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  MOTEL BLACK


  THE AIR GREW BLACK, the sky bled gray, and the sewers reeked with white chemical foam. People paced the sidewalks as animals pace in manufactured steel cages, stepping in rhythms and routines carved out from years of soulless practice. A dim light bulb flickered in the alley while drug dealers exchanged merchandise and bums ciphered through trash cans and graffiti marked dumpsters. Pigeons crowded the dead remains of a maggot infested stray cat as prostitutes and pimps hustled the streets and darted between honking taxis and screeching cars. A dead body laid face down in a filthy pool of gutter water. No one seemed to mind.


  Alex Greenhorn stared back between the plastic blinds, through the cold damp window, and out toward the black asphalt laced city. His nervous eyes scanned for the flashing lights of police cars. A man’s voice boomed out toward Alex, jolting him from his trance.


  “Relax, Greenhorn,” said the voice. “He’ll get here.”


  Alex glanced over then back out the window. “I can’t help it,” said Alex. “I just got this feeling, you know, a gut feeling.”


  “It’s called indigestion,” said the voice. “Now sit your ass down, you’re making me nervous.”


  Alex shut the blinds, walked over to the table, and sat down next to a man with charcoal black skin and even darker eyes. The snap and shuffle of the cards gave out a rhythmic beat as the man with the dark eyes laid each card down in their place. Alex never played solitaire himself but that did not stop him from watching. His eyes needed somewhere to go to avoid making eye contact.


  “Here, a little liquor will do you some good,” the man said, twisting the cap off of a bottle of Jack Daniels and filling two shot glasses to the brim. He slid one over to Alex and downed the other. Alex just stared at it for a brief awkward moment before sliding it back.


  “I’ll pass,” said Alex. “I like to have a clear head when I’m on a job.”


  The man frowned as his dark eyes stared down at the glass. He shifted them back up to Alex.


  Alex nervously repositioned himself in his chair.


  “I didn’t know they were gonna pair me up with a stiff,” said the man. “You need to relax friend, slowdown and enjoy life. I could hook you up with an old acquaintance of mine if you want. She’s had plenty of practice loosing up—”


  “I’m married,” said Alex interrupting him. 


  The man paused. His eyes met with Alex’s and he continued. “Listen kid, in this line of work a clear head is the last thing you need. Besides it’s been one fucking long night and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna spend another minute of it with a stiff. So, I suggest you loosen the fuck up and have a drink.” The man pushed the glass back over to Alex with the tips of his fingers. 


  Alex glanced down at it before picking it up and pressing it against his lips. He downed the shot as quickly as he could manage.


  “Well, you don’t have to worry about being around me for much longer,” said Alex. “Unlike you, I don’t plan on making a career out of something like this.”


  The man gathered up all the cards on the table. He shuffled them a few times before starting a new game. “What, you don’t like getting your hands dirty? You should of thought about that before.”


  “I didn’t have much of a choice. Money’s been tight since the baby came. I didn’t even have enough for a ring.” Alex raised his naked left hand. “You have family?”


  The man gave Alex a cold glance up from his cards.


  “Yeah, you don’t look like the type,” said Alex. “I’m new at the whole father thing myself. Shit I’m no expert at the husband gig either. My wife can testify to that.”


  Alex quieted himself by taking in a deep breath. He watched the ceiling fan spin and wobble in its noisy rotation. His hair danced and whipped across his face as the memories of his family flooded back to him. “I knew the first time I looked into my son’s eyes things had to change. That’s why I had to do this. They deserve a real home. A safe neighborhood to grow up in. The good life far from shit holes like this. I owe Nicole that at least.”


  The man gazed up at Alex’s emotionally ridden face. “Nicole?” he asked.


  “My wife,” replied Alex with a smile. He pulled out his leather wallet and flipped it open.


  The man stared back at a photo of a woman lying on a beach. Nicole donned thick black sun glasses that hid her eyes and an old weathered straw hat that framed her face and smile.


  Alex smirked. “Gorgeous, huh?”


  The man resumed his game. “I prefer white women myself.”


  Alex stuffed his wallet back into his pocket. “Yeah, well to each his own.”


  “You know there are other ways a man can earn his share. Other more reputable ways.”


  “None with this high of a turnaround, but don’t worry because unlike the rest of the scum you work with I haven’t sold my soul just yet. I mean I’m no saint but even the Pope sins now and then, right?” Alex paused to force a smile. “A good drinker knows his limit.”


  “The funny thing about the color white. Once you add a little black it can never go back to its purest form again,” said the man. “No matter how much white you put back into it. It is forever gray.”


  “You know what? I’m fucking glad we did it.” Alex shifted in his seat. “Wasting that demon, Albright, was a real pleasure. If anyone deserved a seat in hell it would be him. As I see it, I should get a medal like a fucking hero.”


  Maxwell Albright was the first man Alex ever killed. He was a conman, a gangster, and a moral destitute. He gained himself a black spotted card, the mob’s death sentence, when his associates discovered he was stealing from them. When the hit was ordered, Alex jumped at the chance for an upgrade in salary.


  “Funny, I never read a comic where Superman put a nine to the back of some poor slob’s skull.”  The man tossed down the Ace of Spades.


  “Not much of a comic fan. So, what got the great Jack Thorne into this line of work?”


  “A man usually gravitates toward something he’s got a little talent in,” said Jack. “It just so happens I’m good at what I do.”


  “There’s more to your story then that,” Alex pressed on. “I want to know how a man gets to the point where he could take the life of another human being as easily as taking out the trash.”


  Jack’s eyes saddened as he gathered his breath. He poured himself another glass and peered into his liquid reflection. His image grew distorted in the ripples of the brown liquor. He downed it without hesitation, cleared his throat, and began his story.


  ***


  “I grew up on a chicken farm on a modest little patch of dirt deep in the south of Mississippi,” said Jack. “To say the least, we were poor. So poor we couldn’t see three feet in front of our faces. So poor we were gasping for air with every breath. And when you’re that poor the only way out is through the end of a bottle or the end of a gun. My daddy took a liking to both. Desperation has a way of taking hold of a man and never letting go. It wouldn’t even give my old man an inch.”


  “I remember the first day I saw my old man sin. I remember the cool breeze of the autumn winds across my face that morning as I played in the backyard. The sun was so bright I almost missed that stranger inside our chicken coop. He must have been starving. He had already eaten half of one. Must have been still alive when he took his first bite too. It was at that moment I made the biggest regret of my life. I screamed.”


  “My old man came barreling out shotgun in hand. That chicken thief was just too slow on the get go. Flopping around like the chicken he had just eaten. Others had done it before and he always forgave, but today was different. Something inside my old man snapped. I could tell in the way his hands shook, like two tiny towers of Babel riveting with the wrath of God. I guess he saw all the wrong that he had suffered all his life in that man’s face. Desperate men do desperate things as the old saying goes. Unfortunately for my daddy that man he shot was white.”


  “I’ll never forget that blank expression on his face as he sat in that police car. It was something I had never seen before. It was like he was empty from the inside out. Head to toe. There was nothing left. Whatever he had kept bottled up inside him was gone now and only a husk of a man remained. Since then, I have only seen that same look twice: once on my mother’s face just before she died and once again in the mirror.”


  Light spilled out from underneath the bathroom door slicing the darkness like a razor-sharp knife.


  “So, what’s the moral of the story?” asked Alex.


  “Moral?” asked Jack.


  Red-stained footprints lined the floor in messy patterns. Drops of dark blood splashed onto the tile collecting into a small pool.


  “Yeah, every story has a moral, otherwise what was the point in telling it?” asked Alex.


  A bloody towel hung from a silver polished handle. A pale naked body lay behind the flower printed shower curtain inside a white bathtub. A plastic bag rested tightly wrapped over the head, part of it still sucked inside the mouth from the last breath.


  Jack smiled. “In this town, there’s no such thing as morals.”


  ***


  There was a knock at the door. Jack pulled out his gun.


  “Keep your ass seated,” he told Alex as he got up, stalked over to the motel door, and peered out through the door’s peephole. A devil in a red striped suit and black tie smiled back. His image distorted, being filtered through the fisheye lens. Jack pulled back the door latch, unbolted the lock, and let the Devil in.


  In his right hand the Devil gripped the handle of a large black suitcase made of hard thick plastic. Wrapped around his other arm was a woman in an old fashioned emerald green flapper dress, sexy but not too revealing, and dark fishnets that covered her slender feet and ran up past her inner thighs. Her face was hidden behind a plastic fox mask with slanted eyes and on her head a red fiery wig that completed her foxy motif. Alex was attracted to her almost immediately, finding her curves to his liking. She was his type entire though he preferred his women far more conservative in attire. She leaned most of her weight against the Devil’s shoulder, her head swaying back and forth like a bobble head doll. It was obvious she was on something.


  Jack shut the door behind them. “A little late for Halloween, don’t you think?” he asked the Devil.


  The Devil plopped the suitcase on the couch, unlatched it, and the suitcase popped open like a hungry clam. “But just in time for Christmas for I come bearing gifts,” joked the Devil.


  Alex inched out of his seat and over to the couch to get a glimpse of the suitcase’s innards: stacks of neatly folded trash bags as black as sin, a jug of generic bleach, a slender black briefcase, and a couple of bone saws rested inside. 


  He turned to the Devil.


  The Devil turned to him. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked with a hiss.


  Alex lost all the air in his throat.


  “My intern,” Jack cut in. “Relax, you can trust him.”


  “Alex Greenhorn.” Alex offered up his hand.


  The Devil just stared it down. 


  Alex stuffed his hand back inside his pocket.


  The Devil pushed his woman down on the couch, took out the briefcase, and walked over to the table. He poured himself a drink. He tilted his plastic mask slightly off and above his lips and slowly poured the shot down his throat, savoring the taste and kick. Then he slapped his briefcase down on the table and turned to Alex. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alex. Please allow me to introduce myself,” the Devil said grinning. “I’m what you would call a traveling businessman of sorts, a middleman, a problem solver in times of need, and a supplier in times of want and desire. So, tell me, Alex. What do you desire?”


  Jack observed from the shadows like a spectating ghost grimly watching the events unfold.


  “My money,” Alex said dryly.


  The Devil popped open the briefcase and plucked out a small stack of cash, gliding his finger across the top like a deck of cards, fluttering the bills the way angry bees flutter their wax paper wings desperately against a raging forest fire. He tossed the money to Alex.


  Alex counted and his face grew pale and full of panic. “Five grand? That’s only half. We were promised twenty grand for this job.”


  “You were. Minus my fee of course… for body removal and disposal. Unless you’d like to hide our late friend in the bathtub under your mattress for the remainder of decomposition,” said the Devil.


  The Devil pulled out another stack of cash, bigger this time, and handed it to Jack. Alex counted as Jack did, eight thousand.


  Jack smiled over to Alex. “Seniority.”


  “You get seven grand just for dumping a body?” Alex protested.


  “One grand for each deadly sin,” the Devil replied.


  “It’s not enough.” Alex’s breaths were erratic. “I need more. I have to have more. This won’t cover everything.”


  “There’s always Las Vegas,” Jack said, “though the odds are against you.”


  “What a splendid suggestion, Jack,” the Devil said pulling out a silver revolver from the briefcase and setting it down on the table. The revolver was a custom model with a six-chamber cylinder with engraved flames and serpents slithered up the handle and down the barrel. The gun looked more for decoration than for shooting. “Are you a gambling man, Alex?”


  Alex just stared.


  The Devil held up a single bullet. He slid the bullet down one chamber of the gun and spun the cylinder. When the chamber stopped, the Devil turned the briefcase around. Alex peered back at more money lying inside that briefcase then he had ever seen in the flesh since his tragic birth.


  “Three hundred and fifteen thousand,” said the Devil. “All yours if you point this gun to your temple and pull the trigger five times.”


  Jack smiled. “What, you don’t believe in banks?”


  “I don’t believe in anything,” said the Devil. He shifted his gaze back to Alex. “What do you say?”


  Alex just shook his head, unable to verbalize words, his sockets filled with ghost eyes.


  “Tell you what,” said the Devil. “With one click I’ll double your money there. One click and you’ll get your ten grand.”


  “What’s in it for you?” asked Alex.


  The Devil smiled. “If you die I keep your share so it’s double or nothing.”


  Alex put on a fake smile to mask his fear. “Desperate men do desperate things,” he said quietly to himself. He picked up the gun and pressed the barrel against his right temple. He clenched his eyes shut, held the breath in his lungs, and squeezed the trigger… click and nothing more. Alex let out his air.


  The Devil added another stack of cash to Alex’s pile.


  “Looks like I win,” said Alex.


  “Whoever said the game was over?” asked the Devil. “Just one more squeeze and that ten turns into a twenty.”


  Alex stepped back. “I don’t think so.”


  “You chicken?” The Devil laughed as he dropped another stack of cash down on the table matching Alex’s.


  A year’s paycheck was now staring back at Alex. The temptation was too great, the greed too strong. Alex put the gun to his head and squeezed the trigger. Nothing. He grinned down at the Devil as he collected his loot.


  “Why stop while you’re ahead?” The Devil dropped twenty grand on the table.


  Alex didn’t hesitate this time. He pulled the trigger and gathered up another twenty grand.


  “You’re on fire,” said the Devil.


  Alex, dripping wet in a mad feverish sweat, pulled the trigger a fourth time and won eighty thousand.


  “Now comes the fun part,” said the Devil. “One more click and I’ll quadruple your cash. Three hundred and twenty grand for five minutes of a little ball sweating. You can’t beat that. Just a flip of the coin and you walk away a rich man.”


  Alex wiped the sweat from his brow. “No way you’d let me walk away with that much.”


  “You’re the one with the gun.”


  “You’re right, I am.” Alex turned the gun on the Devil.


  The Devil stood still as a statue. “Of course, I have another gun in my pants pocket. If the next click is false, I won’t give you another. You won’t be improving your odds.”


  Alex lowered the gun. “I’m finished then. There’s no way I’m betting my life on a fifty, fifty gamble.”


  The Devil tilted his head like a dog who just heard a strange, unfamiliar sound. “Then how about hers?” He pointed over to the woman on the couch wearing a fox mask.


  “Who is she?” Alex asked the Devil.


  “Just some fox I picked up at a costume party. She was looking for a little fun and sin. Something her husband couldn’t give her. Something I could. So, what do you say, shall we continue this dance with a stranger’s life on the line instead of your own? You’ve already killed one stranger tonight, what’s one more?”


  Alex stalked toward the couch, his hands shaking with all the terror of Sodom and Gomorrah the night they fell, stopping when he stood almost on top of her. She was still out of it, sleeping a black, dreamless, intoxicating slumber. He knelt down beside her, brushed aside her red hair, and pressed the barrel of the gun against her temple. He braced himself and tightened all his muscles, but he couldn’t will his finger to squeeze.


  “This ain’t right,” Alex told himself.


  “No such thing,” replied the Devil.


  “I can’t justify this.”


  “No need, Alex. We’re all sinners here.”


  “I could never forgive myself if—”


  The Devil cut him off with a hiss. “How can one forgive instinct?”


  Alex pulled the trigger. The hammer struck down like an executioner’s ax, igniting the gunpowder with a blinding flash and a thunderous boom. The gun kicked out of Alex’s hands and onto the floor. Blood sprayed everywhere. The couch was coated with the woman’s brains. She slumped down like a bag of potatoes, sliding to a peaceful rest against the couch cushions. A gaping hole now showed on both sides of her skull. Alex stared back with all the horror of a man who just felt a strange bump while driving through a preschool parking lot.


  “Looks like I win,” said the Devil as he packed the stacks of cash back into his suitcase, including Alex’s five grand. “Pity, she was quite the fox.”


  Alex swallowed the swelling knot in his throat. “What was her name?” An odd question to ask, given the events that just transpired, but the only one Alex could form into words.


  “You really want to know?” asked the Devil.


  “Please,” Alex begged.


  The Devil laughed a cruel crackling heckle. Like he was an old woman being driven mad by evil spirits. “The bitch said her name was Nicole.”


  Alex’s face went white as a sightless cave spider. He removed the fox mask from the woman’s face. His gaze rose to meet Jack’s. Their eyes were the same. Mirror reflections of bottomless void.


  The Devil, grinning ear to pointy ear, walked over to retrieve his gun. As he leaned down he tilted his head toward Alex. “I can dispose of the body for you, Alex, if you so desire. For my usual rate, of course. Seven grand.”


   




  The Grim Adventures of Meryl & Doug


  THERE WAS AN INVISIBLE digital alarm clock floating above Meryl’s head that only she could see and, to her dismay, the numbers were counting down. She had 23 hours and two minutes left until her precious time ran out.


  As she waited at the bus stop the clock hit the 23rd hour and started vibrating like a furious bee high on a wicked cocktail of speed, pop rocks, and red bull. After a few seconds, a voice rang out.


  “This is your friendly, hourly, reminder,” a cheerful woman’s voice spoke through the speakers of the clock. “You have exactly 23 hours until your mortal soul is ripped from your meat-sack of a body and cast down into the depths of the nether-realms to roast in the hellish hellfire of hell for the remainder of this eternity.” The woman’s voice melted into something that can only be described as demonic. “I will fuck out your eyeballs, chew off your face, and piss down your throat hole, you filthy—”


  Meryl smacked the snooze button and the clock went silent. 


  She let out a defeated exhale of breath and went back to sulking while snow sprinkled down on her blonde hair and brown winter jacket like horrid cold dandruff and lice. The murky clouds matched her disposition and an empty car-less street matched her present mood: a mind-numbing case of purgatory. That pretty much described the whole of Indiana that Christmas Eve morning, or any morning for that matter, but for Meryl this morning came with it an extra jolt of dread crawling down her spine. For this morning was to be her last.  


  “Sexy robot,” said a voice behind.


  “Hey, Doug,” she replied without turning, without blinking, without caring.


  Doug inched his lips up to her ear. “It’s my new cologne. You like?” He lifted his finger to Meryl’s nose to give her a whiff.


  Meryl’s nostrils burned and her eyes watered. His finger smelt like a dead muskrat that someone shoved up a skunk’s ass. She swatted his hand back. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” She turned to stare down his adorably rotten, smug face. “Right, dumb question.”


  Doug stood in his lucky novelty blue Hawaiian snow jacket with dozens of pictures of cocktails stamped all over it. “Say it with me. Sexy Robot,” he said like one of those French models in a black and white perfume commercial. “Doesn’t it just make you all hot and sweaty hearing those erotic words leaping off my moist lips?”


  “If only the English language had the capacity I needed to express the emotions I feel in mere words.” She let out all the air in her lungs.


  He sighed an exaggerated pout to match hers. “Is Meryl the sad little rain cloud this festive morning? Does Doug need to whip out his rainbow of joy?” He made an invisible arch with his fingers.


  She shook her head. “I just found out that I have one day to live.”


  He shrugged. “Wow, that blows.”


  “Yes, Doug, it does indeed blow. And I’m serious.”


  “Is it the aids? The bad ones—not the cool ones my mom makes?”


  “There’s nothing cool about aids—Doug—despite what a giant red glass-pitcher tells you. But no, it’s not aids.”


  “Harpies?”


  “You mean herpes, and no,” she said, massaging the bridge of her nose. “Herpes isn’t even lethal.”


  “Have you been targeted for assassination by an elite squad of super-secret ninjas?” He enacted a kung fu battle, kicking and punching at imaginary foes. He was twenty-two.


  “How about you sit down, shut up, and I’ll just tell you?”


  He shrugged again and plopped down on the curb of the sidewalk. “Works for me.”


  Meryl took in a fresh breath of cold air and sat down next to him. “You see, it all started this morning...”


  ***


  After Meryl had just finished up with her morning routine, brushing her teeth and hair, she headed for the kitchen to make herself breakfast. She made it about halfway across the living room when the faint odor of smoldering ash and roasting coal stopped her dead in her tracks. And sure enough—before her very eyes—the ground shook and the walls rattled with a thunderous boom as the flames of hell ripped through her apartment floor.


  Out of her own personal hell mouth the darkness rose up and consumed what little crappy lighting her apartment possessed. Meryl fell to her knees in the only religious gesture of her short sinful career of twenty-one years and gazed up as the darkness formed into an ominous ghastly figure draped in robes of black satin. 


  The phantom’s face was merely an empty hood that housed infinite screaming void. The phantom stretched out his skeleton hand and conjured up a medieval scythe with a long curving, razor-sharp blade. And with the other hand he stretched out his bony finger and pointed toward Meryl.


  “Prepare yourself mortal, for I, the Grim Reaper, have come to reap your soul,” he shouted. “Your judgment day has—” The Grim Reaper stopped himself short when he noticed Meryl was texting. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Updating my Facebook status to deceased,” Meryl said, without raising her gaze from her phone. “Are you sure I’m dead? I don’t feel dead.”


  He slapped Meryl’s smart phone from her hands. 


  The phone hit the lamp and exploded in a ball of hellfire. 


  “Such insolence! You dare interrupt the Grim Reaper’s speech?”


  Meryl stared back as the flames rose with the Grim Reaper’s rage, sounding off in a chorus of hissing fiery screams. “Sorry?”


  “Quite alright,” he said calmly, the flames dying with his temper. “Now where was I? Ah, yes.” He cleared his throat and continued. “Your judgment day has arrived! Soon you shall meet your fate at the gates of—” 


  A series of annoying beeps cut him short. The sounds came from Meryl’s pocket. 


  “What now?”


  “Sorry, I forgot to feed my Tamagotchi,” she said, pulling out her little keychain video game.


  He shook his head. “Seriously?”


  “Hey, being a single mother is a 24-hour job,” she snapped back.


  “What are you, five and Asian?” The Grim Reaper waved his bony hand over Meryl’s game and the digital creature keeled over. A pixelated gravestone flashed across the screen.


  “No, Garfield P. Washington, no,” she shrieked, before gazing up at the Grim Reaper with fiery eyes. “Murderer!”


  “What is it with your generation? I swear you’re all high on cough syrup and whiteout or something.”


  She got up to her feet in a defiant pout. “You’re the one who barged into my living room.”


  He just stared her down. “I have to. I’m the Grim Reaper and you’re dead. You do the math!”


  “Right, then how’d I die, smart guy?”  She crossed her arms over her chest, feeling perfectly healthy.


  The Grim Reaper opened his long black sleeve and pulled out a scroll from the dark void inside. He unraveled the scroll and dragged his bony finger down the list of names, stopping when he landed on Meryl’s. “Fluoride poisoning,” he read off.


  “Fluoride poisoning?” Meryl was flabbergasted beyond all measure. “Do you know how insane that sounds?”


  He sighed. “You’d be surprised how lethal common household toothpaste is. Just yesterday I had five cases.”


  She sunk to her knees as the reality set in. “I’m dead. Just like that. No glorious last speech before my execution, no last stand at the Alamo, not even the classic Hollywood drug overdose with hookers. Death by toothpaste.”


  He shrugged. “That’s the breaks, kid. Now take my hand and we shall—”


  “Wait,” she shouted.


  “What now?”


  “Loopholes, there’s always a loophole to these things,” she insisted, wagging her finger at him.


  “Loopholes?” he groaned.


  “Yeah, like I could challenge you to a game or a contest for my mortal soul.” 


  Meryl then set about a great pondering and contemplation on what game she should play to bet her eternity on. Chess perhaps? She was once grand champion of the local chess club, leaving countless victims running home with their sleeves soaked with tears. Though, admittedly, it was a club for autistic children under the age of seven. Maybe the newest version of Halo or Call of Duty? But there’s always a chance they get Xbox Live in the underworld—best not to leave things to chance. Who knows what deal with the devil Bill Gates made for his fortune?


  The Grim Reaper cut her meditation short. “Don’t be ridiculous, there is no such—” Just then something caught his attention. He turned to stare down a pasty white ginger bundled up in an ugly turtle neck Christmas sweater named Jennifer.


  “Rise and shine, sleepy head,” said Jennifer. “Guess what I baked for my favorite roomie, Christmas cookies!” She held up a tray of cookies shaped and decorated like little brown reindeers. She set her sights on the Grim Reaper, twirling one of her curly ginger locks and tilting her head to the side the way dogs and blondes do when they hear an unfamiliar sound. “Is this a bad time?”


  “You dare interrupt the Grim Reaper, the collector of souls, master of...”


  Jennifer started to tip toe back out the front door.


  “Wait, what kind of cookies?” he asked in a sudden rush of panic. “Are they mint chip or lemon? Because lemon cookies make me all bloated and gassy. Honestly, who eats lemon cookies?”


  Jennifer stared awkwardly back. “All I got is peanut butter.”


  “Ooooh, I’m super allergic to peanut butter,” he said. “Sorry, I’ll have to pass.”


  Jennifer smiled. “No problem.”


  “Though I do appreciate the offer. No hard feelings?”


  “None taken.”


  He raised his boney hand. “High-five.”


  Jennifer stepped over and high-fived the Grim Reaper. When their hands connected, she dropped to the floor in a horrid convulsive seizure before curling up like a dead spider.


  “Oops.” He massaged the back of his neck. “Forgot about the whole ‘touch of death’ thing.”


  “Somehow I don’t believe you.” Meryl fumed. “Great, now who’s gonna pay my rent?”


  He nudged Jennifer’s foaming corpse with his foot and sighed. “Pity, she was such a nice and supple girl. A moment of silence for the recently departed.”


  Meryl bowed her head.


  “Now where was I?” he asked, interrupting the two seconds of silence. “Ah yes, loop holes!” He snapped his fingers.


  A large ancient book rose from the flames of the underworld to a gentle rest between his bony hands. The book’s leather cover twisted and wrinkled into a monstrous face with gnashing teeth and empty eye sockets that blinked with hunger. 


  The Grim Reaper thumbed through the weathered pages, scanning over them as they fluttered past his gaze. “Let’s see. How to cure male patterned baldness. How to make money at real estate. 101 ways to shave a badger. Ah, here we go.” He stopped midway through the book and planted his finger in the middle of the page. “It says here that there is only one way to cheat death. You must complete one good deed before the next sunrise.”


  Meryl cringed. The thought of actually doing something nice for someone else made her stomach turn. She had volunteered at an old folk’s home once—with disastrous results. An old perverted man kept trying to get her to give him a sponge bath. So, she replaced his oxygen tank with a helium one—with hilarious results. That is, until the seizure came. Then the paramedics. And then the coronary department came to take away the body…


  “On the scale of one to ten,” she asked, “how good does this deed have to be?”


  “Eleven,” he roared as he slammed the Necronomicon shut. “This deed has to be so good that it makes a lasting impact on the life you help. Thus, proving to the big man upstairs that you still have some use down here.” 


  The Grim Reaper snapped his dead fingers and a digital clock puffed into existence above Meryl’s head. 


  “And I’d hop to it, Rainbow Bright, because from this second forward you’ll be on the clock.” He laughed wickedly as he burst into a ball of fire and smoke and ash, filling Meryl’s apartment with absolute darkness.


  ***


  Meryl let out a long-winded sigh of utter defeat as she plopped backward into the snow behind the sidewalk curb. “So, there you have it. I’m screwed.” She flapped her arms back and forth, making herself angel wings in the snow.


  Doug nodded to himself. “Eerie, this is just like the Flintstones’ Christmas Carol.”


  “In what way?” She buried her face into her mittens and fought back the urge to scream.


  Doug got up to his feet and trudged over to the snow-covered lawn behind them, stopping at a drooping snowman. “You are forgetting one thing my sad little rain cloud named Meryl.”


  “And what’s that?” Meryl asked, turning her head his way.


  “Me.” He knelt down, picked up a long-twisted carrot, and stuck it into the snowman’s crotch. “With my help, you’ll be done in time for dinner.”


  “Fear and doubt plague my thoughts no more for my knight in shining armor has arrived.” Meryl stood up, walked over, removed the carrot, and stuck it back into its rightful place between the charcoal eyes and mouth of the snowman. “So, what’s your plan of action, Sir Doug the Valiant?”


  He grinned. “How about you kill a Nazi?”


  She shook her head at him. “How is killing a Nazi a good thing?”


  “Just think about it.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Nazis are the worst people in the world. Not only have they tortured and killed millions but they’re German.”


  “Aren’t you half German?”


  He scratched at his chin. “48 percent, but who’s counting?”


  “Obviously not you.”


   “I ask you, Meryl, what could be more patriotic than murdering a Nazi?”


  “Eating dead pig intestine shaped as male genitalia on the Fourth of July?”


  “Besides that.”


  “Where are we gonna find a Nazi?” she asked. “Aren’t they all dead?”


  “All but one, Mr. Grovenweiser.”


  “Old man Grovenweiser from across the street—the same street we both grew up on—is a Nazi?” asked Meryl, with narrowing eyes.


  “It’s Mister Grovenweiser,” he said, gargling the name out. “You have to hock a loogy when you pronounce German, common mistake.”


  “Do you have any proof to back up your outlandish claim?”


  “He’s old and German,” Doug said, rolling his eyes. “The odds are like 80 percent in our favor.”


  “So, what am I gonna kill him with?” She gestured to her bright pink Hello Kitty snow boots. “My shoe laces?”


  “Too messy. I was thinking I could borrow a gun from my uncle.”


  “Your uncle packs heat?”


  Doug let out a chuckle. “He’s a public-school teacher. They all carry guns.”


  ***


  Meryl waited at Mr. Grovenweiser’s front door while Doug appropriated his uncle’s firearm. He showed up a half an hour later with a brown trash bag under his arm.


  “You’re late,” said Meryl.


  “That’s because I went to get these,” said Doug as he pulled out two ski masks, one black and one pink. 


  She snatched up the black one before he could protest and slid it on. 


  He frowned, gazing down at the bright pink ski mask. “Wanna trade?”


  “And look like a pussy?” she snorted. “No way.”


  Doug begrudgingly slid on the pink ski mask. “I hate you.”


  “You have no one to blame but yourself. Who the hell wears a pink ski mask to commit a murder?”


  “These are the only ones my mom had.”


  “Whatever—just give me the gun.” She extended her hand.


  Doug reached in the brown paper bag and pulled out a .45 magnum revolver. He handed the gun over to her. 


  She flipped open the chamber and checked to confirm it was loaded. She spun the cylinder a few times—because that’s what people always did in the movies—and locked it back into place.


  “Now this is badass,” she said, sighting up the fake flamingos and lawn gnomes littered across Mr. Grovenweiser’s lawn. “Bang! You’re dead.” She laughed manically. 


  “Easy. You know how to use one of those, right?” he asked, flinching with every fake gunshot sound effect Meryl added.


  “Duh, I’ve seen Terminator 2 like five dozen times.”


  “That’s what worries me.”


  ***


  Mr. Grovenweiser had just put on a kettle of tea over the stove when he heard the doorbell ring. He retrieved his walking cane, put on his thick heavy glasses, and slowly headed for the front door. He was eighty-years-old—was. 


  Meryl kicked in the door and Doug charged in, ramming into Mr. Grovenweiser at full speed. 


  Mr. Grovenweiser toppled over the couch. 


  Meryl pounced on top of him, planting her knee in the small of his back, and held him down at gunpoint. 


  Doug yelled out obscenities while he knocked down Christmas decorations and ceramic figurines of reindeers and Santa, smashing them to thousands of pieces.


  “Whoa—calm down—buddy,” said Meryl.


  “Sorry,” said Doug, finally simmering down, a ring of festive destruction sprinkled below his feet. “Was just caught up in the moment.”


  “Just take what you want and get out,” shrieked Mr. Grovenweiser. He glanced up over his shoulder at the barrel of the gun Meryl aimed at the back of his skull. The old man started to hyperventilate. 


  “Where is it?” she asked.


  “W-w-what are you talking about?” asked Mr. Grovenweiser.


  “Don’t play dumb with me, you monster. You know perfectly well what I’m talking about.”


  “I don’t have the faintest clue.”


  She cocked the gun. “Where’s your uniform?” 


  “You’re all crazy.”


  “What are you waiting for?” asked Doug. “Just shoot him already.”


  “No,” she said, backing off of the old man. “I want proof. I want to see you wearing it when I pull the trigger.”


  Mr. Grovenweiser slowly rose to his feet and glanced back at Meryl with ice-cold eyes. “I doubt it would still fit after all these years.”


  She smirked. “We won’t know until you try.” She gave him a hard shove. “Now march like a good little Nazi.”


  Mr. Grovenweiser nodded and headed upstairs. 


  Meryl followed, pressing the barrel of the gun into the middle of his back. 


  Doug trailed them, keeping a safe distance. “Wow, this is just like Stephen King’s The Apt Pupil.”


  “I remember that movie,” said Meryl. “Ironic, considering the actor who played the Nazi is gay.”


  “What? Gandalf isn’t gay,” Doug protested.


  “It’s true. He’s gay.”


  “You lie.”


  “Come on, it was so obvious,” she said as she and Mr. Grovenweiser approached the bathroom. “He was eye humping Frodo’s crotch the throughout the whole trilogy. He couldn’t wait to slide his magic staff down Frodo’s ring of doom.”


  Doug shoved her. “Shut up.”


  Meryl shoved Doug back.


  With them distracted, Mr. Grovenweiser saw his chance. He opened the attic door with a tug on the dangling chain. The trap down swung open and the stairs slid down, knocking Meryl and Doug to the floor. The gun tumbled away from Meryl’s grasp. 


  Mr. Grovenweiser ducked into the bathroom, opened the medicine cabinet, and retrieved his Luger. 


  Meryl scrambled for the gun. She froze when she heard the click.


  “Stop right there, my clever minxes.” Mr. Grovenweiser stood over her, his Luger sighted on her. “Unless you’d like a one-way train ticket to the showers.”


  “Bastard,” said Meryl.


  “Too soon,” said Doug.


  “Sticks and stones will break your bones but gas is always more efficient.” Mr. Grovenweiser laughed. “Time to say goodnight...”


  “Hey—look behind you—it’s Hitler,” Meryl said, pointing past Mr. Grovenweiser.


  “Mein Fuhrer.” Mr. Grovenweiser spun around, clicked his heels together, and saluted out of sheer compulsion. “Sig Hail!”


  Meryl retrieved her gun “Hans Solo shot first—mother fucker.” She fired, striking Mr. Grovenweiser in the neck.


  Mr. Grovenweiser cupped his bloody throat, lost his balance, and stumbled backward into the bathroom and into the bathtub.


  Doug rushed to Meryl’s side. “Nice shot.” He then slowly tip-toed up to Mr. Grovenweiser’s gargling corpse—blood still bubbling out of his new throat hole.


  “Thanks,” she replied, staring down at the pistol in her hands, still warm to the touch. “So, this is what it feels like to be alive…”


  Doug retrieved a pillow from the bedroom and tossed it over Mr. Grovenweiser’s face. “There, now it will look like a suicide.”


  “He has a bullet lodged in his throat, moron.”


  “Duh, he shot himself in the throat first—then suffocated himself with the pillow to make sure. Saw it on an episode of CSI.”


  “Fine, let’s just check his uniform and go home.” Meryl headed up the stairs and into the attic. 


  Doug followed her lead. 


  After a bit of searching, Meryl found a big chest with a swastika on it. She shot the chest’s lock off and popped it open. She frowned when she raised the uniform into the light. 


  “You’re such an asshole,” she said, smacking the back of Doug’s head.


  He winced in pain. “Hey, that hurt. What the hell did I do wrong now?”


  She chucked a little boy’s uniform at Doug. “Hitler Youth, Doug, not Nazi. There’s a difference.”


  Doug examined the uniform. “You say tomato I say toe-mato.”


  “The last freakin’ Pope was part of the Hitler Youth program.” She massaged the bridge of her nose. “Great, now I really deserve to go to hell. Thanks a lot.” 


  ***


  Meryl stormed into the street.


  Doug ran out of the house and chased after her. “Come on, don’t be that way,” he hollered to her. “If it makes you feel any better I’m sure he fantasized about the Holocaust.”


  She spun to meet him. “Not a crime.”


  He shrugged. “Well, at least he’s in a better place now. Living it up in that big Hitler golden shower in the sky.”


  “He’s probably in hell. I’ll tell him you said hi when I pay him another visit tomorrow.” She turned her back on him and marched off.


  He reached for her and grabbed her by the arm, spinning her around to face him. “Look—I’m sorry. How about I make it up to you?” He gave her his trademark puppy dog stare. “The movies, my treat?”


  Meryl couldn’t maintain her frown. “Oh, okay. I can’t stay mad at you.”


  ***


  Doug squeezed past the aisle of seats with a large bag of buttery popcorn in one arm and a giant-sized soda in the other. The theater grew dim and the opening credits rolled. He plopped down in the seat next to Meryl and took a big swig from the straw of his oversized soda.


  He sighed. “Ahhh, nothing like the refreshing taste of Fountain Brew.”


  Meryl glanced his way. “I heard that stuff shrinks men’s wieners.”


  He spat out his soda, spraying the moviegoers below him. “No way, it only shrinks your sperm count.”


  “Says who?”


  “One of my friends. He says he drinks a whole gallon before sex. It’s his homemade birth control.”


  “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” Meryl scoffed. “You don’t have any friends.”


  “Yeah, I saw this film last week. Total waste of time,” shouted a zit-faced teenager with dyed purple and black hair in the front row as he talked on his smartphone. He had the speaker mode on so he could shove popcorn into his pie hole. “The CGI sucks ass-burgers.”


  “Shhh!” said Meryl, sitting just three rows behind him.


  “Quiet,” he snapped back. “Can’t you see I’m on the phone? I swear, people are so damn rude.”


  “Asshole,” Meryl muttered to herself as she slumped back into her seat.


  Doug nudged her with his elbow.


  “What?”


  “This is the best part.”


  “How do you know?” she asked. “You’ve never seen this film before.”


  “A hunch.”


  She rolled her eyes.


  “I don’t get it.”


  “What’s not to get?” she asked.  “It’s Spider-man. He shoots spider-jizz at the bad guys to stop crime. It’s not rocket science.”


  The zit-faced teenager burst into laughter, spitting popcorn everywhere. “What?” he yelled into his smartphone. “Speak louder, I can’t hear you. Can you hear me now?” He inhaled a handful of popcorn. A few kernels got lodged in the back of his throat and he started to choke. He clawed desperately at his throat. “Help... someone... dial… 911...”


  Doug nudged Meryl again.


  “What?” she asked. “I’m watching the movie.”


  “Here’s your chance.”


  “Chance to do what?”


  He pointed to the choking teenager. “Save him.”


  She rolled her eyes. “After the movie.”


  He gave her the look.


  “What? Why doesn’t he dial 911? He’s the one with the cellphone.”


  He intensified the look.


  “Fine,” she said, getting up from her seat and walking over to the choking teenager. She gave him a hard slap on the back. 


  He spat out the popcorn into some guy’s soda in front of him. 


  The audience booed Meryl for her efforts.


  “You happy?” She plopped down next to Doug.


  “Popcorn?” yelled the Grim Reaper.


  She glanced over to the Grim Reaper, who was now sitting next to her, and pressed her finger against her lips. “Shhh.”


  “Sorry,” said the Grim Reaper as he switched his volume to a whisper. “Great job on your good deed, Punky Brewster. Unfortunately, that man you just saved was a convicted sex offender. So, sorry, it doesn’t count.”


  The audience booed Meryl again.


  She crossed her arms and fumed. “Totally not fair.”


  His gaze shifted to the movie screen. “I remember this one. She dumps him for the French guy at the end.”


  Meryl chucked her popcorn in the air in utter defeat. The popcorn container smacked the zit-faced pervert on the smartphone in the back of the head—causing him to choke on his popcorn again.


  The Grim Reaper turned to Doug and held up a brush. “Can I brush your hair?”


  Doug just smiled and turned back to the movie.


  “Fine.” He folded his arms. “Cock-tease.”


  ***


  Meryl took a swig of Doug’s blue Slurpee while they walked up a large bridge hanging over a river. 


  He swiped his Slurpee back from her. “Ewwww, Meryl saliva.” He wiped the tip of the straw off with his sleeve. “Gross. I hope you had all your shots, dirty girl.”


  “Don’t worry,” she said. “I brush my teeth after every sailor.”


  “Somehow I doubt that.”


  She shoved him.


  “Watch it,” he said, rubbing his shoulder. “Bruises could potentially hinder my future career in modeling.”


  “For Pet-co! Ohhhh. You just got burned, son.”


  Doug sucked up a straw full of Slurpee and blew into it—spraying Meryl’s face with blue goo.


  He took off in a mad sprint as she pursued.


  “Bastard,” she yelled. “You’re so dead.”


  “Too slow—dirty girl—too slow,” he hollered back. 


  Doug stopped dead in his tracks when he spotted an old man dressed as Santa Claus standing on top of the bridge’s rails, peering over the edge in a daze of despair.


  “Prepare to die!” Meryl caught up to Doug. She stopped mid punch when she saw his frozen expression. She turned to the Santa Claus teetering over the edge.


  “Of course, I’m prepared to die,” said Santa. “I’m standing on the edge, aren’t I?”


  Meryl let out a gleeful cry. “Alright, good deed, here we go. Reaper ain’t got nothing on me.”


  “Don’t bother trying to talk me out of it,” said the old weary Santa. “I’ve already made up my mind.”


  “Come on, Santa,” said Doug. “We’ve all been dealt our share of deuces, but I mean…” He turned to Meryl.


  She looked at him. “What?”


  “Say something.”


  “Right… ummm… if you jump off it will really, really hurt. You might even die.”


  Doug gave her the look.


  “What?”


  “You don’t understand,” said Santa. “This has been the worst day of my life.”


  “Oh, come on, it can’t be that bad.” She scoffed. “You should see the day I’ve been having.”


  “Oh yeah,” Santa hollered back. “Just today my wife left me and took the kids.”


  “Happens to the best of us,” she said.


  “My dog got cancer and my cat was run over.”


  “Life goes on.” She nodded to herself.


  “My house burnt down and my car got repossessed.”


  “When life deals you lemons...”


  “I was fired from my job and I’ve been charged with tax fraud.”


  “Every road has its bumps.”


   “And to top it all off, Justin Bieber is marrying my sister.”


  Meryl’s whole body jolted in a sudden cringe. “I stand corrected. Wow, your life really does blow. Maybe you should jump.”


  “Meryl,” Doug shouted at her. “Don’t listen to her, Mr. Claus. There are so many things worth living for.”


  Santa peeked back over his shoulder. “Like what?”


  “Like…” Doug pondered a moment. Then inspiration hit him like a light bulb flickering on in his brain. “Like an ice-cold beer at a ballgame. NBA stadium riots. In’n Out hamburgers. Free tours on porno sites. Deep fried Oreos covered in chocolate. Lesbian sex scenes in movies.”


  Meryl rolled her eyes.


  “Family Guy, miniskirts, and Cheerios. Fuck Lucky Charms, that crap ain’t lucky. Fucking marshmallows and shit in them. Bullshit.”


  “You done?” asked Meryl.


  “Yeah, that about covers it.”


  “Wow,” said Santa, scratching at his white beard. “I never thought about it like that.” He stepped down from the ledge of the bridge and walked over to Doug and shook his hand. “Thank you, kind soul, now I can live life to the fullest again.”


  “Wahoo!” Meryl literally jumped for joy. “I’m gonna live—take that, Reaper.”


  “Not so fast, eager beaver!” An ominous voice boomed from the heavens.


  Meryl, Doug, and Santa looked around in bewilderment.


  The Grim Reaper appeared before them in a puff of smoke and fire. “The rules specifically dictate that you have to complete the deed, not Tweedledumbass over there.” He pointed his boney finger at Doug.


  Doug frowned. “I resent that.”


  “I helped,” Meryl protested.


  The Grim Reaper folded his arms. “You just stood there!”


  “We’re a team and I gave much valued emotional support,” she said. “Come on, that’s worth half-a-point at least.”


  The Grim Reaper shook his head. “Just be glad I don’t dock you for that Nazi fiasco.” He snapped his fingers and exploded in a cloud of ash.


  Meryl choked on the smoke as she swatted back the toxic fumes. “You know what, fine. You, get back up there.” She gave Santa a quick shove toward the ledge of the bridge.


  Santa hesitated, clutching onto the rails. “But I don’t want to die.”


  She jabbed her finger into the air. “Up!”


  Santa threw one leg over the ledge, wobbling to catch his balance as he tried to stand up. “The ledge is slippery.”


  “I don’t care.”


  Santa rose from his trembling knees and stood up over the edge. His red hat fell, tumbling into the dark abyss below.


  “Alright,” said Meryl. “Here we go.” She cleared her throat. “Oh, please don’t throw your life away.” She projected her voice so the Grim Reaper would hear. “Come down, Saint Nick. You have so much to live for. Think of all the small children who still believe in you and their disappointed faces on a Christmas morning without you. The spirit of Christmas is still alive in the hearts and minds of all good little boys and girls. All you have to do is believe again.”


  “Yeah,” Doug interjected. “We believe in—”


  “Shut the fuck up—Doug.” Meryl spun back his way, cutting him short. “This is my good deed. So help me god, if you take this from me I will fucking murder you!”


  He backed away from her jabbing finger. “Sorry... jeez.”


  “Okay, you’ve convinced me.” Santa wobbled a bit as he turned. “Now, let me just—”


  When Meryl and Doug turned back Santa was gone.


  Doug lost the air from his lungs. “Santa...”  


  She swallowed a lump in her throat as she walked over to the edge of the bridge.


  His lower lip quivered. “Maybe he went back to the North Pole? You know, with all the reindeer and elves and Mrs. Claus... to prepare presents for Christmas Eve?”


  She peeked over the bridge and peered down. “Hey, Doug?”


  Tears swelled in his eyes. “Yeah?”


  “Does the North Pole look like a riverbed full of jagged rocks?”


  He snorted up a drooping trail of snot. “No...”


  “I don’t think he’s back in the North Pole, buddy.”


  They locked eyes for a brief moment before taking off in a mad sprint.


  ***


  Meryl sat by herself at a booth, stacking the cream packets in a pyramid. She stared out the diner window and watched the sun set over the horizon, her last sunset. She let out a deep exhale of breath and mulled over her mug of hot chocolate, observing the marshmallows dissolve into mush.


  The faint sound of plucking guitar strings drew her eyes to the booth across from her. A man with charcoal skin and gray hair strung a tune on his guitar. He locked eyes with Meryl and smiled. 


  She glanced away and went back to sipping her hot chocolate.


  “Why would a groovy cat such as yourself have cause for singing the blues?” asked the Musician as he took the seat directly across from her.


  Meryl’s gaze rose to meet his. She opened her mouth to protest, to tell this stranger to take a hike, but something else came out instead. “It’s complicated. Life’s complicated. That’s why it sucks.”


  “Ah, life ain’t so complicated,” said the Musician as he plucked his guitar strings, fiddling with a tune. “A cow goes moo, the sun comes and goes every day, and sugar always tastes sweet. Life is simple, people are the complicated ones.”


  “Either way, it doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”


  “If it doesn’t matter why are you only stringing the low cords?”


  “Tonight’s my last night. How could I not sing the blues? I worked so hard and got nowhere.” Meryl gave her cream pyramid a little push and the packets tumbled over. “I feel like a hamster in a wheel, trying desperately to get out, but to no avail.”


  The Musician smiled. “People worry too much—they worry to the grave. You just gotta have a little faith that things will turn out alright in the end. And if it doesn’t, well, at least you didn’t waste all your time worrying. After all, you only get one song from the jukebox, my fly honeybee, might as well dance to it.”


  A flush of a toilet stole Meryl’s gaze from the mysterious Musician. 


  Doug exited the bathroom, tightening his belt and adjusting himself as he smiled her direction. “I have given an offering to the porcelain gods. Expect rain, for it was a large offering.”


  “Hey, Doug, I want you to meet someone. I’m sorry, but I didn’t...” But when Meryl turned back the Musician was gone. “…get your name?” She turned back to Doug.


  “So, what now?” he asked.


  She smiled as her gaze rose out the window to the twinkling stars above. “Thanks, mysterious inspirational and wise old black man.” 


  Meryl got up from her seat, took Doug by the hand, and rushed out the diner with him.


  ***


  So, Meryl and Doug spent her last night, Christmas Eve, among the living… well, living. They chucked eggs at Christmas carolers and played holiday themed miniature golf, hitting bystanders and parked cars with red and green golf balls. They sang bad karaoke Christmas songs with drunk Japanese business men and flamboyant drag queens. They toured the finest art museums, contemplating the meaning of life and drawing obscene doodles on priceless sculptures and historic paintings. They rode around in shopping carts decorated with blinking lights, jousting with two-by-fours and throwing toilet paper bombs and chucking ornaments. 


  Somehow, during the end of their adventure, they made it to the park, exhausted and drained. They found a bench and, before they both knew it, they fell asleep.


  ***


  Meryl was the first to wake to witness her final sunrise. She turned to Doug who was fast asleep, leaning his head against her shoulder, drooling a trail of saliva over her winter jacket. She pushed him off of her in time to hear the invisible digital clock’s alarm go off above her head.


  “Times up, I’m afraid,” boomed a dark ominous voice.


  Her gaze rose to meet the Grim Reaper standing before her, casting her in his dark snaking shadow.


  She wiped the sleep from her eyes. “Already?”


  “I’m a little early. I thought you might want to do the whole goodbye routine.”


  She turned back to Doug, he was sleeping so peacefully. “I don’t have the heart to wake him.” She stood up and stepped over to the Grim Reaper. “I’m ready.”


  The Grim Reaper snapped his boney fingers and a large black door rose from beneath the earth, decorated with gargoyle statues and slithering serpents. “Well then, shall we proceed?” He gestured to the door with a slight bow of his head. “Ladies first.”


  Meryl stepped forward and grabbed hold of the doorknob shaped as a screaming goblin. “It was nice while it lasted.”


  “Hey, dirty girl,” said a familiar voice behind her.


  She turned to spot Doug standing before her.


  “You weren’t gonna leave without saying goodbye to your best friend in the whole world, were you?”


  Meryl ran up and hugged him.


  “Will you at least write?” Doug asked, wrapping his arms around her.


  “I don’t think there’s a post office in the afterlife, buddy.”


  “Oh… Then I guess this goodbye for good, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It was great knowing you and stuff.”


  “Yeah.”


  The Grim Reaper impatiently checked his nonexistent watch. “I don’t have all day! I’ve got lots of people to reap, you know.”


  Meryl let go of Doug and walked back to the Grim Reaper. 


  He held out his skeleton hand. 


  She raised her hand to take his but hesitated halfway. She locked eyes with the Grim Reaper and smiled. “Screw it! You only live once.” She ran back to Doug.


  “Wait!” The Grim Reaper yelled, but she did not hear.


  Meryl dove into Doug’s arms. “Merry Christmas, Doug.” She kissed him.


  “The greatest deed of all—love,” said the Grim Reaper. He threw up his arms and screamed. “Noooo!” He exploded in a ball of hellfire, leaving nothing but ash in his wake.


  Meryl stared back in awe. “He’s gone… does that mean I get to live? Ha! Take that, you creepy boney bastard!” She jumped for joy. “Who’s number one? Meryl, that’s who! And don’t you forget it.” She turned back to see Doug’s smug face. “Ummm, Doug about that kiss. You know I only did that because…”


  “Because you’re crazy about me?” he teased. “I know. It was only a matter of time before you fell for my romantic charm and rugged good looks.”


  “Wait a minute.”


  “Just admit it. You’re hopelessly in love with me. Too late to deny, the cat’s already out of the bag.”


  “There is no cat or bag.”


  “I have witnesses.”


  “Old skull and bones doesn’t count,” she protested. “He’s not even alive!”


  Doug started down the park path. “So, you want to get married today or tomorrow?”


  Meryl trailed after him, red in the face. “How about breakfast first, your treat? A bottle of scotch to wash down my eggs and toast—and vodka and regrets—sounds nice right about now.”


  “I get to name our first kid. I’m thinking Optimus Prime.”


  “What?!”


   




   


  The Voice of the Beyond


  AT FIRST THERE WAS ONLY BLACK. Empty void accompanied by his random trailing thoughts. Then consciousness came and, cruelly, pain with it. Justin forced his eyelids open and the sickening light flashed in, filtered through the thick dust that hung in the air like a million eye floaters swimming around inside his eyeballs. Willing back control of his body from the dreamtime Justin awoke with a violent gasp of air, jolting himself up to a sitting position. He rolled off the dirty, weathered mattress in a convulsive wheezing cough and dry heave, his whole body shaking with sickness. Nothing but saliva and dirt coated spit came out.


  Justin tried to focus his eyes, but he was visibly disorientated, the shadow infested basement blurring, pulsing in and out of darkness. He patted himself down and, to his horror, he discovered he was stripped down to only his boxers, socks, and a wife-beater. 


  Someone did this to me, but who? 


  He scanned his surroundings. A dark figure shifted in the corner of his vision. He panicked, scooting backward, pressing his back flat against the brick wall, his heart racing into a full-fledged anxiety attack.


  A clown stared back, standing in the shadows of the doorway. He was a large man, tall and husky, in a full-body red and white costume, wearing expertly applied face paint. Though there was a grin painted across his lips the Clown did not smile.


  “You’re very pretty,” said the Clown as he swallowed nervously. “You know that?”


  Justin just stared back, frozen in silence.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, handsome,” the Clown corrected himself. “Boys are handsome.”


  The Clown took a step forward. Justin braced himself in response, flexing all his muscles in complete unison.


  “I thought we could be friends, Justin.”


  Justin’s expression changed at the sound of his name. How does the Clown know my name? He got his answer when the Clown pulled out his school ID card. 


  The Clown smiled proudly down at the white plastic card, like it was a trophy. “Justin Wesley from Northwood Elementary, fourth grade, age ten. Would you like to be friends, Justin Wesley?” His question hung uncomfortably in the stale mildew laced air.


  Justin refused to give an answer with a tightening of his lips. He thought about screaming, yelling out at the top of his lungs until they burst like water balloons filled with blood. But he didn’t. Somewhere deep inside Justin knew the Clown wouldn’t allow it. He’d be dead before help arrived.


  The Clown knelt down and scooped up a plastic bottle of water next to his feet. The label had been torn off, a jagged piece of white paper still clung to the remaining glue residue. He held up the bottle for Justin to see.


  “I got you some water in case you got thirsty,” the Clown spoke softly. “It gets awfully hot down here.”


  The Clown raised his leg to take another step forward. Justin shuffled toward the far corner of the room. The Clown stopped mid-stride, taking his foot back to its original position. He placed the bottle down and rolled it over to Justin. The bottle stopped as it hit Justin’s feet, the water inside sloshing back and forth violently before settling down.


  The Clown stood motionless, waiting for Justin to drink. But when Justin didn’t the Clown got anxious.


  “I’ve got some things I need to take care of first before we can play,” the Clown said, his fingers fidgeting relentlessly inside his pockets. “So, I’ll be back to visit you later. If you get bored there are some toys in the chest.” He pointed over to a large dirty toy chest resting against the side of the basement wall opposite of Justin. 


  “Bye Justin,” the Clown said as he walked out of the basement, closing the door behind him and locking it with an audible click and shake of the doorknob.


  Justin moved on sheer adrenalin, the venom pumping through his body—compelling him to act. He was a rabbit caught in a tunnel with no way out and he could hear the wolf digging. Dig, he had to dig. Dig his way out. Dig, dig, for-god’s-sakes dig!


  Justin flipped over the mattress and hunted the floors and walls for anything that might help him escape: loose nails, screws, wire, hell a paperclip, but he found nothing. The place was stripped bare. He slammed his full weight against the basement door hoping to bust it open. All he did was bruise his shoulder. As he gazed up at a small slither of a window high up against the wall the wheels in Justin’s mind began to turn. At around eight feet from the floor the window was far too high for him to reach. He needed a boost. He needed the chest.


  Justin pressed his weight against the chest, scooting it across the basement floor to the opposite wall. He climbed on top of the chest and, using it as a stool, he was able to jump and reach the ledge of the window. He pounded against the window with his fist, but it wouldn’t pop open. The window was rusted tight and coated with so much dirt and filth Justin couldn’t see out. But some light was visible, daylight pouring in from the cracks of dried mud.


  It’s still early. I haven’t been out for long. My mom probably just started looking for me. She would’ve panicked and called the police once she couldn’t find me at the park where I had soccer practice. Maybe someone saw the strange Clown take me. Do they even know where to look?


  Justin opened the chest. Various toys and two board games lay inside, an Ouija board and Candy Land. He took out the board games and tossed them to the ground, their contents scattering across the floor. No game was going to help him escape. He continued to empty the chest, chucking out rubber balls, plastic dinosaurs, stuffed animals, and… a naked doll caught his attention. There was a name written across its exposed gut, Sarah, spelled out in black marker ink. He picked up a T-Rex with a missing jaw, turned it upside down and found another name sketched on the bottom of its foot, Kevin. He checked the others. Everyone had signatures, names etched on them with faded markers. These toys used to belong to other children, missing children. 


  Like me, Justin thought, just like me. Does the Clown have my soccer ball? Is he going to add my name to his collection?


  Justin’s pace quickened as he got to the bottom of the chest. Only a plastic tool set remained. Some comical over-sized screws, a squeaking hammer that was too soft to break the window, and a fake screwdriver that was too big to undo real metal screws. He threw them across the room in frustration.


  A strange muffled noise leaked out from the cracks of the basement walls quelling Justin’s temper. He rushed to the wall toward the interior of the house, pressed his ear against the brick, and listened. A squeaking chair, cartoon sounds, and a muffled laugh followed. The Clown was watching TV. 


  He lied. He didn’t have anything he needed to do. That creepy son-of-a-bitch is waiting, but for what?


  Precious time ticked by as Justin paced nervously around the basement. An hour, maybe more for all he knew. Finally, he plopped down on the mattress in defeat. Tired and thirsty Justin turned to the water bottle. He picked it up and unscrewed the top. Just as he was about to drink movement caught his attention.


  The Ouija board’s heart-shaped glass-eye pointer, the planchette, was moving on its own, gliding over the cardboard play-set.


  Justin had tossed the game aside to the middle of the room and had forgotten about it, believing it couldn’t help him. He was wrong. Justin stared back, dumbfounded as the planchette spelled out…


  DON’T DRINK WATER.


  The planchette stopped. Justin lifted up the bottle of water to the light of the hanging ceiling lamp. At the bottom of the bottle the water was murky, a floating cloud of some strange white substance, remnants of a dissolved tablet. He set the water bottle down, placed his hands over the planchette, and spelled out…


  R-U-A GHOST?


  Justin let go and the planchette moved to answer.


  YES.


  Justin asked another question.


  WHO’S GHOST?


  The planchette answered.


  BURIED IN YARD.


  Justin turned to the filthy, dirt smeared window. Maybe they’re all buried out there, the other missing children, hidden in plain sight under designer roses and lawn gnomes. Justin wondered what the Clown would plant over his corpse—tulips perhaps or run-of-the-mill daisies. The possibilities were endless.


  The ceiling planks creaked and bent under the Clown’s weight. Dust sprinkled down on top of Justin’s hair. His eyes followed the sound of the Clown’s footsteps down the stairs and to the door. 


  The Clown opened the door. 


  Justin stood, fists clenched, bracing himself for the fight of his life.


  The Clown stepped in. His facial expression was odd, one of surprise and confusion at the sight of Justin standing before him. His gaze immediately fell to the full water bottle. “Hey Justin, I see you haven’t been drinking your water.” The Clown’s voice was uneasy. “You need to drink your water.”


  Justin just stared back, defiant in his glare.


  “It’s very important that you drink your water. You’ll get dehydrated,” said the Clown. “You could die.”


  Justin’s gaze rose from the bottle to the Clown. He picked up the water.


  The Clown smiled. “Want to see a trick?” He yanked a long skinny balloon out from his sleeve and blew into it, inflating it to the size of a large banana. “You like wiener dogs?” He proceeded to twist the balloon into the shape of a dog. He barked and yelped, making the balloon dance in his hands, imitating the mannerisms of a dog. His eyes met Justin’s and a sudden flash of explosive rage overtook the Clown. “Drink the fucking water,” he roared, popping the balloon in his fists.


  Justin shrunk back. 


  The Clown steadied himself against the wall—his outburst shocking even himself—and took in deep breaths to subdue his swelling anxiety. 


  With the Clown distracted Justin took the opportunity to empty the water onto the floor. 


  As the Clown regained his composure his gaze fell to the puddle of water. “I thought we could be friends, Justin.” He frowned. “I was wrong. I’m going to get my tools now.” He turned from Justin and headed out the basement, locking the door behind him.


  Justin ran to the Ouija board as fast as his small legs could be willed and frantically spelled out another question.


  HOW I GET OUT?


  The planchette answered, sliding across to the edge of the cardboard beyond the printed letters, pointing out to the plastic screwdriver lying on the floor. Justin picked it up. His face contorted in horror as the realization of what he must do to survive came flooding in.


  The wooden roof cracked and ached as the Clown moved upstairs, as he searched for his tools. Justin, in a frantic daze, filed down the plastic screwdriver, rubbing the flat-head against the brick wall, grinding the tip to a point. The sounds of the Clown’s footsteps got louder. He was heading for the stairs. The planchette went crazy—continuously spelling out four letters.


  K-I-L-L


  Justin worked at a devil’s pace, tears falling from his cheeks as he whimpered and sobbed like a wounded puppy. The Clown’s footsteps echoed out as he descended the stairs.


  K-I-L-L


  Justin tested the screwdriver, pressing the end hard against the tip of his finger and drawing blood. It was a weapon now. He turned to the door, with weapon in hand, bracing himself for the coming fight for survival.


  K-I-L-L


  The horrid sound of a key entering a lock leaked out. The doorknob turned and slowly creaked open. Justin’s breaths became erratic, growing into full blown hyperventilation. The Clown stepped in. Justin let out a roar and charged.


  K-I-L-L


  The first stab caught the Clown off guard. Justin plunged his homemade dagger into soft flesh, landing the tip of the screwdriver into the middle of the Clown’s upper thigh, severing his femoral artery. A pitcher of blood followed. The Clown screamed, a shrill of a sound akin to a horse roasting alive. Justin pulled out the screwdriver from the Clown’s leg in a single backward thrusting motion, like he was plucking out a nasty weed.


  The Clown lunged for Justin’s throat catching his mouth instead. He lost his balance in the process when his bad leg failed to support his weight. He fell forward taking Justin with him, both hitting the ground hard. Justin lost the screwdriver, watching helplessly under the Clown’s weight as his hope rolled inches away from his grasp.


  With his left hand, the Clown clutched the gaping hole in his leg in desperate hopes of stopping the pouring river of blood and with his right he still gripped Justin’s mouth, refusing to release despite Justin’s squirming. He tried to block Justin’s nostrils, his access to precious air, with an upward shift of his thumb. Justin countered by biting down on the soft under belly of the Clown’s palm, drawing blood and another shrill from his would-be killer.


  The taste of metal, of sickening iron, filled Justin’s mouth, tickling the back of his throat in endless drips. Soon the blood pooled up, overflowing and streaking off down the sides of his cheeks. Justin wondered who would die first, the Clown from a loss of blood or himself from drowning in it. He decided not to leave things to chance.


  Justin wiggled his head back and forth, opening the Clown’s wound up more, like a crocodile’s thrash his teeth became a crude jagged saw. It wasn’t long before an entire chunk of flesh rested on the back of his twitching tongue. The Clown jerked his hand back, seething pain raking up his arm. Justin retrieved his weapon. Now, within reach, Justin aimed for the Clown’s throat.


  Blood sprayed out wildly, the Clown’s neck became a hose turned on full blast with a cracked nozzle. The Clown didn’t scream, he couldn’t, just a pitiful gargle wheezed out as he slumped to the floor like a sack of pale white onions. By the time Justin stood up and over the Clown there was no longer any movement, only a pile of lifeless meat remained.


  Justin stepped over to the Ouija board and to the edge of the light of the lamp. The planchette crawled once more, spelling out one last message.


  U UP 4 SOME DIGGIN’ JUSTIN?


  Justin raised his face out from the veil of shadows and into the light, streaks of blood smeared all over his face in a pattern similar to a clown’s face paint. Though there was a bloody grin painted across his lips Justin did not smile.


  ***


  The wet grass gave way with ease, parting like the red sea as Justin speared the shovel deep into damp black soil. And so, the earth surrendered itself to him, its sinful flesh, shoveled up pound by pound. After reaching four feet deep Justin hit something solid. He clawed the soil with his bare hands now, giving the object form and dimension, taking it back from the black. A child’s corpse rested in a pool of mud completely wrapped up in bandages like some kind of ancient mummy, its arms and legs severed at the elbows and knees. Justin gazed down at the featureless corpse’s face. Blood soaked blotches served as eyes, seeping through the bandages from the sunken eye sockets. Justin brushed aside the maggots and placed his hand over the corpse’s chest and, oddly, it spoke.


  “You did good, champ,” said the child’s corpse, in Justin’s voice, without moving its lips. “But the work is still not done. Still more graves to dig. Still more bodies to take out. Still more bodies to put in.”


  Justin spent the whole night digging. Some twenty-three bodies were unearthed that night. Fifteen more in the morning. He laid them down on the yard and spread them out on the grass in single parallel lines. They had to be straight. They just had to.


  Justin made it home before the police came to the Clown’s house. He never told his parents what happened to him that day he went missing. In fact, he never said a word ever again. Despite his parent’s frantic pleas, the neurologist’s tests, and the speech specialist’s endless hours of therapy. Justin remained mute. Everyone was stumped. But he knew the truth. He hadn’t lost his voice. He knew right where it was. Inside the corpse. It was the price he had to pay, a trade of sorts, to hear the voice of the beyond.


  And the corpse spoke to him often, and only to him. For Justin kept the corpse with him at all times, hidden in either his backpack or under his bed in a large knapsack with dozens of air fresheners taped around it to mask the stench. Sometimes the corpse would speak for hours on end, telling him the secrets of those around him and foretelling prophecies of events yet to transpire. The kind of knowledge that does no man nor boy any good knowing, the kind that makes one isolated and cold and alone.


  The second body Justin buried, just as he had done with the Clown, was Arthur P. Clark. Arthur owned an ice cream van and his route hit all the elementary schools in the area. Sometimes he would take children for joy rides, show them his knife, and make them promise not to tell. He picked the quiet ones, always the quiet ones. Today the carnival was in town. Good for business and pleasure.


  “Hey there, handsome,” said Arthur as he held up three different types of ice cream bars. “What flavor do you want?”


  A quiet young boy wearing a backpack and clown makeup stood before Arthur, smiling to match his painted red grin.


   




   


  TheMonster With No Eyes


  THERE ONCE WAS A MONSTER with no eyes, darkness was his friend and he was content, until the day a little girl asked him why.


  “Why are you happy?” asked the girl. “Do you not understand your misfortune? You have no eyes to witness the beauty of God’s doing. You are blind. You are not whole.”


  Those words cast a great sadness over the monster. He knew now that there was another world denied to him. A world he would never possess. So, he pondered and puzzled and contemplated with great purpose on what to do next. And when a clever idea popped into his head, the monster with no eyes grinned a crocodile’s smile and munched and crunched on the little girl’s bones, but not her eyes. He stuck them in and tried them out and saw what she saw. Flowers had colors, trees had shapes, and water reflected light.


  The monster that once had no eyes was content, until he saw his reflection and saw that he was ugly. His fur was mangled and matted with bugs and lice, his skin coarse and oily, his lips chapped and full of sores. Only his eyes were pretty. So, he made up his mind and set off on a journey to the village.


  ***


  Thomas was the youngest and handsomest son of the village chief. All the women in the village loved and adored him but he was not content. The monster watched from his secret place of hiding with his new eyes and saw Thomas’ unhappiness.


  “Why are you not happy?” he asked.


  “My five older brothers always laugh at me,” answered Thomas. “Brave warriors are always fierce and scary, they say, and I am too pretty.”


  “I see,” agreed the monster. And he told Thomas of a magical cave and that if Thomas slept there he would awaken a monster too.  


  “Why should I trust you?” asked Thomas. “You are a stranger to me. And besides, you are a monster. How do I know this is not a trick to lure me away from the village so you can eat me?”


  “Look into my eyes,” said the monster in his raspy voice. “Are these the eyes of a deceiver?”


  Thomas saw the purity and innocence in the monster’s childlike eyes and forgot his worries. “No,” he admitted. 


  So, Thomas set off on a journey to the cave. And when the monster that once had no eyes found Thomas asleep in the cave he grinned a crocodile’s smile and munched and crunched on his bones, but not his face. 


  The monster stretched on the face and became pretty. His hair curly and golden, his skin smooth and flawless, and his lips rose red and lush. The monster was almost content until the day he overheard a woman singing.


  ***


  Lenora’s voice was heaven on the wind. She could bring even the scariest beast to a gentle slumber with just a few notes. The monster’s voice, however, was nothing more than gargles and gulps, disgusting sounds that offended any ears nearby. So, he made up his mind and went to the village.


  The monster smiled from his secret place of hiding with his new face when he found Lenora. She sang only bitter ballets of grief and sorrow. For her beloved, Thomas, had disappeared into the woods and hadn’t returned. The monster showed himself and she was seduced by the monster’s pretty face.


  “Come to my magical cave, my sweet Lenora,” beckoned the monster. “And we shall be reunited for all time.”


  She believed his words and set off on a journey. Upon finding the cave she fell asleep and dreamed many dreams as the monster, which once had no eyes but now had much more, grinned a crocodile’s smile and munched and crunched on her bones, but not her throat. He inserted it in and charmed the forest with his sweet howls. But still, he was not content.


  ***


  Over the years, the monster gained many new prizes. Hands to weave beautiful works of art, feet to run alongside the wind, and a nose to smell the sweetest smells. But each came with a price. His fingers grew blisters and his feet grew sores, so he had to wear gloves and shoes. And his own stench offended his new nose so he had to take frequent baths. 


  Finally, one year he awoke not a monster but a man. So, he left his cave and journeyed to the village. He took a wife and lived in a home built of wood and stone. The man grew wealthy and sired many strong sons and beautiful daughters, but he was still not content. He grew restless and longed for the days when he was but a simple monster. And when his beauty faded, his voice grew raspy, and his eyes could no longer see, the old man set off to find his cave.


  There he slept the sleep of a content man, as a monster with no eyes came out of its secret place of hiding and grinned a crocodile’s smile…


  THE END
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  Chapter One


  The Barbarian and the Boy


  THE BOY WAS DEAD—his lips blue, his eyes placid, and his skin egg white. The snow and ice had claimed him days ago, to sit by Ordin’s side in the Great Hall of Eternal Dreams, where all lost children must go. From the suffering of cold, toward the warmth of light. The final reward.


  At last this boy knew peace. And yet his exposed naked heart still beat.


  ***


  The men had regressed into chanting, thrusting their spears and swords and axes into the cold night air. The men of the Western clans. Eric should have been one of them. He had seen forty harsh winters pass and this winter marked his twenty-eighth as a warrior. Yet he did not share their drunken enthusiasm or their blind courage. He already knew the outcome of tomorrow’s war. The North would be victorious. The West would fall. The big fish would swallow the little one. These men marched to their deaths, and Eric’s fate marched with them.


  Eric slipped away from the ranks unnoticed, without regrets, without looking back.


  The winds howled. The hail pelted. Eric raised his arm and fur cloak and pushed on.


  He would have passed the snow-entrenched road none the wiser, if not for two shimmering lights piercing the darkness. Two crystals, one blue and the other red, reflected the moonlight in a brilliant haze. They called to Eric, beckoned him with a siren’s candlelight. And Eric pursued, chasing the flame into the void as all moths do. To the bitter end.


  When he came upon the crystals, he fell to his knees and brushed aside the snow. He took them into the palm of his hand and reveled in their glory. Their light reflected in his blue eyes and basked his face with warmth. Then he noticed the chain. The crystals were attached to an exquisite gold necklace. What luck, he thought, the gods surely blessed me with riches tonight. He tugged and found resistance. He tugged harder. Still the chain did not budge. This time he pulled with all his strength and unearthed the boy.


  Eric stumbled backward, fell on his ass, and fought back the urge to scream. Once composed, Eric studied him—this young boy with raven black hair and olive-colored eyes. The tail end of his purple cape, made of the finest fabric Eric had ever seen or felt, flapped in the wind. He was bundled up in it—a silent caterpillar cocooned for all time.


  Eric slowly unraveled him. Resting on the boy’s breast was a large book, bound in blood-red leather and clutched tightly in small, dead, frostbitten hands. On the cover three circles overlapped—one red, one blue, and one black. He peeled back the boy’s fingers and took the book, exposing a gaping hole in the boy’s chest, his heart beating like a furious drum.


  Staring into dead eyes, Eric reached for the heart. He held the boy’s life in his hand. Beyond reason and logic, life still pumped through this boy.


  The gods had a hand in this no doubt. Fate deemed our paths should cross.


  The boy lived, but could he be saved? Eric scooped the boy into his arms and headed into the blizzard to find the answer.


  ***


  Shadows cast from the flames of the fireplace danced across the boy’s face. His eyes fluttered open. Bloody bandages lay a few feet from the boy’s bed, fresh ones wrapped around his waist and chest. He scanned the den of the primitive cabin built of clay, straw, and wood. The stale air tasted of sweat and ash. A large figure draped in animal furs hunched over a red book—a hooded barbarian with a thick black beard—and flipped through the pages feverishly, devouring each one after the other. The boy smiled at his first reader. He attempted to rise but sharp seething pain shot through him and he only managed sitting up.


  The boy’s groan alerted the barbarian and his eyes rose from the book. Eric pulled back his hood, exposing his weathered face. 


  “I should warn you,” the boy said with much weakness. “There is a price for that knowledge you hold in your hands. A price that must be paid in blood.”


  Eric studied the boy for a quiet moment. Finally, with caution, he spoke. “Your wounds healed themselves in one night. Are you man or god?”


  The boy shot him a hearty smirk. “I’ve killed far too many to be called a man.” 


  Eric searched for the right words and failed in finding them. “Surely you jest. You’re but a boy. A child.”


  “A child older than the oldest mountains.”


  “Yes.” Eric returned to the book. “The one called Able. Ruler of a world beyond the mirrors. Beyond the stars. So, your book says.” He rose from his chair and handed back Able’s book.


  Able glanced down at the book. “You don’t believe my words?”


  “Books lie as much as men do. Children even more.”


  “But I am neither man nor child.”


  “What are you then?” Eric forced the next question out. “A demon?”


  “Many have called me that. Among others. Prince of Crosses. Lord of Lashes. Emperor of Skulls. So many titles it’s hard to keep track.”


  “Then you are like our Demon of the North. A would-be conqueror.”


  Able relaxed against his pillow. “He sounds fun.”


  “He invades the Western lands as we speak. As he did with the others.” Eric took his battle-ax in his hands, hoping it would imbue him with courage. “But he shall find our wills not so easily broken.”


  “Why did you save me, barbarian?” 


  “Ordin rewards those who do good deeds. And saving children is the grandest act one can perform in this life.”


  Able’s eyelids narrowed. “So, it’s a reward you’re after?”


  Eric put his ax down and sat in his chair. “In this life or the next.” 


  “Well, I know nothing of the next. But if it’s a reward you want, perhaps I can be of service. After all, I owe you my life.” Able flipped through the pages, searching for the right one. “It’s only fitting I be the one to reward you personally.”


  “Save your gold.” Eric waved Able’s offer away like smoke. He did not want to sully his deed. “The dead and the dying have no need of wealth. Tomorrow I will go to war. I cannot hide from my fate forever. Soon the North will break through our frontlines. Then they will come here. Better to die among kin with honor than be butchered on the run like a stray dog.” He poured himself a mug of mead. “Pray for me instead.”


  Able raised an eyebrow. “And whom shall I pray to?”


  “Ordin and the Seven Maidens. That my everlasting dreams be pleasant ones.” Eric downed his mead.


  “You believe this Ordin to be a god? How amusing.”


  Eric wiped his mustache clean with his sleeve. “It is not wise to mock the gods.”


  “I mock nothing. Ordin died long ago. He had his chance at godhood—yes—but he threw it all away.”


  “He resisted temptation.” Eric poured himself another drink. “He chose the eternal dream over this waking life. Even now he resides in the Dreamtime. Waiting for our return.”


  “The dead wait for nothing.”


  Eric stopped mid-sip and slammed his mug down on the table. His hand shook as much as the mead. “And how are your dreams, boy?”


  Able laughed. When his laughter died, his voice grew calm and callous. “Horrifying—as I suspect yours are. Oh, the sweet irony. I have nothing to look forward to in the next. While you have everything. Well, pleasant dreams at least. But you’re trembling. And I am simply bored. Why is that? I always thought humans invented religion to ease such fears. Yet here you are. So full of faith and yet so full of doubt.”


  Eric calmed himself with a few deep breaths and averted his eyes. “Even Ordin had doubts.”


  “Not doubts. Choices.” Able ripped out a page from his book. “A choice.” He folded the pure white paper and tossed it into Eric’s lap. “Would you like the same?”


   




  Chapter Two


  The Crow


  CLOUDS BLEW BY as a jet-black crow rode on the currents of the autumn winds. The crow glided through the crystal blue sky and over a sea of modern suburban homes. The wind gushed past the trees and stripped them bare of orange and yellow leaves. The dying leaves hurled into the wind, dancing the way schools of multicolored fish swim in elegant formations while the crow speared on through. He tilted his sleek feathered head to the side and blinked his oil black eyes, scanning the scenery below to observe the orderly chaos of the civilized. Honking cars waded through congested traffic. Fashionably dressed people watered perfect little gardens. Designer dogs defecated on symmetrically carved lawns. A world in and of itself concerned only with its self. The American dream. A world the crow possessed little concern for. For he, unlike them, had a destination.


  The ring of a school bell ensnared the crow’s attention. He circled the school. A noisy flood of gray-uniformed girls spilled out from the building, swarming like frantic gray ants over the yellow lunch tables. He glided in, swooping down to a gentle perch on a telephone wire. The crow peered at the busy students, his gaze zooming in on one empty lunch table, devoid of occupants save for one lone girl.


  Sharon Ashcraft ate alone. It was better this way. Best to avoid conflict with the other girls for now. After all, teenage girls can be more vicious than a troop of crazed chimpanzees—ready to pounce at the first sign of weakness. Any girl unlucky enough to get bullied will testify to this fact. And Sharon was at a disadvantage today. She was the dreaded new kid. At an all-girls’ Catholic school, no less. Stuck in one of those humiliating skirts pop-singers wear to fake the appearance of innocence and chastity. But the color. Her uniform’s color made it unbearable. Gray. The depressing shade of gray that steals your very soul and identity. The kind of gray that makes little orphan sweatshop workers chew off their own fingers so they don’t have to sew another damn uniform. Sharon wondered if there was the word conform written in secret on the back of her shirt. Maybe if she had a pair of special alien-exposing sunglasses like from that old eighties movie They Live she would be able to read it. The horrid color made her appear even paler than she already looked. And with her long raven black hair cascading down her slender shoulders she might as well scream Goth at the top of her lungs. She looked around. Goth didn’t seem to be in this year.


  Sharon swallowed another spoonful of blueberry yogurt. She closed her blue eyes and fantasized about having friends. Other girls her age sitting across from her, talking, laughing, gossiping about cute boys and even hotter guys. Hell, they could be talking about stamps for all she cared. Ironic that the solution to her problem was so simple. 


  Just get up, she told herself, just stand up and walk over to the nearest table full of smiling happy well-adjusted girls. Introduce yourself. Talk. Tell a joke. Laugh at theirs. And talk... just talk damn it. 


  She was sweating now. Drops formed from the pores of her forehead. Her hands clammed up. The nape of her neck cooled to a chill. Her knees threatened to buckle. Her stomach knotted to a nauseating rat’s nest. Another attack. 


  Sharon tried calming her racing heart—to slow the frantic beats with controlled, paced, and rhythmic breaths. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. Good. That’s good. She was back in control now, freeing her up for another round of self-loathing. 


  Sharon Ashcraft is a pathetic pitiful creature, she berated herself, a coward beyond all measure. 


  She dug her nails into her thighs. Sharon hated being this way. Hated being “shy”. Shy: another word for anxiety-ridden. Irrational crippling fear. Why even bother trying? She knew what would happen. She’d freeze up. Fumble her words. Speak so softly no one would understand. Become a deer caught in the blinding beams of oncoming traffic. Social road kill.


  Sharon wished she was back at her old home in California, back at her old school where she had one friend at least. Sarah Herman, Sharon’s partner in petty crimes and misdemeanors. Her sole social circle—if you can call one friend a circle. Truth was Sharon had never actually made a friend, Sarah made her, doing all the hard work for her back in second grade. Simpler times. Sharon knew the reason for her suffering. It boiled down to science, as everything usually does. She had missed that critical window of adolescent brain development. Where the skill of making friends, like language and reading human faces, imprinted itself. Sharon was socially blind the way feral children raised by dogs can never truly comprehend complex language. She might as well have been Jane Goodall and the other girls: chimps wearing lipstick and mascara. No matter how hard she tried, socializing would always be awkward and foreign. Pretending to be was never the same as just being. No matter how much she observed and imitated, she could never be one of them, one of the happy, well-adjusted troop. Sharon felt like she was always carrying around a large scarlet letter B sown to her chest. B for broken.


  Three shadows descended on Sharon and swallowed up her sun. Sharon gave a quick sly glance over her shoulder. She spotted three girls horde around her like a pack of hungry dogs sniffing out a foreigner intruding on their territory.


  “So, you’re the new girl?”


  Sharon gave no response.


  One of the girls sat down next to her. Too close. Invading Sharon’s personal space and rubbing her shoulder against hers. A clear display of dominance. Sharon had watched far too many nature documentaries on the Discovery Channel to miss this. The girl brushed back her blonde hair from her eyes and smirked at Sharon. Another power play. She wanted Sharon to know she was in control. Fearless. Of course, she was fearless. She had back up and home field advantage. Lucky her.


  “My name’s Alice Gordon. You’ve probably heard of me. I’m the cheer squad leader and class president. My father’s a senator, Charles Gordon. I know you’ve heard of him.” Alice snatched up one of Sharon’s French fries from her plate and bit the top half off like a hen chomping the head off a caterpillar.


  A shining portrait of American teen superficiality. Alice Gordon and her two friends came jam-packed with glittered bracelets, too much makeup, and overpriced earrings. Anything to standout in this sea of gray uniforms.


  “And you are?” she asked, cutting Sharon short before she could muster up an answer. “Well, it doesn’t really matter who you are. All that matters is that you understand the rules.”


  Sharon just ignored her and continued eating her meal, hoping Alice would just get bored and go pester someone else. She didn’t.


  “I’ll cut to the point,” she said growing irritated in Sharon’s lack of response. “Do you know what the rules are here?” Her question hung in the uncomfortable silent air. Alice’s face tightened as she gritted her teeth. No one ignores a Gordon. “I guess not. Because if you did you would know this is where we eat. F.Y.I. no freaks or emo-bitches. This means you.”


  Alice plucked Sharon’s soda can up into the air, as if her hand was a metal claw hunting for cute fluffy stuffed victims in a vending machine. She poured soda all over Sharon’s food, soaking her fries and chicken sandwich in a pool of black bubbly carbonation. Alice was marking her territory. Her friends covered their mouths, a halfhearted attempt at containing a brew of wicked giggles. They were self-esteem vampires, the lot of them, thriving off the misery of others. Vultures feasting off Sharon’s suffering and delighting in her eternal torment.


  Sharon shot up from her seat and stared down a smug Alice, her fists clenching and nostrils snorting out furious air. Alice took her time standing up, bolstering unapologetic and unwavering eye contact. She was daring Sharon to do something, to act on her emotions.


  Alice Gordon was the kind of narcissistic brat who always got ahead in life. Not because of her charisma or character or work ethic or something of that nature. But because she was born with a little less fear than everyone else. Something Sharon envied Alice for as much as she despised her for. But as Alice would soon learn and Sharon would soon teach her, a little fear can be beneficial to one’s health... given the situation.


  Sharon gave Alice no time to react, hurling her fist into Alice’s smug face, crunching her nose like a fortune cookie. Alice lost her balance and fell, the back of her skull bouncing hard off the cement. Her friends were speechless, their mouths dropping in a breathless gasp. Alice jerked her hands back cupping her now gushing nose. The blood seeped out from between the cracks of her fingers. The red drizzled down the backs of her hands and dripped off her elbows. What came out of Alice next shocked even Sharon. Alice wailed a shrieking bellowing cry, kicking the cement with the back of her heels and flailing her whole body around. A true spectacle of convulsing agony. 


  Sharon turned around and, to her horror, discovered everyone was looking her direction. Dozens of yellow lunch tables filled to the brim with girls, strangers, their attention focused on her. A thing of nightmares. Hundreds of eyes, their cold stares confirming her worst fears: She was an outcast, a freak, a monster, and worst of all, alone.


  ***


  The crow extended his wings and took flight. Off to find a place less crowded, a place where he and Sharon could be alone. He circled the sky above the school, biding his time for her. Finally satisfied enough time had passed, he descended and landed on the branch of an old oak tree stripped bare of leaves save for a few dozen colorful stragglers. The crow’s focus came to a second story window just a few meters away. His ghostly black eyes reflected a figure inside. A girl. Sharon Ashcraft.


  ***


  A woman with gray hair flipped through a blood-red file folder, scanning over the papers inside. Her gaze moved up to Sharon’s high school photo paper-clipped to her transcripts. Sharon frowned in the picture, might as well have been her arrest mug-shot with her holding up a plaque with her new serial numbers. 


  Sharon sat on the other side of the desk staring blankly at the principal’s shiny brass name plate. One word: Stone. Not a good sign. She squirmed in the small, cheap, plastic chair. She looked around the office. Everything else seemed so new, especially the principal’s business chair—made with real leather. Must have set her back a grand at least. As if she was some corporate bigwig or something. The contrasting chairs were no accident. Another power play.


  A weathered woman in her fifties, Principal Stone’s humorless face said everything Sharon needed to know. Stone had lost all joy for this job. And accounting for her bland colorless suit and masculine hairdo Sharon bet she hadn’t got laid in years. Principal Stone placed the file folder down, massaged her temples, and took in a heap of air. Sharon braced herself for the worst.


  “This isn’t prison Miss Ashcraft. We don’t pick fights to sort out some survival of the fittest hierarchy on the first day of school. This is not a good start for you. Not the start I wanted for you in the least.”


  Sharon glanced at the door’s fogged up glass window. Outside, stood the school security guard. He had marched Sharon from the lunch tables to the principal’s office, squeezing her arm tightly along the way, as if she was some common criminal. She glanced back at Principal Stone.


  “Government forced attendance in an institution full of mentally unstable strangers,” said Sharon. “Uniforms, metal detectors, and police guards. The way I see it high school couldn’t be more like prison.”


  “Those metal detectors keep guns and knives off my school grounds,” Principal Stone snapped back.


  “And your uniforms reduce violence by stripping the biggest cause of strife known to man.” Sharon’s grin returned. “Individualism. Tell me Miss Stone, do you get all your policies from 1984?”


  Principal Stone stared back at Sharon unimpressed and even less amused. She was nowhere near the mood required to engage in philosophical debate with a seventeen-year-old high school junior. So, she cut straight to the point. “Sharon, why did you assault Miss Gordon?”


  Sharon shrunk in her chair and averted her gaze out the window, unwilling to give an answer.


  “Are you aware of the seriousness of this?”


  Sharon shifted her gaze toward the old oak tree. She spotted something. A crow sat motionless on a branch staring at her, his eyes beyond piercing. And though the wind outside grew, swaying the leaves back and forth, the crow remained still as a statue—not a single black feather catching and lifting on his sleek form. 


  “Understandably her parents are very upset. They have threatened to take legal action, against the school and against you.”


  Sharon’s gaze met the crow, his mysterious bottomless eyes entrancing her, pulling her in, and dragging her down into a black void. To her, his eyes were two black suns set ablaze with phantom flames. They turned the sky amber, muting all sound, and bronzed her vision like an old sepia photograph.  


  “I’m having a hard-enough time talking her parents out of assault charges as it is.”


  Sharon’s mind cleared itself of all thoughts, tuning out Principal Stone and the rest of the world. She surrendered her consciousness, her being. There was only the now. 


  “Are you listening to me?”


  Neither dreaming nor awake, her mind was drifting away from her body and the shackles of the real. Her consciousness lost at sea, swept away with the currents of the walkabout.


  “Sharon!”


  Like the flash of a light bulb from an old-fashioned camera Sharon snapped back to reality, as if someone shook her out of a deep sleep. Her trance broken she shifted her gaze from the crow back to Principal Stone.


  “I called your mother. I am well aware of your past, the good and the bad. I think you have underlying issues regarding the situation with your father.”


  Sharon’s eyes lit up at the mere mention of that man, her father.


  “I’m going to request that you seek some counseling.”


  Sharon’s breaths came fuming out of her lungs. Her chest expanded and contracted erratically. Her face burned bright red. “Why stop there?” she asked barely containing herself enough to form sentences. “Why not prescribe me some antidepressants? Hell, I found my US Constitution class boring. I probably need Ritalin, right?” She leaped up from her chair, the flimsy, plastic chair falling back, and stared down Principal Stone. “I’m not some problem to be fixed!”


  “I’m sorry.” Principal Stone closed the red folder. “This isn’t up for negotiations.”


  ***


  Large brown and orange leaves crunched under the force of Sharon’s feet as she stalked toward the oak tree. A voice, beyond the range of human ears, sang to her like the sirens of legend, commanding her to step forward. And when she reached the base of the tree, stepping up onto exposed roots, she gazed up. The crow gazed down, pulling her in once more with his bottomless eyes, slicing through her soul with a simple look. Sharon’s breath turned to white smoke as a cold breeze ripped past her. She huddled herself, wrapping up in her thin sweater. The crow let out a deathly caw, spread his wings, and took flight. He glided in the air above her, encircling, and calling out to her with a crow’s song. And in that moment Sharon knew what he wanted. No sixth sense required. Even if he spoke her native human tongue, he could not be clearer of his desires. He wanted her to follow.


  The crow hopped along the white picket fence. He stopped every post or so and gave a caw back Sharon’s direction, ensuring she kept pace and trailed along the chosen path he laid out for her. She continued down the sidewalk in rhythmic steps, following like a lost child ensnared in the Pied Piper’s tune. The light died and shrouded Sharon in shadow. She stopped and looked up. Monsters, devils with jagged wings, beasts with silent roars, all formed from stone and carved and chiseled to hideous perfection. Each one observed Sharon from their Gothic perches. Gargoyles guarding their master’s castle. This mansion of red brick and overgrown vines and thorns.


  The crow landed on a broken fence leading into the mysterious property. He parted his polished black beak and let go a penetrating caw. Then he glided down, disappearing into the thicket of weeds entangling the back of the yard. Sharon hesitated, the thought of trespassing popped into her mind but just for a moment. The need to follow too great. Sharon slipped through the broken fence with ease. She pushed aside a loose weathered post that dangled from one lonely nail. She brushed past the tall grass and weeds, parting them like jungle vines, and peered through the thicket. 


  Two blood-red cellar doors hung open, the smell of water damaged wood and mildew leaking out, revealing the mute darkness of the basement within. The crow hopped down to the edge of the entrance—to the edge of darkness. 


  Her eyes focused on the crow. Then, shifting her gaze to the entrance, she lurched forward. She strained her eyes to see beyond the void of the shadow infested basement. Her heart raced, her throat struggled to swallow, and her skin paled. Her feet moved by themselves. To her it felt like they were marching her up to her own casket at her own funeral. But she needed to know what lay inside, even if it meant her own oblivion. She was a moth beating its dusty wings in a final dance, one last fluttering duet, with the raging flame. Now it was time to fade to black.


  Sharon jumped back, breaking from her trance as a vibration jolted through her body. Was someone behind her? She made a sharp spin, scanning her surroundings. She was alone. The vibration hit her again. She reached into her sweater pocket and pulled out her cell phone. The screen lit up a vibrant green, text flashed in the middle of the screen. A five-letter word: GRACE. Her mother’s name. Sharon canceled the call and took in a deep breath. Great. Now I almost wished I had been caught trespassing. At least in jail I wouldn’t have to sit through another ‘talk’ with Mom. She headed back, ducking under the broken fence. Sharon gave the crow one last look over her shoulder. A reluctant fleeting glance before her reflection disappeared from the crow’s haunting eyes.


   




  Chapter Three


  The Color of Thoughts


  THE FRONT DOOR slowly cracked open. Sharon tiptoed inside. She scanned the kitchen, all empty save for a few pots and pans resting on the counter. Good. The kitchen looked untouched, exactly how she’d left it this morning, which meant her mother was still at work. She closed the door as quietly as she could—just to err on the side of caution—and scurried off to the living room. Her mother’s voice stopped her mid-stride.


  “Sharon, you need to sit down.”


  Crap! So close to the stairs, too. Sharon, with much reluctance, turned to meet her mother.


  Grace Ashcraft, a unique combination of beauty, elegance, and purity, sat at the head of the living room table. Her purple long-sleeved turtleneck sweater rested tightly against her skin. Her slender face strained with desperation. All to hold back what her brown eyes were screaming out in deafening levels: sadness, overwhelming sadness.


  “Please,” Grace said in an almost pleading tone. “We need to talk. Have a seat.”


  Sharon stepped forward but didn’t pull out the chair to sit down. Instead, she just gripped the top of the chair and squeezed the way a flogging victim bites down on a piece of wood. There was a small stack of books next to Grace on the table. Sharon read the spines. They were all parenting books. Books for the troubled teen, for the teenage mind and soul. New aged psychobabble nonsense books talking about positive emotional energies and spiritual cores. Books written by morons for the naive, thought Sharon. Books written for desperate delusional people like my mother.


  “It’s okay, I’m not going to yell,” said Grace, with a quality of softness in her voice.


  Sharon tightened her fists. “I don’t know, Mom. Maybe we should yell. Yell, scream, and fight. I mean, isn’t that what normal families do? It’s better than just pretending everything’s okay, right?”


  Grace shook her head. “You think fighting is going to solve anything? Did you think hitting one of your classmates would make things any better?”


  “No, maybe not,” Sharon fired back. “But at least I don’t run away from my problems.”


  Grace placed her glasses down and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “This was supposed to be a fresh start for both of us. Moving was supposed to be a good thing.” 


  “How was leaving everything and everyone I cared about a good thing?”


  “We just have to give it some time. They’ll warm up to you, I promise.” Grace reached out to touch Sharon’s hand. “These things just need time.”


  Sharon stepped back and folded her arms, avoiding her mother’s touch. “You never listen.”


  “I’m just trying to do my best here, Sharon. Some parents don’t even—” Grace stopped herself.


  “Don’t even what Mom? Care? Go on. Say it. Say his name.”


  “Sharon, you know your father still loves you.”


  “Love? I swear to god, if ignorance is bliss then denial must be a freaking orgasm. He ran out on us, Mom. The word ‘deadbeat’ comes to mind.”


  “That’s enough Sharon!”


  “Why, because he might hear us? He’d have to actually be here for that. Wake up. You don’t just decide one day to pack up and leave your family. That’s not something you do out of love. Why can’t you see that? Why are you so blind?”


  “Sharon, I know you’re angry but—”


  Sharon cut her off in a burst of rage. “Angry? I’m furious!” She slammed her fist onto the counter that divided the living room and kitchen. A basket of fruit tumbled to the floor, apples and oranges spilling out and scattering. A picture frame crashed and its glass cover shattered. Tiny shards of glass sprinkled over the tiles like snowflakes. Sharon stormed off toward the stairs. When she got midway up the stairs, she glanced back at her mother. “Why aren’t you?”


  The question hung in the silent air. 


  Grace stood to speak, to scold her daughter for making a mess and leaving it, but nothing came out. She just averted her eyes. 


  Sharon went into her room, slamming her door with a thunderous boom.


  Grace grimaced as the force rattled her. She stood for a quiet moment before pulling out the dustpan and broom from the closet and gathering the glass shards with care, sweeping them into the dustpan. She came to the picture frame, picked it up, and stared at the picture behind a spider’s web spiral of cracked glass. A photo of Sharon as a child in a yellow-flowered blue dress. Five-years-old and smiling with all the unbridled joy of a rainbow hanging in a virgin blue sky.


  ***


  Silhouetted in the warm glow of morning sunlight, a magnificent blue butterfly stretched out its elegant wings as if it were yawning. Two large blue eyes descended on the butterfly. They widened with wonder and dilated with amazement. Five-year-old Sharon slid her tiny hands underneath the butterfly. The small winged insect crawled into her palms, tickling her skin with its spiraling feeding tube. She folded her fingers around her catch, imprisoning it in her hands and lifting it off the blueberry bush. She scurried off with a spring in her feet.


  A man in a long black coat sat on the park bench, watching the children build castles and skyscrapers in the sand, his face hidden in the blinding glare of sunlight. He turned his head to Sharon as she ran to him and parted her hands to present her prize.


  “Look, Daddy,” she said with a smile, squinting her eyes from the bright sun as she gazed up at her father. “I caught one.”


  “I can’t look, Sharon,” he said. “Grown-ups can’t see them. Only children.”


  Sharon looked down at the butterfly then back up at her father, confusion written all over her face. “Why’s that?”


  “Because they’re scared of us. Because we think bad thoughts.”


  Her face lit up with excitement. “They can read minds?”


  “Of course, our thoughts and emotions are made up of energy just like everything else.”


  Sharon could make out a slight grin on his face.


  “Each energy has its own color so it’s easy for them to see which type you’re giving off.” Her father reached down into his shirt and slid out his necklace. Two glowing crystals dangled from the silver chain. One red and one blue, each encased in a silver cross. He held them out for her, their sparkling light reflecting off her face and cheeks like the glare of a grinning jack o’ lantern. “Positive energies come in shades of blue, like the sky or the ocean.” He frowned as his fingers grazed the red encased crystal. “And negative energies burn bright red.” He dropped his necklace down his shirt and out-of-sight. 


  “So why can’t I see them?” asked Sharon, her face drooping with disappointment.


  He smiled with all the warmth in his heart. “Close your eyes, Sharon.”


  Sharon closed her eyelids as hard as she could. She strained with all her might, as if she was climbing Mount Everest and had just looked down. It wasn’t long before she couldn’t help but peek, the temptation stronger than the willpower of a thousand little girls. So, her father turned her around until he was behind her and she faced outward, resting snuggly between his knees. 


  He placed his hands over her eyes. “Clear your mind of all worries and doubt,” he whispered into her ear. “Focus on everything blue.”


  Sharon tried her best to concentrate.


  “The ocean...”


  Blue waves rose and crashed onto a golden pebbled beach in Sharon’s mind. The cries of seagulls overhead and the taste of salty air on her lips.


  “Blueberries...”


  She could now taste the sweet flavor of her favorite food, blueberry yogurt, on the tip of her tongue. It brought on an involuntary smile.


  “Blue flowers...”


  One of her most vivid memories came flooding in. She was in a flower nursery with a stained-glass ceiling overhead, images of angels and white doves painted above her. Hundreds of blue wildflowers surrounded her, engulfing her in their brilliant hue. The scent of moist, black soil mixed in with the fragrance of pollen carried on the breeze. Flowers of exotic shapes and designs blanketed the nursery: blue sage, bluebell, morning glory, bachelor’s button, and baby blue eyes.


  “Your mother’s blue dress.”


  Another memory bled in like ink spilling on paper. This one of her mother dancing with her father in the living room. Grace’s radiant blue dress swayed back and forth as she stepped in rhythm. His hands resting on her hips. Her hands wrapped around his neck and her cheek pressed against his chest. His chin nestled atop her head. Sharon watched them in her pajamas from the top of the stairs, peeking out between the posts. She added her own hum in place of the missing music.


  Her father removed his hands from Sharon’s eyes. He leaned in, his lips to her ear, and whispered. “Now open your eyes.”


  Sharon did as he bid her, struggling not to blink as her pupils adjusted to the light. She squinted down at her hands and parted them like the blossoming of a rose. Her fingers peeled back to reveal a vibrant glow of blue. The light emanated with such a force it was as if Sharon had plucked a shooting star from the night sky and now the star slept in the heart of her palms while she waited to make her wish. 


  Sharon’s eyes widened as she glimpsed something strange. There was movement. The light was alive. Her breath was stolen from her lungs. A small impish creature emerged, birthed from starlight, stretching out its tiny butterfly wings and gazing up at Sharon with bug eyes. It blinked at her before cracking a smile. Sharon smiled back at the fairy, her disbelief swallowed up by her delight.


  ***


  Sharon looked on with disdain at the blue teddy bear with fairy wings and black button eyes. Lying back against her pillow, she held it up to the light, examining its knitted yarn smile and heart-shaped nose. This furry creature had been the last gift her father had given her before he left. Without a word, without a note, without justification, without even a simple wave good-bye. Sharon tossed the stuffed animal to the floor. She had spent far more nights than she cared to remember squeezing the life out of that teddy bear, all teary-eyed and sobbing wet from crying for her father to return. He never did. That first Christmas without him had been the worst. All Christmas Eve she prayed and wished with every ounce of her heart. To God, to Santa, to anyone who was listening to show her mercy and grant her one and only desire—to bring her father home for Christmas. All she got was a stocking full of broken hearts. She had looked up to him. He had looked straight through her. He was her rock, her world entire. She was sand slipping between the cracks of his fingers, a speck in his ever expanding and indifferent universe. Sharon was seventeen now and no longer naive. There was no such thing as magic and fairies didn’t exist, except in little girls’ imaginations.


  “So, let me get this straight,” Sarah Herman said, her voice distorting over the live video chat feed on Sharon’s laptop. “A crow wanted you to follow it into some old creepy basement?” Sarah forked up a bite of lemon meringue pie from a slice sitting on a small white dish in the space between her crossed legs. “And you’re sure it wasn’t just trained? Some old perverted man’s way of luring naive little underage girls into his creepy pedophile dungeon?”


  Sharon couldn’t hold back her smile. “I know, Sarah, it sounds bizarre, another in a long laundry list of crap that keeps happening to me since I moved.” Sharon’s smile disappeared as her mind wandered off. Memories of that crow and its hypnotic ghost eyes raked through her thoughts. “It’s hard to describe the feeling when I looked into its eyes. As if I was being pulled into nothingness. And worse yet, I wanted to go. To fill it up.”


  “Uh-huh...” Sarah swallowed a mouthful of pie as she studied Sharon’s uneasy expression. After a moment of careful thought, she let a grin break free. “Wait, dost thou hear that rapping at your chamber door?” she said, tapping the camera lens on her laptop. “Perhaps it’s your new boyfriend come to pay a visit to your Plutonian shore, my little Miss Lenore. Quoth the raven give-me-some-more.”


  Sharon smirked. Sarah’s lame jokes never failed on Sharon no matter how bad they were. Maybe that’s why they were friends. Who else would laugh at Sarah’s weird stand-up? “Thanks for the poem, Poe, but my lover’s a crow not a raven.”


  Sarah shrugged. “What’s the difference?”


  “Ravens are intelligent scavengers that live in the woods. Crows rummage through dumpsters for leftover hamburgers,” Sharon corrected her.


  “Well, I think you should do it.”


  “Huh?”


  “Follow your feathered admirer into the basement. Why not? It could be fun. Imagine all the dark sinister secrets this old pervert could be hiding down there.”


  “Like what, laundry detergent?”


  “I don’t know...” Sarah grinned devilishly. “Maybe there’s the corpse of his dead wife buried down there.”


  The thought filled Sharon with unease. Not the prospect of finding dead bodies as much as the idea the crow might mean her harm. Strange, the thought hadn’t entered her mind until just then. Her encounter with the crow was fading like a dream, slowly slipping into the sea of distant memories. Each time her mind wandered to another subject, she lost a bit more. Soon returning would be all but impossible.


  “Can’t you hear her screams, Sharon?” Sarah raked her long punk-green nails, which matched her spiky blonde hair in attitude, across her keyboard. “Her scratches as she tries to claw through her coffin? Help me Sharon. Don’t leave me!”


  “Maybe I’m just imagining things.” Sharing her experience with the crow with Sarah was stupid in hindsight. Sarah couldn’t take her own funeral seriously.


  “Maybe you’re just scared.” Sarah hollered like a banshee.


  “Right... Or maybe I’m just crazy. My principal certainly thinks so. She even suggested therapy.”


  “You do have that habit of blacking out and waking up with someone else’s blood on your hands, now and then.” Sarah grinned like the Cheshire Cat. 


  “Har, har.” Sharon fell back against her pillow. “My mother is the one who needs therapy.”


  Sarah frowned. “She still not past that first stage of grief?”


  “Not even close.” Sharon shifted her gaze over to her bedroom door. Mother should be asleep by now. Good. I don’t have to worry about her coming in for another talk. “She still thinks he’s gonna stroll in one day through the front door. As if we’d all go back to being one happy family, even if he did.”


  Sharon wished Sarah a goodnight and closed her laptop. She fell back against her pillow with a sigh. Some things, once broken, can never be put back together, even with the strongest glue. 


  The day her father left, she lost much more than just a parent. She lost who she was supposed to be. No, he stole it from her. The girl she was. The woman she was meant to grow into. Her very identity robbed. Scientists have studied lab mice and how they raise their young, measured the success rates of mothered mice. Those cubs that were un-licked, uncared-for, and unloved turned into timid adults. Anxiety prone, weak, and sickly creatures that made less love and died short, sad lives. A life sentence spent cowering in the farthest corner of the cage. That was the fate he left her to. After he was gone she simply grew quiet, folded in on herself, and became adrift in an endless sea of terrible self-loathing thoughts. 


  The reason why people throw things away is because they no longer hold any value. They become worthless and are soon discarded. “Why can’t you understand this, Mom?” she whispered silently to herself. “Why couldn’t you just accept the truth? We were trash in his eyes.”


  She curled up under the covers, too tired to form any more thoughts. Her eyelids grew heavier and heavier until she finally drifted off.


  ***


  Sharon opened her eyes. The black button eyes of her blue teddy bear stared back. But the bear wasn’t back on her bed. The bear was floating, bobbing up and down at her eye level. Sharon shot up, mortified. Her room was filled with water. No. She looked around. She was no longer in her room. She was adrift at sea, her bed swaying with the currents of the oily black water. She grabbed the sides of her bed, holding on with a vice grip. At the foot of her bed, the oil bubbled. Two blood-red basement cellar doors rose to greet her. Sharon gazed back with the stillness and rising terror of a rabbit caught in a wolf’s stare. The doors swung open with a hurricane’s force, revealing pure darkness within. 


  Sharon peered into the void, motionless, breathless. 


  Without warning, the entire sea tilted to one side, letting gravity take over as the black water poured into the entrance. Sharon panicked, plunging her hands into the oil and paddling with desperation through the thick muck. A hopeless endeavor. Her bed swept with the racing flow into the void. Sharon flung her arms over her face and screamed. She passed between the blood-red doors. Her scream muffled as the darkness devoured her.


   (Read the whole story here!)
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  Chapter One


  Private Collection


  Mr. Wilkins ran as fast as his hundred-dollar loafers could carry his 240-pound self. He should have listened to his wife Lenoir and gone on that diet and kept his New Year’s resolution. He would have been faster down those stairs, quicker on those hallway turns. Too bad he wasn’t, too bad Bobby was gaining.


  Bobby was far more menacing than your traditional things that go bump in the night. Most could be avoided if you followed the rules. Don’t fall asleep and Freddy can’t get you, don’t mess with Indian burial grounds or creepy summer camps and hockey masked psychos won’t bother you. Don’t go out on full moons, don’t get bitten, and definitely don’t feed it after midnight and you’ll make it out alive. Not so with Bobby, he didn’t have rules or limitations. If Bobby wants you he finds you, and Bobby’s good at finding things.


  The doorknob wouldn’t twist all the way; the door wouldn’t budge. So, Mr. Wilkins tried another and then another. All locked. School was out for the night. As Mr. Wilkins cursed his own misfortune he remembered something important. Bathrooms don’t have things like locks. He bolted into the girls’ bathroom and into the last stall. He shut the door, sat down, and waited. He waited and listened for Bobby.


  An eerie quiet filled that bathroom, the kind of quiet where there’s a buzzing noise in your ear and, for a moment, you’re not sure whether you’ve just gone deaf or not. Mr. Wilkins hoisted himself onto the toilet and crouched into as round a ball as he could manage. He pulled out his cell phone, flipped open the screen, and dialed the numbers 9-1-1. He placed the phone to his ear and whispered, “Please help me… someone’s… something’s after me.”


  “You’re a funny man, Mr. Wilkins,” said the voice on the other line. “What makes you think you can hide from Bobby?”


  “Who… is… this?” asked Mr. Wilkins in a cold shudder.


  “You’re also a bad teacher, Mr. Wilkins, smoking on school grounds. Bobby knows what to do with bad teachers.”


  The phone gargled and gulped as Mr. Wilkins felt something warm and sticky touch his ear. He pulled the phone away to find green liquid slime squeezing through the tiny speaker holes like playdough. He threw the phone into the toilet and flushed it down. He waited for the clear water to come back up, but only green swampy gunk came back to greet him. Little by little it rose until the slime flowed over the edge, bubbling slightly at first, then faster like a boiling pot of chili.


  Mr. Wilkins pressed his back to the door and stared with unwavering eyes as five fingers poked out from the slime. Only they were much too long to be fingers, more like king crab legs, wielding the same hard and warty skin. Soon a complete hand emerged from the toilet, the slime tugging and pulling along like spider webbing. The whole arm dwarfed him, casting him in gloom. The shadows of the fingers danced and slithered like snakes and noodles over his terror inflicted face. 


  An eye formed then a set of misshaped teeth, not one matching the other, each tooth unique and horridly special in its own sinister way. At last a face peered back at Mr. Wilkins, a deformed, lopsided, uneven grinning face with sheets of hard warty skin wrapped around it to keep it solid.


  “Bobby can fit through any hole. Bobby can squeeze through any crack,” said the uneven face. “Bobby knows how!”


  Mr. Wilkins ran out the bathroom and down the hall. He didn’t stop till he found himself in the middle of the gymnasium. The darkness had swallowed him up and he could barely see his own hands, but he didn’t need to see to realize he was cornered. Only one way out, the way he came in. 


  He could feel the air behind him change, becoming thicker and soupier in nature and malevolent in taste, the sensation crawling up his spine like hungry spiders and scorpions. He knew Bobby was behind him, he was never more certain of anything in his life. 


  Bobby smiled as he pulled his ribs apart to show his insides, only they weren’t insides as much as they were people wrapped in slime and bound with guts and intestines. They were keepsakes of Bobby, now a part of his growing collection. 


  The slime-covered victims moaned as they grabbed at Mr. Wilkins’ shirt, ripping and pulling him in. He tried his best to cling to Bobby’s ribs, but they were far too slippery. When his cheek pressed against Bobby’s beating heart, he let out a shrieking howl before choking on Bobby’s bodily fluids. 


  The light faded as Bobby clamped his ribs shut with a loud crackling crunch, a sound akin to a lobster’s shell cracking under the force of a butter knife.


   




  Chapter Two


  One Zombie and One Witch


  The morning air carried with it a tinge of Jack Frost’s patented spitefulness, the leaves were stained orange and yellow, the sky formed into a cloudy mess of anti-therapeutic gray, and the flavor of the wind that of hot ash and BBQ meats. Children’s laughter rang out from street corner to street corner, shadows of plastic webbing crept past every lawn, polished black spiders hung down each branch of each tree, and sunken pumpkins with sliced up faces and specialized glares filled each step of each front door. Today was the day for tricksters and pranksters, for treats and delights. Today was Halloween and no other day infuriated Zach Hall more.


  He tried his best to fog up the car glass window with a warthog’s puff, but to no use. He could see them, laughing, joking, skipping, running, dancing, and worst of all trick-or-treating—at eleven in the morning no less. What kind of town is this, he thought, have they no decency, no pride, or sense of self-worth? Fools dressing up like fools, acting like fools, impersonating fools, a town of fools for fools, a town that needed to grow up. 


  Zach Hall was fourteen and, worst of all, serious. 


  “We’re almost there, sport,” said Zach’s father Mr. Hall, “You excited?” He glanced back from the driver’s seat.


  Zach stared back, unflinching. “No,” he replied.


  “Ah, where’s your sense of adventure?” asked Mr. Hall.


  “The same place as his sense of humor,” answered his annoying big sister, Jill, “buried three miles under the sea.”


  She smiled back at Zach, a smile so big you’d think she had just finished a knockout performance of her own little comedy tour. It took every bit of Zach’s willpower not to throw her out of the car window these past six hours. He wasn’t sure he could make it to seven. 


  Even though Jill was only two years older than him, Zach still couldn’t understand her. She might as well had spoken Egyptian and been a native of the planet Crouton. She’s a walking contradiction, Zach thought. She hated sticking out yet dressed in all black and wore the strangest piercings and jewelry. Her hair was some random color every two weeks or so—Zach was lucky if he remembered to brush his short and stubby blond hair that often. Everything he liked she hated and everything she liked made Zach want to vomit. They were the worst of friends, the best of enemies. They were unfortunately, tragically, ironically siblings. 


  “Well, I’m excited. New house, new back yard, new neighbors,” said Mr. Hall as he stuck his nose out his car window and snorted a huge heap of air. “Smell that? That’s new life smell. Like a new pair of shoes.”  


  “You’re not a dog, Dad,” said Jill as she covered her face in embarrassment. “People are staring.” 


  And indeed, they were. One kid even pointed.


  Mr. Hall drove past a festively orange and black pumpkin shaped sign that read: Welcome to Crestwood, third safest town in America, population 856. There was a seven above the number six but it was crossed out with a green painted X.  


  “Correction, 859,” said Mr. Hall with a prideful smile.


  “Third safest, so in other words this place is boring?” Zach mumbled as he glanced up from his comic book about solar powered superheroes and slimy coated villains.


  “I’m sure there’s lots of fun to be had here, sport,” said Mr. Hall. “Just use your imagination.”


  Zach didn’t have one of those. 


  “We could all go bowling tonight,” suggested Mr. Hall.


  “On Halloween night?” protested Jill.


  “That’s right!” said Mr. Hall. “I almost forgot. It’s Halloween.”


  Jill planted her face into her hands again. “Yes, because people dress up in silly costumes and beg for candy every Friday.” 


  “Hey, you guys want to go trick-or-treating tonight?” asked Mr. Hall.


  “Not a chance,” they both replied.


  The first thing they ever agreed on, probably the last too. Jill was at the age when she hated being seen with her father in public yet still needed things like rides and cash. Compromises were a necessary evil in her world. Zach, on the other hand, just hated pretending. People are always pretending, he surmised, lying with a smile. They were plastered on every billboard and on every television screen, not an honest smile among the sea of manipulation. The world had enough fake smiles as it is. It didn’t require his. Even his mother had that same fake smile on the day she left, which was the last day Zach smiled back. Halloween is every day, people just don’t know it.


  The car slid into the driveway and Mr. Hall eagerly stepped out to greet his new castle. It was a quaint little house, only a slightly different model from the rest of the homes on the block. No better, no worse. The charcoal red roof shingles were the best part because of the state-of-the-art solar panels that were woven in between each little shingle. Mr. Hall surmised they would save him thousands on energy expenses in the years to come. They would break in December.


  “I get dibs on the room next to the bathroom,” said Jill, bailing out the car door.


  Zach just sat and waited. Soon he would have to unpack and lift heavy things upstairs. He wasn’t looking forward to that. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he had looked forward to anything in particular. Best to stay put for now.


  He gave a melancholy stare out his window. A zombie stared back.


  “Got any fresh brains?” asked the zombie.


  Zach didn’t reply, he just looked away. Best to avoid eye contact. He just might catch the hint and walk away. He didn’t.


  “Where’s your costume, stranger?” asked the zombie with a cowboy accent. 


  “I don’t have a costume,” replied Zach.


  “But it’s—” 


  Zach cut the zombie off. “I know what day it is. I just don’t believe in holidays. It’s not my thing.”


  “Mormon?” asked the zombie. “My cousin in Nevada is Mormon. He’s not allowed to drink soda and coffee. I’m just not allowed to drink coffee… not after last time.”


  The last time the zombie, when he was still among the living that is, had coffee was Christmas Eve. His uncle Rob had given him a cup to celebrate his passage into manhood. He didn’t sleep for three days, dug a seven-foot hole in the front yard, and declared war on all bees and wasps. He was hospitalized after being stung over a hundred times. 


  “I’m not Mormon,” insisted Zach. “I just don’t like dressing up like some kind of fool.” With that he stepped out the opposite side door and onto the driveway.


  “Oh yeah, well, I refuse to substitute your limited and highly subjective reality for my own conscious and subconscious perception of identity,” said the zombie, quite proudly at that.


  Zach stared back like he had just seen a cow with a rocket strapped to its back launch into space.


  “Sorry, Kevin can’t help it, our mom makes us listen to self-help audio books,” said a little girl’s voice.


  Zach looked down to find not one but two interlopers standing before him. One zombie and one witch. Correction. One small witch, so small in fact that Zach hadn’t seen her next to her fourteen-year-old brother, Kevin, whom she was standing by the whole time. Her name was Alice and she was twelve. In one hand, Alice carried a black handled broom with hot pink colored straw sticking out and, in her other hand, she held a book of spells she bought off the internet for 20 dollars. Its previous owner was a witch doctor from Venezuela who reportedly used it to raise the dead and exorcise demons. Alice was the only one who bid on it. 


  “Our mom says gradeschool is the most damaging period in our lives and it took her 23 years to build back the self-esteem she lost during adolescence,” said Alice while she adjusted her pointy black hat. “The other kids used to throw hotdogs at her in gym class.”


  “Why would they do something like that?” asked Zach.


  Kevin shrugged. “A ritualistic display of ostracization within a ridged social hierarchy.”


  Alice snickered. “They said she smelt like a wiener.” 


  Mr. Hall waved over to Kevin. 


  Kevin waved back.


  “You kids live next door?” asked Mr. Hall.


  “Yeah, we’re the Lovejoys,” replied Alice as she pointed across the street to her house. A two-story home, painted blue with countless concrete gnomes and plastic flamingos sticking out of the crabgrass laced lawn. “My name’s Alice and this is my brother, Kevin.” 


  Kevin waved again.


  “Pleased to meet you, we just moved in so we don’t know many people here,” said Mr. Hall as he turned his sights on Zach.


  Zach immediately knew by the expression on his father’s face that the next words out of his mouth would be trouble. 


  “Say, my cool hip son here is in need of some new play buddies,” said Mr. Hall. “So, what do you say—want to be best friends?’


  It was worse than trouble. Zach was breathless.


  Kevin thought hard for a moment then shrugged. “Okay.”


  “We were going to head over to the old pumpkin patch on Harbor to raise some dead people. You can come if you want,” suggested Alice as she proudly held up her new spell book for all to see. 


  Mr. Hall waved goodbye and wished them a safe journey. And just like that Zach found himself walking down the street with one zombie and one witch. Life was cruel to Zach, especially on Halloween.


   


  




  Chapter Three


  To Wish Upon a Jack-O’-Lantern


  Pumpkins lined the dirt path, twisting and curling into more of a maze than a road. Each pumpkin was more deformed and misshapen than the one just before it, they seemed to be begging to be chosen, to be gutted, and carved a smile, their shriveled vines slithering over the trail in a desperate attempt to snare any unwary traveler. Zach, Alice, and Kevin walked past with alert eyes and carefully placed steps. 


  Alice studied the landscape, already planning her escape if needed once she raised a few corpses. She hoped the undead would be slow and lumbering, like in the old black and white movies, and not like those modern running dead. Those weren’t very sporting. Having a pet zombie had been her dream since as far back as she could remember. Once tamed and properly restrained with dog collar and leash, she would take her undead on walks and on Sundays to the park where she would ride him piggyback and terrorize the ducks and health-conscious morning joggers. Alice didn’t have issues, only evil plans.


  A scarecrow hung at the end of the pumpkin patch maze—his arms and legs nothing more than shriveled up husks of brown and black tree limbs, his ancient jacket a faded plaid soaked with mud and the oiliest of pond scum, his pants torn to strips of string and yarn, his face replaced by a pumpkin with a hand carved heckled grin. Though his eyes seemed sad for a jack-o’-lantern, almost as if he was lonely on that T-shaped wooden crucifix.


  Zach looked on, more annoyed than moved. “Okay, so we’re here. Now what?”


  “Mr. Jerkins buries his victims in this very spot,” Alice replied, pointing to a patch of dirt before her feet.


  Zach raised an eyebrow. “Victims?”


  “His ex-wives and their lovers he caught them with,” noted Kevin.


  “And you know this how?” asked Zach.


  “Suzie told me that Jeff told her that Alex told him that she overheard her mother mention…” Alice stopped to count her fingers, making sure she got every detail right.


  “Just read the spell so we can get out of here.” Zach massaged his newly acquired migraine.


  Alice opened her spell book to the page with a zombie illustration hand-sketched in blackish purple beetle ink; it smelt of the faint odor of lilac and old turtle shells. She glided her fingers across the image, feeling the bumps and grooves of the ink sketching. The passage underneath was more chicken scratch than any decipherable known language, in fact it had been etched in by a severed chicken’s foot centuries before by its original owner. 


  She tried her best to make the scribbles audible, her tongue twisting and twirling on every syllable. “Newt, loot, root, flute,” she shouted, “monkey-toast, honey-toad!”


  Lightning struck, the ground splitting under the violent force of an earthquake, and hellish fire shot out the moment the words fell from her lips—or so Alice had imagined. None of those things happened. In fact, nothing happened at all. She was as disappointed as a kid with nothing to open on Christmas morning.


  “Maybe I said it wrong,” she said with a sigh.


  “You just said honey-toad. It’s a high possibility,” Zach said sarcastically.


  “Maybe it takes time,” said Kevin.


  “Yeah, and maybe a full moon, or some chicken’s blood, or lightning, or maybe—just maybe—there’s no such thing as spells and zombies,” said Zach. “Pretending never makes things real.”


  Those were the same words Zach’s mother uttered the day she left on that plane. “Pretending never makes things real.” The answer Zach got when he asked why things couldn’t go back to the way they were before. Before her marriage with his father, Mr. Hall, went sour, before she fell for another man named Andrew, before she decided to leave the country and her family for him. Zach didn’t hear from her now except in postcards she sent now and then, always photos with fake smiles. Lately it had been only phone calls on holidays. Zach stopped answering those. In truth, some part of him wanted magic to be true, for her to be wrong. But truth—reality—is never quite what we so desperately need it to be.


  Zach turned his back on the scarecrow and headed up the trail. Alice and Kevin followed pace. And things might’ve ended right there. But unbeknownst to Zach that scarecrow with the sad carved eyes had a name. A name that once uttered carried with it special obligations things of pure magic must fulfill—and Mr. Jack Honeytoad was no exception to that rule.


  Those shriveled up husks of limbs filled with water and expanded like an old sponge to form flesh and bone. That jacket of ancient origin sprung up with a twirl, flinging the mud from its pores like a dog that loathes baths. His tattered jean pants knitted themselves together faster than any gnome or elf could manage. And when he became complete, the scarecrow gave out a howl of a yawn like a rooster in the morning light. He rubbed his pumpkin eyes, wiping away the sadness like dust on glass. He hopped down from his wooden post and stretched out his arms as long as he could, glanced over to Zach, Alice, and Kevin and said, “Boo.” 


  Kevin shrieked before diving between a cluster of pumpkins. 


  Alice just smiled and said, “Cool.”


  “Very funny, dude,” said Zach, unfazed by this lame attempt at a scare.


  “No dude here, just Jack,” said the scarecrow. “Though you kids get points for guessing my real name. Well, a point, anyway.”


  He pulled off his pumpkin head to show his human smile. Mr. Honeytoad or Jack, as he normally went by—no point in giving out your real, full name to those who might and probably will abuse it—looked (on the outside) no different from your average snot-nosed seventeen-year-old. On the inside was an entirely different story altogether. 


  “Alright—let’s get things started—who said my name?” asked Jack, scanning over the trio. He brushed aside his long, shaggy blond hair from his green eyes, smiled his pearly whites, and wiggled his pointy ears.


  “No one said Jack, jackass,” replied Zach.


  Jack just ignored him. “Come on, don’t be shy, I don’t bite… children.” 


  Jack’s words were met with an awkward silence. 


  “Whoever said it gets a wish,” said Jack, his smile twisting into a devilish grin.


  “I did,” yelled Kevin and Alice at the same time, followed by a mean stare between siblings.


  “What?” hollered Alice, her hands clenching into fists. “I said the spell.”


  “I would’ve said it, if I knew there was a wish involved,” protested Kevin. “It’s not fair.”


  “Stop it, you two,” said Zach. “This kid’s just messing around with us. There’s no such thing as magic wishes.”


  Alice and Kevin shrunk with disappointment. 


  Jack smirked over at Zach. “And you would be the expert on these things, kid?”


  “As a matter of fact, I am,” said Zach. “You see, I come from a little town called reality and they have things there like science books and common sense.”


  Jack held up the pumpkin. “Alright, Mister Expert, place your hand on top of the jack-o’-lantern, make your wish, and see for yourself if there’s no such thing as magic.”


  “If it gets you to shut up—sure—I’m game.”


  Zach stepped forward and plopped his hand on the carved pumpkin head, then paused for a moment to think of some clever wish to put this fool in his place. I should wish for his hair to fall out, he thought, or maybe for his butt to inflate to the size of a water buffalo. No wait, better to turn him into a donkey, like the jackass he is. No way he could fake that. Either way, I win.


  “Oh, I should mention, before you wish me into some melancholy mule—the wish is only good for one night,” said Jack. “So, enjoy it while it lasts.”


  He caught Zach off guard with those words. How could he have known his wish? He did just call him a jackass though. Lucky guess—must have been. But that cocky smirk of his was more than Zach could bear. Jack’s grin was the grin of Halloween itself and Zach had already grown past tired of manufactured grins and grimaces of a holiday that represented everything he hated most. So, he made up his mind.


  “Great,” said Zach. “Then for one night, I wish that people were who they claimed to be, that just for one night people stopped pretending, and the truth showed on their faces instead of the other way around.”


  In all the thousands of years of his existence, and of all those who uttered his name and made a wish, none had wished for anything close to this. Most had wished for selfish things: gold, power, ill will toward others, even wishes made in the name of love were rooted in selfish desires. No one ever wished for more honesty. What a strange boy, Jack thought, what a strange and interesting boy.


  In that instance, Zach swore his eyes were playing tricks on him. Because for a brief moment, like the flash and flicker of a flame of a candle the second before its last breath, that jack-o’-lantern smiled back at him, its carved grin lighting up with sinister delight.


  “Done,” said Jack. 


  And with that the hollowed pumpkin crumbled and fell to tiny bits and pieces between Jack’s hands. 


  Zach stepped back, the sudden decomposition catching him off balance and stealing the voice from his throat. And, for the second time this morning, he had been stricken breathless. He let the dried pumpkin guts and seeds slide between the cracks of his fingers and hit the dirt.


  “Then, just for tonight, what you see is what you get. Now if you’ll excuse me…” Jack closed his eyes, wiggled his fingers, and clapped his hands. 


  And poof, he exploded in a puff of orange smoke and fireflies. 


  The fireflies darted past Kevin and Alice and into the breeze. Alice, being one never to miss an opportunity to capitalize on a little magic, jumped with all the spring in her feet and clasped her hands together just in time to ensnare a straggler. But when she spread her fingers apart to peek inside, there was nothing but sparkling dust between the cracks of her palms.


  Zach’s mouth and eyes widened as he watched the fireflies fade into the sky. Magic was real. Jack was telling the truth. Which meant… His amazed expression melted into a frown as the dread sunk in. He knew trouble when he saw it and tonight was going to be a very long night.
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