first. It is, after all, me that they’re seeking.

	But even if they do pick it up, that’s small potatoes. The important thing is that I got my message out to all of you. And it’s too late to change that now.

	The vans are getting closer. So I’ll finish typing this up on my phone as I lean against the hay, and I’ll make sure it gets out before they get me. Think of this as my last will and testament.

	Because you’re the only people likely to care that I’m gone. So I sit back and take in the view. The orange sky casts the peaceful verdant hills in a vibrant hue, and the frozen Midwestern ocean of rolling grass is pockmarked only by intermittent shrines of hay. The stillness of the scene before me is a paradoxical homage to time’s merciless drive, and I take it in, all at once, because every moment that passes is dead forever. And this moment, as I enjoy a guilt-free cigarette under the orange sky, is possibly the very best moment of my entire life.

	I’ve complained a lot about this shithole, but truth be told, it’s just so beautifully quaint that I want to fucking cry. So I lean my head back against the hay and wait, peacefully, for the moment that I can no longer prevent, as the sun begins to set over West Bale Path.

	


X is for Xenophobia
Claudia Winters
 

	From birth, it was stressed to me that interacting with the Outside World was detrimental.

	No particular explanation for it, other than we were different and they would hurt us. Childish ways to explain away such large concepts, but I was a child at the time. At fifteen, I’m old enough to be in charge of our Defense and Preservation team. I oversee the manufacturing of guns and ammo and knives and other such things. Usually, though, I’m in the field with the active defenders.

	It’s a simple enough job; we shoot at cars driving through to warn them away. Not at the tires- that would stop them, defeating the purpose- not at the windows, but at the sides. I used to never question why we went to the extreme of shooting at them, or why we had to drive them off when they were on their way elsewhere regardless. Back then, I was a good girl who did as was told. The adults, who never seemed to do much of anything, held this air of authority that persuaded you to listen to them, despite their apparent lethargy.

	And listen we did. And everything was all good and well, up until Smickey fucked up.

	He’d say later he sneezed, which caused the barrel of his gun to twitch slightly upward, for just a second. This would have been fine and dandy were it not also the critical second when he pulled the trigger. Even from our sniping positions, we could see the crimson stain that bloomed in the car’s interior, as well of the screams of the other occupants. Then the car’s path started to waver. Smickey had not only directly shot an outsider, but he’d shot the driver.

	The terrified cries rose as the car careened off the road, whipping up desert sand. Then the passenger appeared to have gained some sense of rationality, because a few seconds later, the brake screeched, and the car came to a swift halt. There was silence from us, and cries from them. Smickey, realizing what it meant a bit sooner than the rest of us, raised his goggles and wiped his face, body quivering in sobs.

	There was uncertainty on how to handle the situation. The adults would be elsewhere- nowhere convenient- and someone had died. We cautiously began emerging from our sniping positions until a woman forced open the passenger’s side door and belligerently shouted into the desert, calling us cowards and murderers. Half her face was red, and her expression was the opposite of pleasant. She shouted threats into the heat, prompting Smickey to cry even harder. Then another passenger, unsteady and wary, stepped out of the car and placed a hand on her shoulder. We remained hidden as the third person withdrew something from their pocket.

	A phone.

	They were calling the cops.

	As a leader, the best thing to have done in that situation was conceal all signs of weakness on my part, but terror and immense guilt drove me to abandon my position and run, the others quickly scooping up their weapons and following me back to town. When we got back, much to the confusion of those heavily at work, we kept running, past our houses, past the crater (the one we never received explanation for). We just kept running until exhaustion overtook us.

	Even on the far edge of our town, we could see the red and blue lights approaching from the horizon. Smickey threw up, tainting the sand beneath his feet. Running in the heat was exhausting enough, but to cry while doing so… As I observed the expressions of the rest of the ragtag squadron, I noticed a few more sets of glistening eyes, some already beginning to overflow.

	I took a few seconds to allow my head to cool. Then I addressed my team. “Guys… I’m sure you’re already aware that a member’s mistake is the team’s mistake. That means Smickey’s fuck up is our fuck up.” They nodded. “Whatever Smickey did… we all have to head back and take responsibility for it.” I knelt next to him. “Smickey, things are going to be alright, but we have to head back now.” He nodded, sniffled, readjusted his goggles, and stood. Dejected, we traversed the abrasive sand together.

	Upon our arrival, there were immense vibes of dread and fury from the other children. Many of them hung around the doorways of their respective homes, not daring to make themselves vulnerable to the wrath of whatever deadly outsiders we’d drawn here. Many of them, without saying anything, regarded us as traitors. They’d seen us run, and not one of them weren’t eager to see us face retribution at the hands of the adults.

	When we got to the center of town, a cop car was parked precariously close to the crater, and that rather large woman- red curls taking on a life of their own as she ranted- screeched that this wasn’t a safe town, that it was barely a town, and that it was full of savages. She had some odd looking things on her wrist that made a large racket as she waved her arms in emphasis, and I briefly wondered what military purpose they would serve until I realized they glinted in our direction. A chubby finger was pointed at us as she cried, “They’re the ones! They killed Daniel!”

	We couldn’t hide the weapons we were carrying, and anticipated the worst from the two officers eying us sternly. They were about to close in on us when a man, dressed entirely in black appeared from nowhere (or so it seemed at the time), and muttered a few words to the officers. “We’ll have to let them go. They’re just kids,” one told the lady and her friend.

	“BULLSHIT! THESE FUCKERS KILLED OUR FRIEND! THESE BEASTS SHOULD BE TRIED FOR FIRST DEGREE MURDER!”

	“Ma’am, calm down. Come with me-”

	“NO! WHAT YOU’RE SAYING IS BULLSHIT, SHERIFF HAMMOND! BULLSHIT!”

	“Ma’am, I had to go far out of my way to come out here, so I need you to comply.”

	The black-clad man put a thin hand on her shoulder, saying, “Wrath is a sin.” And as though his hand were a vacuum for emotion, her rage seemed to dissipate, and she followed him obediently into the main hall.

	The cops were gone not soon after, but the man in black stayed.

	He later introduced himself as Minister Meisberger, and announced to us all that changes would occur in our town. As he described these changes, it infuriated me to no end how the adults drank up every word of his, as though each word was sacred. These were the people who’d warned us for years against the outside world, but were willing to accept the presence of this man without question. He began to lead the other adults in their unknown work, and we children avoided him at every possible turn. Theories spread that he’d hypnotized our helpless parents, but I imagined the arrival of this mysterious man indicated something far worse.

	Controversy spread through us children- at least those of us uncomfortable with the change- from what could be gleaned from the adults. There were whispers of a certain “Moirai Initiative” and a “Second Landing” that made us question whether our little crater had been the site of the supposed first landing. This didn’t explain why the Initiative representatives- unnerving officials clad in uniform blue shirts and white pants- were here, or what Meisberger had to do with them, and since any motives were unknown to us, we kept a fair distance from Meisberger and the cleanly dressed people flocking him. The people with the Initiative’s insignia, sometimes referred to as Blue Shirts.

	Soon after the height of the gossip, some of us started disappearing. The number of adults remained the same, but the children vanished. No one had any idea of where they might have gone, but one kid suggested they’d run to the city to escape Meisberger and his Moirai lackeys. Someone else immediately refuted his claim by insisting whatever lurked in the city would’ve been more threatening than a few Outsiders in our town. Our parents had always told us so, after all.

	I stayed up past curfew once, to investigate the disappearances.

	The first thing I noticed was that my parents weren’t in bed, or home at all, when I went to check on them.

	The second thing I noticed was Smickey’s thin, hesitant figure being led by the shoulders (by a group of local adults and Blue Shirts) toward the town hall.

	The third thing I noticed was that my parents were among them.

	The fourth thing I noticed, following them inside silently, was that there was a loose wood panel in the back left corner of the hall’s interior that opened to a ladder.

	The fifth thing I noticed was that it was a really long ladder.

	The sixth thing I noticed was that falling into the dark void below me would’ve been my very worst fear, if I wasn’t so afraid for Smickey.

	The seventh thing I noticed was a metallic smell drifting up from below that didn’t quite match that of the machinery where we manufactured our guns.

	The eighth thing I noticed- how suddenly the ground came up. I nearly cried out in fright because I half expected the ladder to continue for infinity.

	The ninth thing I noticed was how the cold metal of the ladder was quickly replaced with overwhelming warmth, uncharacteristic of our desert nights.

	The tenth thing I noticed was how much I shivered regardless.

	The eleventh thing I noticed was the large mechanical monstrosity that appeared as I turned a corner out of a long, dark tunnel. I couldn’t much describe its shape, but the number of blue glowing lights and cables strewn about was ridiculous.

	The twelfth thing I noticed- or realized, actually- was that the adults, who could never be found during the day, must have been working on this.

	The thirteenth thing I noticed was something akin to a metal platform with restraints on it.

	The fourteenth thing I noticed was how much blood coated it.

	The fifteenth thing I noticed? Them dragging Smickey towards this thing, to be swallowed up, forever.

	The sixteenth thing I noticed were his childish screams of terror. I couldn’t blame him, actually. I wanted to scream right along with him.

	The seventeenth thing was how much he struggled against his seniors turned captors. It actually brought me pride, despite the circumstances. I hoped he could free himself so he and I could run away and escape whatever plot the adults were going to throw us into.

	However, the eighteenth thing I noticed was that they injected something in his neck to still him. After that, it was no chore to place him on the table.

	The nineteenth thing I noticed was the ominous looking tube slithering up him, embracing his head.

	The twentieth thing I noticed was how very much blood the process drew from him.

	The twenty-first was why they needed restraints, as his body writhed and spasmed grotesquely.

	The twenty-second thing I noticed was that, just under the clamor of the machinery, Smickey was screaming. Agonized screams. Painful screams.

	The twenty-third thing I noticed hurt the most; my name was on his dying lips.

	The twenty-fourth thing I noticed was that after Smickey died, and perhaps a bit before, the headset extracted a bright blue liquid from him.

	The twenty-fifth thing I noticed was that they, even Meisberger who appeared to observe the process (again, seemingly out of nowhere), referred to this liquid as “Serum X”.

	The final thing I noticed was how much fear and adrenaline can drive a person. I ran faster even than when the killing occurred, escaping the underground with no other rational thoughts in my mind other than, “I need to get out of here.”

	Following that unfortunate and harrowing incident, I called my team to my house which was thankfully bereft of adults, and told them everything I’d witnessed the previous night. I ended off my horrified recollection with the command for us to leave immediately. My own second-in-command defied me, dismissing my words as bullshit. I told him to tell me where the hell Smickey was, in that case, which got no reply. “You’ve let the power get to your head Olivia- wanting to undermine the adults so you can control everything,” he muttered, gesturing for the others to leave.

	“We don’t know what the hell is out there,” he added on his way out. “Anything could be out to get us.” Clearly the conditioning of the adults had rooted itself deeply into each and every heart. There was no option of escape. The Outside World would sooner eat us alive. I cried in silence, realizing I was just as terrified of whatever lay out there, beyond the boundaries of the desert, as they were.

	The day after, we were called into the town hall by Meisberger. I tried to keep my eyes on him the entire time, despite my loathing for him, but every now and then I unwillingly glanced toward the loose panel, which I’m certain Meisberger picked up on.

	The subject of the conversation was that we were being relieved of our duties. This sparked a few protests, but they were quickly silenced by a well-placed glare on Meisberger’s part. He further elaborated that the job would be done more efficiently by a Moirai representative. He gestured to a Blue Shirt who emerged from the shadows, bearing that ever hateful symbol on her uniform. “This woman, Olivia, will be taking over for you kids so you can help your friends in town,” he told us in a saccharine tone.

	After that, Olivia would exit town with no form of weapon on her, yet our town shook from the explosions she was no doubt the cause of. We heard them several times a day, and I shivered on instinct each time, like when I was underground, sensing nothing pleasant.

	The task the children were set about to do was deconstructing homes and piling the wood outside of town. It was disheartening to harvest the wood from a house a child had disappeared from; it was erasing the last possible evidence of their existence, which felt very immoral. It could also be observed that the outskirts of town were the first to go, the inhabitants either sacrificed (unknown to the other children), or “taking refuge in the town hall”, which the adults whose children had vanished took to saying those days. My home was close to the center, meaning I had a decent amount of time to convince a few of us to leave before facing death, yet I was finding myself freezing up at the very idea of abandoning everything I’d ever known, even as it descended to ruin.

	The remaining youth grew more and more agitated. At first, this could’ve been attributed to the stress of the disappearances and fewer and fewer of us enduring a workload that only increased. Soon, a high pressure atmosphere, almost like a bird of prey, swooped and eventually plunged into our town. I expected nothing less than calamity, but stripped of reputation and rank, I was no longer a credible source to go by when it came to getting the hell out of there before disaster arrived.

	Meisberger and retinue went out to our growing wood pile and started rearranging the pieces until it resembled a lengthy structure bordered by boards leant up against the sides. I heard it referred to as “the Great Pyre”. During the next several sleepless nights, I observed dark silhouettes dragging lumpy figures in the direction of the structure. Bodies.

	I dared to get a closer look once, and the bodies, now festering in the desert heat, appeared to have been laid on carefully. Every limb and extremity was neatly in place, save for one flabby arm, sticking out from a gap between two large wooden boards. On the end of the arm were metal bands that made a familiar racket when stirred by the wind. I jumped up once, to look at the rest of the body, and saw all I needed to see. Red curls, framing a blank expression.

	“Why aren’t you working, young lady?” a deep voice uttered from behind me. I spun around to see Meisberger, looking displeased. My mouth went dry, and I backed off, sprinting in the direction of the town. It occurred to me how compromised my safety was. Meisberger could’ve written off my pointed looks at the town hall’s loose board, but he had witnessed my examination of the corpses. He knew just as well as I did that these were the unlucky souls who had the misfortune of passing through here. I would need to be silenced for what I knew.

	Rather than returning to work, I stole food and wood and barricaded myself in my own home, ignoring the screams and knocks- or insistent poundings- at the door.

	 I believe I was in there for about a week (perhaps they were waiting for me to just  give up and leave..?) when I heard the excited murmurs of the adults exiting town, headed toward the Great Pyre. I heard no children’s voices.

	From a gap in the window, I saw the sky light up a brilliant blue. A few seconds later, the ground heaved, indicating something had made impact. I worried for my well-being, but curiosity drove me from my haven. I needed to know the purpose for this bloodshed, and that meant encountering the “miracle” known as the Second Landing.

	An unstable monolith of charred remains reached over the horizon as I neared the site. The sky was still an unsettling shade of blue in some places, leaving only darkened contours to be seen. These shapes, surrounding a newly-formed crater, oohed and ahhed as a figure surfaced from the crater, holding a glowing blue object. They applauded.

	Figuring it best to return to my position, my “base”, I began to retreat when I was stopped by a Blue Shirt- my replacement Olivia. With surprising and petrifying strength, she took me by the arm into the belly of the beast. As much as I struggled and remonstrated, she was an adult, and certainly no average adult. Her reaction to my pleas was nonexistent, unsympathetic. My body stiffened as I felt her ungodly presence invade and manipulate everything. Utterly. Petrified. As we closed in on the last citizens of my town, I clammed up, certain my life was to end soon. The crowds parted to let us through. There was silence before a cheer rose up. My capture was celebrated.

	“Well, the last of the children is finally ready to face her fate,” Meisberger sneered.

	In all honesty, I was ready to throw in the towel. Outnumbered and overpowered, I figured there was nothing left to do but meet the same excruciating end as Smickey. However, my curiosity still burned: I needed answers.

	“What the hell was all of this for!?”

	“Hmm?”

	“The killings of the Outsiders, the pyre, that damned machine… what was it all for? What do you gain from this, Meisberger?”

	“This whole operation of yours in the desert began with the first landing in 1991,” he started, matter-of-factly. “The first half of this very strange meteor came with odd inscriptions, much like the ones you see on this one. In the end, though information was gleaned from the first half, it wasn’t done so conventionally, and so we only ever managed to translate the conclusion. Perhaps the powers that be won’t let us translate the rest at the moment. Who knows? But this conclusion mentioned a requirement for blood. We interpreted this as preparing sacrifices to attract the landing of the other half, hence the killings.”

	“What does this have to do with you?”

	“A few years back, I lost something very dear to me- a deity of sorts. Though it has been recovered since, it is very weak now, and even the Quota will not be enough to heal it. The Moirai Initiative agreed to allow my saddened congregation and myself to use the inscriptions of these objects in order to find a way to revitalize our deity and return it to full strength. Perhaps it’s also worth mentioning that your “parents” aren’t your parents at all--yours were most likely killed long ago for being uncooperative. These parental units are Moirai workers who needed to both monitor you and protect the second landing site. They killed two birds with one stone by making you, the children, ward off any potential obstructions until the time was right.”

	“What time was that?” I tried not to let the news of my parents get to me, but it must have shown, since Meisberger shot me a visage of false sympathy.

	“Unitl the Extractor was finally completed. I believe you’ve already seen it in action.” So he’d known the entire time.

	“It extracts ‘Serum X’, right?”

	“Clever girl. Serum X would be your psychokinetic potential. It’s wasted on children like you, who haven’t even figured out how to utilize it. Moirai intends on using this cerebral matter to create its own strain of individuals with psychokinetic ability. You’ve already seen our example.”

	“...Olivia.”

	“Precisely. I get my deity back in return for a simple delivery job. All I need is your Serum to fulfill the contract. You should feel honored for your massive contributions.”

	“You say I should, but I don’t. I don’t want to die.”

	“A natural feeling. It is only human to desire self-preservation. However, greed is a sin. You are a necessary oblation.”

	As Olivia was given the signal to take me to the Extractor, crippling fear overcame me. I began struggling again, futile as it was. Her influence ran like a network of threads within my limbs and nerves. The more I failed to spare my life, the more something primal within me throbbed and hummed and squirmed, frustrated as I was. It built up, and was driven to the point of overflow when I felt Olivia’s nails digging into my arm, drawing blood. Something surged, and I screamed (mouth unmoving), Let go of me! I don’t want to die! Olivia’s grip, both physical and mental, loosened for two seconds, which was all I needed to separate myself from her. She gritted her teeth, both shocked and pissed at me. The adults rushed to converge on me, and I gave another order:

	Stay the hell away from me!

	Their movements halted, save for Olivia, who put up formidable resistance. “Capture her!” Meisberger shouted in trepidation, but none of the “parents” or Moirai reps made a move to reclaim me- they couldn’t. It was like being surrounded by breathing statues. Only Olivia, enraged by the entrapment of her peers and my flight from her power, lunged at me, screeching.

	“Undo what you did to them!” she shrieked. I dodged her combattantly inexperienced form, and used my lighter weight as an advantage to avoid recapture.

	An off-looking grin formed on her face, and her eyes locked with mine with a staggering amount of intensity. I felt an uncomfortable pressure in my head, like my blood vessels were about to… explode. Realizing what she intended to do, I “told” her, Cut that shit out! The pressure only lessened a bit. Her abilities, only barely susceptible to mine, meant this was a literal life-or-death situation.

	I felt her powers trying to subdue me, rolling over me in suffocating wave after wave. After a few seconds of concentration, I manifested a feasible defense against this, enough for the pressure to subside. Though nothing visible occurred, the wavelengths of her and my powers clashed horribly. It was disorienting, and it was difficult for me to switch to the offensive, the sheer force and determination supporting her being exhausting to match.

	One key factor about our powers set her and I apart. Hers were fabricated and synthetic. Made to be powerful, sure, but something she had to get accustomed to in a body that never previously possessed it. Mine were raw, untempered, and perhaps a bit unstable, but they were entirely my own. They’d been mine since birth. Using this inkling of resolve, I pressed harder, harder, reaching and reaching for the sake of my future, so that I could live, and after a few more moments of wordless dispute, Olivia crumpled to the ground.

	At first I panicked, unsure what to think or do, then I realized I had an opportunity to escape, which I had to take regardless of whether I wanted to or not. Despite my fatigue, I set off into the desert, spurred by the recuperating enemy population.

	None of you follow me! I cried, before sprinting into the unknown, driven by fear and fear alone. I didn’t turn to look back at the reviving organization, to ensure they’d heeded my instruction. I kept running, past the illegible and rusty, misshapen sign indicating no-man’s land, farther and farther without regard for my burning legs or lungs, until I found myself among concrete and glass and strangers. I was in the Outside.

	Surrounded by an unfamiliar environment with customs completely  unorthodox to me, being ‘uncomfortable’ was a massive understatement for my feelings about my new position. Obtaining a home meant putting my life in the hands of the of the Outsiders, but there wasn’t much else I could do, return not being an option.

	I observed many distressing things in the city, not reassuring me in the least. An old woman being carted out of a grungy apartment on a stretcher; a madman dropping an innocent woman off a skyscraper; a person bearing that dreadful insignia pushing someone into the path of a bus, among other things.

	I created a hypothesis; if Moirai wanted to create psychokinetic individuals, these persons would have to serve a purpose. Perhaps Moirai wanted world conquest. They were developing an army to do so, and wouldn’t it be much easier to consolidate their hold on the world if their targets were already tearing each other to pieces? I had no explanation nor source to back up this idea of them slowly driving the world insane. However, traumatized as I was, I needed something to hold onto that seemed somewhat rational to a child.

	As what they referred to as a “minor”, I was placed in an orphanage against my will. I was separated from the other children due to my programmed violent tendencies toward them. Given my questionable origins, disconcerting behavior, and shaken condition upon my arrival, I was recommended therapy. At an intake hearing, I mentioned my massive fear of outsiders, who now surrounded me at any given moment, and how I feared they would hurt me if I couldn’t scare them away (reverting to the childish explanation). I couldn’t function in this world, I explained, since I’d been taught that these people were always out to hurt me, which made me want to hurt them to save myself. I did not divulge whom had done this. This intake appointment decided my therapist.

	Twenty-six days after the intake appointment, I had my very first session with Raymond Dayton. This man reeked of Meisberger. The dread essence permeated his soul, cast shadows over his life, even as he offered me a warm smile. “Give me a vague idea of where you’re from,“ he implored. But sensing the coldness of his past, I wasn’t having any of that. Using my power for the first time since my escape, I gave him a very simple order:

	Tell me everything you know about Meisberger.

	

Y is for Your Match
Kyle Burton
n

	 


[image: Y for Your Match]

	

	 


Hey Sharon, thanks for coming to visit me. It’ll be handy for me to vent to someone. Get it? Because I lost a hand? Anyway, I'd like to think I handled that Tinder date pretty well... especially after I found the bodies. Well, they weren't corpses, all bloody and bleaugh and stuff like that, but they definitely used to be attached to human beings and DEFINITELY weren't anymore. Not after Jake got done with them. We matched on Tinder and, in hindsight, he introduced himself with what are some rather obvious tells, like, just read some of these texts:

	‘Are you a London tower block because you’re straight :fire: :fire: :fire:’

	I was hoping we could maybe stop, drop, and roll

	‘I'm just tryna ignite something here on Tinder, and you looked like you'd be down for maybe hitting The Uptown Scholar tomorrow for coffee?’

	Okay so, the Uptown Scholar, have you ever been there? It's this huge place built from an old gutted and remodeled church. Has this whole gothic-cathedral vibe going on, which in my opinion, makes it the coolest bookstore you'll find for about a hundred miles around, and that’s saying something. I mentioned in my profile that I’m a giant bookworm, so this isn’t the first time I’ve met someone there. Speaking of which, I should show you my profile some time, it’s fucking hilarious. I have a terrible pun, this quote from Blackadder about stepping on a landmine, and…yeah, yeah, you’re right, I’m getting off-topic… back to the date. Let’s say that again with a bit of emphasis, I mean, this was The Date I think every other date is gonna be compared against for the rest of my life. The Date was yesterday, for real.

	Right, so, that night was boring and I had another ‘something’ to look forward to, at least, aside from the weekend. It’s been exactly half a year since I got laid and it’s about damned time that someone that hot matched me, if I do say so. I have a lot to offer, don’t I? I mean, here, look at his profile, we’re still matched. Yeah, I can see you think he’s hot. I mean look at that lumberjack hunk of a man, don’t tell me you’re not imagining that beard tickling your thighs.

	What, you think he’s my match? Yeah, I guess we’d be great together if life, the universe, and everything weren’t literally trying to get me killed yesterday. Anyway, you know which dress I wore; that cute little yellow and blue one? You know, the one I bought at that little store over by the park? I got the vibe that Jake would dig it, and he definitely did. So, we met at the Scholar and he… he just sorta swept me away! I can’t remember what all we talked about, but I remember that he got a ceylon tea, and it just sorta suited him. Oh! And this is weird, he drank it scorching hot, lava hot, like, when I tried a sip of it, I singed my lip. Literally! Look, you can still see the burn a little bit. Yes, it’s that hindsight thing again.

	He wore a German industrial band tee shirt, jeans and a jacket, and his hair was all wild and he would just stare into my eyes and just sorta gently probe, and I think I told him a bit too much about myself and my breakup with David, because let’s be honest here, dudes don’t want to hear about exes. Also it’s just bad manners to talk about your ex on a date, you know? I have no idea why I’d even bring David up like that, it’s been forever and I’ve been over him for ages now. Anyway, he asked about my family, my friends, you, he asked about… oh my god, he asked about all the people who would notice if I went missing. Yeah, for real! I just now put that together, it’s all kinda hazy. 

	I had no idea at the time, his voice… it was just like honey dripping from his lips, and his gaze... he had these deep hazel eyes, I remember thinking they were the color of coffee with just a splash of milk, and they just pierced into my soul, you know? We were there walking around, browsing and talking, hell, we even hugged each other twice while we did… he was really warm. I remember now that he was just radiating heat, and it made me want to curl up next to him under a blanket while it’s raining outside and read some poems and stuff. I know, I know, he really got me, you’re right. He was my match! Jake was my match. It’s so fucked up.

	He didn’t really reveal too much about himself, but everything that he did reveal just led to some additional suave thing. He’s the son of an art teacher, so that segued into a four block walk to an art museum. We were in there for another two hours, and by that point it was starting to get dark. He works for an engineering company so that translated into a walk down to the old water pumping station by the river, since the weather still held this last gasp of fall. Weird for late November to be this warm, right?

	The one thing I didn’t like about him was that he’s a smoker. He’d hand-roll his own, uh, unfiltered cigarettes and then lights them with those wooden stick matches, so I STANK like smoke by the time I got home that night. No, I don’t put out on the first date! I could tell he really wanted me to come over to his place though. I had to take a shower before I went to bed. Yes, we kissed. I couldn’t not kiss him, he had some sort of, like, sway over me or something, I dunno. I’m just now starting to put all of this together, Sharon.

	Okay so, I went on two more dates with Jake before The Date happened, one of which was a bust because the band that was booked at the brewery kinda sucked that night. I think the lead singer was on something, he was stumbling around and I’m pretty sure he fell at one point. Anyway, the bar we went to for the first, no, that’d be the second one, then the third was at the brewery, and then yesterday.

	Honestly, didn’t learn too much more about him from those other two dates. He was raised by some religious sect which he fled twenty-something years ago, he won’t go into much detail about that. He was basically homeless for years before scraping up enough to start attending college for computers or something, I... I can’t really remember exactly what he said. I think I remember him saying something about him getting his BS just recently. Huh... what else I remember about him, is just how intensely he handled his cigarettes and those damned matches. He’d purposefully light a cigarette while he talked about how much he liked to write poetry and gave me some line like “we have to cradle our little flames close to ourselves, and sing songs of the bonfire to them”. Something like that. When he said it, it was beautiful but now it’s sorta slipping away, I mean, when I say it sounds dull, when he said it, there was this… light… in his words. Don’t look at me like that, I know I sound weird!

	Okay so, The Date, it was the fourth date and I went over to his place. I was planning to get lucky this night, my winged eyeliner was on point and remember that vintage black velvet dress I wore to David's party last year? That little short thing with the plunging neckline? I wore that. Yeah, I know, it was so expensive! And it got fucking ruined. But damn, that dress on me was fire, and Jake noticed right away. So, I walk up to Jake’s house, and, Sharon, this house, fuck. It’s one of the few single family detached homes between the Sicilian Lake and Clover street and the train tracks. I honestly had no idea that little neighborhood existed, it’s basically the one enclave of not-urban-blight for dozens of blocks in every direction. 

	Wooded lanes and everything. His wasn’t the largest, but I think it had the biggest driveway AND a really tall iron fence around the property. A three story house in this city, and it had the cutest yellow window dressings, and he had a garden, and AAAHH dammit, he was so perfect for me; when I walked in he was playing Tom Waits and he got up, put his finger to his lips and welcomed me in. We just stood by the door and listened to it, then he whispered “that song is my spirit animal” and...I can’t remember which one it was! Oh. My. God. I hate my fucking life this is so fucked up. This is what I get for dating I should just stay single forever, Sharon!

	Ugh, anyway, then he asked me take off my shoes and we walked hand in hand into this, just, ridiculous kitchen. Here, I have a picture of it. Oh my god, right? It’s so the kitchen of my dreams and I wish I could have just stolen the whole damned thing and walked off with it. So he walked me into the kitchen and then we started making dinner together, and it was… I mean, he pushed me up on the counter and he was kissing my neck and I couldn’t stop myself. We ended up fucking right there in the kitchen. Fried chicken croquettes, that’s what we were making. Have you ever done that with someone, and they keep touching you in that way you like, and they’re just SUPER into you, Sharon? Cooking is, so intimate... whoof, I’m getting shivers just thinking about it.

	Then we ate, YES DINNER, SHARON, in the dining room. Ok, so let me tell you about this house. It’s gotta be one of the oldest in the area, it’s got two wrap-around porches on two floors, six bedrooms, two and a half bathrooms, oh ho ho ho! Lemme tell you, the basement. That’s where the trouble began, and ended but- INVITATION TO THE BLUES! That’s the song that was playing when I walked in!

	Okay so, this is where it gets fucked up. Oh, and he was smoking inside of his house, which was kinda gross and odd, right? Those wooden match packs everywhere, in every room. Anyway, we went upstairs to one of the bedrooms that had a bed in it. He just sorta led me around by the hand there was something so fucking enchanting about his voice and his eyes, and the way he would just slip past and caress me and I felt like putty in his hands. PUTTY, SHARON. There wasn’t something in the food that was making me feel weird, or maybe it was something in the candles he used on me, I think? I didn’t realize how weird it is to have a whole room full of ‘em, I think at the time, I just found it romantic. But in hindsight, it waaaas kind of creepy.

	The art that he had was really weird too. I didn’t notice it at first but he had only one picture, and it was everywhere. Bosch something? It’s that big three-paneled painting of Eden, Creation, and Hell. Well... he had those three panels everywhere. Didn’t have any pictures of family or band posters or anything, it was just that creepy painting in every goddamned room. I shoulda just nope’d the fuck out the moment I saw the “candle” bedroom though. But I couldn’t, Sharon. He had me wrapped around his finger and I can’t shake how fucked up it felt. So, apparently, and I had to look this up, the outside of this ‘triptych’ painting shows Earth during creation. Well, the entire ceiling in that room was a fucking bas-relief carving of that. The Earth, during creation. There was something really, really wrong with it.

	Yes, I was on my back when I saw it, Sharon, Jesus just let me tell my story! Okay so, he was kinda talkative and vocal during it and then I sorta noticed this figure on Pangaea, it looked like a little humanoid thing covered with spikes, but if it were to scale it would have been a dozen miles tall, and it was so clearly cleaving a swath through the landscape. And then I saw it again, and I looked this up as well to confirm it. Hieronymus Bosch, ‘The Garden of Earthly Delights.’ I saw that same figure in the paintings when I snuck out later. But yes, we were fucking and he was just so warm and we were both getting really sweaty but then he… said something that I can’t remember and I bit my cheek and then accidentally kneed him and that was that. He said he wasn’t upset but he did go out onto his balcony, the second floor one, to smoke. I took that opportunity to sneak out into the hall and look at the picture.

	This figure, this THING that was in the paintings, but not in the original, was so clearly a giant, stretching out from beyond the horizon with these horrifying weird spiky growths that pierced the skin like some nightmarish chitinous fungal growth. This... thing... seemed to be in inordinate pain and everything else in the painting was acting like they were- Sex candles? One track mind Sharon. Oh right... yeah so, I came back in and flopped back onto the bed to try to not think about it and then I noticed that the candles were lit but Jake was still out on the balcony. I couldn’t see him but he must’ve been on his phone because I heard him talking. Something about more eyes, my burger, and something else about a church congregation taking him somewhere, I dunno, I didn’t want to spy on him too much. He was out there, and get this, for twenty six whole minutes. I fucking timed him. I had gone down into the kitchen to eat more of what we made, oh god it was so good.

	I was about to open the door to the basement when I didn’t even hear him come up behind me and practically envelop me with his warmth and searching hands. “We should go back upstairs and do something fun” and again, I melted into his hands. Ok, so there was something weird going on with his voice every time he suggested something to me, Sharon, it was some kind of compulsion. Look, you know I don’t believe in “woo” and shit, but I can’t explain what happened in that house. I didn’t even realize it until afterwards, but every damned candle in that bedroom of his was a hand of glory. Look, I’ll show you, here, look at this. A fucking Hand of Glory, and I’m pretty damned sure now that they were the real fucking deal. Sure, I guess I just didn’t notice that there were actual peoples’ hands burning in the room. Sure, I guess I just didn’t notice it when he started drizzling the hot wax from these fucking corpse candles onto me.

	OKAY, SO OF COURSE I didn’t recognize that he was tracing a design on my nude flesh, or that he ever so carefully used each of the candles on me. I dunno, it was like I was in a dream, it’s like I couldn’t really do anything but accept what was happening to me. I don’t know how many there were, I didn’t count them. There may have been twenty something. I can only remember a few weird details. After a while, I finally noticed that Jake had stopped making some kind of sibilant whispering noise when he suddenly yipped with unmistakable glee. Something about a match. My skin felt really funny, like it was loose and burning. My skin felt… runny. It was sick and it made me sick because the next thing I remember is throwing up all over the floor and then here’s where it gets real fucked up.

	There was this big heavy rope piled up in the corner and I thought it was just another kink of Jake’s when I first saw it, but boy what a surprise it was when he fucking wrapped it around one of my arms and throat! I kinda saw red and lashed out and broke his grasp when I smashed his toes with my elbow, but then it felt like my arm was melting into the floor, so I threw myself off the bed, and rolled right under it and kept on going until I was at the door to the outside balcony. I barely got to my feet as I saw Jake limping out of the room and start heading down the stairs.

	All right, I know you know I wasn’t about to let this fucker do this weird shit to me, but I felt like I was way too high to even fucking move. I lurched forward and through the bedroom, threw up down the stairwell and I think I nailed him with it too. I heard him limping back downstairs and then he started moving towards the basement door, which was through the kitchen. I was having a hard time not falling over at this point, Sharon, and I had no idea what I was doing, but that deep fryer we used to make the chicken? Well that oil burned the shit out of Jake when I threw the damn thing at him.

	I could hear him screeching when he fell down a flight of wooden stairs. He fell for what seemed like an eternity then I could hear him, his voice, calling out. I was almost delirious so I opened the door to the right of me. It was like being blackout drunk plus your skin is sloughing off in rivulets. Remember that time we were being hazed as pledges to our sorority and they covered us in KY Jelly? Right! It took forever to wash that shit out of my hair! Well, It was like that but a million times worse. Anyway, so, I’m stumbling around all faded, and managed to grab the first thing that looked heavy, and found it was heavy. And full of gasoline.

	Oh shit I--yeah, the fucking paintings. So, I was delirious and that thing in the pictures, it was moving. It wasn’t watching me, no, but I could begin to hear the clatter, the chittering clinking of chitin, a terrible scraping and ripping sound begin to hum in the air around me. It was from those protrusions coming from within the giant in the painting.

	Jake was down in the dark, and it sounded like he was frantically screaming at his phone. It sounded so weird, it almost sounded like some kind of... deformed... giant… mewling and wailing but I could hear some of the words. I could hear that I had to leave now before Jake’s friends show up. I could hear that I was some kind of match for a portal. THE MATCH, he said, for a portal. I think I saw it too, in the basement, on the floor, right at the end before the smoke got to be too much.

	Okay so, if you have this thing, and it’s full of gas, and you’re out of your goddamn mind, and you have a bridge that you don’t want to be a bridge anymore, what do you do? You fucking burn it. Jake must’ve been laying on one of the stairs because as the two gallons of gas poured down the steps his shrieking increased in volume and definitely became directed at me. I emptied the can and then realized that I didn’t have anything to burn it with. I turned, and that’s when he grabbed me.

	I woke back up just as the fucking...I mean this was like a guillotine Sharon. This thing, this fucking fucker had a setup for cutting off people’s hands nice and clean, oh oh… oh, Sharon and I mean, I know you can see, but he took my hand Sharon, that psycho-cult-worshiping-fucking-psycho-asshole took my fucking hand! But I got him one better.

	I don’t know how I got loose, or how I fucking hit him, or what, but the fumes from the gas and my temporary state of insanity, ugh and my skin was just glopping off, fuck. I can tell that it’s not, but Sharon. I can remember one last thing. I made it back up the stairs.

	And then, from the darkness I heard Jake gargle and spit before bleating a wounded “You think I’m the only one doing this? There are hundreds of us! You’re not stopping a single thing by-” I shut his fucking face up with the empty gas can from the top of the stairs. And the last thing I said to that fucker?

	"Is this your match?"

	



& is for Ampersand
Christopher Maxim

	

	There was once a small business in New England by the name of "Grovewood & Co.". It existed for roughly seven months; from April 27th to November 22nd, in the year 1913. At least, that's true for one timeline. I'll touch more on that later.

	Masquerading as a cape-side souvenir shop, most of Grovewood & Co.'s customers were oblivious to the store's true nature. Only the rich elite were granted access to their secret arsenal of products. You see, during the brief period of time that they were operational, the company collected, tinkered with, branded, and sold various objects, each one of which had otherworldly properties, giving their owner a unique power, supernatural in nature. How they acquired such artifacts, no one knows.

	On 11/22/13, in its original timeline, the building vanished without a trace. Not only from sight, but from the memory of everyone who had ever interacted with it - like it never existed in the first place. It seems the building and its inhabitants fell victim to an object malfunction, more specifically a temporal hiccup caused by a time travel device as it was being sold (the origin of this anomaly is more than likely a defense mechanism of the device itself. It would appear that some of these objects are sentient to some extent and can "flee" when they detect a nearby threat. That's all I'm at liberty to say about this particular event).

	So, where did Grovewood & Co. unwillingly relocate to? That's a loaded question. The building, it seems, is constantly jumping from place to place, year to year, and timeline to timeline. It's a bitch to track down, but with a little luck and great deal of skill, I'm able to do my job just fine. What is my job, you ask? Well, I'm responsible for keeping the building and its objects from destroying the multiverse as we know it. You know, the usual 9-5 bullshit.

	In all honesty, I'm a lowly office peon where I'm from. There are people getting paid a hell of a lot more than I am doing much more important work. All I do is tap into the Multiversal Time Grid™ and post messages in timelines where the building is likely to show up, in the hopes that some might believe me and heed my words of wisdom, should they need them. BUT DON'T WORRY. There are greater precautionary measures in place. This is just a small, added measure of protection.

	(NOTE So far, the building has been spotted in 432 locations. Exactly twenty-six timelines were discovered to be worthy candidates for the next jump. Twenty-five of those are now considered safe. Your world is #26)

	Without further ado, here is my warning:

	***

	HELLO. I AM HERE TO WARN YOU.

	Your timeline has been deemed a likely landing zone for Grovewood & Co. Though we can't pinpoint the precise date or location of the impending dispatch, we can tell you what to look for and how to avoid total annihilation at the hands of an object.

	The building will take the place of another building in your town. You won't remember the previous building, and you'll know Grovewood & Co. as if it was always there, as will its workers. Upon entering, you might feel like something's not quite right. Though it exists in your memories, part of your brain may fight the narrative and make it feel increasingly unfamiliar. If you're lucky, you may even recall this post and some of its details. We can only hope.

	If you're able to gather your wits and swim against the current of your fabricated memories, then congratulations! You are stronger-willed than most, but this is no time to celebrate. The sudden appearance of Grovewood & Co. deems your timeline vulnerable - more vulnerable than it has ever been before. It's up to you, the only person wise to the charade, to fix things, if only temporarily.

	It's imperative that you relay this phrase, verbatim, to the shopkeeper; "Might you be so kind as to direct me to your written wares? I'm in the market for a parable or two." This is your ticket to the good stuff. The shopkeeper will bring you to a room housing nothing but a bookcase (filled with books published by "The Moirai Initiative", another entity we are working to locate), behind which is a set of stairs that lead to the building's second floor.

	Once upstairs, you will find many objects - a mirror that can trap souls, a picture frame that can show you still images of the afterlife, and even a crystal ball that gives anyone who touches it the power of clairvoyance. None of them are worth your attention, save for one. In the back left corner of the room, hanging next to some jewelry, you'll find a golden pocket watch. This is arguably the most powerful item in the shop, though most of its powers remained dormant until the anomaly took place (an object's power can change when used in conjunction with another object). This is the object you need to get to.

	(Remember what I said about sentience. Some of the objects will cause trouble if they sense danger. Walk around the room a few times, act casual - when you finally do grab the pocket watch, show no signs of excitement or nervousness)

	On the front of the pocket watch is a large ampersand. On either side of it are "GW" and "CO." respectively, denoting the shop's branding. Clicking the button atop the watch will open its face and reveal to you a single dial and a circle of letters, A to Z. These letters are key to your world's survival.

	The pocket watch works like a combination lock. Spinning the button will move the dial to letters of your choosing. It's very important that you enter the following sequence:

	Right: O Left: V Right: A Left: I Right: L Left: I

	Though the pocket watch isn't the device that caused the temporal disturbance (that one is still MIA), it does have similar properties. Entering this code will reactivate the anomaly and jump-start transport. Grovewood & Co. will jump to the next timeline and you will more than likely have no memory of the events that transpired.

	That's it? Really?

	Yes, that's it. Moving the building to its next destination is the greatest thing you can do. It allows us more time to perfect our endgame plan (currently in development). The multiverse is at its safest in between jumps. The longer the building sits in a timeline, the greater the chance there is of someone messing with the pocket watch or another object in the shop, and creating a chain of events that inevitably leads to the destruction of all that we know.

	Having said that, keep this in mind:

	IF YOUR FINGER SLIPS, OR YOU FAIL TO RECALL THE COMBINATION PROPERLY, YOU ARE ENDANGERING EVERYTHING. ONE WRONG LETTER, ONE WRONG TURN OF THE WATCH'S DIAL, AND ALL LAYERS OF PHYSICAL REALITY AND CONSCIOUSNESS MIGHT INTERSECT, CREATING A CATACLYSM THAT MAY VERY WELL END ALL OF EXISTENCE.

	Sending you in is a danger in and of itself, but doing nothing is far worse. Until the problem can be resolved, this message is one of many small hopes that we have. With any luck, we will find a better solution. Until then, the safety of the multiverse is in your hands.

	Don't fuck it up.

	



	
Z is for Zodiac
Alex Baran
 

	I stared down at the amorphous gray blob in the file in front of me in disbelief.

	“Is it-”

	“Malignant?” The doctor finished for me. I nodded, reaching for my wife’s hand for some semblance of comfort.

	“It’s too early to tell. With your permission, I’d like to keep Hannah overnight. Run some tests, just to be on the safe side.”

	My mind went blank as I eagerly signed paper after paper. My little girl, my world, my everything…

	…How could she possibly have cancer?

	My mother used to say only three things could change a man: god, love, and death. Many other events and beliefs may come close to altering one’s life for the better or worse, but for the most part the soul remains unmoved. I may yet be young, but this much I know for sure.

	I never thought I’d ever love anyone more than my wife Marissa, but the second my baby girl Hannah looked into my eyes for the first time I was smitten. I spent every waking moment - and many unawake - with my daughter, watching her grow and experience everything with the utmost joy.

	Marissa, on the other hand, hardly took a month off work before going back to the research hospital. Her friends told me they thought she’d gone mad, but then again her friends had never been terribly loyal. By the time the diagnosis came around, they’d all left.

	I supposed we should have been prepared for it, all things considered. Not many kids are reading at a fourth grade level at only 26 months.

	“Your daughter is gifted, certainly,” the doctor spoke to me and my wife. The two of them had gone over the charts privately that morning, knowing I’d be of negligible input with my liberal arts degree. Nonetheless, they did their best to explain it to me.

	To be perfectly honest, it felt more like when my parents used to sit me down before a lecture. “We just don’t want you to follow in your brother’s footsteps” was their excuse for academic torture. The polite explanation, a justification for the bad news you could smell coming a mile away.

	“Skip it, I’m sure Marissa can fill in the details for me later, Dr…?”

	“Please, call me Eli.”

	The doctor only continued after receiving her confirmatory nod. He looked at me with those soft, cornflower blue eyes that gave off the scent of a smile without the corresponding mouth. At times, I wondered if he might be the reason Marissa wound up staying late to “finish up some research projects.”

	“I was worried. Hannah’s growing so quickly, I didn’t want it to be like…”

	I held up a hand. She didn’t have to explain. Both her parents, god rest their souls, passed from strokes out of nowhere. To think our baby girl could vanish from our lives so quickly, I would have done the same thing.

	Not quite a half hour later I had left, my wife staying behind to help monitor Hannah’s tests.

	The following months passed torturously slowly, my daughter having to stay at the hospital and away from me for lengths of time I hadn’t planned for until she reached 18. I visited as often as I could, though with the experimental nature of her treatment many areas were off-limits to her dad, a mere civilian.

	Eventually, I proved enough of an annoyance that they moved some sessions to a less restricted wing. While I couldn’t be by her side when my wife and Eli worked the big, complicated machines and poked her with all kinds of needles, I was finally allowed to sit in on her psychological evaluations.

	It was there I finally met her mentor, Olivia.

	“Daddy!” Hannah squealed, running into my arms as I lifted her up, spinning her around twice before putting her back down.

	“Hey there pumpkin-head! How are you feeling?”

	“Okay!” She giggled with my favorite smile of hers before looking back to her mentor. “Can we play blocks now?”

	The woman nodded with a smile. “You’ve got quite the special girl, you know,” she mentioned, walking towards me.

	“I’m… well aware.”

	The three of us began taking turns playing a heavily modified version of Jenga, Hannah explaining new rules nearly every time one of us touched a new block. And though her mind had developed so rapidly, she still had some fine motor functions that needed work. Ones that quickly toppled the tower we’d been building.

	“Oh no!” I joked, laughing at the mess she’d made.

	“You moved it!” She accused Olivia.

	“Hannah, be nice. It’s okay, we can build it back-”

	“No! She MOVED IT!”

	The scream felt almost tangible somehow. As I gathered my thoughts, Olivia had retrieved some orderlies who escorted me out of the room, taking Hannah back to the wing I couldn’t visit. Looking through the bit of glass in the door, I swore the blocks had moved again.

	“I’m really sorry you had to see that,” Eli put a hand on my shoulder out of nowhere. “Some of the medication have some unfortunate side effects. Outbursts, and the like.”

	“…Yeah. How’s she doing, otherwise? Feels like forever since everything started.”

	He stared me down, a blank expression. The man hardly seemed to have any wrinkles at all.

	I caught myself before he could speak. “...I mean, not that I’m not really grateful for all the work you and the hospital have been doing for her...for us. And all pro-bono…”

	Eli laughed without smiling. “Not to worry. I have faith that this will all be over sooner than you think.”

	I coughed and opened my eyes after hearing the door close downstairs. Marissa had finally gotten home from the hospital, another long night. I looked to see the clock read 12:26, slumped out of bed, and put on my slippers.

	Rubbing my eyes, I thought back. Hannah had been undergoing her treatments for over two years now, and every time I asked how things were progressing Eli dodged the question one way or another. My wife had grown distant in that time - normally a late night would mean 8 or 9. Hell, we’d even changed churches to waste less time away from the hospital.

	I grabbed the leftover coffee from the fridge, poured two mugs full, and put them in the microwave. Soon enough Marissa entered our kitchen sporting her usual blue and white uniform.

	“These long nights are getting a little crazy, Mar. You sure you can’t-”

	“I’m doing important work, I’ve told you this I don’t know how many times.”

	“I know, I know.” The microwave dinged and I brought the mugs to the table. “And Hannah?”

	“She’s number one. Always has been.”

	I could sense something beyond fatigue in her words. Frustration? No, but perhaps a smidgen of regret. We had the same conversation every week, and being the coward I am I avoided an argument as best I could. I knew she was working hard, but I couldn’t get the idea of Eli all over her out of my head.

	“I’m sorry, Mar. It’s gone on long enough, you need to tell me a little more than ‘it’s going well’.”

	She shot me a dirty look that made me make my next mistake. A mumbled, but audible, “I’m sure Eli’s doing well, too.”

	“Excuse me?”

	I stepped up. Already crossed the line, so why not? “You heard me. I hardly see you anymore! Our daughter’s been in your labs for months on end and you tell me nothing? I can’t even remember the last time all three of us were in the same room together. Much less the last time you and I-”

	“Fucked?”

	“Well. Yeah.”

	She swallowed a deep gulp from the mug and tossed the rest at me. I raced to take off my undershirt, the liquid burning my chest as she raged at me.

	“You want to know why we haven’t fucked, Jeremy? Because I’ve been working my ass off day in and day out trying to get our daughter ready. You think I’ve been fucking Eli all that time, is that it?” She laughed as though the accusation couldn’t be further from the truth. “The man’s practically a psychopath he’s so emotionless. Not to mention he’d hardly be able to get it up with all the dr-”

	She stopped, pulling back on her spitted words. Her face had turned red and she breathed heavily, wet marks forming at the corners of her eyes. Though my body and mind ached I couldn’t help but feel bad for pushing her this far.

	Of course she wasn’t cheating on me.

	Of course she was doing everything for our daughter.

	Marissa stormed out of the room, leaving me the couch without another word. I hardly slept another wink that night, my thoughts focused on many things that all came back to one slip of the tongue.

	Whether it was intentional or not, what did she mean when she said she was getting our daughter “ready”?

	Ready for what?

	Over the next few weeks, every time I visited the hospital I stayed longer than necessary. I got there early, I left late. I brought a book with me each time, but while it may have seemed as though I was making progress through the latest self-help instruction manual to get my life back on track, I made careful notes about every single person I saw.

	Which doctors passed through the hallways and at what time. When the orderlies took lunch. What they ate for lunch. The color pen Eli kept in his jacket pocket. What Olivia wore to our sessions.

	I became a wealth of knowledge about everything that went on, at least everywhere I had access to.

	My chance came on a Thursday, when one of the guards had called out sick. I’d been getting the other one coffees regularly as an excuse to chat him up, and by the time his replacement showed up he bolted to the bathroom so fast he didn’t even notice his badge go missing.

	Marissa was sound asleep by the time I snuck out.

	For such a well-guarded research hospital, getting through security was a breeze - it’s amazing what matching clothes and a badge will do. I easily passed through all the regular checkpoints that normally closed after visiting hours; hell, half the lights were out in the place.

	Come to think of it, the whole area seemed surprisingly empty for a hospital.

	I made my way to the restricted wing, scanning doorways for any signs of interest. I didn’t know where Hannah slept, but I could at least try to find Eli’s office.

	The door wasn’t even locked.

	I flipped on a lamp by his desk and began carefully looking through any files I could get my hands on. I’m no expert so I skipped trying to crack his computer, and nearly every cabinet either wouldn’t open or didn’t have any documents in them.

	Only two drawers opened: one labeled “1913,” and another labeled “1991-” with a few blanks, presumably to be filled in when it got full.

	The files in the first drawer were essentially useless. Everything with any sort of content had been redacted to the point of being completely black. Why he kept these files I couldn’t guess.

	The other drawer contained a couple dozen folders, 26 in all. I couldn’t make sense of any of the labels, and quickly rifled through them to see if I could find Hannah’s charts somewhere.

	What I found disturbed and confused me far beyond my knowledge of, well… anything, really.

	Some files contained details of murders, drug trafficking, and things that I can’t even begin to describe. Events about creatures that didn’t exist. Devices and abilities that defied physics.

	By the time I saw any photos, I nearly vomited. From then on I scanned the first page of each folder as briefly as possible.

	Eventually, one page listed Hannah as the subject. A folder with the word “ZODIAC” in bold font.

	I began scrambling to read through it all when I heard someone at the door clear their throat.

	Eli.

	“I expected you might find your way here sooner or later. Far later, in this case.”

	“What are you doing with my daughter? What are you really doing with her?”

	“Well, you’re more than welcome to read the files. Or…”

	“…or what?”

	He smirked, the folds of his face creasing the skin as though he’d never developed laugh lines. Eli moved his head away from the door, and I followed like the sucker I’d become.

	I struggled to keep pace with him. The man seemed determined, like the kind of person who’s so obsessed with their work they don’t sleep, ever. After a few turns he began talking.

	“As you may have guessed by now, this isn’t exactly a hospital, though we do indeed perform delicate research. I’ll spare you the details since they won’t make much sense to you and I really don’t have the patience.”

	He nodded to a guard who moved out of the way of large elevator doors, mentioning for them to have Olivia meet us in the observatory.

	“Long story short, 26 years ago our scientists discovered an anomaly. We’ve been running tests ever since - the ones in that cabinet you very illegally sorted through - and, well. Humanity has been tremendously impacted by the results thus far.”

	We entered the elevator and began to descend. “You’ve arrived at quite the fortunate time, of course. Many of our subjects have developed abilities - gifts, really - and while some are far less stable than others, I personally believe your darling little Hannah has been selected for a very important purpose.”

	The descent took a full 26 minutes. Though it felt like Eli finally revealed some truths to me, making sense of it all would be an entirely different matter altogether.

	What kind of gifts was he talking about?

	And what the hell had Marissa actually been working on all this time?

	“That day with the blocks,” Eli explained. “Hannah first noticed Olivia’s presence of mind. And, as you might not recall, she formed her own.”

	I thought back to how the blocks had moved after we’d left the room. Or had they moved when she screamed?

	“Telepathy, telekinesis, emotional massaging, presence of mind, supernatural - call it whatever you like. You will at the very least be pleased to know that tonight will be Hannah’s final test.”

	The elevator doors opened, revealing a smallish deck overlooking a large, circular room. Olivia joined us as we walked towards the window to witness the events to come.

	Just over two dozen guards stood around the edges of the chamber, all wearing the same blue shirts and white pants I’d grown tired of seeing. A minister dressed in all black kneeled at the center, a handful of others mixed between. By his side stood my little girl.

	The people in the middle all faced a sort of altar as they chanted under their breaths. I couldn’t make out what they said, and by the time I felt Olivia’s hand on my shoulder I realized I’d been slamming my fist against the glass.

	“They can’t hear us, but don’t worry. It’ll be alright.”

	She was right. I felt myself calm down almost immediately. Of course everything would be fine.

	I even smiled with a sigh of relief when the minister slit Hannah’s throat.

	“Twenty-six! Take her, and rise once more!”

	The blood poured out of her, floating in the air as spectral hands emerged from beyond. The bony fingers touched the dark liquid gently, as though to test the power that would soon be theirs.

	“Huh,” I wondered aloud, in an elevated daze. “So this is Zodiac?”

	Eli smiled. “No.”

	Hannah’s eyes sparked with life and she yelled out. “NO! IT’S MINE!”

	The blood began retracting into her neck as the priest looked around to his flock. The guards began to look to each other in confusion, clearly not briefed on what to do in this circumstance.

	“This isn’t...” the man in black began. “What are you doing? You can’t-”

	Hannah threw out a hand towards him and in an instant his entire body exploded into a mess of viscera that froze in time, hanging in the air as pieces of his former being.

	She let out a shrill shriek, the kind only children can produce, that rattled the walls and sent the guards to their knees, desperately covering their ears. The others near Hannah tried to reach her, but were blown back anytime they got close by a strong gust of air.

	The spectral arms reached out to close her mouth, working quickly to end this nonsense.

	No - they weren’t reaching.

	Hannah was pulling them towards her.

	Her yell twisted into several tones without stopping, each sonic pulse sending out a wave of energy. Blood from the dead priest began to twitch and pull, eventually getting sucked into my daughter’s body without leaving a trace.

	The bones began fragmenting, falling into the black hole that sucked everything into Hannah’s slit throat. The altar itself cracked and shifted as the pitch raised rapidly, a simulated doppler effect.

	A moment later, everyone in the room but Hannah was gone. Nothing more than dark stains on the ground and walls.

	I snapped out of whatever trance I’d been in, noticing Olivia had gone completely white in shock. Eli gave me a wink, then moved towards a switch that began lowering our deck.

	“What th--”

	“Patience, Jeremy.”

	Soon enough the glass window raised up and I ran towards my daughter to make sure she was alright.

	I stopped short, watching her lick the blood off her fingers. The stains in the room had disappeared in the short moments I’d had my head turned away.

	Eli began to clap, walking slowly towards the middle of the room. “That, my dear… That was Zodiac.”

	He let out a deep sigh, as though years of pent-up frustration were finally alleviated. “You cannot possibly imagine the difficulty I’ve gone through for this. Putting up with that insane Meisberger and his ridiculous cult. Paying off the sheriff’s department. Keeping the drug money flowing. Preventing anyone else from unlocking the secrets of the sphere?”

	He chuckled. “My goodness has it all been worth it. To finally meet you,” he said, opening his arms to Hannah.

	Eli began to kneel, but Olivia grabbed his shoulder and punched him in the face. “It was supposed to be me! You told me I was the one!”

	“Yes, well, obviously I was lying.”

	“You piece of…” She turned to my little girl and focused on her small form. “You little bitch, we’ll see who’s th--”

	And then she turned to liquid, the same way the reverend had.

	Hannah spent no time pulling the remains into her being, the matter sliding through her veins and disappearing in her throat.

	Was this really still my daughter?

	“Now then,” she said, “It’s all settled? Kill him if you want, but do tell me what else must be done. I simply must know the rest, how to use it all!”

	Eli bent over, begging up to the bloodied four-year old in front of him. She looked at him with disdain, then glanced over to me and smiled.

	“No.”

	“Wha--”

	Once more, the human in front of her turned to reddish black chunks before making their way to her form. She swallowed hard and skipped over to me, grasping my hand with a smile.

	“I’m so hungry, daddy. Won’t you help feed me?”

	I only recall the following moments as memories. I like to think my mind put up a wall to lock all that horror away, then took autopilot of my body as my daughter - or whatever she had become - led me through the halls to another guarded room.

	Everyone in our way became that fleshy mist before becoming absorbed.

	We finally reached a room that contained two halves of a dark spherical rock. Meteorites, I think they were. Hannah reached out to pull them towards her through the air and put them together. The pieces shifted and warped and shrunk down into a large black pearl, which she has worn around her neck ever since.

	When we got home, after putting Hannah to bed, I found my wife’s body hanging from the ceiling fan in our room. Whether she killed herself or someone in Eli’s control killed her, I may never know.

	What I do know was written in the brief note she mailed to me, set in her will:

	My sweet Jeremy… If you’re reading this, it’s because I’m dead. I cannot state how terribly sorry I am for everything, and though I can’t possibly explain most of what’s gone on, and what you may experience, there are a few things you need to know.

	Hannah is not our daughter - not technically, anyway. She was created by the Initiative, and given to us after I discovered I couldn’t conceive children. I know this may come as a shock, but please know that she loves you as any child would love their father.

	The details surrounding why they created her were never revealed to me, however I have come to believe that their plans for her are nothing but nefarious. They may go as far as stealing her from us right under our noses through kidnapping or lies. If I have seemed complicit in any such events, it was because they threatened to kill you.

	What I do know is, whatever will happen to her will usher in a new era. One of pain and suffering, as those with access to her power will use it to crush their opposition and suck the life from the world. These people are not sane, Jeremy. If I cannot stop it, and you receive this letter before it’s too late, you have to do something.

	I can’t believe I’m writing this, but if it comes down to it, you need to kill her before they perform the ritual. If it is completed, all hope is lost.

	I hope from the bottom of my heart you will never have to read this letter. Please know that I did my best. I love you.

	-Marissa
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