
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Incarnata: 
 
      
 
    A Collection of Monstrous Horror Stories 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brandon Faircloth 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Published by Brandon Faircloth. 
 
      
 
    Cover Art by Damir Omic 
 
      
 
    Copyright for book and cover art: 2019 Brandon Faircloth 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved.  This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or hereafter invented, without written permission from the author. 
 
      
 
    This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with.  If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for you, then please purchase a copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author. 
 
      
 
    Please visit Verastahl.com for up-to-date news, links, and contact information for Brandon Faircloth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Works by Brandon Faircloth: 
 
    Mystery 
 
    Darkness 
 
    On the Hill and Other Tales of Horror 
 
    Whimsical Leprosy 
 
    The Outsiders: Book One 
 
    You saw something you shouldn’t have 
 
    One Bite at a Time 
 
    My Uncle Makes Dolls to Replace Souls in Hell 
 
    The Outsiders: Book Two (Coming Soon) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This book is dedicated to Jubal--the littlest gentleman and one of my best friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Table of Contents 
 
      
 
    Someone decorated my house for Christmas 
 
    I found a dead bird in the mailbox 
 
    The Monster of Memory 
 
    The Extra House 
 
    “If you were to eat me, what part would you start with?” 
 
    No one believes that I have a twin. 
 
    I heard seven words and now I’m in Hell 
 
    They took my eyes 
 
    My childhood monster has been trapped in a basement for twenty years. 
 
    Marrowtooth 
 
    Victorian Steampunk Cosplayer Cannibals Just Killed My Wife 
 
    Knife Control 
 
    The Bowl of Pripyat 
 
    The Bowl of Pripyat: Blood on the Mirror 
 
    The Bowl of Pripyat:  If you run with wolves, you learn to howl. 
 
    What my bodycam saw at Whispering Oaks 
 
    The Halloween Room 
 
    
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    Someone decorated my house for Christmas 
 
      
 
    Part One 
 
      
 
    Last month I moved into my new house—not that the house was new, mind you, but it was new to me. My husband died two years ago, and after struggling both emotionally and financially for months, I had gotten a good job at a local software company only an hour’s drive from my hometown. For a time, things started to look up moneywise, but it was still hard to go home everyday to a house filled with memories of my time with Mark.  I had started saving up to get a new house next year, but this past September my boss gave me the news that I was being promoted…and transferred. 
 
    The new job was two states away, and while the company was paying for moving expenses and temporary housing until I found a house I wanted, I was still caught between being nervous about moving to a place I didn’t know and worried about losing my job if I couldn’t quickly find a house I could afford. So imagine my relief when, on my first house scouting trip, I found the perfect place. 
 
    It was on the outskirts of town in an older, spread out neighborhood with big yards and wide, quiet streets. The house itself had been built in the 1940s, and while it had apparently sat empty for several years, it was in surprisingly good repair. It was also way bigger than anything I could have afforded back home, with a large front porch and a second story that contained two more bedrooms and a large master bath. 
 
    I was moved in by the middle of November, and by the time I went home for Thanksgiving last week, I was mostly unpacked aside from a few of Mark’s belongings that I was keeping in storage until it hurt a little less to see them. Holidays have been especially hard since he died, but between the new job and house, and being happy to be around my family again, I’ve been pretty occupied and had a really good time during my visit back home. But while I loved my new house, I’d be lying if a part of me didn’t dread driving back to it and the relatively lonely new life it represented. 
 
    Maybe that’s why my first reaction to the plastic snowman in my yard was surprise and delight instead of confusion or concern. It was a very old-fashioned looking three-foot snowman wearing a red scarf and green mittens, and as my headlights swept across it as I pulled into my driveway, it almost looked like it was giving me a little wave. This was late Sunday night, and I was a bit punchy from hours of driving, but I remember letting out a small laugh as I stopped the car and looked at it. 
 
    It was close to the street, but too far in and well-positioned to have fallen out of a truck or been placed in my yard unintentionally. I pulled on up in my driveway and got out slowly, looking around as though I was going to see the responsible party waiting behind a bush at close to midnight. For all I knew, it could have been there for days…I just had no idea where it had come from. 
 
    I’d met all my neighbors, at least I thought I had, and they all seemed like nice, normal people. But most of them were significantly older than I was and I hadn’t become really friendly with anyone in the past couple of weeks. Certainly not “give me a random decoration” friendly. And I didn’t think anyone at my new office even knew where I was living since I had moved out of the company’s extended stay rooms. Maybe Carol in HR might, but she was hardly ever around in the first place, and I didn’t see her trekking out here to stick a weird snowman in my yard. 
 
    Because that was the other thing. The snowman was a little weird. It didn’t look weathered or dirty, but it did look old. Like an authentic prop from a Christmas movie set in the 50s. If someone was going to give me a Christmas decoration, why would they pick something like this? And why would you just randomly stick it in the yard rather than on the porch with a note or something? I didn’t have any answers to any of this, and was too tired to care beyond a certain degree of curiosity, so I patted the snowman on its head and went inside to sleep. 
 
    When I woke up the next morning, there were two reindeer closer in to the house. 
 
    The snowman was still there, but now he was turned facing the house and seemed a few feet closer as well. And nearer still were the two plastic reindeer that had the same old but well-preserved look as the snowman. They were also turned toward the house as though part of some mass Christmas exodus across the lawn toward my front door. 
 
    I was running late for work, so I only had time to snap a picture with my phone and jump in my car. I sent the picture to my sister and asked her what she thought. As I expected, her response was basically that it was fucking awesome and I should keep her updated if “they” kept adding more cool shit to the yard. The fact that “they” were trespassing and that it was rarely a good sign when mystery people started weirdly fixating on you seemed to escape her. 
 
    Still, maybe she had a point. Maybe it was a practical joker neighbor with a twisted sense of humor trying to welcome me to the street. Or maybe I had a work acquaintance with too much time on their hands. Maybe Carol was never at work because she was roaming the streets in a panel van filled with antique decorations, scouting out yards for her next guerilla art exhibition. 
 
    Or maybe a dangerous nutjob had taken an interest in me. 
 
    This last thought worried me, but it seemed unlikely at first. And when I woke up on Tuesday with no change in the decorations, I was actually a bit disappointed. I even texted my sister and told her that I thought the phantom decorator might be done. 
 
    I had to go by the grocery store that night, so it was well after dark before I got home. When I did, I saw a third reindeer and a small pair of what I supposed were meant to be carolers were sitting at the bottom of my steps. At first I felt a little happy thrill of excitement, and I grinned as I noticed that the other two reindeer and the snowman had made their way closer in as well. But my smile faltered when I saw the front of the carolers. 
 
    Just like the older decorations, they were of well-kept but ancient-looking plastic, and based on their height and the shape of their plastic “hair”, I assumed they were meant to be a small boy and girl. But it was hard to be sure because their faces were gone. 
 
    I don’t mean they were like some decorations where the face has no features by design. This was like someone had taken a hot iron to them. In the place of a nose and eyes and singing mouth were tangled mounds of rough, melted plastic. 
 
    That’s when I called the police. 
 
    As you might expect, that amounted to very little. I couldn’t really blame them. It looked like a vaguely creepy prank of some kind, and they said there hadn’t been any similar pranks reported this year. They promised to touch base with my closest neighbors just to see if anyone heard or saw anything, and one of the officers assured me that just having them ask around would likely spook whoever was doing it enough that it might very well stop. 
 
    The next morning, when I sleep-stumbled into the kitchen to make coffee, I froze. Sitting on my kitchen table was a gingerbread house. It looked as though it had been sprayed with some kind of sealant at some point in the past, and while it didn’t look nearly as old as the yard decorations, the translucent film coating every surface of it was run through with cracks and yellowed like an old man’s toenails. And underneath the film, exploiting all the wounds in the protective seal, were the house’s inhabitants. 
 
    Tiny roaches. Worms. Other small specks of hungry movement that roamed across the sugary snow-topped roof and bit little holes through the candy window panes. I could faintly smell a dry rotting odor coming from the gingerbread house, but it was a combination of that endless movement and the sour pang of fear in my belly that made me dry retch into the sink several times before I was able to call 911 again. 
 
    **** 
 
    That was on Wednesday. The police seemed more concerned, but could still do very little. They said the neighbors hadn’t seen anything, but that they would follow back up with them about this latest invasion. So I had the locks all changed during an extended lunch break, and that night after work, I spent money I didn’t have to buy a couple of little security cameras. You know, the WIFI type you can put pretty much anywhere and that have okay night vision. 
 
    This morning I woke up with my bedroom filled with tiny Christmas figurines, all made of discolored, cracked porcelain and ranging from cardinals wearing festive hats to dancing elves with hands full of toys. They were everywhere, from my nightstands to the dresser and on both windowsills. I eased out of bed slowly, thinking to check underneath before putting my feet down. There was nothing there, but as I stepped back from the bed something else caught my eye. A small porcelain angel was laying on my pillow next to where my head lay. And like the carolers outside, its face had been burned away. 
 
    I’m too shaky to drive at the moment, so my sister is coming to pick me up and carry me back to my parents’ house for the next couple of days. Maybe police will find something, someone, and make it stop. At least I think I have their attention now. 
 
    Because aside from the figurines, I also thought and pulled up the cloud-recorded camera video from last night on my phone. For the most part there was nothing, but at 3:38 a.m., one of the cameras caught seven seconds of movement. It was the faint silhouettes of three shapes moving up the stairs toward my bedroom. 
 
    And one of those roaming shadows seemed to be dressed like Santa Claus. 
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    I wake up to the sound of my sister drowning. 
 
    I’m tied to a chair, and it’s one of my kitchen chairs that I’ve always been so proud of because it was the first set of furniture me and Mark bought as a married couple. Hard wood and well-made. So well made that it doesn’t even creak as I thrash against it, the cords of the Christmas lights binding me to the chair cutting into my arms and breasts as I push and pull against them. I have the crazed thought that I’m all lit up because someone has bothered to plug in the lights, but I push it aside as I hear a new terrified gurgle as they begin drowning my sister again. 
 
    I call out for them to leave her alone, to leave us both alone, but I know in my heart there’s no point to my words. So instead I begin trying to shimmy and turn my chair enough that I can see what they’re doing to her, as though bearing horrified and helpless witness will make it better that they’re killing Melanie. 
 
    There are two figures holding her down—one is an average-looking man in his late fifties. Well, average-looking except for the frenzied sweat pouring down his face and his insane expression full of wide eyes and skinned back teeth. It was hard to say if he was angry or excited, but as he grasped Melanie’s ankles tight enough to make his hands go white, I realized it made little difference. He was gripped by the same fervor that was driving the two monsters in the room. 
 
    The first of the others might have been a woman once. It was hard to say because of how twisted her flesh was and how distorted her features had become. I had the thought that she was a candle, made of wax and human fat and carved to look like a person. A candle that was held to some terrible flame long ago until the eyes drooped and ran and the nose pooled away into a flattened bulge with two uneven holes for air.   
 
    And the mouth…the mouth was filled with rotten little pegs of yellowed ivory as it hung open at the bottom of her head like an open, festering wound. She held Melanie’s shoulders and alternated between looking at her and at me with her deep-set, black pig eyes, all the time working a greyish green-striped candy cane at the corner of lips that looked like strips of red, wet meat. The woman-thing let out a titter as Melanie tried to struggle again. My sister was strong, but she was clearly already tired, and the creature easily pressed her shoulders flat again as the next jug was made ready. 
 
    Presiding over it all, dressed in tattered rags that likely had once been a very expensive Santa suit, was the third thing. It looked more like an old sinister tree than a candle or a man, the odd angles of its body and joints making the soiled red coat shift and poke like a sack holding a large, struggling spider. It held the jugs of what smelled like eggnog over Melanie’s face and poured them slowly in the general direction of her mouth and nose, each new gallon causing my sister to sputter and choke again. 
 
    For all the lack of care in getting it in her mouth, the Santa creature seemed very deliberate and intent on its work. Its face was still primarily human, showing the worn features of an old, thin man with a patchy grey beard and sad, roving eyes that sometimes seemed to flicker with a dim green light. The man’s lips were thin and ceaselessly moving as he poured, his eyes locked on Melanie’s as he slowly killed her. He kept saying the same word over and over, his deep, dry voice seeming to constantly be on the verge of breaking with emotion. 
 
    “Believe. Believe. Believe.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Three hours earlier I was sitting at the police station waiting for my sister to come pick me up when I got a text from her. 
 
    At the house. Where R U? 
 
    I felt my heart start thudding in my chest. I had specifically told her that I would wait at the police station for her because I didn’t want to go back to the house. What made her go there? Fumbling with my phone, I tried to quickly call her, but I was interrupted by another text. 
 
    I think I saw you inside. I’m coming in. 
 
    I punched the button to call her, but it just rang and rang before going to voicemail. I tried a second time as I started heading up to the front desk at the station to ask for help. That’s when I saw she was calling me back. 
 
    “Hello? Mel, get out of…” 
 
    “You need to come home, Clarissa.” It was an older man’s voice, but it was unfamiliar. “You need to come home so we can get started. If we have to start without you, or you ask your police friends to come…well, it won’t go well for her and we’ll still catch up with you later.” 
 
    “Please let her go. I’ll come back, that’s fine. Just let her go first.” 
 
    I thought I heard a brief, sour laugh from the man. “We just need the two of you to help us with something and then we’ll be on our way. Promise.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I went to the house without telling anyone. A dozen times I almost went back to the police or called 911, but each time I saw the image of my sister, torn apart except for her beautiful face. Her dead eyes stared at me, accusing me, saying that she was only dead because she tried to help me. Because of something that…if not my fault, exactly, was at least my responsibility. 
 
    I went back to my house and stifled a gasp as it came into view. The yard was now full of plastic snowmen and reindeer, candles and carolers that had stood too close to a flame. Most of them were pointed toward the house like an angry mob, but a handful were turned to where I parked in the driveway behind Melanie’s car. It was as though they were there to usher me in, and as I stepped out of my car, I saw a path had been cleared all the way to the front door. 
 
    I glanced around for Melanie outside, but it was a dim hope. I knew where she’d be. Stepping up onto the porch, I pushed at the door, feeling no surprise when it swung in quietly. I could already smell the gagging aromas that filled my house—cinnamon and pine needles mixed with spoiled meat and soured milk. Holding a hand to my nose, I stepped in and called out for my sister. When I heard nothing, I called out to them. 
 
    “I’m here, okay? Now please let her go. Use me for whatever it is you need and then please leave us both alone.” I swallowed, trying to not think about what would come next, whatever unknown torture or shame was waiting for me in the shadows. The main thing was to try and get Melanie out. I just had to focus on that. 
 
    That thought, that goal, steeled me for a few seconds as I went deeper into the house. I saw with unsurprised dread that there was a large, lop-sided Christmas tree in the living room now, its discolored branches decorated by a combination of lights, old-fashioned ornaments, and various small dead things and bits of bone. Even from a distance, I thought I saw pieces of at least three small animal skeletons strung together and draped around like macabre tinsel. Just then I saw movement at the corner of my eye and turned. They were coming out to greet me. 
 
    I don’t know how to describe this next part in a way that will make sense, but I will do my best. One of them, the man that appeared to be human, was stepping out of a door made into one wall that I never knew existed. It swung closed behind him with a silent solidity that left no seam in the wallpaper or other sign a secret door existed at all. But the other two… 
 
    They flowed down the walls somehow, their shapes pushing beneath the wallpaper and making it stretch before going back with no sign of what had just passed beneath it. The moving bulges slowly worked their way to where the wallpaper met the baseboard, and there they pulled themselves out into the room like decaying toothpaste being squeezed from a tube. I have trouble remembering this, I think because my mind couldn’t really understand what it was seeing, but in a matter of moments, they were standing before me even as the other man was approaching me slowly. 
 
    “Easy now. It’s better if you don’t fight. Just give up and it will be easier. Promise.” His mouth twisted into a cruel smile at the last part, and the next moment I was dashing back through the house with the goal of either finding Melanie or making it out the back door to get help. I never should have come here alone, I never… 
 
    And then I woke up to my sister drowning. 
 
    **** 
 
    I think she had been dead for the last two jugs worth of their rancid eggnog concoction, my screaming and tears during the last few minutes having pushed me into a kind of exhausted stupor. I felt burned out, used up, and for the moment I didn’t care what they did. I deserved it for letting Melanie die. But when the man touched my chin gently, I jerked back in surprise, and looking up at his somber expression, I felt a new wave of anger and hatred filling me. 
 
    “You motherfucker. I’ll fucking kill you for what you did.” I looked behind him to where the two monsters were gently wiping Melanie off like they were apologetically cleaning up a spill. “Don’t you fucking touch her, you fucking freaks!” 
 
    The man tapped my chin lightly, and when I looked back up, his gaze was hard. “Don’t be rude to my parents. They meant your sister no harm. We’re only doing what we have to, and you’re the one that brought her into this.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. “That’s a lie. I told her not to come here.” 
 
    He nodded, a small smile passing over his face. “That’s true. But while I’m not special like they are yet, they have passed along a few tricks and talents.” The last few words sounded like my voice, and my widening eyes brought the smile back. “None of us wanted to trick her or hurt her. We don’t want to hurt you either. But we need you to believe.” 
 
    I shook my head slowly. “You’re insane. Believe? Believe in what? God?” 
 
    That small sour laugh again. I saw that his monstrous parents had finished cleaning Melanie, neglecting to get up the gallons of strange eggnog congealing on the floor. “No, no. Nothing like that. Just believe in the holiday of Christmas. We’re not after religious or spiritual belief, just the trappings.” He leaned closer as he continued in a conspiratorial whisper. “You know, reindeer, sleigh bells, mistletoe? We’ve been trying to give you Christmas spirit for days, but you haven’t been very receptive.” 
 
    He raised his hands as he continued in a lower voice. “I know, I know. They’re methods can be…off-putting. They put out the gingerbread house without my knowing about it.” He gave a chuckle. “I mean, I’ve been staying in the house a lot since you moved in, but I still have a job and other responsibilities.” Sighing, he looked back at them over his shoulder as they began to move closer. “To be honest, I think they’re going insane. But you need to understand it’s not their fault.” 
 
    “They’re going insane? What about you?” I was tired of this. If he was going to kill me, just do it and get it over with. 
 
    The man tapped my chin again, a bit harder this time. “Touché.” 
 
    “Tell her.” The man-thing’s voice was booming, but at the same time it was somehow hollow, like a storm’s wind pushing between dead winter trees. “Explain why she must believe.” 
 
    A look of irritation passed over the son’s face. “Getting to that.” He stood up and took a couple of steps back. When I was a teenager, my parents got a mysterious invitation to a hotel out west called The Imago. They had never heard of it, but when they asked around, they found out it was some big deal fancy place that only the super-rich and powerful ever visited. We’re talking ten stars out of five-star hotels.” 
 
    “But, the hotel apparently picked “lottery winners” once a year. How they selected them, or even knew my parents existed, we never found out. But my father was an accountant and my mother worked the front office for a pediatrician. They’d never have another chance like this, so they jumped at it.” 
 
    The man sat down on one of the other kitchen chairs, seemingly oblivious to the liquid soaking into his pants. His expression had grown darker, but also more sane, as he looked off at the far wall. “When they came back a week later, they were different. At first it was in positive ways. They both seemed younger and stronger. Smarter even.” He puffed out a breath. “And they could do things. Things that seemed like magic. When I would ask them about it, they would laugh it off, but I knew they were lying.” 
 
    “In time things started to swing back the other way. They were sick a lot, and they seemed to be aging, changing, almost overnight. By the time I was twenty-five, they couldn’t leave the property. They had become bound to it somehow. By the time I was thirty…well, it wasn’t good for anybody to see them anymore, and they had taken to disappearing into the bones of this place by then anyway.” 
 
    “We’ve spent so many years trying to fix what happened to them. And despite their problems, I’ve spent all that time trying to become like they once were. Because what they were…it was wonderful. Their mistake was leaving The Imago. They’re sick because they came back here for me.” 
 
    This was all insane. “Just kill me. I don’t believe any of this. Bunch of crazy bullshit.” 
 
    He leaned forward and slapped me across the face before I could pull back. When he spoke, his voice was hard and dangerous. “Just listen. They want you to understand, so you don’t think they’re being mean. That they’re bad people. They want you to hear it, so you’re going to fucking listen.” Clearing his throat, he continued. “They figured out that whatever magic they got from that place, if they can get a bit of it back, they’ll be able to leave this house and go back to the hotel. To the special room they had there. And all they think they need is someone to believe.” 
 
    He stood up, his face drawn as he began to pace. “I tried to do it for them, but it doesn’t work. We’ve had a couple of prior owners, but it didn’t go well.” 
 
    “Maybe because terrifying someone with old creepy decorations isn’t the way to give someone Christmas spirit?” 
 
    He chuckled and nodded. “You know, you might be right. But like I said, they aren’t thinking as clearly as they used to. Brain rot and all.” Turning back, he looked at me with a glint in his eye. “Sometimes I think I may be slipping a little myself. But we’ve made do with what we had on hand and had to hope for the best.” 
 
    The woman-thing stepped forward and pulled something from ragged remains of a pocket on the father’s Santa coat. Her voice was thick and hard to understand as she tried to talk around her moldering candy cane. “Please. Help us. Help us be free…and get back.” 
 
    Despite everything, I felt myself feeling sorry for her. I didn’t know what to say or what to believe, and I knew I wasn’t going to be of any help to them, even if it was true. The only thing I knew for sure was that I was about to die when they saw all this was pointless. And I felt some grim satisfaction in knowing they wouldn’t get what they wanted after what they had done, however pitiful they might appear. 
 
    But then the front door was banging open and I heard men shouting. I was turned away from the commotion, but within a matter of moments the son was heading towards me and then being yanked backwards by the inertia of multiple bullets striking him at once. I think he was dead before he hit the floor, and I saw his ruined parents glance at him sadly before fading back into the walls of that place. I caught a flutter of movement as the woman dropped what she had been holding in her twisted fingers. 
 
    Two policemen were talking to me now, the same ones that had taken my earlier reports. I could tell they were both shaken, and though they were calling an EMT, I knew it was too late for Melanie or the son of the things that killed her. After I was freed, I managed to swipe the paper the mother had dropped, though I didn’t get to look at it right away. First I had to give a heavily modified version of what had happened, leaving out the monster parents that were still living in the walls of that fucking house. 
 
    The police didn’t press hard, and judging by the haunted looks, those two men had caught of a glimpse of the truth before it had faded back into hiding. Either way, I was released to my parents. Released to tell them that their other daughter was dead. I considered telling them the whole truth, but what was the point? They would just worry that their surviving daughter was insane. 
 
    When we were on the way back home, back to my real home, I finally dug out the piece of paper and looked at it. It was a faded invitation that was surprisingly clean and well-preserved. I thought of that woman creature holding it out toward me as some kind of pleading explanation. It was probably their most prized possession. It came from the place they needed to get back to, after all. 
 
    It said: 
 
    The Imago Hotel cordially invites you on an all-expenses paid trip to enjoy our hospitality. You have been selected for this very unique and life-changing experience, which includes access to all our amenities and a seven days/six night stay in one of the most celebrated of our renowned Holiday Rooms. The room chosen for you is The Christmas Room. You will be contacted again shortly to confirm your arrival time. 
 
    I studied the card in the dim light of the passing countryside, tears stinging my eyes. I had no idea what any of this was, and I didn’t want to know. All I knew was that I had lost enough and wanted no part of whatever this card had or might still represent. 
 
    So I rolled down the window and let the rushing air take it away. I hope it is never found, but if it is, let it be far away from me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 I found a dead bird in the mailbox 
 
      
 
    Being alone is hard. When I was eleven and my parents split up, I felt really alone for the first time. My world was suddenly so different than it had been just the day before. My parents had been my best friends, and they were supposed to be best friends with each other too. When they told me they were getting a divorce, I just listened and tried not to react. Half my friends at school didn’t have both parents either, and I needed to act mature about it. 
 
    But inside, I was screaming. 
 
    If they weren’t really best friends with each other, then they probably weren’t best friends with me. And when I saw how they were looking at each other—my father red-eyed and so tired looking, my mother’s face stony except for lips she kept pursing like she tasted something bitter—I saw them for the first time not as parents, but as people. And it terrified me. 
 
    In the six months after that, I spent time with both of them, but it was always awkward. I felt like I was engaged in some kind of clumsy, terrible dance with both of them all the time. Don’t say the wrong thing, don’t mention the other one, don’t act like you like something too little or too much. We were all walking on eggshells made of glass, and each misstep left a scar on someone. 
 
    That’s why I understood when my father said he was taking a contract job in Australia for a year. I was going to miss him, but honestly the main thing I felt was relief. We all needed a break from whatever our family had become, and my hope was that when he came back, things would be better somehow. 
 
    Except he never did come back. He had been there just over a month when we got word that he had been killed in some kind of accident. I never knew more about it other than that we had to bury an empty coffin. My mother might have known more, but she was crying all the time for the first couple of months after he died, and after that it just didn’t seem worth bringing back up just to upset her all over again. 
 
    That’s the thing. I know my mother loved my father, whatever their problems might have been. And I know how hard losing him and then really losing him was on her. So I try to tell myself that it was just a mistake, a lapse of memory or judgment brought on by everything that happened, that caused her to not give me the last gift my father ever sent me. 
 
    He had sent me stuff from the first week he landed in Sydney. Postcards, little books and toys he thought I’d like, things like that. But then they stopped. I’d assumed he was busy or just had ran out of trinkets to send me for awhile. He still called and talked to me on the phone every weekend, and he sounded fine then, so I didn’t think much of it at the time. 
 
    But even then, I didn’t know or understand all the inner workings of my parents’ relationship. They would still argue and hold grudges, and in the days leading up to his death, things had reached the point where my mother would immediately hand me the phone when he called, an almost accusatory look on her face as I took the receiver, as though talking to my father was somehow a betrayal. 
 
    Even now, I think about things like that and I realize I didn’t know my parents as well as I thought I did. I still don’t. 
 
    The last six weeks have been rough for me, and harder on my mother. She had a major stroke, and while she’s been coming back from it, we were told she would likely never be fully mobile again. All things considered, she got off relatively light—having to use a walker is much better than being bedbound and unable to talk, which were the worst case scenarios the doctors were giving when it first happened. But she's still been having to make adjustments in her life. Her ADLs, as the rehab therapist calls them. Activities of Daily Living. 
 
    She had to build back up to brushing her own teeth and hair. It sounds easy enough, but fine motor skills were giving her more problems than the balance and strength she needed to get off the bed and grab the walker. And there are some things she just couldn’t do any more. I’d set up people to come over and clean, help her reach things she had a hard time with, and generally make sure she was okay when I’m was back home and three hours away from her. 
 
    I’ve spent the last few weeks with her trying to help her get acclimated to the changes in her life, but also trying to get the house more organized so workers could find what she wants more easily. I’ve gone through drawers and boxes, closets and cupboards, and more than once I’ve found some artifact from my childhood that made me smile or tear up a little. 
 
    Then last Thursday I was going through a guest room closet when I found a cardboard box I had never seen before. When I opened it, musty air blossomed in my nostrils as confusion and a kind of sad anger filled my heart. 
 
    It was packages from my father. Three of them. Things that must have come while they were fighting, things that she hid from me out of spite or pettiness or whatever dark emotion told her it was okay to keep reminders of a father’s love from their child. The boxes were well-wrapped and had never been opened, and in spite of all the evidence to the contrary, I found myself hoping that this was all a mistake. That these weren’t gifts from my father she had hidden from me at all. 
 
    But they were. The first was a small set of books about animals in the Outback. The second was a koala family that would link together with magnets to form a long chain. The third was a small, ornately carved wooden box. 
 
    The box stood out the most, both because it was unique and because it seemed like an odd gift for an eleven-year old girl. It was similar in size to a pencil box, and maybe my father thought I was getting old enough I’d want to keep jewelry in it or something. It also stood out because of the suggestion that something might be inside. It had thick metal hinges on the back of the lid, and the front was secured by a hasp lock ran through with a flat piece of the same metal that secured the hasp when twisted horizontally. 
 
    I was reaching to turn the metal and undo the hasp when I noticed there was a small piece of yellowed paper underneath it in the box it had been shipped in. I felt my vision growing blurry as I saw my father’s handwriting on the note written there. It said: 
 
    I bought this from an old man who came to our worksite yesterday. Poor guy looked like he needed money to eat, and he said this box was special. He said there was a bunyip trapped inside it! I asked him what a bunyip was, and he just laughed. He said I should open the box and find out. 
 
    But don’t worry. I already checked it out before sending it to my girl. The only thing that is in there is a cool-looking river rock. But the box is neat too, right? 
 
    I miss you both a lot, and while I’m enjoying my time here, I’ll be glad when I’m back too. I’m so proud of my girl. We’ll all get through this.  
 
    Love you, Daddy. 
 
    I wanted to go and confront my mother with the letter. Ask her how dare she keep something like that from me. That he didn’t just belong to her, and it wasn’t her choice whether I got to talk to him. How he had loved us both, and he was dead because she had pushed him away, and I fucking hated her for it. 
 
    I wanted to do all of that, but I wouldn’t. There would be no point to it. She was broken, almost past the point of mending, and all I’d be doing by hurting her would be making myself more like her. So I took a deep breath, gently folded up the note and put it in my shirt pocket, and then I opened the box. 
 
    The inside was unlined beyond whatever light varnish had been used on the wood itself, and as my father said, there was just a small rock sitting in there. It was very rough and porous, much like I would imagine rocks from some underwater volcano looking when you first brought them out into the air and the light. But part of why I thought that was because of the condition of the rock itself. 
 
    It was wet. It was visibly moist and sitting in a small pool of clear liquid like an ice cube plucked fresh from a drink. I involuntarily moved the box further away from my face as the realization of what I was seeing sunk in. How could it possibly be wet or even oily after all this time? Was it just a trick of the light? 
 
    I tilted the box and saw the liquid flow languidly in the direction of gravity before suddenly fading away. Within moments it looked as though all the moisture had evaporated. Tearing off a piece of the shipping box, I used it to experimentally poke the rock, moving it around the wooden box and looking for any sign of the liquid. 
 
    But there was nothing. It just looked like an old, dry rock now. 
 
    Deciding I had imagined it due to being upset, I closed the box and carried it with me back to my old childhood room where I had been sleeping. That night I told my mother that I was going to have to leave on Sunday. That I had spent as much time as I could spare. 
 
    **** 
 
    The next morning I went down to the mailbox to get the mail and I noticed something strange on the mailbox door handle. It was greasy. I saw nothing on it, and aside from being slightly distasteful, I didn’t think much of it until I opened the door. 
 
    Sitting on top of the mail was a dead mockingbird. 
 
    I let out a little scream, but I made a point not to touch it. I’m a bit of a germaphobe, and I certainly didn’t want to catch whatever had killed that thing. In my initial panic, I wasn’t yet to the point of wondering how the bird had wound up in the closed mailbox, but more just thinking of ways to get it out. In the end, I just rolled over the outside trashcan and used a stick to rake the poor bird’s body into it. 
 
    It was as I was picking through the mail to see if any of it was worth salvaging that I started thinking more about the mechanics of it all. It had to be some kind of dirty practical joke. There’s no way the bird flew in there, closed the door, and then died. The house was out in the country, so neighbors were few and none of them would have done it. My mother didn’t have any real enemies that I knew of, and neither did I. So that left random kids or some nut either delivering the mail or coming by the house on a whim. Either way, I was going to try and make sure nothing like that happened again. 
 
    I called the post office, and while I was initially slightly harsh and accusatory, they just kept being reasonable and apologetic, assuring me that when our mail carrier, who had been at it for over twenty years, had delivered the mail about nine that morning, there had been no bird in there. 
 
    I then called the police, but they just politely laughed it off. Said to call back if there were any further signs of “disturbance”. I couldn’t necessarily blame them, but I was still frustrated. I really did have to leave soon, and the discovery the day before had just made it easier. But I still loved my mother, and I didn’t want some demented kid, or adult, fucking with her after I was gone. 
 
    I debated telling her about the bird as I walked back up to the house, and in the end, I decided against it. It would only make her worry or give her ammunition to try and guilt me into staying longer. I would just keep watch for the next couple of days and see if anything weird popped up. The rest of that day was uneventful, and by the time I went to bed, I had half-forgotten about the bird already. 
 
    **** 
 
    The next morning I couldn’t find my mother. I had searched her room, the bathroom, everywhere I could think. She clearly had gone somewhere, because her walker was gone too. After checking the house thoroughly, I went outside. That’s when I saw her lying next to the mailbox. 
 
    I let out a yell and ran to her, afraid she’d had another stroke or broken something in a fall. Just as I reached her, she sat up and her eyes found mine. She gave me a small smile. 
 
    “Hello, Collie. What are you yelling for?” 
 
    I came up short. She looked well…better than she had since the stroke…and her voice didn’t have the slight slurring lilt I’d had such trouble getting used to in the last few weeks. And Collie? She hadn’t called me that since I was a little girl. It was always “Colleen” with a clipped and almost formal tone. 
 
    I realized my mouth was hanging open and I closed it as I knelt down beside her. “You fell or something. I just found you out here. We need to get you to a hospital. Let them check you out.” As I was speaking, she was already standing up and waving me off with a light laugh. Her walker lay discarded in the overgrown ditch nearby and she was showing no signs of needing it. 
 
    “No, no need for that. I’m doing okay. I just…” She paused, looking up at the sky for a second before smiling wider and pointing at the mailbox. “I just came out to get the mail…figured I should try and do it myself…and I found that dead mouse in there.” She pointed to the ground near the mailbox post where a fat grey field mouse lay dead. “I picked it up, thinking it wouldn’t bother me to just toss it in the trash, but I guess I’m more…” She paused again, looking up for a moment before continuing. “Squeamish than I realized.” She let out a delighted laugh. “But I’m feeling fine now. Better than fine, really.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to be happy or worried, but what she was saying seemed to be true. She talked with sense, I saw no signs of confusion or lack of coordination, and she actually was moving and talking much better than she had before. I watched her carefully the rest of the day, scrutinizing her for any sign of a change, but she continued to move around the house like her old self again. 
 
    I’d made her promise to follow up with her doctor the following week, and to let me know if she started feeling the slightest bit odd. She said she would, but that she thought it was just one of those things. “It may be,” she mused, “that picking up that smelly little mouse was just what the doctor ordered.” 
 
    We stayed up late that night playing cards, and when I went to bed, I slept better than I had in a long time. I didn’t claim to understand it, but wasn’t that the definition of a miracle? I chided myself to just be grateful and hope that it held. 
 
    I woke up early the next morning just as the sun was coming up, and I tried to be quiet as I moved around my room and made my first attempts at organizing and packing up all the clothes I had brought. After a few minutes I realized I was hearing noise from the kitchen. My mother must already be up, and if she was in the kitchen, maybe it was a good sign that she still felt good. 
 
    I was walking down the hallway toward the kitchen when suddenly I froze. I heard a soft, fast rasping sound that reminded me of a rattlesnake’s rattle. I looked around but saw nothing out of place, and the noise seemed to be coming from the kitchen anyway. It was fading but still present as I rounded the corner and saw my mother standing at the sink, looking out the window. 
 
    The noise seemed to be coming from her, as insane as that sounds. The feeling that she was somehow making the sound was reinforced when it cut off as she turned and looked at me, her eyes sharp and bright. “Good morning, sleepy head. I made breakfast.” 
 
    My mind was racing throughout the meal. I kept trying to think of some way to ask her about it, but I couldn’t think of anything that didn’t make me sound crazy or foolish. Yet as we made idle chit-chat and I talked about my plans when I got back to work, I came to realize the real reason I wouldn’t mention it to her. 
 
    I was afraid of her now. 
 
    Something was different than it had been before. More than her new found health and energetic demeanor, more even than the strange, dangerous sound I fucking know came from her before she realized I was there. She was just…wrong somehow. 
 
    By ten I had my stuff packed and was about to go inside for the last time to say good-bye. My hopes were that, given time and distance, I would realize I was just stressed and stir-crazy and I could go back to just being happy that my mother was okay. It was as I was turning away from the back of my car that I realized that, in the excitement of the day before, we had never gotten the walker from where it lay near the mailbox. 
 
    Seeing it made me feel a surge of guilt and relief. I was just being silly. Whatever the reason, she was doing better. She wasn’t shackled to this thing any more, and God willing, she wouldn’t ever have to… 
 
    I was bending down to pick up the walker when my gaze wandered to the storm drain that ran under the driveway. My mother’s dead eyes were staring back at me. 
 
    She had been stripped naked and stuffed into the drain, her body torn and broken in several spots but somehow dry and bloodless as well. Pushed in deep enough that I hadn’t seen her body the day before at the mailbox, but not so deep that I couldn’t see now that she had died screaming. I fell to my knees, my head swimming as I crawled toward her. Reaching out my hand, I touched her and she began to crumble away. I recoiled, and then trying to find a way to have proof, I fumbled for my phone. But by the time I had it out, her body was only so much pink, powdery sludge in the bottom of the storm drain. 
 
    I saw something out of the corner of my eye and turned to see the thing that looked like my mother staring down at me, her face looking concerned. 
 
    “What’re you looking for, Collie? Lost something in there?” 
 
    My hands shaking, I pushed myself to my feet and stepped back to the other side of the ditch. “I don’t know. I…I thought I saw something but I guess it was just my imagination.” 
 
    She chuckled raspily. “Yes, probably so. Just be careful messing around with things like that.” She gestured toward the drain. “Could find something dangerous in there.” 
 
    I tried to laugh, play it cool, but I couldn’t manage it. “I really have to get going. See you later. Bye.” I hoped that my tone was light, but I doubted it. It was all I could do to not run to the car, and as it was, I still gave her a wide berth and kept glancing back until I was inside with the doors locked. Twenty minutes later, I stopped at a gas station until I could stop shaking so bad. 
 
    Since yesterday, everything has been quiet…until a couple of hours ago. That’s when I got a text. 
 
    Mom: Still feeling great. Miss you. Thank you again for staying with me and helping out. I’ll have to come visit soon and find a way to thank you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Monster of Memory 
 
      
 
    There is music in my heart 
 
    My best friend Terry died three months ago. I did the things a best friend does—I spoke at the funeral, I comforted his family, and I helped his fiancée Hannah pack up his things. Terry had been a constant in my life since junior high, despite all the obstacles that usually erode a twenty-year friendship like time and distance. We came from vastly different backgrounds from the start—I was from a small working-class household, while he grew up in a large family so wealthy that money wasn’t even really a consideration for them—just a given, like water or air. 
 
    Yet growing up, his parents were always kind and welcoming to me, and while I was never close to Terry’s brother and two sisters, they were never stuck-up or mean. When I stayed with them during the funeral and the following few days, they were just as I remembered, and I could tell they appreciated having another person there that loved Terry and could share the burden of losing him so suddenly. 
 
    Still, he was my only real connection to that family and their lives, and when I flew back home the following week, I had no expectation I would ever have much contact with any of them again. That’s why I was surprised when a few days later I got a call from Hannah. She told me Terry had bought me a gift before he died, a very unique kind of service that they had both used before and really loved. He had wanted it to be a surprise for the next time we were together, but now that wasn’t possible, so she wanted to let me know. 
 
    I was strangely touched by both the gift and her thinking to call and tell me about it. It sounded just like something Terry would do. Wiping my eyes, I asked her what kind of “service” it was. She gave a short laugh and said it would be better for it to be a surprise. The people should be contacting me in the next few days to set up an appointment, and everything would be explained then. 
 
    With that, she said her goodbyes and was gone. 
 
    **** 
 
    The following Friday, I was sitting in my living room across from a distinguished-looking man in a well-tailored suit, his vaguely European accent adding a pleasantly cultured lilt to his words as he told me about his company, Mneumonica. He said his name was Dimitri Aller, and he had a very special gift for me. 
 
    “Andrew, if I offered you the chance to take a wonderful trip to anywhere in the world, a true adventure full of beauty and excitement, wouldn’t you want to go?” 
 
    I gave a slight smile. “Well sure, yeah.” Was that the gift? A trip to wherever I wanted? 
 
    The man returned my smile briefly as he nodded. “Of course you would. But now, what if I told you that after you took that trip, you would have no memory of it at all? You would have no trace of it having happened in your life whatsoever?” 
 
    I frowned. What was this? “Um…I don’t know. I don’t think I would, no.” 
 
    The man’s expression turned to a contemplative frown. “And why’s that?” 
 
    Shrugging, I paused a moment as I tried to find the right words. “I just…I don’t know what the point would be. I would just be losing time from my life and having nothing to show for it when it was done.” 
 
    Aller raised a finger. “Exactly. We are, in many ways, our memories. Things that happen that we don’t know about or don’t remember…well, they are of little power or value to us. Would you agree?” 
 
    “Yeah…I guess so.” 
 
    Nodding, he went on. “Well then, would you also agree that the opposite is true? That memories of things that did not occur can be very powerful and of great worth?” 
 
    I felt a growing unease at all this. This man, while very polished and pleasant, was making little sense. I almost felt like I was being given a sales pitch for a self-help seminar or a fancy cult. Hoping I didn’t sound rude, I asked him what exactly he was offering. Far from looking insulted, the man’s face brightened as he leaned forward. 
 
    “I’m offering you, or rather, your friend Terry is offering you, the gift of memory.” 
 
    **** 
 
    “We have developed a method of permanently implanting knowledge and memories inside a human brain. I know it sounds like science-fiction, but I assure you it is not. Our research and technology is thirty years ahead of what is commonly known or available because we have the support of a small but very powerful clientele that can afford to pay substantial sums for such advancement.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Still, how is that possible? It sounds like something out of the Matrix.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Or Total Recall. Believe me, I’ve heard them all. But it is nothing so fantastical as all of that. Essentially, we have perfected a technique by which we can induce a dreamlike state in a subject. During this period, we can then introduce very specific memories into the brain. You know how some dreams seem very real and stay with you after you wake? It is akin to that, though much more detailed and resilient. Your sleeping brain will think it’s a dream and when you wake, it will be recalled as real past events.” 
 
    Swallowing, I weighed his words. I had trouble believing it was true, but even if it was, I wasn’t going to trust someone to mess with my memories. On the other hand, Hannah said that she and Terry had both done it, and I knew he’d never have gotten it for me as a gift if he didn’t believe it was safe. I had the worried thought that it seemed strange he had never mentioned it to me before, but possibly that was just so it wouldn’t ruin the surprise if he planned on getting me to try it in the future. Either way, I decided I could at least finish hearing the man out. 
 
    “So…what kind of things can be implanted?” 
 
    The man sat back in his chair and folded his hands across his knee, looking distant as he began again. “Oh, all the things you might expect. Wonderous vacations, exciting adventures, elicit romances.” He shot me a sly look at the last. “Of course, it cannot be anything too fantastical or the brain won’t accept it as reality. So no trips to Mars or having superpowers, I’m afraid. And, those things are beyond the scope of what you’re being offered in any case. We have three Tiers of service. Tier One is the least expensive and is where everyone has to start. It is what we call the Knowledge Tree.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “Have you ever wanted to know how to build a car engine? Or fly a plane? Or play the piano? Tier One will give you a professional level of knowledge in one subject area. Something that would normally take years of dedication will be learned in less than one day.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Aller smiled again. “Very much so. You’ll still have to train the muscle memory, of course, but that usually takes a few hours of practice at most. It will be like you are an expert returning to a well-known skill after being away from it for a year or two. And you will keep it forever.” 
 
    I was starting to be excited in spite of myself, but I thought back on something else he had said. “Why did you say everyone starts at Tier One?” 
 
    “Well, for two reasons. First, the human brain is very adaptive, but we find the greatest success by starting with something relatively small. As strange as it sounds, it is much easier to teach you how to be a tennis pro or an excellent computer programmer than it is to give you a week-long adventure as a deep-cover secret agent. The brain accepts the core information easily, but the experiences themselves are trickier. With Tier One, we’re merely giving you what we call “filler experiences”—you on a tennis court or sitting at a computer in a bare room. Just enough memory of learning the skill that your brain accepts it as reality and does not experience any mnemonic dissonance. After a brain has experienced the technique, it becomes more accepting of more elaborate realities and the other Tiers become an option.” 
 
    “Ok. I guess that makes sense. What’s the second reason?” 
 
    Aller chuckled again. “Why, the money-back guarantee, of course. If you are not completely satisfied with your Tier One experience, you will get a full refund of the money your friend paid for it.” 
 
    I gave a nervous laugh. “What’s to stop me from liking the treatment and still asking for a refund?” 
 
    Aller gave a slight smirk. “Well, that’s your prerogative, of course. Normally our clientele is not concerned with how much it costs or getting the money back,” he glanced around my apartment, “but I understand not everyone is in the same financial position. Rest assured, if you complete Tier One and want a refund, you will get it, no questions asked.” 
 
    My head was buzzing as I asked the next question. “How much money did Terry spend on this?” 
 
    The man shrugged lightly. “I believe it was $600,000.00.” 
 
    **** 
 
    and it's wond'rous when it sings, 
 
    The following week I was in a coldly-beautiful clinic in rural Iceland. The flight and accommodations were part of the service, I learned, and as I was ushered to my room, I found myself amazed by my surroundings. Everything was so white and clean, but more than that, I almost felt like I was on a spaceship from the time I stepped into the lobby of what could have just as easily been an exclusive, ultra-modern hotel. 
 
    Soft light emanated from the walls and ceiling, and nearly everything seemed to be seamlessly automated and voice-controlled. Ambient music played quietly in most of the halls, and underneath that, the almost inaudible hum of something that vibrated the air like a distant heartbeat. Over the next day, I was treated to wonderful food and strange but comfortable surroundings. The next afternoon it was time for the treatment. 
 
    I was taken into a room with a large padded chair, and while I saw several machines and banks of electronics along one wall, I had no real idea how any of it worked. I had been assured that the treatment required no surgery or physical implant, but simply amounted to the right combination of chemicals and the manipulation of electromagnetic fields. I was strapped down, but they said that was only to keep me still in case of mild muscle contractions. 
 
    Several people clad in white made preparations around the room as I was given multiple injections, and within a minute I felt myself beginning to fade out. I felt a last moment of dim panic, and found myself focusing on a dark spot on the otherwise pristine far wall, willing myself to stay awake and see what they were actually going to do me. I knew the thought made no sense, and within moments I was waking up back in my room. I looked at the clock and saw that actually six hours had passed. 
 
    It was then that I saw the guitar propped against the far wall. 
 
    I had picked learning the guitar for both sentimental and practical reasons. Terry and I had always talked about learning to play, but I could never afford lessons and I always suspected he avoided learning because he understood that and knew I wouldn't accept help from him either. I also thought guitar was a good idea because it was a relatively small addition to my brain if it worked and easier to argue for the refund if it didn't, assuming they were being honest. 
 
    I sat up and then stood slowly, gingerly testing my feet as I stepped toward the instrument. I felt fine. More than fine. I felt better. And I knew as soon as I touched the guitar that I'd be able to play it. 
 
    Within two hours my hands had come close to matching what my head already knew. I played songs of all kinds as easy as breathing, tears of wonder in my eyes as I strummed the guitar. I could never have imagined being given such a gift, and when I finally slept, it was the best sleep of my life. 
 
    **** 
 
    I woke with a start to find Mr. Aller sitting at the foot of my bed. When he turned to look at me, his face was unreadable. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    “What? What are you doing here?” 
 
    He glanced down at his hands. “Well, there's a small accounting manner we must attend to.” 
 
    “Accounting?” 
 
    He puffed out a discontented breath. “Yes. When your friend procured this…gift for you, we placed a customary hold on his bank account in the amount of $600,000.00. The sum was not withdrawn at the time, as we do not withdraw payment until the service is rendered.” Clearing his throat, he went on. “Yet when we went to withdraw payment this morning, we learned that the account has been closed. We contacted the bank as a courtesy, and were informed that the account was set up as a limited trust that was liquidated upon Terrance's death.” 
 
    I felt my mouth go dry as cotton. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Aller's eyes were hard when he turned back to me. “It means you owe us the money, of course.” 
 
    I let out a burst of nervous laughter. “I can't pay that. I can't afford a new car, much less this.” I gestured toward the guitar lying next to me in the bed before looking back at him. “You have to know that.” 
 
    The man's lips twisted slightly. “Nonetheless, we must be made whole. But we aren’t unreasonable. You can either pay the sum owed in full or, in the alternative, bring us two new clients of equal or greater value. One or the other, within one week.” 
 
    I felt myself growing angry. “Listen. I didn't ask for this, and your agreement isn't with me. I'll talk to Terry's family, but I make no promises, and honestly, it’s your problem more than mine.” 
 
    Mr. Allers let out a dry laugh. “You think so, boy? Do you think we can only give you pleasant memories?” 
 
    Standing up, I began backing away in fear and frustration. “You're insane.” 
 
    He stood and met my gaze steadily. “Do you want to have memories of a childhood where you were molested? Or perhaps the guilt of drowning a baby sister that never existed?” He gave me a contemptuous last look as he walked past me towards the door. “One week. Then we come for you.” 
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    There’s a worm living in my head, 
 
    I was on a flight back to the U.S. that afternoon, but it took two days before I was able to track down Hannah. She had moved out of Terry’s house after the funeral, the property apparently being absorbed into the family’s wealth much as his bank account had. Her new apartment back in her northwestern hometown was a big step down from the beachside mansion she had spent the last three years in. 
 
    In fact, it reminded me a lot of my own place. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry, okay? I fucked up. I fucked myself and now I’ve fucked you too I guess.” 
 
    The girl sitting in front of me was a ghost of the Hannah I knew. She was cooperative enough—I’d half expected her to hang up on me when I finally got her on the phone, but she’d told me where she was living and agreed to meet. I was up there the next morning, and I had to work to hide my shock when I saw her. She looked like she had lost weight and hadn’t bathed in days, her hair hanging in greasy strings around her pale face. But worse, she looked like something inside her was missing. Like some spark, maybe the will to live, was either guttering or already gone. 
 
    Sitting in Hannah’s bare and dingy living room filled with boxes she hadn’t bothered unpacking, I felt sympathy for her, but it was being overridden by my fear and anger. “Just tell me what happened. Who these people are and how I can stop this.” 
 
    She let out a dull laugh, her eyes flicking to meet mine before falling away again. “You can’t stop this. Neither of us can.” 
 
    Trying to keep my voice even, I tried again. “Just tell me.” 
 
    **** 
 
    When I first met Terry, it was like a dream come true, you know? He was like a prince in some kind of fairy tale, coming to take me away from my boring life and make small-town Hannah his princess. I know that might sound like I was in it for the money, but that isn’t true. I didn’t care if he was rich or poor, though I admit that in the beginning I liked the perks of being the girlfriend of someone that could go anywhere and do anything. 
 
    Still, I came to hate the money over time. It tied him to his family, for one thing. At first, I liked them. They were always nice, treated me well, didn’t act stuck up or anything. But once I stuck around for a while, once they saw I might become a part of the family permanently, things started to change. 
 
    It was little things. They would talk about some expensive trip they took to some fancy place and then ask if I had ever been, knowing there was no way that I had. They would talk about some obscure thing they learned at their Ivy League schools and then apologize to me. Tell me they were sorry, and they were happy to talk about something I was more familiar with. As though they were doing me a favor by lowering the conversation to my level. 
 
    Passive-aggressive shit like that. Stuff that was small enough that I’d look insecure and petty bringing it up to Terry. And at first, I just laughed it off and tried to ignore it. But as I grew to love him more, I found myself caring more, even though I knew it was stupid and I shouldn’t care what they thought. I started becoming insecure—more awkward when we went out to a fancy place or on a nice trip. I started thinking I wasn’t good enough for him. 
 
    When he proposed to me, I panicked. I was in a bad place at the time with all this stuff, and I almost turned him down. Told him he could do better. But I loved him too much for that, to let his shit family psyche me out or let my own weaknesses keep me from the man I loved. So I said yes. 
 
    Less than a month later, a friend from high school contacted me. Told me about a clinic they had went to in Iceland. Bear in mind, when I knew this dude, he was huffing glue behind the bleachers and getting Cindy Palino pregnant. But apparently he had gone on to become a semi-successful real estate agent in Seattle. I didn’t know why he was contacting me or telling me about this place, but he was a good enough salesman to keep me on the line. 
 
    It was a place where they could give you new memories and knowledge. Totally safe, and really amazing stuff like something from a sci-fi movie. He said they had very flexible financing and had actually done his treatment in exchange for an old speedboat he’d had for years. That now instead of sucking at the financial side of his business, he was able to handle complex accounting like he had been at it forever. 
 
    Long story short, I wound up doing it. Terry had given me a car for my birthday the year before, and I gave that to them. Made up a story to him about going to visit my sister and the car getting stolen while I was actually away at the clinic. In exchange, they gave me what they called their “higher education and culture package”. Two weeks later, we were at a family dinner and I was the one doing the apologizing and telling them that we could talk about something they knew more about. 
 
    It was wonderful. 
 
    A few days later, the man I’d first met from the clinic, Mr. Aller, contacted me. He said there had been problems with the trade. That the service I had received was actually far more expensive than the worth of the car. Instead of being worth $75,000.00, it was actually worth $3.2 million. 
 
    I didn’t have any way of paying it. Even Terry would have had trouble paying it without tons of questions from his family, as almost everything he had was controlled by the trust. And I wasn’t going to involve him or them in it anyway. I wasn’t going to prove his family right by asking for money like that. 
 
    So I argued with Aller. Told him it wasn’t my mistake, a deal was a deal, and he could fuck right off. He told me that I had a month to reconsider and either pay the money, or recruit someone else to take the treatment. I said sure thing and shut the door in his face. Tried to forget about it, figuring he was full of shit. 
 
    A month later they came for me. I don’t remember much about it, but when it was done, I was sitting outside our house on the driveway. It was early morning and it was cold, but I barely noticed. I was too busy thinking about the two years I had spent trapped in a basement being tortured when I was a teenager. 
 
    The funny thing is, there’s some part of you that knows it’s not true, right? Especially that first bad memory. They alter it a little, make everything seem a little off. In that first bad one, everything was red. Like a camera with a red filter on it or something. They do it on purpose. Call it a “tint marker”. A way of letting you know it’s something they added. And a way of making you understand that it doesn’t matter if you know they put it in you, it still hurts. 
 
    I walked into the house, expecting Terry to be terrified with worry. The love of his life had been abducted for several days, right? Except no, he thought I’d gone on a sudden trip to visit my sister again. Because apparently I had texted and called him about it. I didn’t remember any of that, of course, but I was starting to get how little that really meant. 
 
    Now I understand more. They don’t care about the money. That’s just a trick to make you think you are dealing with a business, dealing with something normal you can fight against or bargain with. I think they do want the new customers, though I don’t really know why. What I do know is what happened after I gave them you. 
 
    I hated to do it. I’ve always liked you, and Terry loved you like a brother. Hell, way more than he loved his actual family. But after he died so suddenly, I was broken and desperate. They left me alone for a while after that first bad memory, but then Mr. Aller contacted me again, telling me that “my obligations were still not fulfilled.” 
 
    So I lied to you. Tricked you into going. Probably damned myself by betraying you and the love Terry had for you. 
 
    The next weekend I woke up screaming, remembering how I was driving the car that killed my mother and father last year. 
 
    I checked, and my father really did die last year. The records say he died of a heart attack while having surgery. There’s no indication that he was in a car wreck. There’s also no indication that my mother died at all. 
 
    See, I haven’t seen my mother since I was six. She was a junkie, and when she started using around me, my dad threw her out. She could be dead for all I know, but I don’t have any other memories of her since then except for the night that I killed them both in that wreck. 
 
    That’s the trick of it, you see. I know logically that the memory has to be false. Has to be implanted. But my brain and my heart don’t really believe that. The memory is too strong and feels too real, especially without any of the “tint markers” the first one had. I feel like what I know has to be true and what I know is true are two different things. And that difference is tearing me apart. 
 
    **** 
 
    “The only thing I can suggest is running. They will probably still find you—they somehow found me even though I was hiding out after setting you up—but it’s worth a shot I guess.” I could tell from her weary expression that she knew it wasn’t worth much at all. 
 
    “Why didn’t you go to the police or something?” 
 
    Her mouth split into a terrible grin as she stared at me in disbelief. “You don’t think I tried? Why do you think you haven’t called someone? Try it. They put all kinds of stuff inside you. You can’t tell on them.” She lowered her gaze again. “You can’t even kill yourself.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Hannah. You didn’t.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she stood up. I thought she was done talking, but she paused before walking away. 
 
    “Before they’re done with you, you’ll try too.” 
 
    **** 
 
    and it tells me terrible things. 
 
    I’d like to tell you I found some way to get the money or to fight them. Some way to trick or outsmart them. But in the end, I ran. For all her past deceit, I knew Hannah had been telling me the truth, or at least the truth as she knew it to be. And I had no way of winning against something like that, so my only hope was that if I disappeared, they would leave me alone. 
 
    Ten days after I learned to play the guitar, I learned that I was the one that killed Terry. 
 
    The memory was strange and slightly surreal, with everything tinted a deep blue. But despite this, it was very detailed and real to me. I remembered calling him up, asking if it was okay if I visited him in a couple of days, but to keep it just between us that I was coming. That I met him out in the parking lot of our old school, now closed and scheduled to be renovated into some kind of group home the following spring. I remembered his confused laughter when I pulled the knife on him and how he started to squeal and beg as I began to hurt him. 
 
    I remembered it all and knew it was true, even though every bit of it was a lie. 
 
    Because Terry had died of a sudden stroke while he was playing golf and I was over a thousand miles away. By the time Hannah had called me, he had already been declared dead in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. Blue “tint marker” aside, there was no way that I could have killed him. But despite that objective reality, I could feel the weight of murdering my best friend crushing me. 
 
    No one even bothered contacting me again, either to shake me down for money they didn’t really want or for “new recruits” that I had already decided I would never give them. I wouldn’t make the mistake Hannah had made, dragging down someone else as I drowned in the sea of horror they were slowly pouring into my head. 
 
    Maybe they somehow knew I wouldn’t help them. Either way, two weeks later, I woke up in a strange motel room in Nebraska. Now I knew how I had always loved torturing animals since I was a young boy. How excited it made me, even now. I wanted to deny it, to say it went against everything I thought about myself and other memories of my life, but I was beginning to appreciate how little those internal protests actually meant in the face of the thing poisoning my mind. 
 
    Like Hannah, I tried repeatedly to tell someone, anyone, about what was happening to me. But somehow, I could never get the words out. Like she predicted, I tried to hang myself in the closet of that same Nebraska motel room with a drying cord from the dirty bathroom. But my hands wouldn’t cinch it around my neck. The following day, my feet similarly betrayed me, refusing to step out in front of a passing concrete truck. 
 
    Three days ago, I was taken again, though this time I actually remember some of it. I remember waking up to people surrounding me, and the low drone of the plane’s engines while we were in flight. I remember being taken back to the clinic, not through the beautiful lobby, but through some dark service entrance that sent back the lonely echoes of our footfalls as I was pulled back inside. Yet even then, I was surprised at how little I struggled, at how few noises I made. I could see and understand everything well enough by that point, having woken from whatever stupor they had induced, but I still found it hard to do much other than look around blandly while my insides felt like they were dissolving in an acid bath of terror. 
 
    Then I was in the procedure room again, stripped naked and strapped to the chair and staring at that one blemish on the white wall. There were several people around me, but there was no show of giving me injections this time or scientific fanfare of any kind. I wanted to ask questions, but I found I couldn’t speak, and no one would speak to me. So I was left staring at that dirty spot on the far wall, and at first I thought it was my imagination that it was growing larger. But no, it was, or at least the white was disappearing as the wall slid away to reveal a black tunnel. 
 
    Suddenly, Mr. Aller was beside the chair. He glanced down at me, his smile cold. “Welcome to Tier Three.” 
 
    Someone behind me began to roll the chair forward into the yawning darkness. I felt hot air that smelled of sulfur buffeting my face as we cleared the threshold of the room, leaving behind the clean precision of the modern clinic for the rough-hewn dark walls of volcanic rock that surrounded us on every side. There were five of us including Aller, and the three attendants all had flashlights clipped to their shirts now, the jostled illumination dancing back and forth across the slowly deepening tunnel as we progressed further out and down. 
 
    I wish I could say I don’t remember any of this, but I do, at least for now. I also remember when the tunnel finally flattened out and widened into a stone chamber that seemed impossibly large. The walls to either side were only ten or twelve feet away, but they seemed to run ahead of us and upward forever, far higher than should be possible considering how deep I thought we must be. And the walls themselves were pocked with row after row of holes that appeared to be tunnels half the size of the one we had just left. I had the thought of a beehive, though I knew it was a bad comparison. 
 
    I was more afraid at that moment than I had ever been, more than I ever thought I could be. I found myself hoping I would just die from being afraid, but it was just me lying to myself again. I wasn’t going to die, and I could still be much more afraid. 
 
    They turned and began to push me toward one of the smaller tunnels, and as we grew closer I saw something moving in that deeper dark. I was so transfixed by trying to see what we were approaching that I almost didn’t hear Aller talking to me again. 
 
    “Back in 1783, there were a series of volcanic eruptions near here. It lasted for eight months, if you can believe it. Killed many people, you know. Famine and fluoride poisoning mainly, though some died of other causes.” My eyes were still fixed on the indistinct shape coming closer, but I heard him chuckle. “Many people call it Skaftareldar. A few of us know it meant much more than just fire and destruction.” 
 
    The chair had stopped moving now and I was able to make out the dim outlines of the thing before us. Its sides appeared to be a deep, slick red that resembled a brightly-colored slug. I had no way of knowing how large it was, because its undulating length went back into the darkness without end. My eyes kept wanting to avoid looking at what I assumed was its head, a mass of hard, deeper crimson flesh and squid-like arms that were run through with jagged calcifications of black stone that endlessly dripped a thick, white fluid from the wounds the rocks had produced. As the first drop of that hit my bare skin, I felt my leg begin to go numb. 
 
    “This place, these wonderful beings, no one knows for sure if they were always here and just awoke during the eruption, or if their arrival actually caused Skaftareldar. What we do know is that soon after the eruptions died down, the first of us discovered newly opened caves that led us to this blessed place. Ever since, we have helped them with their work and reaped the bounty of their wisdom.” 
 
    I felt the first tendrils of the thing climbing my body, touching my legs and groin almost gingerly as it made its way toward my head. I felt like I was going insane, but then I suddenly spoke, my voice calm as it uttered words not my own. “What is their work?” 
 
    My head turned toward Aller, who was looking down at me with a smirk. “Glad you asked. Why it’s the study of the human soul.” I felt the tentacles of the creature coiling around my neck and head, holding me fast toward Aller as he went on. 
 
    “They want to see what it takes to shape a soul. To refine it or break it. Are they immutable, or can they be changed through experiences? Ideas? Different beliefs?” Aller looked over at the thing above me with some mixture of love and admiration. “In past centuries, these studies have taken many forms, but lately there has been a focus on the effect of convincing someone of a false past. Can you make a person better or worse by giving them memories that they had a better or worse life than they actually had? Can you make a person more virtuous or depraved simply by making them believe they have been so in the past?” 
 
    He looked back to me. “These are the questions we are working to answer. But there are many, many of these beings, you see, and we are always running out of participants in our experiment.” He frowned slightly. “And before you think us unfair, we really do try to be even-handed. We have people that we make much happier by erasing bad memories and creating better replacements. It’s just…well, there has to be a group that is pushed toward darker extremes, and unfortunately for you, that’s the lot you’ve drawn.” 
 
    I wanted to say more, but then the world went white, then red, then dark. When I woke up, I was back in my apartment. I remember several more things now. Terrible things I can’t even bring myself to write. Not that I think it will matter much longer anyway. 
 
    You see, I’ve been looking back over what I’ve written, and I already don’t remember most of it. I started writing this to create a record, but how much will it help me if I can’t recall the truth of it and no one else will believe me? I’m surprised I could even write it at all, but perhaps they know the pointlessness of it and so they don’t mind. I don’t know. 
 
    What I do know is that I feel like I’m being dissolved—boiled away in a stew of false memories I can’t discern and strange impulses I don’t understand. But what will be left when the boiling is done? What will be the shape of my soul when they are done refining it? 
 
    I only hope that if they find the monster they are looking for, there is not enough of me left to see it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Extra House 
 
      
 
    I’ve always known I’m bad. Mama and Papa try to be good to me, but I always make them mad. It always scares me when they get mad, and I don’t like how it hurts, but the worst part is how sad they look when it’s over. When they tell me how disappointed they are. How they wish I would stop making them do this. If I could only be smarter and better like my older brother, Thomas. Or at the least, learn to listen and stay out of the way. 
 
    I really do try, but it never works. I always mess up something. 
 
    We’ve always lived in the great white house since I can remember. It had belonged to our grandparents before they died, and Thomas says that it was really nice back then. It seems nice enough to me now, but Thomas tells me it’s a dump. That it started rotting the moment I was born. He says stuff like that to me all the time, but not around Mama and Papa. Around them he’s always so bright and sweet. I’ve learned to try and avoid being alone with Thomas, but it never works out that way. He’s so much bigger and stronger and smarter than I am, and he likes it too much. When he hurts me, he never looks sad. He just grins and grins. 
 
    There is a big field behind our house. I think at one time my grandparents farmed it, but now it’s just mainly rocks and weeds. I’ll slip away to the field when no one notices, which is often enough, and I like playing by myself anyway. I figure if they forget about me, maybe I won’t make them so mad and sad anymore. 
 
    But one day when I stepped into the back yard, I saw the field was different. There was an extra house back there, just like ours. Well, not just like ours. It was bright white and clean, with neatly trimmed hedges and beautiful flowers lining the walk up to the front porch. There were no vines growing over the columns, and all the shutters looked like they had been painted and hung just right. I felt my heart flutter happily at the sight of it, but I also knew I must be in a dream. Not wanting it to end yet, I walked up the path and to the front door. 
 
    It really was amazing. Everything was the same, but not the same at all. The wood of the door almost glowed with some kind of varnish or lacquer, and I finally got to see the large brass doorknocker that had been gone from our front door for as long as I could remember. The thought of our house made me look back, and I half expected my house to be gone. But it still sat there, faded and gray, looking worn out and shabby next to this miracle. 
 
    Still, I felt my stomach starting to rumble with worry at the strangeness of all this. I pinched myself, thinking it might wake me up, but nothing happened. This was all too real and too clear. It wasn’t a dream after all, and that scared me a little. I started backing back down the porch steps when the front door suddenly opened. 
 
    It was Mama, except it wasn’t. This woman looked twenty years younger, with none of the deep lines or yellowed skin that set Mama’s face into a permanent, weary scowl. This woman was beautiful, and she was smiling at me. Telling me to come in, come in, they had been waiting for me. Her voice sounded like music, and despite my earlier fear, I found myself following her inside. 
 
    My heart leapt at what I saw there. Papa, a younger, kinder-eyed Papa, was coming down the stairs and sweeping me up in a hug before I could react. My first impulse was to freeze, hoping that by being still and quiet, I wouldn’t do anything to make them upset. But then I heard him laughing as he danced around with me, and I realized he wasn’t holding me roughly at all. And there was Thomas, looking at me like he was really happy to see me, not just wearing a fake face until we were alone and he could give me that sly, awful grin. And the room he was coming from wasn’t dark and filled with junk and trash. It, and the entire house, was filled with good smells and light. 
 
    And love. 
 
    That was the thing that struck me the most. I could feel the love radiating from this other version of my family. It seemed to touch everything like some kind of warmth, and I could feel it seeping into my skin as they hugged me and led me into the living room. They sat me down and took turns talking, telling me how happy they were to see me, how glad they were that I had come. That’s when I heard the floor creak behind me. I turned around to find a girl that looked like me standing there. 
 
    I felt another moment of panic at the strangeness of it all, but then she was around the sofa and on me, hugging me tightly as she laughed. She whispered in my ear that this was the best day ever now, and that we would be just like sisters, forever and ever. I knew I was crying, but it was only because my heart was so full and happy. 
 
    It was hard when I had to leave and go back to my old house that afternoon. I didn’t want to go, but the new Papa said I had to for now. That I had to keep them and that house a secret until I could stay with them for good. I asked how long it would be, and he said not long at all. In the meantime, the new Mama said, I should come and stay every day as long as I wanted, just so long as I made it back to my old house before I’d be missed. 
 
    The next three days were both wonderful and terrible. I’d start the day scared the extra house would be gone and then excited when I saw it out my window. I’d end the day sad I had to leave them and anxious for the next day to come. It also was getting harder and harder to understand why my old family treated me like they did. I knew I wasn’t smart and pretty and good like the other me, but my new family still seemed to love me a lot and treated me wonderfully. Why couldn’t my old family be like that? 
 
    Maybe that’s why I acted pert with Papa one morning. 
 
    He had hit me for being slow to the table, calling me a stupid, dirty little thing. Normally I would have just lowered my head and sat down quietly, hoping to make myself small enough and quiet enough that he would forget me. But this time I looked up at him. I asked why he treated me like that. That he ought not to do that. 
 
    I knew it was a mistake as soon as the words left my lips. His eyes blazed to life as he grabbed for me, and I only barely stumbled out of his reach. Mama had overheard and was heading for me too, but I was quick and headed for the back door. I could hear them yelling behind me, telling me to come back or it would be worse, but I knew better than to stop. I hit the yard with my belly aching, a sour mixture growing there of sadness and fear and the terrible sureness that my new house would finally be gone. 
 
    But it was there, and what’s more, my new family was already coming down from the porch to meet me. I ran to my new Papa, feeling a surge of relief and gratitude when I reached his legs and felt his comforting hand patting my shoulder. When I looked back, I saw that my old Mama and Papa were in the back yard now, but they had slowed to a stop. They were looking at me, but they seemed to finally be able to see my new family and the extra house too. 
 
    They looked terrified. 
 
    “Baby, baby girl…Oh God, what is that? What are those…come away from that thing…” My old Papa’s voice was high and shrill, and his eyes were rolling in his head like a scared cow. 
 
    “Shit, Milly, get...fuck, how does it move like…come here now…” Old Mama was shielding her eyes now like she was looking into the sun, and after another moment they were both backing away. Old Thomas had started to come outside at the commotion, but before he could reach the yard, Old Mama and Papa were running back inside with him in tow. 
 
    My new Papa looked down at me with a smile. “Don’t you worry about them, Milly. You go on in the house. Me and your mama are going to go sort them out.” He tapped me lightly on the nose and started walking toward the old house with my new Mama even as my new brother and sister took my hands and led me inside my new home. They were laughing and hugging me, saying I could finally stay with them forever. 
 
    **** 
 
    That night was the happiest I’ve ever been. Mama and Papa came back a bit later and we had a big party. They said it was to celebrate me coming to stay. We played games and ate good food and nobody got mad or got hurt. It was after midnight when we finally went to bed, and I found out I got to have my own room right next to my new sister’s. 
 
    Just like the rest of the house, it was like something out of a dream. The walls were painted with jungles and animals, and the ceiling looked like a beautiful night sky filled with stars. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to sleep, but my new bed was so warm and soft, it wasn’t long before I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer. 
 
    When I woke up, it was still dark, but I could see a little from the moonlight coming in through the window. My new family was around me, kneeling down along the sides of my bed. I didn’t understand why at first, and wondered if it was some new funny game. Then I realized their mouths were on my legs and arms. They were biting me a little. It didn’t hurt, but I still felt a bolt of fear that caused me to sit up and let out a small scream. 
 
    They all stopped and looked at me, their eyes shiny and their mouths glistening in the silvery light. Mama patted my arm comfortingly. 
 
    “It’s all right, honey. We’re not going to hurt you. We love you.” 
 
    My new sister giggled. “We just need a little bit from you so we can stay. So we can all be together always.” 
 
    Papa nodded in agreement before looking at me. “Isn’t that what you want, sweetheart? To stay with us forever?” 
 
    I was already nodding as he finished asking the question, and within seconds of lying back down, I was somehow back asleep. 
 
    The next morning I looked out at my old house and saw it looked different. Instead of just looking worn down, it looked like it was rotting or drying up somehow, like an old apple left out in the sun. By the third day it had started to collapse in on itself, and within a week it had blown away like forgotten autumn leaves. 
 
    I love my new life here. Sometimes I get very tired, and lately I feel almost like…I’m stretched thin. But that’s okay. It’s only some of the time, and it’s a small price to pay to help my new family. I love them so much. 
 
    And they love me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 “If you were to eat me, what part would you start with?” 
 
      
 
    I know it sounds like a strange question. A silly attempt at being macabre. But that was the question that changed everything and opened the door to my new life. 
 
    I had been married to Tony for six months when we finally got to take our honeymoon. We both enjoyed the outdoors, but he had talked for years about taking a bigger, more “extreme” trip. The kind of deal where you get dropped off and you don’t see anyone again for two weeks. 
 
    I was nervous about it from the start, but he assured me everything would be fine. We had a very clear plan:  Get dropped off ten miles from Whitetooth river, hike the first day and set up camp near the banks. Raft down the second and third day, making camp as we went. After that, we were hiking across the wilderness toward the mountains until we hit national park grounds on day ten and our rendezvous at a ranger station on day twelve. 
 
    I pointed out that the longest either of us had been camping before was less than a week, and while we had visited the area before, we had never camped or rafted there. Tony countered by pointing out all the studying up he had done on the area and survival techniques, and when I looked unconvinced, he told me that his parents were getting us a satellite phone for the trip as well. If we got tired of it or ran into a problem, we could always pull the plug on the adventure early. 
 
    Pushing my concerns aside, I smiled and nodded. 
 
    **** 
 
    The second day of rafting, we capsized. We had both been rafting before, and the water had been slow and mild the first day. But a night full of rain—and a portion of the river filled with rocks—made the second day hard going from the start. We had been at it for less than an hour when a sudden drop onto a stony shelf less than a foot under the water sent us flying. We were wearing vests and knew to point our feet in the direction the river was taking us, but it was all we could do to stay close to each other as we tried to make our way to a safe spot for both of us to get out of the water. 
 
    It felt like hours before we found a gentler spot we could use to escape. I managed to grab one of smaller bags as it went by, but it only had snacks and water for the day in it. Everything else was lost—the map, the compass, the gps, and the phone. Funnily enough, I still had my cell phone on me and it worked, but when I checked, there was no signal. That wasn’t really unexpected, but it was then, as I stood dripping wet and cold, waving my arm around as though trying to catch a cell tower’s attention, that a stark realization began to replace the surreal shock of the last few minutes. 
 
    We were very, very fucked. 
 
    We had argued initially about what direction to go in. I suggested that we follow the river back up, see if we could recognize where we initially started rafting, and then try to follow our old trail back to where we were first dropped off, as we at least knew there were roads in that direction. Tony argued that we needed to keep heading like we had planned, as we were bound to hit the national forest and would have a better chance of finding people or a ranger station in that area. Also, he added, if it reached the point that there was going to be a search party, it was better to be closer to where people expected us to be. I wound up agreeing to his plan, both because I couldn’t say for sure which was the better option, and in part because I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. 
 
    Looking back on it, I feel like a fool. 
 
    In some ways, the next three days were the worst. We were both scared and sore and tired, and every day the limitations of our bodies and our survival knowledge were becoming more evident. Have you ever watched one of those survival shows and thought, “Hey, that’s not so bad. Who can’t last a few days out in the woods?”  
 
    Believe me, the reality is very different, particularly when you don’t have the safety net of a t.v. show to pull you out if you get too sick or weak to go on. By the fourth day, we were dehydrated and starving as we spent every day walking in the direction we hoped would get us to safety. The nights were worse—between the bugs and cold, we barely slept at all the first two nights. After that, we would collapse into exhausted sleep when we stopped for the day, but each morning it was harder to start going again. We had both developed hacking coughs, and I found my thoughts spiraling out in strange, incoherent directions as we kept up our zombie march east. 
 
    Maybe that’s why I didn’t argue when Tony suddenly decided on the fifth day that we had to have food. That he was going to find and kill us something to eat. We’d had no fire since the river despite our attempts the first two nights to start one with our hodgepodge of survival knowledge. But I said I would try again while it was daylight and he was out looking for something for us to eat. 
 
    It took four hours, but I actually got a fire started. I was so happy I sat there and cried a bit, the relief of seeing some sign of success and progress overwhelming me for a little while. I carefully tended the flames throughout the afternoon, listening carefully for signs of Tony’s return. But when darkness began to fall over the woods, my growing concern blossomed into worry and fear. 
 
    I stoked the fire to make it more visible and started calling out to him. I considered going to look for him, but I had no idea where he would have gone over such a long period of time, and I was afraid of leaving the fire unattended and knew of no way to make a long-lasting torch out of my surroundings. So I sat by the fire, dozing fitfully between calling for him and adding sticks to the flames. 
 
    At daylight, I spent some time building the fire up as best I could, and then I began looking for him. I had a cold certainty in my belly that I’d never see him again, but within twenty minutes I saw him walking toward me through the woods. I broke into a lurching run toward him, and when I hugged him, he weakly hugged me back. He was limping badly, and his left arm was bloody, but he wouldn’t talk much about it at first. After he was sitting down, I looked at his arm and saw it had a long jagged cut along his bicep. Ripping off part of my shirt, I tried to clean it and bandage it as best I could. As I was finishing, Tony finally began to tell me what happened. 
 
    He said he had walked for hours looking for something we could eat. A bird’s nest with eggs, a rabbit or fish, anything. He saw the occasional animal in the distance and heard signs of many more, but never anything he could reach with the large stick he was carrying as a makeshift club. Tony said he was close to turning back when he saw something in the distance through the trees. 
 
    It looked like a man. 
 
    The figure was small and hunched over, but it was walking at a quick pace toward a swampier area thick with cypress trees. He thought about calling out, but something held him back. The man didn’t seem to have noticed him yet, and he wanted to get a closer look before he announced his presence. So he followed him. 
 
    The path they took wound along the edge of a small swamp, and as it got closer to dark, Tony began to regret his decision and consider turning back again. But then the man reached a rocky outcropping that appeared to lead into a cave. As he grew closer, Tony could see the flicker of firelight inside as well. 
 
    It was then that he called out to the man. The figure had just disappeared into the cave entrance a moment before, but there was no sign of him coming back out after Tony yelled. He yelled again and again, wanting to avoid having to follow the man inside the cave to try and make contact. But again, there was nothing. 
 
    Seeing how quickly it was growing dark now, he forced himself to approach and enter the cave. Firelight moved along the walls, throwing everything into shift shadow as he went deeper in, still calling out. He said that the cave smelled terribly, a strange, rotten smell that burned his nose. It was that smell that made him decide to back out and try to find his way back to me. 
 
    He only saw a second of movement from the shadows before the man was on him, grabbing his neck with one hand while using the other to bring a knife down on his chest. Tony caught his knife hand at the last second, and it took both his hands to push the knife to the side enough that it only cut his arm. They continued to fight, with the man silently snapping his teeth less than an inch from Tony’s face as they struggled for the knife. Eventually Tony managed to wrench the knife free long enough to stick it deep in the man’s side. He pulled it out and struck again. After the second time he stabbed the man, the fight seemed to go out of him. The man slumped to the side, his teeth snapping one last time as his breath rattled and then stilled. 
 
    Tony said that after he was sure the man was dead, he searched the cave but found little aside from a small hatchet and a bed made out of grass and moss. He searched carefully for any hidden cache of food, but there was none, despite the fact that this man had clearly made this place his home for some time. 
 
    Then he thought back to how the man had tried to bite him. 
 
    He took a burning branch from the fire over closer to the man. The panic of fighting for his life behind him, Tony realized the man looked wrong somehow. He wouldn’t describe how, exactly, just that he was wearing clothes of a sort and that “he just didn’t look right.” He said that he debated just trying to sleep until morning and then bring back the hatchet and knife to me, but he was so hungry that he couldn’t sleep. 
 
    And all that meat was just lying there. 
 
    After he had cooked and eaten until he thought he would be sick, he fell into a deep sleep. It was close to dawn when he woke up and realized that there were now two other figures sitting in the cave, quietly watching him. Tony said that instinct kicked in at that point. He bolted, expecting to be caught or attacked at any moment as he ran from the cave and back in the direction he thought led out of the swamp. 
 
    But no attack ever came, and when he tripped and twisted his ankle, a look back told him that no one seemed to be following him at all. Getting back up, he realized that aside from a sore ankle and his bleeding arm, he actually felt much better after eating and sleeping. Checking again that he wasn’t being followed, he started making his way back to me. 
 
    I was terrified by what he was telling me, but I tried to focus on the fact that he had made it back in one piece and that we still had the problem of being lost in the woods, except now we had the extra worry that these strange people might come after us as well. After he rested for a few more minutes, we decided to start walking again. Right away I could tell that he had way more energy than I did, and while we made some progress that day, I knew I was slowing him down. 
 
    He managed to make a fire for us that night. We sat together by it, and I stared into the flames in a kind of stupor born out of exhaustion and growing illness. Even with the heat of it so close by, I felt like my chest never really got warm, and my lungs hurt now when I coughed. That’s when Tony asked me the question. 
 
    “If you were to eat me, what part would you start with?” 
 
    I looked at him, trying to keep my expression neutral. Any other time I would have thought it was a joke, but I knew what he had done in the cave. I wasn’t sure if he was suffering from some kind of guilt, or if he was just fatalistically thinking ahead in case he died and I needed to survive. 
 
    I gave him what I hoped was a comforting smile. “I wouldn’t. And people can go for like three weeks without eating. We’re getting enough water as we go, too. We’ll be okay.” 
 
    He just stared at me for a moment and then turned back to watching the fire. “We’ll see.” 
 
    I knew he was acting weird, but I never thought he would actually hurt me, and when I finally drifted off to sleep that night, my sleep was more troubled by my fears of holding him back with my growing illness than it was worries of him attacking me. So when I woke up with him on top of me, panting hot breath against my neck, my first thought was that he was sicker now too, not that he was getting ready to bite me. 
 
    “Just a taste. I just need a little taste.” 
 
    “What? Get the fuck off me, Tony. Tonyyyyy!” I began to scream as he bit down into my shoulder, ripping a chunk of flesh off and swallowing it whole. I squirmed out from under him, my right arm going numb from the pain and damage he had caused. For his part, my husband looked up at me almost bashfully, his eyes apologetic as he absently wiped the blood from his mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry, honey. I just need a little. And you can have some of me too. I don’t mind. Right after I have a bit more.” 
 
    He came for me again then, and I’m sorry, but I won’t relate the details of how I killed the person I loved most in the world. The short version is that we fought and I won, but not without cost. I broke my wrist in the process and used the last of my body’s reserves fighting for my life. As dawn broke, I lay next to my dead love, my lungs filling with fluid as fever began to overtake me. 
 
    I think I slipped in and out of consciousness for several hours then. I had strange dreams, and the line between those dreams and the times when I was awake blurred to the point that they were indistinguishable. I remember burning with fever, I remember being cold. I remember talking to Tony, even though he was lying next to me dead. And I remember dark figures standing over me, offering me a meal of his flesh. 
 
    You came here, tracking me down despite me avoiding your calls and emails, because you wanted a story, right? No, you wanted this story. The story of the woman who ate her own husband to survive. Who grew stronger after she did so and was able to keep going until she found her way back to civilization. 
 
    How did you see this going? You would do a sympathetic interview and then write it up whatever way you thought would see more clicks on your website? Make me a hero whose husband made a brave sacrifice or a monster who did an unforgivable thing? That’s why I avoided all the publicity from the start. I know the tricks of your kind. 
 
    But I have tricks of my own. This cabin isn’t rented in my name, and no one knows I’m here. No one knows either of us is here, in fact. And before you start begging again, just remember, you brought this on yourself. You just couldn’t leave well enough alone. Had to ask your prying questions. 
 
    And that’s okay. I understand. I have needs too. I have a terrible hunger sometimes now. Ever since…well, you now. And I’m smart and careful, but sometimes I have to give in to it. You know how it is when you just really have to have something, right? 
 
    So now I have a question for you. 
 
    When I start eating you, where would you like me to start? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 No one believes that I have a twin. 
 
      
 
    Last week I saw my brother Jeffery for the first time in five years. When he looked up at me, his bloody hands tightly grasping fistfuls of that poor girl’s bloody hair, I knew from his expression that it was no accident, that he had meant for me to find him like this. Feeling his dark eyes boring into me from the depths of his pale and sweaty face, I felt like I was thirteen years old and back at Rocky Creek. Except instead of feeling love and admiration for my brother, now I only felt terror. As I ran away from the path home and to a local coffee shop where I hid out for the next half-hour, I thought back to my childhood with Jeffery—what happened when we went into the Ricter house, how he had screamed when I left him behind in that place, and how impossible it was for him to suddenly be back after all this time. 
 
    But more than anything else, I thought about how he had smiled at me tonight as he thudded the girl’s head back into the ground with the crack of an overripe melon. 
 
    **** 
 
    From the outside, Rocky Creek was seen as some kind of militia compound or even a cult, though neither was strictly true. It was definitely remote and closed to outsiders, and yes, there were a decent number of guns around, but I only ever remember them being used for hunting or target practice. And if some of the people in the group had strong and slightly odd opinions on some things, well, there’s always a few odd ones in every bunch, right? 
 
    Still, we would periodically get visits from Family and Children. They called them “welfare checks”. My parents called it harassment. Said that they just wanted to chip away at our community because we wouldn’t conform. As we grew older, Jeffery and I started to resent those visits more and more, particularly when they actually took me for a month when we were nine. They never got Jeffery, of course. Our parents refused to give them any information except in writing, and Jeffery had always hidden when they came. We had been born on the compound, so there was very little record of me aside from the busybodies who came to check welfare, and there was no proof of Jeffery existing at all. 
 
    Well, that’s not entirely true. After I got taken that time, Jeffery started making himself known in different small ways. One time the caseworker’s tires got cut. Another, her car window got broken out. Police would come out every time, yelling and threatening to lock someone up, but my parents and I were in with the caseworker when the car was damaged, and there were no witnesses who saw it happen. 
 
    After one visit, Jeffery whispered to me that he had done something she wouldn’t notice for awhile. He would never say what, and based on the devilish gleam in his eye, I decided it was better not to know. But after that, the visits got less frequent and it was a different lady that would come. 
 
    By the time we were thirteen…no, wait. Let me address something before I go on. I don’t know you and you don’t know me, but if you’re reading this, you’re getting to know me a little as we go, right? Except, how much is that really worth if you can’t believe that what I say is the truth? I’m not stupid. I’ve always read a lot and I’ve seen plenty of t.v. and movies in the last few years. Especially horror movies. I know that when you hear something about a “bad twin”, your first assumption is that it’s a trick. That I’m crazy and that I’ve imagined a twin to take the blame when I go out and hurt people or whatever. I get it. I’ve seen that movie too. Like twenty times. 
 
    But Jeffery is very real. And back when we were thirteen, he wasn’t the bad twin at all. If anything he was always the best of us. 
 
    You might think that twins are identical right down the line. They talk the same, they act the same, they have creepy twin talk and some kind of twin telepathy, right? That’s all bullshit. Jeffery was always smarter and stronger than I was. And while he would sometimes get into mischief, he was also the kindest and most generous person I knew. 
 
    Our lives weren’t that different in most ways than if we had grown up in a suburban neighborhood or in the middle of a large city. We had children to play with, we spent time with our families, and while we were home schooled, I found out when I transitioned to the public school system five years ago that I was well-ahead of most of the other students. I say all this to explain that despite some of the strangeness of our upbringing, we didn’t have a bad life and Jeffery wasn’t a bad person. In fact, the only real complaint we had as children is that we got bored sometimes. 
 
    Boredom is what led to us going exploring most days when the weather was nice. We’d started going off into the woods hiking when we were eight or nine, and by the time we were thirteen we knew the ten mile area of wilderness around us like it was a giant backyard. But of course, familiarity breeds boredom, and so we kept going farther and farther out. 
 
    It was on one of these trips that we saw a large, stately house sitting in the middle of the woods. It was in good shape, but we saw no signs of anyone living there from the overgrown yard or barely visible driveway, and when we crept up closer to the house and looked in the window, all the furniture looked intact but untouched. The strangest part was that everything looked very old-fashioned but new, as though we were somehow looking into the living room of the house but seeing it as it was sixty or eighty years earlier. We told Papa that over dinner. 
 
    “You said it was northeast? That sounds like the Ricter house.” He raised an eyebrow as he looked between me and Jeffery. “Place has been abandoned for years. It was abandoned when I was a child here. In fact,” he leaned forward, giving us a conspiratorial glance before making sure our mother was out of earshot, “We always heard it was haunted.” 
 
    That was all we needed to hear. The next day we planned a trip to explore the inside of the supposed haunted house. I remember being nervous because Jeffery had brought a screwdriver in case the door was locked, and I wasn’t comfortable with damaging anything to get inside. As it turned out, the front door was unlocked and we walked right in. 
 
    We were in the house for about an hour, exploring the first floor and then the second. At first we were making jokes and trying to scare each other, but with each room the oddness of the place seemed to draw us in more and more. It really did feel like a lived-in home from another time, or like some picture-perfect museum that managed to replicate the imagined feel of such a place. There wasn’t even dust on the tables or dead bugs in the windowsills. 
 
    Our growing silence was borne partly out of amazement, but also somewhat out of fear. While there was nothing obviously scary about anything we were seeing, there was a…wrongness to the rightness, if that makes any sense. I remember thinking about the pitcher plants my mother used to grow. She would show us how the insects would be drawn to the flower, venturing inside so deep they couldn’t escape from the bottom. 
 
    The bottom of the Ricter house was, naturally enough, the basement. And it was the floor we had saved for last. I wanted desperately for Jeffery to chicken out so I could too, but my stomach dropped when he headed toward what we had already figured out was the basement door. Determined not to look weak in front of him, I pulled out my flashlight and followed him down into the dark. 
 
    There were no lights down there, but then there were no lights anywhere. No lights on the walls or ceiling and no light switches or outlets that we could find. Still, what had been an eccentric curiosity looking through the sunlit rooms upstairs became another bad omen as we trudged down the wooden stairs into the oppressive darkness below. 
 
    The beams of our flashlights barely seemed to make a dent as we reached the bottom, and we had to walk forward ten or fifteen feet before I could even see the brick wall that made up one of the boundaries of the basement. Even then I was more aware of the light shining back at us as we approached. I had a moment of panic at the thought that someone was down here with us, but then I realized Jeffery was laughing. 
 
    It was a mirror. A large, ornate full-length mirror hanging on the far wall. Walking closer, I could see our shadowy outlines in the dim, reflected light of our flashlight beams, mimicking our motions as we studied the mirror and then began timidly looking around again for other things that might be down there. 
 
    Except there was nothing. The floor was dirt and the walls were brick, and aside from the pristine mirror hanging alone on the wall, nothing else was there. Except…as I swept my light across the dirt floor again, I realized something was there after all. 
 
    Footprints. There were dozens of footprint trails crisscrossing the dirt, most of them well-defined and seemingly recent, though it was hard to tell in that house. Still, I knew most of them couldn’t be ours, and I felt my heart hammering as I looked back to Jeffery to tell him we needed to leave. 
 
    That’s when I saw the figure in the mirror. It was standing behind Jeffery, a good two heads taller than either of us, and while I was seeing just a fleeting glimpse of its profile in the mirror, it looked strange, as though it was dressed in ill-fitting clothing or had a body that was deformed. I opened my mouth to scream a warning as I finished turning my head toward Jeffery, but it died in my throat when I saw nothing behind him outside of the mirror. I cut my eyes back to the mirror in time to see the thing reach for Jeffery. In the half-second I glanced away from him, Jeffery was already being pulled back into the dark, his surprised and terrified yells echoing off the bare walls as they faded further and further away. 
 
    This isn’t about me being crazy, but it isn’t about me being a hero either. I was a scared little boy, and as much as I loved my brother, as much as I hated myself as I did it, I ran. I went up those steps two at a time, more worried about my legs getting grabbed from underneath the stairs than the weakening screams I was hearing from my best friend in the world. I didn’t stop running until I was half a mile away from the house, my ragged breaths mixing with slobbering tears as I tried to make it back home to tell my family what happened. 
 
    I saw the smoke two miles before I got back to the compound. There had been some kind of government raid that morning after we left. Supposedly someone had illegal weapons or something, but I never knew all the details, despite being questioned by authorities after it was all over. They only questioned me once, and I got the feeling it was more just to say they had been thorough than because they thought I knew anything important. To the contrary, they seemed happy to stick me into the state system and forget about me, to forget about the whole mess. 
 
    Because somehow, while the raid was just starting, my parents’ house caught on fire. I never heard any explanation other than “electrical shortage”, which seemed like bullshit, especially given the timing. Regardless, by the time I reached the edge of the compound, I was being waylaid by agents telling me I couldn’t go in and our parents were already dead of smoke inhalation. 
 
    I did a lot of hating in those first few months. Hating myself, hating the agents, hating our friends and neighbors for not somehow saving them. And not knowing the details of what actually happened only made it worse. It was as though my entire world was taken away all at once and I didn’t even know how or why. 
 
    So I rebelled. Went through several foster homes in the first year. Got a bit of a juvenile record and went to counselors. Eventually I realized it took too much energy to always be angry, to always find reasons to hate everything. My current foster family was actually really nice, and though I didn’t see them as my real family, I did feel like I could trust them to treat me well and care if anything happened to me. 
 
    Which was more than Jeffery ever got. I had a hundred opportunities to tell people about him, about what had happened to him, and at first I took them. I told the police, I told my case worker, and I even told my first foster mother. It was all met with skepticism, especially the part about the basement, but they agreed someone needed to go check.  
 
    But when police went, they could never even find the house, much less some twin there was no record of. This was well before I was placed in foster care, but when I tried one last time to tell Judy, my first foster mother, she just smiled like she understood and said she’d make some calls to see what she could find out. I knew from her expression she’d already heard about them not finding anything when they’d looked before, and it wasn’t much of a surprise when I was back in a state orphanage later that same month. 
 
    So I learned to pretend that he didn’t exist. I would tell therapists that I made it up because I was so upset about my parents’ deaths. They didn’t question it any further after their initial due diligence that I wasn’t delusional any more, and over the years it became easier and easier to believe myself. Not that I ever really believed he wasn’t real, but the mind is a very flexible and selfish thing. I found myself thinking about him less and less as I became more adapted to my new “normal” life. My ideas of guilt and loss were slowly being overwritten with new friends and dating and applying to colleges. 
 
    And then the other day I took my standard shortcut between my house and my weekend job.  And there he was, murdering that girl, his eyes dark and unreadable as he stared at me. Sitting at the coffee shop, running back through the memory, I realized that while his eyes looked strange and his skin seemed pale and clammy from a distance, he otherwise looked just like me. 
 
    His haircut, his light beard, his…his fucking clothes. 
 
    He was wearing the same clothes I was. 
 
    I ran back home as I tried to get someone to answer—Rick or Patty, my foster parents, or their biological daughter Sierra. No one picked up. Rounding the corner onto our street, I saw no signs of trouble, but wasn’t sure what to look for anyway. I wanted to go ahead and call 911, but I had held off initially because what I had seen on the path was so bizarre and I couldn’t be sure I really wasn’t having some kind of delusion this time. Now, as I raced home to try and warn them, I didn’t want to slow down to call until I knew they were safe. 
 
    When I reached the house, I saw just how safe they were. They were sitting down to a nice family dinner, which was always a big deal on weekend nights. I had a momentary pang of disappointment that they were starting without me being home yet, but then I realized they weren’t. 
 
    Because Jeffery was in there, smiling and laughing. I watched in horror as they all took their places and Rick had everyone bow their heads to bless the food. Everyone closed their eyes and prayed except for Jeffery, who turned toward me at the window. He just stared silently at me for several moments, baring his teeth like an enraged ape or rabid dog as his eyes rolled back toward Rick, who was finishing up the prayer. 
 
    As everyone looked up, Jeffery was back to smiling at his new family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 I heard seven words and now I’m in Hell 
 
      
 
    I was a reader for two years before I met Elliot Stoffel. A reader is just what it sounds like—I read to the elderly and the disabled several days a week. The pay was never great, but I enjoyed the work and there was no denying it would look good on my applications to graduate school. 
 
    There was a time that meeting an esteemed sociology professor like Stoffel would have been exciting. We actually used one of his books in an undergrad class I had junior year. But that man, whoever he had been, seemed long gone when I first met the shattered ruin he had become. 
 
    Stoffel was supposed to be in his early fifties, but this man looked past seventy at least. And while the professor's books and reputation in sociology circles made him out to be a very articulate and intelligent man, the pitiful figure before me vacillated between long bouts of drooling, dead-eyed silence and brief interludes of incoherent screaming and thrashing about at some new imagined horror. 
 
    The company I worked for would get brief medical condition summaries on prospective clients along with emergency contacts and known allergies. We were not allowed to give any care or aid under our contract, but depending on the client, some readers got “combat pay", meaning they were going into a home in a dangerous area or with a potentially combative client. Stoffel paid the extra money. 
 
    His file said he suffered from “non-specific delusional ideation, persecution complex and moderate catatonia”. Below this, someone had written in “hallucinations-paranoid schizo". 
 
    I knew what all that meant, but it didn't really prepare me for what he was like. Most of my time as a reader had been with sweet little old ladies or people who needed company as they recovered from a debilitating injury. Not a madman that rolled his eyes fearfully toward the corner of the room as I read to him, his lips trembling as he closed his eyes tight against something only he could see. 
 
    His primary caretaker was his younger sister, Hillary. She was a kind and pretty woman who, if not exactly friendly, was at least always pleasant and polite as she headed out the door, off to take advantage of the break I was giving her. It wasn't until I was there for over a month that I saw what a toll it all was taking on her. 
 
    I had gone into the kitchen to tell her I was leaving for the day—this was the first time she had stayed home when I came, but I hadn't glimpsed her after she initially let me in. When I stepped into the kitchen, I saw her sitting at the table, her lips thin and her eyes sunken. I found myself surprised at her expression to the point that, before I could reconsider, I'd asked her if anything was wrong. 
 
    She gave a small laugh and gestured toward where her brother lay in the other room. “Aside from that? Aside from him? No, everything else is just peachy.” She glanced up at me as she said the last, and her gaze softened slightly. “Sorry, I don't mean to take it out on you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No need to apologize. I know handling all this is hard. Is there anyone else to help?” 
 
    She stared off wistfully. “No, our parents are dead and neither of us has married. When he came back from his trip on the medical transport plane, none of his professor buddies even bothered to show up or visit. It’s like he's already dead to them. Bunch of jealous, selfish assholes.” 
 
    Talking to her, I felt like I was walking across an unfamiliar frozen lake. I wanted to go further out, but I had no way of knowing where the thin spots might be. After a moment of silent debate, my curiosity won out. 
 
    “What happened to him? Did he just have a breakdown?” 
 
    Hillary studied me for several seconds before gesturing to the chair across from her. “No one knows for sure. I know he had gone to stay with a primitive tribe in the Amazon rainforest. The Ugtatu I think is how you say it. He had been before, and though they generally didn't care for outsiders, over a few years they had grown to tolerate him well enough.” 
 
    She looked down at her folded hands and sighed. “Apparently he was much more coherent when he first reached civilization after his latest trip. He told a colleague there that he had gone through the first step of a “purification ritual" during his stay. The ritual was supposed to take three days in total, but after the first night he woke to learn that the tribe’s holy man had died in his sleep. After that, no one else would talk to him or even acknowledge his existence outside of making a sign to ward off evil.” 
 
    “After three days of trying to get back in their good graces, he had headed back out of the jungle. By this point he was already acting strange, and within another week he was much like you see him now.” She sniffled. “They don't really know what's wrong with him. I looked at his notes, but they were mainly gibberish as far as I could tell. The most I could make out was that during the first part of the ritual, the holy man had said a phrase in Elliot's right ear while holding something he calls a “whisper box" against his left. My brother said the box made a strange sound, and he seemed to think that the combination of that with the sounds of the words the holy man spoke somehow flipped a switch in his brain, making him see things. He was trying to find a way to reverse it when he slipped into a fit and then became more like what you see now. A shell of the man I knew.“ 
 
    I didn't know how to respond. The story was interesting, but seemed very farfetched. Odds are, I thought, he had been slipping towards insanity for years, and when he finally had a break from reality, this hocus pocus was the form it took. After sitting through an awkward silence, I said I had to be going and let myself out. 
 
    **** 
 
    It was a few days later, when I was back reading Stoffel “The Great Gatsby", that I noticed the small wooden box sitting on the table near him. I tried to focus on the Fitzgerald book, but my eyes kept being drawn back to the box. It wasn't overly ornate or special looking, but the wood had an odd luster and I found myself wondering if this could be the “whisper box" Hillary had told me about. Had he somehow brought it back with him? 
 
    I told myself to stop being stupid, but after another thirty minutes of trying and failing to get my mind off of it, I sat down the book. We were alone in the house, but I still looked around as I reached for the box. I had no intention of stealing it, but I did want to see what it was. See if it opened, what was inside. 
 
    If it made any odd noises. 
 
    There was no lid or way to open it, and giving it a light shake produced no rattle from inside. Still, it was much heavier than I'd expected, so I didn’t think it was a solid piece of wood. There was something else inside. 
 
    I gave Stoffel a cursory glance, but he was just staring off into space, a thin thread of spit stretching an impossible length between his pajama shirt and his lower lip. He wouldn't mind me messing with his box a bit more. So I stuck it to my ear. 
 
    The sound was immediate as soon as the box was close to my ear. It reminded me of the sound a rainstick makes, but much higher pitched. While the noise itself wasn't unpleasant, I found my vision beginning to swim. I went to pull the box away when a hand covered my own and pressed it back against my head even as I heard Hillary speaking into my other ear. 
 
    “Weasel. Dish. Firelight. Thimble. Amber. Jack. Chimney.” 
 
    By the time I was able to react and move my head, she'd already finished. And whatever she had done, I knew something was wrong. 
 
    I looked up at her, my eyes seeming to gain and lose focus moment to moment. “What…did you…did you do to me?” 
 
    She stepped back, almost as though she thought I might attack her, but I could barely stand. “Something that I hope will help my brother. I'm sorry, I really am. I wish there was another way, or that it had been that nasty nurse that Elliot first had once he got home instead of you. But I just figured out the words, you see. It's not just the sounds of the words you have to replicate. You have to understand the words too. Elliot, he understood the Ugtatu language. For you, I had to find English words with the same sounds. It really was a challenge.” 
 
    Now I considered attacking her after all. She had done something to me and now was patting herself on the back instead of answering me. “Did…you do the pur…purification thing on me?” 
 
    She cast her eyes down like a schoolgirl caught cheating. “I did. Or the first part, which is all I had, of course. Though I may have fibbed a bit on that part. According to Elliot's notes, the Ugtatu called it ‘Khazit chureharu me’. I think it means ‘The Purity of Joining’. That may be off though.” She shrugged. “Who knows? Bunch of superstitious nonsense, regardless of how effective the technique may be at…” 
 
    She stopped as her face lit up with a brilliant smile. I turned to see Elliott Stoffel reaching for me, his hands like iron as they closed around my neck. I tried to struggle, but everything was swimming. I felt like I was moving through the darkening waters of some deep, midnight sea, and as his grip tightened, I watched the world fall away. 
 
    **** 
 
    When I awoke, I was at a bus stop ten miles away. I could see and move better, but I knew something was still wrong. I wasn’t sure what until I was a few minutes down the road on the northside bus. 
 
    Two of the people on the bus were monsters. I first noticed it when I glanced back and saw one bending down to get candy out of her purse. The second, who looked even more hideous, was a man sitting in the back with worms crawling in and out of his face. 
 
    It took all I had not to scream, and after getting off at the next stop, I walked the rest of the way home. Not that it was any better. I saw terrible shapes in the shadows of houses as I passed, and more than once I thought I saw glowing eyes from a nearby ditch or storm drain. That was two weeks ago, and I've barely left my apartment since. The last time was last Thursday, and it ended with me running from the grocery store after seeing red crystalline eggs hatching from a young woman's chest. 
 
    Not that my apartment is much better. As I write this, I can see the giant spider looking at me from the corner of the room. You would think I could control myself better, convince myself that none of it is real, but I can’t. It all seems realer than real, and certainly realer than reason or memory. 
 
    I try not to look directly at the spider. It's been around for the last couple of days, and I work to ignore it, but it likes to get places where I have to look. Where it can startle me with its presence. 
 
    I'm getting weak from not eating—half my food seems rotten or corrupted, but I know I have to keep my strength up. I don't want to appear too frail. This morning I think there were the start of webs across my face and chest when I woke up. I don’t want the spider thinking it is getting time to collect me and carry me down into some dark and terrible hole. 
 
    I wrote this to remind myself to not give in. To not be crazy. To find a way to fix whatever that bitch broke in my brain. I know it can be done, because just yesterday I read about how Elliot Stoffel had made a miraculous recovery and was going to return to teaching in the spring. 
 
    She has to fix me too. 
 
    But for now I need to get up. I lost track of the spider and then I realized he's moved to the wall behind me. He's waiting for something, but I don't understand what. 
 
    I hope I don't find out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 They took my eyes 
 
      
 
    I was driving across Virginia last month when I stopped in a town named Sutter’s Mill. The reason for my travels is largely unimportant—I work for a large publishing house planning and prepping sites for book signings and readings for several of their big authors when they have book tours in the eastern half of the United States. I’ve been doing it for five years now, which means I’ve logged a lot of hours on the road. And I thought I had seen just about every small town between the Mississippi and the Atlantic, but I was wrong. 
 
    The only reason I even took the road that led me to Sutter’s Mill is because of a bad highway detour combined with my GPS crapping out for a good fifty miles. As afternoon began turning into evening, I found myself desperate for a place to stay or at least get gas and some food. So I was relieved when I saw the weather-beaten sign proclaiming I was entering the Town of Sutter’s Mill. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad-looking town as far as small towns go. Like many small, Southern towns I had visited, it leaned heavily on old antebellum mansions and a town square that looked like it got ten times the care and attention of the streets and buildings just two blocks over. Yet whatever aspirations the people of Sutter’s Mill might have had toward tourism, my first impression was that they were out of luck. 
 
    I didn’t see many people at all, and those I did see were either old men (a pair playing checkers outside of a barbershop) or children (a trio of boys and one girl playing with a frisbee in the tiny park at the center of the town square). That by itself wasn’t so strange. The really isolated small towns like this were often dead during parts of the day, and around here people were probably home getting ready for dinner. 
 
    What was strange were the sunglasses. I had seen the pair of old men first, and their large, wraparound sunglasses were comically big but not outside the realm of fashion crimes I had seen committed by the elderly in the past. Besides, my working theory was that once you got past a certain age, you earned the right to not give a fuck anymore. The men had just looked at me as I passed, and while they didn’t return my wave, I’d just suppressed a small laugh and went on. 
 
    I was still looking for an open restaurant or a decent-looking hotel when I found myself traveling around the town square. The kids were out there playing normally enough, but…they all had the same sunglasses on too. 
 
    My first reaction was to look up at the sky. Was there an eclipse or something that I didn’t know about? But no, the sky looked normal, and while it was growing darker, that was due to the lateness of the hour, not some astronomical event. I felt a twinge in my belly at the strangeness of it all, but I tried to ignore it. I was tired and hungry, and I couldn’t afford to get too easily weirded out when by my guesstimate the next closest town was nearly two hours away. 
 
    Leaving the town square behind, I sighed with relief when I found a moderately cute bed and breakfast the next street over. The sign out front said there was a vacancy, and while I doubted they could give me anything for dinner, I figured I could get a soft bed and good directions to a local diner or something. Parking my car in the small gravel lot behind the house, I went up to the screened-in back door that had a sign above it saying “Guest Entrance”. I felt a bit awkward ringing a stranger’s doorbell, business or not, and had to force myself to wait until an older woman shuffled out onto the porch and opened the door. 
 
    “Hey there, honey. What can I do for you?” 
 
    I could feel the words stuck in my throat. The lady seemed pleasant enough, but she was wearing the same fucking sunglasses as the rest. What was going on here? 
 
    “Um…I was going to see about getting a room, but I think I might just drive on. I forgot I have an appointment later tonight.” This was a lie, of course, but I was ready to get in my car and find a different place that didn’t give me the utter creeps. 
 
    The woman’s face lit up with a smile. “Oh yes, we’ve got a room that’ll be perfect for you. Come on in.” 
 
    I started backing down the steps. “No, really, I have to be going.” 
 
    She flapped her hand at me dismissively. “Nonsense. Pretty young thing like you, it doesn’t pay to be out on the road late at night. Come in and see the room at least, and if you decide it still isn’t for you, I’ll at least point you toward the way you want to go.” 
 
    I almost resisted further, but I didn’t see what the real harm was in looking at the room. I was tired, the place looked fine from the outside, and if the woman tried to do some kind of weird shit, I felt sure I could handle her physically. So trying to put on a smile, I nodded and followed her inside. 
 
    The interior of the house was beautiful—well-decorated and clean without coming across as overly staged or sterile. The woman led me at a slow pace up a creaking staircase to the second floor, and when she opened the door to the room, I felt myself relax some. 
 
    The room looked…normal. It had a phone, a small but relatively new LCD tv, and a queen-size bed that looked wonderful after hours on the road. It even had a little laminated card on the table with the wifi-password. Seeing all the trappings of and connections with the outside world made me feel less like I was in the opening act of a horror story, and when she told me it was only $75.00 for the night and the included breakfast, I decided to stay. 
 
    The owner of the B&B—she told me her name was Valerie as we went back downstairs—didn’t have much to offer in the way of dinner, but she could point me to a nice steakhouse just on the other side of the town square. When I mentioned I was a vegetarian, she quirked an eyebrow from behind her dark glasses and gave a little laugh. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure they’ll find you something to eat too.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I headed back to the car and roamed around for twenty minutes looking for other options for food than the steakhouse. The kids were thankfully gone from the town square now, but I had no luck finding any other restaurant that looked open. Resigned to eating a mediocre salad bar, I pulled into the steakhouse parking lot. 
 
    It was packed with cars, and given the lack of options in town, it was kind of easy to see why. Still, I thought it was strange that I hadn’t actually seen anyone driving around, or any other people yet at all. And when I went into the restaurant, I found that there were only a couple of handfuls of people sitting at the various tables and booths inside—less than half of what I would have expected based on the cars outside. But that thought fled as soon as I realized that everyone in there was wearing the same sunglasses too. 
 
    I almost bolted right then, but something made me stay. I think part of it was a slowly building, sullen anger. I felt like I was the target of some weird, elaborate practical joke and I didn’t like it. Didn’t like reacting to it. So I forced myself to approach the hostess and ask for a table for one. 
 
    When my waitress came over, she told me her name was Holly and she’d be taking care of me tonight. What could she start me out with? I surprised myself by pointing at her sunglasses. 
 
    “Well, Holly, not trying to sound like a bitch, but can you tell me what the deal is with all the sunglasses? It’s dark outside and everyone I’ve seen in this town is wearing them. Is it some kind of town fashion trend or joke or something?” 
 
    The girl visibly paled at my questions, clutching tightly at her order notepad. “Well, I guess it looks funny to someone not from here, but it’s part of a special treatment we have here. It helps a lot, but it makes your eyes real sensitive like.” 
 
    I frowned at her, my curiosity supplanting my irritation and anxiety for the moment. “Treatment? What kind of treatment? And what does it help?” 
 
    “Um…well, I…” A man that looked to be in his thirties, as best I could see around his stupid fucking glasses at least, came up and patted Holly on the arm. “Now Holly, don’t hold this nice lady up with your chit chat. Go get her a water and let her ponder the menu for a minute.” Holly looked between the man and me before nodding and hurrying out of sight. The man looked back at me with a yellow-toothed smile. “You have to forgive her. She’s a good girl, but she does love to talk.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Actually I was the one doing the talking. I was asking about everyone wearing sunglasses and what kind of treatment you all are getting.” 
 
    His smile widened slightly, or at least he showed more teeth. “Oh, it’s a private matter, you understand. We’re lucky enough to have a talented doctor around these parts and she’s helped us all greatly, but it’s not my place to divulge other people’s business.” 
 
    I had already decided I was leaving the restaurant and the town right away, but I wanted to tell this smarmy fucker off first. Sliding out of the booth, I looked at him levelly. “So what keeps you from telling me what they did to you then?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Why nothing, of course.” He reached up and pulled off his glasses. “They helped me to really see.” I stared into where his eyes had been, but now they were just raw, red sockets with the withered remnants of cutaway eyelids curled at the upper edge like a drawn up window shade. He leaned forward merrily to give me a better look. “And I can see so well now.” 
 
    Inside the sockets there were endless tiny eyes. They shined in the dim track lights overhead, a flowing, rippling mass of white and red like a froth of bloody milk that was shot through with veins of black that seemed to bind one speckled orb to the next. A thicker grey strand of tissue ran across and into the bridge of the man’s nose before flowing into the other socket where the same shifting horror was repeated. I was already screaming and backing away when I felt rough hands grabbing me from behind. 
 
    They drug me back through some double doors that led to a large kitchen, except the back portion was clear of any equipment. It didn’t take long to see this was because the concrete floor had been broken open and led down into the earth. 
 
    I had been kicking and fighting hard before, but I redoubled my efforts now. I felt my right shoulder protest and then issue a bright flare of pain as my shoulder popped out of the socket, and I had a moment where I thought I was almost free, but then the hands were clamped on me tighter as they drug me down into the tunnel below. 
 
    We travelled along a dimly lit path that was periodically illuminated by work lamps, and more than once we intersected with other paths heading off in other directions. The further we went, the more I felt like these monstrous lunatics were ants carrying me to the center of the anthill. Except I soon realized we were going up again, and I found myself wincing as I was pulled out into the bright lights of what appeared to be a local high school gymnasium. 
 
    There were a few people in the stands, but many more were milling around on the floor of the old, run down basketball court. At the center of the court was a tall woman in a floral skirt and a long white coat. As I was drug closer, she introduced herself as Dr. Thurber. 
 
    “I’m so glad you could join us tonight. We don’t get a lot of visitors to our little town, and if I’m honest, that’s been a good thing up to now.” Her lipstick was too bright red and slightly smeared as she leaned closer to me, only enhancing the look of madness I saw in her eyes. “But I think we’re finally ready to share our gift with the outside world. There’ve been some missteps, to be sure, but I think you’ll find the treatment is a lot less painful and more agreeable than it used to be.” 
 
    I realized she was talking to me with the same sing-song monotone that some doctors used when they were getting ready to give you a shot or do something else unpleasant, and then I glimpsed the piece of metal she was pulling from a nearby tray. It looked like a sharp-edged ice cream scoop. Hands were pressing against my face now, holding my head still despite my struggling. 
 
    “Oh God no. Please no. I won’t tell just please just….AAHHHHHH!” 
 
    I blacked out for a moment from the pain. Out of instinct I had closed my eyes, but it didn’t matter. The biting edge of her instrument sliced through the lid and scooped out my right eye all in one smooth motion. She was finishing the second as I came back to wakefulness long enough to let out another wail of pain. 
 
    “Ssshhhh, I understand. That’s the bad part. Don’t you worry. All the pain will be gone in a moment or two.” I couldn’t see any longer, could barely reason at all through the pain and insanity of it all, but after a moment I felt an intense heat as though someone was pouring molten lead into the freshly-excavated holes in my skull. I tried to thrash, but my head was still being held fast, and after a few seconds the sensation began to fade to tingling coolness and then to nothing. 
 
    I found myself wishing I could just black out again, or if not that, just go ahead and die. It had to be better than whatever they had in store for me. I flinched when I felt a soft, cool hand on my forehead. Then the doctor’s voice was gently murmuring in my ear. 
 
    “There there. That’s it and all. The brood is set now. And don’t you worry. You’ll wake back up with your pretty eyes just like they were. You can tell yourself it was all a bad dream if you like. Just so l0ong as you don’t look too closely or deeply, that is.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The next thing I remember is waking up in my bed at home. I had a moment of calm wakefulness before I remembered. Gulping panicked lungfuls of air, I felt my face. Everything felt normal. I rushed to the bathroom, and at first glance, my face, my eyes, they looked just the same. 
 
    Or almost just the same. 
 
    Because in the depths of the black, when I looked closely at my eyes, I could see something back there that wasn’t there before. I could feel it faintly moving and shifting in my head as it took in the world I was showing it. Rubbing my shoulder, I stumbled back to the bedroom and found my phone. It was the very next morning and I didn’t know what to do or who to call. 
 
    In the days and weeks since, I’ve grown somewhat used to whatever it is they put in me. I’ve started to move further away from the ideas of killing myself or cutting my eyes out again. I don’t know if that means I’m going further insane or they are just controlling me more. 
 
    I also don’t know which I’m more afraid of. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 My childhood monster has been trapped in a basement for twenty years. 
 
      
 
    Part One 
 
      
 
    Last week I found out through social media that my brother Rusty’s girlfriend, I think her name was Alicia, had suddenly died over the weekend. I hadn’t spoken with him in months, but I felt like I should say something, so I texted him with how sorry I was. I almost added a platitude about “if he needed anything”, but I was afraid he might take me up on it, and the idea of interacting with him further made my stomach clench nervously. 
 
    The sad thing is that me and Rusty used to be best friends when we were young. He was four years older than me, so he automatically had that “big brother” thing going for him, but beyond that, we just really enjoyed spending time with each other. We got each other’s jokes, had similar interests, and had each other’s back. All that changed the last time we stayed at Aunt Karen’s house. 
 
    Karen had inherited the house from my grandparents years before I was born, and for as long as I could remember we had always gone there to visit for a week or two every summer. The house itself was massive, with three full stories and a large basement, and it sat nestled in two hundred acres of countryside that was so removed from what we were used to in the city that it might as well have been a fairytale land from one of the fantasy books Rusty loved so much. For her part, our aunt seemed to love the company, and every visit she always had fun activities planned and seemed sad to be left alone in the house when it got time for us to go. 
 
    The last time we went to stay at the house, everything was different. It was early November, and our father had packed us off to stay with Karen in the aftermath of our mother abandoning us all to leave the state with some guy she had met through work. Aside from the emotional toll that took on our family, it left a massive financial hole as well. We were going to lose our house, and our father was trying to get a raise or a better-paying job while also figuring out where we were going to be living long-term. To take some pressure off and buy him the time we needed, Karen agreed to let us come stay with her for as long as was necessary. 
 
    Karen was still a sweet, loving woman who seemed happy for our company, but she had grown visibly weaker in the last year. We had found out during that year’s summer trip that she had been diagnosed with cancer, and while she was hopeful that the chemotherapy would help, her chances for recovery were slim. The house we loved, that had always seemed so filled with laughter and fun, now seemed coated with some kind of…residue. A taint of sadness and loss and worry that put a heavy film on everything. We would talk to Dad every night for a few minutes on the phone, and we tried to sound positive because of how sad he had been lately, but by the third day we were spending most of our time outside despite the cold and the wet. Exploring the woods and playing games outdoors seemed the easiest way of keeping our mind off all the bad things that were going on. 
 
    Then one day we stumbled upon the monster. 
 
    We had headed off into the woods with an ill-defined game in mind. Whoever spotted an animal first got a point. If they could name specifically what it was, and the answer matched the little pocket wildlife book we had brought from the house, they got four extra points. Whoever won got full control of the t.v. remote that night, as Karen had taken to lying down early most evenings. Despite the fact that I was eleven to Rusty’s fifteen, the game was actually biased toward me, as he knew I had the better memory and was more interested in animals and stuff like that. Still, he was four points ahead when we entered an unfamiliar clearing and saw the monster that lived there. 
 
    Except at first we didn’t realize it was a monster. It looked like a dust devil, or in this case, a leaf devil, as it seemed to just be a small whirlwind of leaves and grass twirling around a relatively open space buried in the midst of a deeper part of the woods. We laughed and watched in amazement as it moved around, both of us expecting that it would peter out or wander away after a few more moments, as those kinds of natural phenomena tend to do. 
 
    But after several minutes it was still going strong, and while it was moving around a good bit, it never seemed to leave a certain space in the middle of the clearing. And, as was becoming increasingly clear, it was unlike anything natural we had ever seen. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a ghost!” Rusty offered, not taking his eyes off of it as I stepped closer to him. 
 
    I considered it before shaking my head. “Nah, I don’t think so. Papa said there’s no such thing, and why would a ghost be out here anyway? Maybe it’s a freak nature thing like lightning out of nowhere or those places where fish start raining from the sky.” 
 
    I saw him frown slightly at that. “Fish raining from the sky doesn’t sound like a nature thing.” 
 
    I shrugged. “There’s a scientific explanation for it though. I bet there is for this too. I wish we had a video camera.” 
 
    Not wanting to let it go at that, Rusty was about to say more when he realized the same thing I just had. The leaf devil had stopped moving. It was just hovering—an ever-shifting swirl of forest detritus that was at the closest point to us that it could reach and not travel further out than it had gone so far. Almost as though it couldn’t go further out, which was a troubling thought on its own, but which was temporarily eclipsed by something I was thinking just as Rusty said it. 
 
    “I think that fucking thing is looking at us.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh, to make a joke or otherwise dispel the sense of wonder and fear that was steadily growing in my belly, but I couldn’t find words that wouldn’t sound hollow. He was right. Though it had no eyes or face that we could see, I had the distinct impression that the leaf devil had noticed us and was now studying us with great interest. Swallowing, I looked up at Rusty. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    When he glanced down at me, I could see he was worried, but I could also see excitement flickering in his eyes like a living flame. He looked happier and more himself in that moment than I had seen him since Mom had left, and I think at that moment I would have went along with whatever he said next. As it was, his suggestion was fairly tame. 
 
    “Let’s move around a bit. See if it follows us. But be ready to run. If I say go, we run away fast as we can. You know the way back?” 
 
    I nodded and he gave my shoulder a squeeze. “This is really cool, but no need for us to be dumb about it.” Looking back up, he puffed out a breath. “Okay. Let’s see if this is just a pile of blowing leaves and we’re both dumbasses.” 
 
    Moving slowly with Rusty to the right, I clamped my hands down on my brother’s arm as the leaf devil followed us slowly, seemingly tracing the perimeter of some invisible circle. When we went back the other way, it followed us again, silent except for the quiet rustle of leaves twirling against each other in its inner turbulence. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Rusty looked more excited now, but I could tell by the way he was licking his lips that he was more nervous too. Maybe even scared, and I didn’t know if I’d ever seen Rusty scared before. Looking at me again, he pried loose my hands from his forearm. “Tommy, I want you to listen to me now. You go stand at the edge of the clearing. I’m going to go up a bit and get a better look. See if I can tell what it is and what’s got it trapped in there.” He licked his lips again as he glanced back up. “If it’s trapped. I don’t know. It could be a big trick. But you see how it’s been moving like it has an invisible wall or something keeping it from going any farther?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. It’s like a force field or something.” 
 
    He returned my nod with a shaky smile. “Yeah. Well, if it can’t reach us, then it may be safe to come back here. Visit it again. But if it’s just playing possum, or if it can shoot something out at us or something…well, I want you to be farther away and go run for help if anything happens, okay?” 
 
    “But why don’t we just go and…” Rusty was already shaking his head. 
 
    “I have to see more. This thing is like a miracle or something. We might never run across something like this again our entire lives.” He paused and his expression grew sadder as he went on. “There’s a lot more of life like what Dad and Aunt Karen are going through than cool shit like this. If you want to head on back, I’m cool with that. And I won’t ever make fun. But I have to see this while I can, okay?” 
 
    I said I understood, and I think even then it was the truth. But either way, I wasn’t going to leave him alone, so I told him to be careful and stepped to the edge of the clearing. The leaf devil didn’t move as Rusty approached, and my brother’s every step was slow and deliberate as he crept closer. Suddenly he stopped. 
 
    “There are rocks in the ground. Like big ones buried in the ground it looks like. They go all the way around.” He started moving left in a large circle, and as he moved, the leaf devil went with him. I couldn’t see the rocks between the distance, the angle, and the grown-up grass, but it was clear that it was moving along some invisible perimeter as it followed Rusty. It was alive, and it seemed to be trapped somehow. 
 
    Over the next week, we spent most of our free time in the clearing. Our first day back I had felt sure it would be gone, but there it was, floating near our side of its prison as though it had been waiting for us or knew we were coming. Rusty had brought a tennis ball with us this time, and after we went over the safety rules in case it suddenly did something different, we started experimenting with what it could do. 
 
    We’d roll the tennis ball into its circle, and without fail, it would pick up the ball in its restless winds and push it back out towards us. We’d toss it underhand or even throw it overhand, and so long as the ball passed through the circle of stones, it would snag the ball and send it back to us like a game of catch. Every day we would try new things, and while we were having trouble communicating beyond simple games, it wasn’t for lack of trying. It either couldn’t talk or chose not to, but we had still spent several hours peppering it with questions and telling it more about ourselves. 
 
    We named it Harvey after the old movie about the invisible rabbit, or “pooka” as Rusty would correct me, and every day we spent with it, the more it felt as though we truly had a new best friend. And while it didn’t speak, it did seem to understand at least some of what we were saying. It knew the difference between the two of us, as demonstrated by where it went when we asked it to “go to Rusty” or “go to Tommy”. It seemed capable of remembering things and understanding the more complex rules of games we made up to test the limits of what it could do. 
 
    To an outsider, this would probably look like stupid kids playing with something dangerous, or at best, a juvenile and amateurish science experiment. And in many ways, those descriptions would be right. But it was more than that too. The strangeness of it all, the amazing rush of excitement at interacting with something so unknown and magical, elevated it beyond just a game or a childish attempt at solving a mystery. I think it felt like we were touching the Divine, and in turn, it was touching us. By the end of the week we didn’t just feel special, we had accepted that we were special, because who else had such a special friend? 
 
    That pride and misunderstanding is what ruined us from the start. We had made a friend that transformed a few hours out of every day into something magical, and naturally we wanted more. So we slipped into Aunt Karen’s shed and found two sturdy shovels before sneaking back out to the woods. 
 
    And then we let Harvey out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    The shovels sunk in around the stones almost eagerly, and when I lifted the first dirt away, the dark, loamy earth that was revealed reminded me of an open wound. I shuddered slightly at the thought but pushed it aside as I went back to digging. It didn’t take us long to realize that the two stones we were digging at weren’t just two stones.  It was the top layer of what at first looked like a rectangular box made of rock about two feet tall.  This wasn’t a natural formation, but rather the sides were all fused together somehow from flat pieces of dark stone that actually reminded me of volcanic rock I had seen at the Smithsonian two years earlier. 
 
    At first we focused on just gently digging out the rocks, periodically reassuring Harvey that we were there to help him get out as he rustled close by with what I imagined was some combination of curiosity and impatience. Weeks later I went back and broke open one of the rocks to see what was in there. The inside of the stone rectangles that formed the bars of Harvey’s prison were layered like a cake—dark igneous rock followed by brown crystalline rock followed by more igneous, etc. There were a total of nine layers counting the top and bottom thicker outer layers, and the stony containers had been sealed well enough that the crystal layers—what I figured out was rock salt when I checked Aunt Karen’s old encyclopedia set—had not dissolved away over however many years it had been buried in the ground. 
 
    Those details became important later on, but when we were setting Harvey free, we were so high on a mixture of excitement and fear that we could hardly think at all, much less focus on anything not directly related to the task at hand. We hadn’t discussed what came next much, although I think there was an unspoken understanding between myself and Rusty that we wanted to take Harvey with us when we left Aunt Karen’s to live with Dad again. It was as though we imagined ourselves characters in some charmingly dim-witted children’s movie where the kids find a friendly monster, fend off the villain that wants to kill/capture/etc. the beast, and ultimately either find a way to keep the monster permanently or say a tearful and heartfelt goodbye after their adventures have run on for ninety minutes or so. 
 
    The problem with stories like that is how unrealistic they are. Not because they involve monsters—as should be obvious by now, I can’t dispute that there are strange creatures in the world that I don’t think can be explained, at least not within the framework of what is commonly known and accepted. No, the problem lies with how the monster is treated. 
 
    It is viewed, to a large degree, as an object. Something to want, something to keep, something to value because of its uniqueness. At best, it is elevated to the status of a pet—a living creature, but one who’s will and desire are, if not irrelevant, at least considered far less important than our own. At worst, they’re just a face and a name to try and trap our fear of the unknown, containing it with a ring of words that will make the undefinable more defined, and by definition, easier to control or destroy. 
 
    Even now, knowing all of this, I often think of Harvey as “the monster”. Less because of what it did than what it is—something that we didn’t understand and that we should have been terrified of. 
 
    **** 
 
    It took digging up three stones before Harvey could move through the space, and I remember the thrill of fear when it did so. I felt like we had snuck into a circus and opened up the lion’s cage. Except as it passed the threshold of its prison, it wasn’t a lion, or even a leaf devil any more. 
 
    Now it was a large hedgehog. 
 
    It was far larger than any regular hedgehog, being roughly the height of a medium-sized beagle, and its appearance was vastly different as well, but that didn’t change the fact that it had gone from being a largely invisible force to a fantastic version of a cute woodland creature. Its face and paws seemed to be hewn from some kind of light, living wood, and its spiny back was a tightly woven thicket of leaves and sticks. When it moved, you could hear a light rustle not that different than the sounds the leaf devil version of Harvey had made. 
 
    The fact that it looked like a very cute and non-threatening animal, while a relief, did give me a bit of pause even then. Either that was its natural form or it was an appearance that was deliberately chosen. If Harvey had chosen to look that way, was it because it wanted to be appealing and ease our fears, or because it wanted us to let our guards down? 
 
    Whatever the answer or our reservations, we were both delighted by Harvey’s new form as well. We were both greeting and talking to him like an old friend we were picking up at the airport, or possibly like an online friend we were seeing for the first time. Because in some ways that was true. Harvey looked more like something familiar now, and he had a face—a cute face with large amber eyes that sparkled with intelligence and understanding. He wasn’t talking to us, but he did have expressions and body language as we spent the afternoon with him, and in a hundred different small ways I could feel us growing closer to Harvey now that we could interact with him in a way we could more easily wrap our head around. 
 
    In some ways, I think that day was the best day of my life. I never wanted to leave, and I could tell that Rusty felt the same. It was well after dark when we finally forced ourselves back to Aunt Karen’s house, and I felt a stab of guilt when I saw her frail form standing on the porch looking at us with worry and relief. She hugged us tearfully as we drew near, kissing our cheeks and making us promise to never do that again, to always be home well before dark. We promised, and it was one promise that we kept during the short time we had left together in her home. 
 
    Still, if my regret over worrying Karen had cooled my excitement a little, it had done nothing to stave off my fears. Harvey had seemed very content to hang out with us in the clearing that afternoon—we had played games, petted his strange pelt, and told him more stories of where we were from and what life was like there. But how likely was it that he would still be there the next day? We still didn’t know what he even was, but if he was like most people or animals, he would probably want to be far away from the place he was trapped for so long. 
 
    The next morning we were out of the house at sunrise, and as soon as we were out of sight we broke into a desperate run back toward the clearing. I felt my stomach drop when we arrived and saw no sign of Harvey. We started walking the area, calling out to him, but there was nothing. If the day before was one of my best days, that one was one of my worst. We spent hours combing the woods, but there was no sign of Harvey anywhere. By late afternoon we were bone-tired and heading back to the house when Harvey found us. 
 
    He waddled up to us like…well, like a giant magic hedgehog I guess, and it was clear that he was happy to see us. We knelt down and hugged him gently, after which Rusty started explaining to Harvey how he shouldn’t worry us like that. How we had been looking for him all day and we ought to be mad at him, but he forgave him. 
 
    Something stirred in the back of my head at that, though at the time I didn’t recognize it for what it was. It was growing dark again, so we reluctantly said good-bye, though this time Rusty told Harvey to follow us close to the house so he would know where we lived and could meet up with us more easily next time. That we would be back at the edge of the trees near the house the next morning. Again, a slight tickle in the back of my head that made my stomach uneasy, but I tried to ignore it as I waved bye to Harvey and followed Rusty back to the house. 
 
    The next few days were fun and exciting, and in many ways it was like we were living in some kind of fairy tale. We would get up early, spend the day with Harvey, and then come back home in the evening tired and full of anticipation for when we got to see him again. But as happy as I was, I had come to recognize the little twinge I would get in the back of my head from time to time. 
 
    It was worry. Not worry that Harvey was going to hurt us—that was always a possibility, but he’d had plenty of chances if he wanted to do so—but worry that Rusty was…well, he just seemed different somehow. 
 
    We had never had pets growing up because my mother was so allergic, and while I loved cats and dogs, my only real exposure to them had been in public or when I was over at a friend’s house. I had even less exposure to how Rusty was around them, but the few times I had been with him when we met a dog or cat, he had been the way he always was—gentle and kind. 
 
    But some people are different with their own animals, and some people view pets less as a friend or companion and more as an object to be used or…well, even abused. I never saw him actually be mean to Harvey—he never hit him or anything like that—but I found myself growing more concerned with how he was treating him just the same. 
 
    He would tell Harvey what to do. Try to make him do stupid tricks. Yell at him if he did something different than what Rusty wanted. A couple of times I told him to chill out and it seemed to help for a time, but before the end of the day he would be back to treating Harvey like he was a misbehaving dog that he planned on bringing to heel. 
 
    Maybe that doesn’t sound like much. He’s a teenage boy treating a magic animal like a non-magic animal. Except it was more than that. First, Rusty would get this odd look on his face at times. The best way I can describe it is that it reminded me of how our mother could look sometimes when she was still around. Like she was just waiting for you to step wrong so she could jump you. Not because she wanted to correct you, but because she wanted an excuse to talk bad to you, maybe slap you a little. It was a terrible kind of happy anger that was brimming and ready to be poured out on you at the first sign of provocation. 
 
    This memory was part of how I knew that, despite the odd way that Rusty was treating Harvey at times, it still was Rusty. It wasn’t like he was being possessed or controlled by Harvey or something. He always seemed like Rusty while he was doing it—just a version of Rusty I wasn’t as familiar with. 
 
    The second reason it worried me so much was because of what it said about how Rusty viewed Harvey. Every day he was treating him more and more like a pet. A wild animal maybe, but one that Rusty was working hard to tame. 
 
    Except we knew literally nothing about Harvey except for how we had found him and how he had acted so far. He could be totally sweet and harmless, or he could be able to kill us without a second thought. He could have the understanding of…well, a hedgehog…or he could be far smarter than we were. After two weeks had passed since freeing Harvey, I was getting ready to talk to Rusty about it all. About how he needed to respect Harvey more and quit treating him like he was a stupid toy. 
 
    Then I got sick. I woke up in the middle of the night with chills, and when Rusty got the thermometer, I had a fever of over 104. I had come down with the flu, and with Karen’s compromised immune system, Rusty was the main one that took care of me for the next several days as I got over the worst of it. 
 
    He did a good job, but he would still disappear for a couple of hours every morning and afternoon to go visit Harvey. I was miserable from being sick, but moreso because I hated feeling left out. I missed seeing Harvey, and Rusty said he could tell that Harvey missed me too. I also still worried a little bit about how Rusty and Harvey would get along without me being there. 
 
    On the third day of me being sick I found out. I heard a commotion as Rusty came running up on the front porch and flying through the door before locking it behind him. Karen was up in her room, so he managed to avoid any questions as he made his way to our bedroom downstairs. Despite that, I almost yelled when I saw him come in. 
 
    He was sweaty and dirty, but I barely noticed for looking at his right leg. It was bleeding badly from two lines of cuts that looked like large claw marks. His eyes were wide with fear as he looked at me. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know. Harvey got mad or went crazy or something. He changed shape again. Got bigger and…he fucking tried to kill me.” His face began to crumple in on the last as tears began springing up and running down his dusty cheeks. He hobbled over to the window. “He followed me, but I think he stopped at the edge of the trees.” It had been gray outside all day, and as twilight was coming on, it was hard to make out much in the growing murk of the woods. But then I saw him. A massive shadow deeper than the rest, defined only by his own darkness and the flickering glow of large, amber eyes. He was in the woods looking at us. Not just the house, but I felt sure Harvey was staring right at us. 
 
    Watching. Waiting. 
 
      
 
    Part Three 
 
      
 
    By later that evening, we couldn’t see any signs of Harvey lurking at the edge of the woods, though we knew that meant very little. Rusty bandaged up his leg and went back through what had happened with me, but it still made little sense. He claimed they had just been playing fetch when Harvey had suddenly started making a terrible noise as his shape and size changed. Rusty immediately knew something was wrong, but thought at first he could talk to Harvey and calm him down. He took a couple of steps toward the creature, and that’s when he got clawed on the leg. 
 
    Rusty was clearly still upset as he talked about it, seeming to vacillate between fear, anger and sadness at what he seemed to view as some kind of betrayal. For my part, I didn’t know what to think. I wanted to believe Rusty, but I also hated the idea that Harvey would intentionally hurt one of us—both because I saw him as our friend and because of the implications that might have. If we had angered some kind of magical monster, who knew what it might be capable of? 
 
    That’s what led me to convince Rusty we needed to go back out to the clearing. The rocks there were the only thing we knew of that could stop Harvey, and we needed to either get the rocks or figure out how they worked. I didn’t want to hurt Harvey, but if we could block him or ward him off for a time, maybe at least things wouldn’t get any worse and I’d have more time to figure out a way of fixing things. 
 
    So the next day we went back to the clearing, this time carrying shovels more as makeshift weapons than digging tools. We didn't run like before, instead picking our way carefully through the forest and jumping at every noise. I kept expecting to see a leaf devil or some hulking forest monster come charging at us from out of nowhere, but nothing like that ever came. And after breaking open one of the rocks and seeing how it was constructed inside, I was already starting to have the beginnings of an idea for how we could protect ourselves from Harvey. 
 
    Rusty had always read more fantastical stories than me, so he was the best expert we had on myths and legends and various superstitions. When I put down Karen’s encyclopedia from reading about rock salt and asked him about it, he pondered it a few moments before nodding. According to him, there were several legends about different creatures being affected by various mundane things. Silver, of course, but also iron, running water, or in some cases, salt. 
 
    I was still weak and running a fever at this point, and my exertion during our secret trip to the clearing and back had taken its toll. I was in a cold sweat, and as it got later in the day, I could tell my temperature was shooting up as my joints began to ache and my head started swimming. I needed to sleep some and think of the best way we could use our new information. Maybe a weapon we could carry to fend him off if there was another attack, or a salt barrier around the house until he calmed down, or…something. I still had hope we could fix this, and if I’m honest, I still had doubts about what exactly had happened. 
 
    Rusty had given me some more flu medicine, and it didn’t take long until I could feel my consciousness slipping away. I told him to just stay inside for now, that we would figure it out. He smiled at me and nodded. Told me not to worry, that it would work out. That he already had a good idea that might work. 
 
    I wanted to say more, but I was gone. I remember being plagued by dark dreams while I slept, terrible things that I told myself were born from the fever and medication. Either way, I slept my troubled sleep until noon the next day, and when I did finally wake up, I found myself in sweat-soaked sheets, but feeling much better. My fever had finally broken. 
 
    I was getting out of bed when Rusty came in, his face lit up in a way I hadn’t seen in days. When I asked him what was going on, he told me he had figured it out. That it was all better now. Then, to my growing horror, he began to explain. 
 
    He said he had gone back out to see if there was anything we might have missed at the clearing and to see if he could bring at least a few pieces of rock and salt back so we knew we had something that worked. As a precaution, and having no idea that it would have any effect at all, he also carried a small sandwich bag of table salt with him from Karen’s pantry. 
 
    He was halfway to the clearing when he saw the leaf devil approaching from his right. He didn’t want to have another fight with Harvey, so he just hid behind a tree and stayed there, hoping he hadn't been noticed. But he had, and as Harvey grew closer and closer, the whirring wind seemed less like a stirring breeze and more like a buzzsaw. He heard the force of it tearing into the far side of the tree, and he imagined what it would do to his skin when Harvey finally reached him. 
 
    So he took a fistful of the salt and threw it around the tree. 
 
    The effect was instantaneous. There was a loud and rapid crackling sound like a distant firework and then Harvey was quickly moving away again. He didn’t know if he had hurt the monster, but he was pretty sure it didn’t like salt of any kind. 
 
    Already shaken and scared, and satisfied that regular table salt would work too, he came back to the house and began trying to formulate a plan. He was sitting in the basement staring up at the ceiling when an idea came to him. 
 
    Aunt Karen sometimes had bone-rattling chills throughout the day and night because of her chemo, and while she would turn up the heat and pile on blankets, the thing that seemed to help the most were these long, rubber hot water bottles that she bought at the pharmacy in town. Scrounging around the house, Rusty said he’d found four that she wasn’t actively using. Then he made up an excuse to go into town and got another ten. 
 
    It was late afternoon when he got back home, and he waited until he knew I was still asleep and she was in bed for the evening before he went to work in the basement. The ceiling of the basement was, naturally enough, also the bottom of the first floor of the house. And running all along that ceiling were paths of pipes and wires that aside from serving their normal purposes of carrying water and electricity, also served as good spots to hide rubber bags filled with salt. 
 
    He only filled the bags about a third full so they wouldn’t be too heavy, and he still had to quietly attach a few bits of wood to the floor joists here and there to provide spots for the remaining bags. Because his goal was to make a large circle of the bags, much like the stones in the clearing, and then trap Harvey in it temporarily until we could make him understand we were still his friends. 
 
    I stared at him in mute horror at this part, dread crawling up my back at what I was afraid was coming. He continued, seemingly oblivious to how I was looking at him as he went on to describe how clever and brave he had been. 
 
    Rusty said he knew he would have to bait Harvey into coming into the basement, and the circle couldn’t be closed until Harvey was inside of it, if it worked at all. He gave me a brief, apologetic smile at this part, saying he knew he’d put me and Karen at risk with this plan too, but he had been sure it would work, and he was right. 
 
    He told me that it didn’t take long walking in the woods this morning before Harvey found him and started approaching again quickly. Rusty didn’t waste any time, running back toward the house at a decent pace but slowly enough that Harvey would hopefully be encouraged to follow. He heard bushes rustling and tree limbs snapping and saw that Harvey was back to the larger form that had clawed him—a bristling bear-like thing with glowing eyes and long teeth. 
 
    He sped up then, more out of fear than anything, but by the time he reached the exterior door to the basement, Harvey was at his heels. Rusty ran through the space he had prepared and then juked to the right where he had three more of the rubber bottles ready and waiting. In the handful of seconds it took Harvey to realize he was being blocked from going forward in most directions, Rusty had already thrown down the remaining containers of salt and closed the circle. 
 
    Harvey was trapped and they were safe. 
 
    I had held my tongue until he was finished. I wanted to hear everything, and I was afraid he might stop telling me or leave something out if I started yelling at him mid-story. But when he finally fell silent, that’s when I started to scream, tears of anger running down my face as I gave voice to everything I had been trying to ignore for weeks now. 
 
    I told him he shouldn’t have messed with Harvey again. He should have just left him alone. And Harvey was probably mad at him because of the way Rusty treated him. Like he was stupid. Like he was our pet. Now Harvey was going to always hate us, and it was all his fault. 
 
    I’d half-expected Rusty to get mad, or given how he’d been lately, even try and hurt me. But he looked like the one who had been hurt. His bottom lip began to tremble as I spoke, and as I saw him start to cry I lost my will to go on. We sat together on my bed, silent and miserable, for several minutes before he spoke in a shaky voice. 
 
    “I don’t want us to lose him. That’s why I’m doing all this. I need to make sure he listens to us. Does what we tell him to do. So we don’t lose him. So he’ll come with us when we go home.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. I think he meant what he was saying, but he didn’t seem to understand how backwards and stupid it all was. I was still struggling for words, for an answer to this mess, for something, anything that might help, when Aunt Karen came to the door. She looked concerned when she saw our expressions and tears. 
 
    “Are you boys all right?” 
 
    Rusty nodded. “Yeah, we were just talking about stuff that makes us sad. But I think Tommy is doing better, aren’t you?” He glanced at me meaningfully and I nodded, trying to give Karen a smile. 
 
    She returned it, her eyes still troubled. “Well, there’s been a lot going on, and there’s no shame in having a little cry from time to time. Anytime you boys need to talk about things, I’m always happy to listen.” Her expression darkened slightly for a moment before she continued on. “But I have some good news for you. Your father is coming to get you this afternoon. He’s found you a new place, and he thought it’d be good to get you settled before Christmas comes in a few days. He says you’ll be able to start back to school in January too, either at your old school or a new one closer to the new apartment.” 
 
    I saw Rusty’s fist go white as his fingers clenched on the bedsheets. “But Karen, we’d like to stay with you longer. We can help out more too.” 
 
    She shook her head with sad eyes. “There’s nothing I’d like more than for you to stay, but your father misses you terribly and he needs your help too. Just promise you’ll come back and visit me every chance you get.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The next three hours were a flurry of whispered conversations, hurried packing, and my own internal debate about going down into the basement to see what Rusty had done. Our father arrived at four, and by five he was ready to hit the road. I made the excuse that I had an upset stomach and needed to go to the bathroom before we left, and he gave me a sympathetic hug and told me to take my time. I cringed inwardly at another reminder that one of the big unspoken reasons he had chosen now to come get us was because I had been so sick. As with all of it, some of this was my fault. And I needed to try to fix it if I could. 
 
    I made a show of heading off in the direction of the bathroom before veering toward the basement door. My heart was thudding as I crept down the wooden steps, and as I looked out into the basement, I was surprised by how normal everything looked. I could only see a few spots where the hot water bottles were able to be glimpsed in the shadow recesses of the ceiling, and the area below seemed empty at first. 
 
    Then I saw Harvey slowly fading into sight. He was back to looking like a hedgehog, but he looked dingier and less magical now. More like a statue or carving that had been given some form of crude life than the enchanted miracle we had come to know and love. He lifted his head and regarded me somberly as I approached. 
 
    And then he spoke. 
 
    “Let me out, Tommy. Please, let me out.” 
 
    His voice was scratchily musical, like a forest filled with cicadas that had learned to sing a shared melody. Looking at him, hearing his voice, I felt my hammering heart break a little. Taking another step forward, I crouched down to his level. 
 
    “I…I can’t. Rusty said you tried to hurt him. That you tried to kill him even.” 
 
    Harvey’s face contorted into what I took for a weary frown as he shook his head from side to side. “He tried to hurt me is why I clawed him. I was never going to kill him. But he needed to know what was not allowed.” 
 
    I felt my stomach clench. I felt myself believing Harvey’s words, but how could I be sure? Then I remembered something else. 
 
    “Why did you chase him in here then? How did you get stuck in here if you weren’t after him again?” 
 
    Harvey closed his eyes for a moment as he lowered his head in what might have been an expression of disappointment or shame. “He tricked me. He had been telling me for days that you were badly ill. After I clawed him, he found me again and told me you were worse. That you were dying and needed my help.” Opening his eyes, he looked around drearily at the basement walls. “He led me into this place and trapped me here.” His amber eyes met mine again. “I need you to set me free, Tommy. This place…its far worse than being trapped in the stones. There I had the wind and the sun at least. Here everything is cold and dark and dead and I hate it.” 
 
    I was crying again now, and I looked up blurrily at the bags I could see tucked away to make a rough circle. Rusty had already replaced the ones he threw on the ground with ceiling counterparts as well, so if I was going to remove some, I’d have to…but what if I was wrong? What if Harvey was the one tricking me? Rusty was acting different, but he was still my brother. I still knew and loved and trusted him. And what if I let Harvey out and he hurt me or my family? Was that really worth the risk? 
 
    Harvey let out a dejected sigh. “If you let me, if you touch me, I can show you what happened. Make you see it in your head. Help you understand that I’m telling you truth.” 
 
    I frowned at that. “But I’d have to let you out or come in the circle for that.” 
 
    Harvey’s gaze remained steady. “Yes. You would. But you are my friend, Tommy, and I will not harm you.” 
 
    “Tommy, where’d you go? You okay?” 
 
    It was Dad, apparently having figured out I wasn’t in the bathroom. I stood up, torn between reaching out my hand and running away. 
 
    Harvey stepped closer to the edge of his boundary. “Please.” 
 
    Biting my lip, I was reaching forward as I heard footfalls coming down the stairs. I looked back to see my father looking at me. “What’re you doing down here, Sport? You don’t need to be down in this cold air and we need to get moving. Long drive ahead of us.” 
 
    When I turned back to the center of the room, I couldn’t see Harvey anymore. Something about that hurt worse, and my trickle of tears became watery sobs. My father came the rest of the way down the steps and put his arm around me. 
 
    “Hey, man. It’s okay. I know you still feel bad. Is that all it is, or is something else wrong?” 
 
    Trying to regain control, I shook my head. “I just…I thought I left something down here. But I think I lost it.” 
 
    Dad gave me another squeeze and led me back upstairs. As we climbed the steps, I looked back down one last time and saw Harvey watching me go. Mouthing the words silently, I said the last thing I would say to him until I was a thirty-two year old man. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Harvey. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I never went back to Aunt Karen’s house after that. Not because she was gone—she actually went into remission and lived another fifteen years before the cancer came back and got her like an absent-minded traveler who had temporarily forgotten his hat. 
 
    And not because Rusty didn’t go—he actually went back every few months to visit for a few days and took care of Karen during the last year of her life. It made sense that she left the house to him, and while he didn’t live there as far as I knew, I had no doubt he visited it often. 
 
    I lost a lot that year. My mother, most of my time with Aunt Karen, and worst of all, my two real friends in the world. Rusty…he was never the same after our time with Harvey. He was never mean to me, and we would sometimes still talk or do things together, but it was always hollow and forced. There was something between us now. 
 
    That something was Harvey. I grew to hate myself for not being braver and more trusting when I had the chance. I learned to hate myself even more as months and years went by and I did nothing to correct my mistake. 
 
    I think people don’t really know themselves until they have to do a really hard thing that is also the right thing. Their choice holds up a mirror that cuts through excuses and self-deceit, if only for a time. 
 
    Well, I had seen myself in that mirror. I saw myself every time I turned down a chance to go to Aunt Karen’s and set Harvey free. Every time I made an excuse or rationalization for my inaction. Every day as I pushed myself further and further away from Rusty rather than ask him the hard questions. 
 
    How was Harvey doing? Was he still trapped in that basement? And the hardest question of all: Just what are you doing to him when you go to visit? 
 
    By the time I left for college, I barely saw Rusty at all. It made it easier, you see. Easier to not remind myself of the strange and disquieting young man my brother had become and the weak coward I had always been. Easier to half-deceive myself that my memories of Harvey were all just the fanciful fever-dreams of a young boy who was losing his friendship with an older brother. 
 
    That’s why I felt a wave of panicked nausea when my phone started buzzing and I saw that it was Rusty responding to my condolences about his girlfriend. That’s why after three days of messages that moved from “Thanks for reaching out” to “We need to talk soon” to “Answer your phone, Tommy”, I just turned it off. 
 
    That’s why I didn’t open the envelope I got in the mail until a few minutes ago. 
 
    It was a burnable DVD with a sticky note on the front that just said “Watch this and then call me.—Rusty”. I felt like all the air was leaving the room as I put the disc in my computer and hit play. At first I didn’t understand what I was watching. It was a home movie of some kind, and it was in Aunt Karen’s house. Or I guess it was Rusty’s house now. 
 
    That’s actually what was being talked about on the video. It sounded like Rusty was recording the video with his phone and his girlfriend—Alice, not Alicia—was being given a tour of sorts. He was talking about the remodeling he was doing and how excited he was about it. At first it seemed normal enough, and I found myself missing my brother as he talked to Alice and joked with her. He sounded more like his old self with her. 
 
    But then he said he wanted to show her the basement. She seemed willing enough, but it was clear that she was expecting more than the bare room that the camera was showing. There was no sign of Harvey, but there was an area of the concrete floor that seemed rougher and more worn than the rest. 
 
    It was in the rough shape of a circle. 
 
    The view of the camera was suddenly jerked away from the room and back to Alice. Rusty was clearly excited now, and as he talked, the camera shifted again as he squatted or knelt down on the basement floor. That’s when I realized he was proposing to her. 
 
    She seemed to realize it at the same time, and her expression turned from pleasant curiosity to concerned dismay. She took a step back as she interrupted him. 
 
    “Russ, no. You need to stop this. Look, you’re a great guy, but I’m not interested in marrying you. I’m probably never going to get married at all. I thought I made that clear.” 
 
    Rusty’s voice was softer when he responded, but the hard, waiting anger coiled underneath his words made my stomach clench. “So you’re saying this is the wrong time or that you just don’t want to marry me?” 
 
    Visibly upset, Alice ran her hands through her hair and stared at the ground for a minute before looking back up, her expression sad. “Fuck. I didn’t want to do this like this. Look, we need to stop seeing each other. This isn’t working out for me and I’m just keeping you from…” 
 
    Rusty had stood back up as she spoke, and I gasped as his leg flashed into the bottom of the frame as he kicked her in the stomach and cut off her words with an audible whoosh of air. The force of the kick didn’t knock her down, but it did cause her to stumble back into the circle. 
 
    The next moment she was silently thrashing and trying to scream as she tried in vain to get more air. Then she was still and Rusty was sitting the phone down as he moved to pick up a wide push broom from where it was propped against the wall. I couldn’t see what was going on, but I could hear the scritchscratch of the broom bristles as he used the wide head of the broom to pull her body back outside the boundaries of Harvey’s prison. I could also hear the last words he said before the video ended. 
 
    “That's good, Harvey. That’s a real good boy.” 
 
      
 
    Part Four 
 
      
 
    You: So I watched the video you sent. I’m ready to meet and talk. 
 
    Rusty: Good. We have a lot to talk about. I’ve been doing a lot of work out at Aunt Karen’s house lately. You want to just meet out there? 
 
    You: No. I’m not ready to go back there. Not yet. Let’s meet somewhere neutral and just talk for now. Want to meet at the mall in Glen Cove? 
 
    Rusty: Don’t trust me, eh? Well, I get why the video might freak you out a little. But you’re safe with me, little brother. 
 
    You: Glen Cove tomorrow at about noon in the food court? 
 
    Rusty: Fine. See you then, Tommy. I’ve missed you. 
 
    **** 
 
    Of course, I wasn’t going to the mall in Glen Cove or to Glen Cove at all. I was going to Karen’s house to finally finish this for good. I left home early in the morning, but with the drive time I still didn’t reach it until a quarter til twelve. Parking up the road and out of sight, I walked in far enough to see there were no cars or other signs of Rusty hanging around. I still found myself wanting to hesitate, wanting to wait longer to make sure he had really gone, but I forced myself to stop. The time for excuses and waiting was over. It was time for me to stop being a fucking coward. 
 
    The exterior of the house looked the same aside from a fresh coat of paint and some flowers planted along the front of the porch. Climbing those steps was hard, but it wasn’t just sadness that I felt. There was anger there too. Anger at myself for all the mistakes I had made and things I had left undone, but also anger at Rusty. He had betrayed Harvey and me, but what’s more, he had betrayed himself. The version of Rusty that he could have been. A good brother and a good man. For what? Aunt Karen’s house and becoming more of a monster than Harvey had ever been. 
 
    It took three kicks for me to get the front door open. Stepping inside slowly, I looked around to make sure I wasn’t walking into a trap. I didn’t know Rusty at all anymore, and I couldn’t assume he wouldn’t kill me just as quickly as he had the poor girl on the video. 
 
    But as I walked through the house to the basement door, there was no sign of him or anyone else. Well, that’s not strictly true. Because even at a distance, I felt like I could somehow sense Harvey stirring down in the dark below me. 
 
    Blood thrummed in my ears as I opened the door and started down the stairs. The basement was well-lit with fluorescent lights, but at first I didn’t see anything different than what was on the video. A sparse room of cinderblock walls and a concrete floor that seemed peculiarly worn in the middle. 
 
    I stood at the bottom of the steps for several seconds before pushing myself closer. I thought I saw a slight disturbance in the air, but I couldn’t be sure. Then I heard a rumble that came and went quickly as a summer thunderclap. It was Harvey growling at me. 
 
    Stepping closer to the edge of the unseen circle, I knelt down. “Harvey? Do you know me? Oh God, I’m so sorry. I’m so so sorry. Do you know me at all?” 
 
    There was a thickening of the air just a few inches away from my face, and I could barely make out the flicker of large amber eyes regarding me across the boundary that separated us. I was surprised when I realized I didn’t feel afraid anymore. Just happy to finally see Harvey again. 
 
    “Tommy? You came back?” 
 
    My hands went to my mouth as my vision started to swim. “Fuck. Yes, yes, Harvey. I came back. I’m so sorry it took so long. But I’m going to get you out of here now. I swear it.” I stood up as my eyes went to the ceiling. I didn’t see any hot water bottles up there or anything out of the ordinary at all. I was taking out a flashlight when Harvey spoke again. 
 
    “They’re not up there anymore. He dug a trench in the floor years ago. Filled it with salt and covered it up.” 
 
    Heart sinking, I looked closer at the floor and saw he was right. There was a barely perceptible ridge of newer concrete all the way around. That motherfucker had decided to make Harvey’s prison permanent. 
 
    Looking up at Harvey’s eyes, I tried to smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll find something and break it up. Be right back.” Just then, my phone buzzed. It was Rusty. 
 
    Rusty: I see you at the house, Tommy. Got cameras all over now. Stay away from Harvey until I get there. I fucking mean it. 
 
    I gripped the phone tighter before jamming it back in my pocket. “Rusty knows I’m here, and he’s coming back, so I have to hurry. It should take him an hour to get here, so we should be okay.” Looking around the room, I asked, “Do you know where he keeps his tools?” 
 
    Harvey’s voice had been very faint and indistinct at first, but this time it sounded a bit clearer, a bit stronger. “I don’t know, but he always brought them from outside.” 
 
    The shed. 
 
    I ran out the exterior door and around the side of the house to where the old shed still sat lopsided and moldering. The only thing new about it was the padlock on the door. Fuck it. I didn’t have time for this shit. 
 
    It only took a few hits to break in one of the rotting boards lining the sides of the shed, and after that, it was short work to pry open a hole big enough for me to climb through. The interior was dark, with only small beams of sunlight poking through between the uneven slats of the roof. When I shined my flashlight around, I saw that the shed was both smaller and more filled with tools and junk than I remembered. It took several minutes of searching to find a hammer and a heavy screwdriver to use as a makeshift chisel, and while they weren’t the ideal tools for the job, I worried that wasting more time searching would be worse than going with what I had. 
 
    My first attempts at chipping away at the concrete did very little. First I used big, hard swings that sent the metal tip of the screwdriver this way and that, then I tried smaller taps that were too light. But after a few tries, I got into a rhythm of fast, hard strikes on the same spot and I started making progress. In just a few minutes I was sweating, though I wasn’t sure if it was from exertion and concentration or just my growing fear that Rusty was going to get there before I had cleared enough of the salt away. I let out a little yell as the screwdriver bit deeper. I had broken through to the bottom of the salt trench. 
 
    That’s when Harvey spoke again. 
 
    “Tommy, he’s almost here. I can sense him. You need to be very careful. He will kill you if you anger him enough.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can handle him. I’m getting you out.” 
 
    “You need to understand this. There is no way to handle him. You don’t know the man he has become. If you continue trying to help me, he will try to kill you.” 
 
    I stopped for a moment and looked up into Harvey’s eyes. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    Harvey was silent for a moment as though considering before he spoke again. “Where I come from, there is a saying. ‘Everything is paid for.’” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard versions of that here too.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe that will help you understand then. Rusty has to pay a price for all that he has done. So must you. So must I. Whether now or later, everything is paid for eventually.” 
 
    I went back to digging at the trench. “We can talk more about all that later. For now I need to get you out.” 
 
    “It’s too late. He’s already here.” 
 
    **** 
 
    “Tommy! Tommy, you little shit, get away from him, get up here!” The screaming had started as soon as the front door opened, and he was at the top of the stairs in seconds. “I fucking mean it, Tom.” 
 
    I was prying wildly at the crack I had opened up, and a chunk of concrete flew up as Rusty started thundering down the steps. I looked up as he reached the bottom, and I felt my heart sink at what I saw. 
 
    He was still Rusty, but there was a wrongness to him now. My brother was always clever, and I’m sure he had learned to hide it well enough when he was in control of himself. But he wasn’t in control of himself now. His expression was wild and crazed, and as he dashed around the perimeter of Harvey’s prison to reach me, I saw the terrible truth of him in his eyes. 
 
    He wasn’t just willing to hurt and kill me. He wanted to. 
 
    I dodged to the side at the last moment, but he compensated and hit me in the ribs, falling on top of me even as I felt my shoulder crack painfully into the concrete floor. I tried to get away from him, but his hands were clawing at my shoulders and head as he tried to leverage himself into a better position atop me. In a second he’d be on my back and then it’d all be over. 
 
    So I did the only thing I had left to do. I took the hammer and swung it hard at his head. 
 
    The effect was immediate. His limbs went limp as he started to slide off me. I thought for a moment he was dead, but then his eyes started to flutter open as blood dripped down onto his eyelashes. By the time I was on my feet, his gaze was steady and hot as he started reaching for me again. 
 
    Enough of this. It was time to be done. Time to pay. 
 
    I stepped behind Rusty and wrapped my arm around his neck. He struggled weakly at first, but then he saw I didn’t mean to choke him out. Instead I was dragging us both inside of Harvey’s circle. He began screaming and wailing then, a newfound strength born out of terror making it harder to hold onto him as I crossed the hidden salt threshold. Gritting my teeth, I clung on tightly and fell backward, using my body weight to yank him the rest of the way inside. 
 
    Harvey was over us now, the air darkening as he took shape. He didn’t look like a particular animal now, or perhaps he looked like several. He had the broad, emaciated head of a starving bear perched on shoulders that were almost ape-like—except that they terminated in arms that were closer to entwined branches than flesh and bone. His hands, thin and well-articulated bits of clay and stone, reached out to Rusty’s face even as the man let out a pig-like squeal of terror. I smelled something foul and realized he had shit himself, and I couldn’t help but feel some dark satisfaction at the depth of his well-deserved fear. 
 
    I looked up at Harvey and grimaced. “Do it. End him. End both of us if you need to, just let me get you out first. I accept the price that has to be paid.” 
 
    Harvey’s gaunt countenance seemed to frown slightly at that. “No, Tommy. You misunderstand. Death is not the price. Death is no punishment at all. And Rusty’s price is for him alone.” Rusty had sank into petrified silence, but his mind wasn’t gone, at least not yet. He was listening carefully to what we were saying. 
 
    I looked at Harvey in confusion as I checked my grip on Rusty’s neck and wrapped my legs around his own. “What then? What are you going to do to him?” 
 
    Harvey looked almost sad. “My kind call it being made Dim. It is the worst punishment we have. Rusty will be bound to this place forever. Here, but not here. Seeing, but unseen. Knowing, but unknown. A shadow that can never leave, never die, never rest.” 
 
    I swallowed. “That’s his price? For all he’s done?” 
 
    Harvey nodded. “It is. Can you accept that? It will only take a moment, but I need him held still and I’m still too weak to do it myself.” I didn’t know what to say. I knew he deserved it, but the enormity of condemning someone to that kind of hell… 
 
    That’s when Rusty spoke up. 
 
    “You can fucking talk? All this time, you could fucking talk? I dedicated my life to you, taught you so much, and you never said a word to me. But you talk to him? Like I’m not even fucking here?” 
 
    Harvey’s gaze flared as he regarded Rusty, and I felt him begin to tremble again under the creature's glare. While I wasn’t afraid exactly, I couldn’t help but hold my breath. Even in his diminished state, Harvey looked somehow…regal. “You were never worth speaking to. Never my friend. You were nothing, and you'll soon be less than that.” His eyes went back to me. “Are you able to help in this?” 
 
    Rusty was trying to twist to see me now as he stammered out words fast and hard. “Tommy, don’t do it, man. I’m fucked up, I know it. But I’m your brother. I love you. This thing…I think it messed with me. Made me do bad things. It’s some kind of fucked up monster, and I don’t blame you for abandoning me, for leaving me with it, but I need you now. We can beat it together, just don’t let it…” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” 
 
    I felt Rusty tense slightly. “What?” 
 
    “I said shut up. I should have stopped you when we were kids, but I can’t change that. But I can sure as shit stop you from hurting him or anyone else ever again.” 
 
    Rusty gritted his teeth. “You picking that fucking thing, that fucking monster, over your own brother?” 
 
    I dug my forearm into his neck so hard I felt his tendons creak. “The only monster down here is you.” Looking up at Harvey, I nodded. “Do it.” 
 
    It really did happen quickly. Harvey trailed his fingers over Rusty’s face before pressing hard against his forehead. In a deeper, rumbling voice, he spoke a phrase as Rusty began to wail again for the final time. “Kravosch enlea. Selah.” 
 
    And then Rusty was just…gone. It was strange, because it wasn’t like he vanished, not exactly. It was more like he was sitting in the corner and I just kept forgetting he was there. I looked around, and I thought I saw a faint shadow nearby, but when I tried to focus on it, it went away. Turning back to Harvey as I sat up, I asked if that was it. 
 
    He nodded with a sigh. “Yes. Rusty’s part is finished.” 
 
    Standing up, I bent down and reached for the hammer. “Then let me finish getting you out.” 
 
    It took another twenty minutes to break enough of the barrier to free Harvey, and when I was finished, I set the tools down and asked him if it was time for me to pay my price too. He made a sound that might have been a chuckle as he slowly moved out of the circle. 
 
    “Help me outside if you will. We can talk about it there.” 
 
    I took his large, slender hands and felt myself wince at how fragile they felt in my grip. Trying to be gentle, I walked with him through the door and into the afternoon sunshine. The moment the light hit him, Harvey began to change. His head filled out and his body thickened from a slight figure to a massive frame that dwarfed my own. All across his body I could see new leaves and branches growing and filling in ragged gaps that had been there moments before, and across his broad, barrel chest I could see flowering moss spreading like deep green fur. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at him. “Are you feeling better now?” 
 
    He returned a toothy smile that was somehow warm instead of terrifying. “Much better, yes.” 
 
    “Good.” I almost stopped there, but I felt compelled to go on. “Look, I know I’ve said I’m sorry. Sorry for what we did to you, sorry for everything you went through. But I want you to know that I mean it. Fuck, more than anything in my life, I wish I could take all of that back.” 
 
    Harvey nodded. “I believe you. I’m sorry for your regret and pain. But that pain isn’t the price. Part of the price was what you did in there. Helping me balance things with Rusty. The other part…well, it is up to you if you want to pay it.” 
 
    I frowned. “I told you I’ll pay whatever price you think is fair. I know I deserve it.” 
 
    The rumble that might have been a chuckle rose in his throat again. “Hear what it is first, then decide.” When I nodded, he went on. “Your sadness and regret are based on what you know. But there is much you do not know. I can show you everything that Rusty did that I remember. I can show you what my time in that circle was like. You will know and feel it as profoundly as if it were your own memories, and unlike some memories, these will not fade with age. Or you can choose not to see those things and go your own way.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean, ‘go my own way’?” 
 
    “Tommy, you are my friend. But the love of friendship is a precious thing. It must be paid for just like everything else. If you are willing to see the rest, the whole truth, we will remain friends forever. I will be going back to my land soon, but it may be that our paths would still cross from time to time, and in-between, you will always be in my heart.” 
 
    “And if I don’t see the whole truth? If I don’t pay the full price?” 
 
    “Then our paths will never cross, and while I’ll still love you, our pact of friendship will be broken.” 
 
    My legs trembling, I met his eyes as I stepped forward. “I think I understand. Show me, Harvey.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I won’t try to describe all the terrible things that he revealed to me. The torture and cruelty he endured. The slow rot of Rusty’s soul as he continued to feed his darker appetites. I saw many, many things, and when it was all over, I lay in a broken heap on the ground weeping. After some time, I felt Harvey’s large hand gently stroking my back. 
 
    “You have done well, Tommy. I know it wasn’t easy.” 
 
    I looked up at him and smiled. “It wasn’t, but it’s nothing compared to what you went through.” 
 
    Harvey sat down next to me and shrugged his large shoulders. “It wasn’t always as bad as that. Where I’m from, there is no such thing as sleep or dreams, at least not as you know them. But while I can’t truly sleep, I can…submerge myself. Live inside myself. It makes it easier to survive. To stay sane.” 
 
    I rubbed my face. “So you did that a lot? Stayed inside yourself?” 
 
    “Not at first, no. I hoped Rusty would change his mind. Or you might come back. But as time passed, I saw little hope of anything getting better. So I sunk deep inside myself for longer and longer periods.” He sighed. “It was a selfish thing for me to do.” 
 
    I frowned. “Why is that selfish? You were being fucking tortured.” 
 
    Harvey’s eyes flickered as he looked at me. “You didn’t see any memories of Rusty killing anyone did you? Of him using me to kill anyone?” I shook my head. “That’s because I was buried down during those times. I still did it, and I know I did it, but at the time…well, I can’t dream, but that’s what I imagine having a dream must be like. A nightmare.” He stood up with a soft rustling sound. “I still have my price to pay for that too.” He looked troubled for a moment before offering me a smile. “But that’s for later. For now, I’m glad I had some time with you again.” 
 
    I stood up too, a knot growing in my stomach. “It sounds like you’re about to go.” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s time. But it may be that we see each other again some day. I really hope that we do.” Before I could say anything else, he reached forward and pulled me into a tight embrace. My feet barely brushed the ground as my face was buried in a soft bed of fragrant, furry moss. I found myself crying again a little as I hugged him back, but I realized I wasn’t really sad any more. Just grateful. 
 
    Because I realized that the final price Harvey had asked me to pay hadn’t been a punishment, it had been a gift. It freed me from any guilt about Rusty’s fate, and sharing the burden of Harvey’s pain…rather than making me feel weighted down, it made me feel lighter and happier. Made me hate myself less. Because I had finally stood by my friend after all this time. I had done the right thing for once in my life. And I had helped stop a monster from ever hurting anyone, including me, again. 
 
    I gave Harvey another hug as I began to sink back to the ground. He was starting to fade away, and in a matter of moments I was watching as a large leaf devil whirled and danced out of sight. I waved a final time and began walking back toward my car with a smile on my face. 
 
    I knew I would miss him in time. I knew I’d miss Rusty as well. But for now, all of that seemed very distant and unimportant compared to the wonderful truth burning in my heart. 
 
    We were both finally free. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Marrowtooth 
 
      
 
    I was frightened of my grandmother when I was a little girl. Her house lay at the edge of a foul-smelling bog filled with snakes and strange bugs during the day and alien bird cries and flickers of green swampfire at night. My mother would always reassure me that she had grown up there, and while yes, there were some dangerous critters roaming around, as long as I stayed in sight of the house and watched where I put my hands and feet, I should be fine. That eased my fears of the house and yard a bit, but it did very little to help with my fear of the woman that lived there. 
 
    It wasn’t that she was unkind, and she acted as though she was happy whenever we came to visit, but I still found her off-putting all the same. I’d like to say it was her odd ways—the small furtive movements of her thin lips as she sucked idly on hard candy, her dark eyes darting this way and that as though she was following the invisible motions of some internal metronome. Or perhaps the way she seemed to panic as it grew closer to dark, wanting to make sure that we were all inside and her “safety candles” were lit at the threshold of every door and window. But to be honest, my mother seemed to take these things in stride when we visited, and so I quickly grew used to them as well. 
 
    No, the main problem was her leg. She wore a brace on her right leg—an ancient-looking metal and leather contraption that may not have been the same one she first got as a teenager sixty years earlier, but I couldn’t have said for certain. She always wore it for support, and the soft metallic creak creak creak it made as she puttered around the house always set me on edge during the day and terrified me in the small hours of the night. 
 
    But even the brace wasn’t the worst part. It was the smell. 
 
    For as long as I knew my grandmother, she had kept her lower right calf wrapped in gauze. She was a very clean woman and would change the gauze at least twice a day, but it never stopped it from oozing a brown stain across the fresh dressings and wafting out a smell of hot decay at certain points throughout the day. Much like the swampy marsh that surrounded us, I associated that smell with death and some terrible unknown, and I was horrified by it. 
 
    I still am. 
 
    **** 
 
    When I was eleven, I walked in on my grandmother changing her dressing. I was a little less scared of her by then, but I still froze at interrupting this secret ritual I’d never seen before. I’d also never seen what was under the bandage. 
 
    In the side of her leg was a large hole the size of a half-dollar. My eyes were transfixed to the wound, which looked old but was somehow still wet and shiny in the dim lamplight coming from her bedroom nightstand. It took a moment before I even realized she was speaking to me. 
 
    “Clarissa. It’s okay, honey. Come on in.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to retreat, to run away from that macabre scene and forget it ever happened. But another part of me seemed to sense that this was a chance, maybe my only chance, to find out more about what had happened to my grandmother. She never talked about it, and when I asked my mother, she would just awkwardly change the subject or say all I needed to worry about was minding my granny when we were near the swamp. 
 
    So I went on in and sat in a chair opposite where she was applying a fresh bandage. She worked with the speed and ease of ingrained routine, and within a few moments she was finished and looking at me again with a small smile. 
 
    “Wondering what that place on my leg is?” 
 
    I nodded with a child’s honesty and she gave a laugh. “I don’t blame you, honey. It’s funny looking, ain’t it?” 
 
    I leaned forward a little, wrinkling my nose at the still dissipating rotten smell. “Are you sick?” 
 
    Her smile faltered a little before she shook her head slowly. “No, not as such. I’m old…and I guess that’s a form of illness. Time’s a disease they’ll never cure, my grandmomma used to say. But no, I’m all right.” 
 
    “Why do you have a big hole in your leg then?” 
 
    I saw her glance toward the door before her eyes found me again. Her voice was slightly lower when she spoke next. “That was from something out of the swamp. The dark. Folks around here call it Marrowtooth.” She paused a moment, giving me a considering look. “You sure you want to hear this? You can be a skittish little thing at times, and I don’t want no trouble with your mama if you can’t sleep tonight.” 
 
    My curiosity piqued, I nodded and asked her to go on. 
 
    **** 
 
    When I was young, just a few years older than you, I went caterwauling with some friends of mine. That’s what we called it when we went to wandering the swamps looking for something to get into. We had headed out in the early afternoon, and all three of us were raised here. We knew these lands better than most anyone. But somehow, on that day, we got lost. 
 
    That by itself isn’t overly remarkable. Swamps are tricky places. Lots of places look the same, and the same place can look different depending on the weather and the time of day. If you roam the swamps all the time, you’re going to wind up lost once in a while. The main thing is that you don’t panic. You either orient yourself or backtrack until you find something that you recognize. 
 
    I was with my best two friends at the time, Jesse and Orry, and though Jesse had only lived in the area a few years, she recognized we were lost before me or Orry did. She said the trees looked funny, and she was right. I couldn’t rightly say what kinds of tree they even were, other than that they were twisted and sinister, with pale white bark and bright purple berries that I had never seen before. Orry was usually full of beans when it came to stuff like this, puffing up his chest and making jokes to impress his best friends who also happened to be the only girls his age he wasn’t awkward around. But he wasn’t laughing now. Instead he just grabbed our hands as we turned and started heading back the way we came. We all knew something was wrong, but we didn’t want to say it, as though speaking it would give it more power. Instead, we just wanted to follow our trail back home. 
 
    Tracks are a tricky thing in the swamp. They can fill in if the ground is too wet or not take at all if the ground is too hard or uneven. It took us a minute, but we found them—Jesse’s cowboy boots, Orry’s sneakers, and my old work boots I had saved up for the summer before. The sun was starting to go down, but we were making good progress and every time we’d hit a patch without any tracks, one of us would spot some sign or recognize some landmark. Within a few feet of that, we’d pick up our old trail again. 
 
    We had been backtracking for probably ten minutes when Jesse froze. “What’s that?” I looked to where she was pointing, farther up the path we were taking. At first I didn’t see anything, but when I heard Orry let out a curse, I eased forward and looked again. 
 
    It was our tracks. But it wasn’t just our tracks. Because instead of three sets of footprints, there were four. 
 
    I knew the tread of our shoes, but the other tracks didn’t seem to have been made with shoes at all. Instead they looked like the marks left by bare feet, only feet that were strange—long and narrow and ending in spindly toes that seemed to sink deep into the ground. I sucked in a breath and saw my own fear mirrored in their faces. Me and Orry said it at the same time. 
 
    “Marrowtooth.” 
 
    **** 
 
    There was an old legend around these parts of a coven of witches that used to roam the swamps late at night. They made wicked deals with old things that lived in the rotten heart of this place. One of those things was Marrowtooth. I never knew what he was supposed to be exactly—some said a demon, but I don’t know if that’s right. But if his origins and nature were unclear, his habit was not. 
 
    The stories went that if you got caught off by yourself in the dark parts of the swamp, you might find yourself being followed by Marrowtooth. He’d follow you for awhile, tricking you and getting you more turned around. And once he grew bored, he would fall on you and drain you dry. 
 
    The reason he was called Marrowtooth was because of how he looked and what he did. His head was slick like that silly putty you used to play with. Bare slits for eyes and a nose. But his mouth…well, his mouth was wide and strong, and when he opened it, you saw a single thick tooth coming down like a reaper’s scythe. 
 
    When I was a little girl, Marshall Reaux was found just a few hundred feet from his house after having been lost for days. He had a hole in his back and all the marrow had been sucked from his bones. I overheard my papa say once that his bones had just crumbled like powder when they moved the body. Now my father, like most, could be prone to fanciful tales, but he hadn’t been fanciful when he was saying that. In fact, it was one of the few times I remember ever hearing him sound scared. 
 
    As the three of us looked around the forest for whatever had been following us, I understood that fear. I had never been much for ghosts and goblins, but I had seen the trees and the tracks and I knew something was wrong. There was an electric warning on my skin and a taste in my mouth like I was sucking on a penny. 
 
    Something was coming. 
 
    We started moving again at a quicker pace, our eyes now torn between the path back and the trees around us. Jesse wasn’t as familiar with the stories as me and Orry, but she had heard of Marrowtooth and knew enough to be scared when her best friends were. Orry was a bit on the heavy side and was getting winded as we went, but he was still whispering that we needed to hurry, that the tracks must have left ours at some point, that this thing could be anywhere… 
 
    And then Orry was just gone. 
 
    We looked for him for what felt like an hour, but I have a feeling it was much less. Me and Jesse took turns calling out to him, and we were never more than ten feet from each other the whole time. I was terrified, but I was also determined that we weren’t leaving until we found him. Orry had been my best friend as long as I could remember, and I kept telling myself he must have stepped into a bog or fell out somewhere and we were just missing him. But then I realized I was searching alone now, because Jesse was gone too. 
 
    I ran then, any idea of following tracks or searching for my friends lost in my fear. I had seen a fox run down a rabbit once, and I had always wondered what that tiny, screaming thing must have been thinking as it ran for its life. After that day in the swamp, I didn’t have to wonder no more. 
 
    I cried a little when I broke through some brush and saw I was only half a mile from home. I found my mama and told her what happened, and the next three days the whole community was out searching for Orry and Jesse, but they never saw any sign of them. I wanted to go back out and help search, but I was terrified to leave the house. 
 
    It was two weeks before Papa said I had to go to town. He was busy around the house and mama had been down with sickness for the last two days. It was hard going outside, and I dreaded the long walk into town, but at least it was a bright day and my route took me away from the swamp. The trip was uneventful, and I was actually feeling better by the time I made it back. 
 
    It was as I was about to climb the front steps that I heard a voice coming from under the house. 
 
    “Libby?” 
 
    I stopped mid-step, my pulse pounding. The voice was coarse and strange, but I still recognized it as Jesse’s. Feeling a thrill of happy relief, I sat down the bag I had and kneeled down to see better. “Jesse? Is that you?” 
 
    “Libby…? I’m so hot, Libby. So hot and so hungry…” 
 
    I could see dim outlines of a shadow shifting in the darkness under the house. I didn’t understand why she was under there, but maybe she had a fever and was out of her head. My first thought was to go get help, but when I went to stand, she called out to me again. 
 
    “Please…please don’t go. Help me. I hurt. My mouth hurts. I hurt all over and I’ve been alone so long.” 
 
    Crouching back down, I felt a warning buzz in the back of my head, but I told it to be quiet. This was my friend Jesse, who was likely terrified and half-starved to death. So I’d help her out from under the house and then get her someone once she saw I wasn’t leaving her. 
 
    Reaching my arms forward, I motioned for her to come closer. I didn’t like going under the house, and that dim bell of alarm kept sounding louder whenever I thought about moving forward. Still, she seemed to be coming closer. I could hear shuffling sounds in the dirt and the shadow seemed to be growing larger. 
 
    I couldn’t scream when she suddenly grabbed my ankles and started pulling me into the dark under the house. Landing on my back had knocked the air out of me. I had a moment where I felt like I was drowning, getting pulled down into some dark pit of quicksand, and then I managed to kick her off one of my feet as I finally let out a thin, gasping yell. 
 
    I retreated half a foot, but then she was pulling me back in, her hands like iron on my lower legs, and then my thighs as she drug me deeper into the shadowy belly of the house. I let out a more full-throated scream, but it turned into a shriek as I felt my right leg explode in pain. There was a moment where I felt like everything was kind of…collapsing in on itself…and then I was free. 
 
    Papa had heard me and pulled me free. A moment later, Mama, sick as she was, was joining him and they were pulling Jesse out from under the house. She yelled and thrashed, and I barely got a glimpse of her, but she didn’t look like Jesse any more. Not like Jesse much at all. 
 
    They locked her in the workshed behind the house and then carried me to the doctor in town. I was in the hospital for two weeks, and when I got back, there was only a pile of ashes where the workshed had been. I asked them what happened, but they would only say that it had been taken care of. 
 
    A few months passed. I couldn’t walk good without a leg brace now, and the wound never seemed to fully heal, but otherwise I was doing all right. Then I started to have the strange dreams. I’d be wandering the swamps, my fingers long and pale to the point of almost being able to see the moonlight through them as I wound my way between twisted trees of stark white. I’d be at the dinner table when my head would begin to throb. I’d close my eyes at the pain, only to open them at the clinking sounds I was hearing in front of me. It was bloody teeth, my bloody teeth, tumbling from my mouth onto the plate below. 
 
    As the dreams got worse, they carried me to the doctor. When that didn’t help, they carried me to the old woman who had delivered me and my mama before me. She was the one who told us about the candles and how they could stop the bad dreams. Stop anything else bad from happening. 
 
    And they worked. They always have. I’ve always slept well, had a full life with a wonderful husband and two sweet children, and now a sweet granddaughter. But that…well, that’s what happened to my leg. 
 
    **** 
 
    Looking back, I’m amazed I wasn’t more horrified at everything she had just told me, particularly when I felt sure she was telling me the truth, at least as she believed it to be. Instead, I just took it all in and then asked a single question. 
 
    “Why did you stay here if all that happened to you?” 
 
    She gave an embarrassed smile and shrugged. “It just never felt right, you know? I tried going away one time, but after a month I started getting sick, even still using safety candles every night. I finally came back here, and by the next morning I was fine as paint. I don’t know if it’s because of my leg or not, but I don’t think I’m meant much for living anywhere else but here.” Just then she looked up as she heard my mother’s footsteps approaching. Giving me a sly wink, she whispered. “Let’s keep our little talk just between us, okay?” 
 
    I nodded, and in the twenty years since I’ve never talked about it to anyone. 
 
    But then six months ago my grandmother fell and broke her hip. She was in her nineties by then, and while we called her trip to the nursing home “rehab”, we all knew she wasn’t coming out again. Still, she was in good spirits over all, and once we briefed the night staff on her routine of having a candle lit at the door and window of her room, my grandmother seemed content. 
 
    I lived farther away by then, and it was three months before I made it back to see her. I had intended on arriving by mid-afternoon, but it was well after dark before I entered the nursing home and found my way to her room. 
 
    The room was dark and silent, the only sound the light noise of rain starting to hit the window outside as I stepped further in. Looking around, I fumbled for a light without success as I tried to distinguish the shadows in front of me by the dim ambient light of the hallway. There was the bed, but where was she? For that matter, where were her candles? 
 
    creak creak 
 
    I looked around at the noise. “Grandma? You here?” 
 
    Nothing. It wasn’t a large room, but it felt massive and oppressive in the dark, almost like I was back… 
 
    creak creak creak 
 
    The pain as she bit down on my neck felt like it was going to split me apart, and I would have collapsed then if not for her strong, long hands wrapped around my arms and holding me upright. I distantly heard a woman yell somewhere behind me, and then I was falling for what felt like a very long time. 
 
    When I awoke, three days had passed. My grandmother had apparently had “an episode” and attacked me before fleeing out into the stormy night. As of then, or now, she hasn’t been found. 
 
    I still am taking rounds of antibiotics and steroids, but the wound on my shoulder just doesn’t seem to want to heal. They say I can have plastic surgery after a few more months, but honestly, before last week the pain flare-ups were way more concerning than having a weird hole near my collarbone. The pain was crippling at first, and while medicine took the edge off, it wasn’t until last week that it began to fade out to something more manageable. 
 
    At the same time, the strange dreams began. At first I thought it was a new side effect of the meds, and then I thought it was just a precursor to the flu I seem to be getting. I've tried more medicine and rest, and even lighting candles at every door and window, but I keep getting worse. 
 
    When I looked in the mirror this morning, I barely recognized the woman looking back. Pale and gaunt, with thin, white lips that moved restlessly as I looked on in growing horror. There was something in my mouth, and as I opened wide, I half-expected to see a piece of the hard candy my grandmother loved resting on my tongue. But it wasn't. 
 
    It was two of my teeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Victorian Steampunk Cosplayer Cannibals Just Killed My Wife 
 
      
 
    I’m not an unreasonable man. I feel like I’m fairly tolerant of others’ odd behaviors and bizarre interests. Maybe I don’t stay on the cutting edge of pop culture, or fringe culture, or whatever other ‘cultures’ exist, but my motto has always been live and let live. 
 
    So when a new group started hanging out at the bar down the street, I noted it, but I didn’t mind. At first, I thought it was kind of funny if I’m being honest. Four grown people dressed up in elaborate suits and dresses, complete with hats and capes and all manner of old-fashioned frippery. Well, at least mostly old-fashioned. Because if you looked closer, you would see several strange glints of metal and glass that looked strangely anachronistic in the context of their get-ups. Or maybe anachronistic isn’t the right word, as that stuff didn’t look new either, but it didn’t fit what they were wearing. 
 
    Brass telescoping goggles. A glove made to mimic the appearance of a robot’s hand. A face mask that looked like a cross between a gas mask and something I would expect to find in Amsterdam. All very detailed and authentic-looking, if “authentic” is a term to be applied to such things, but ultimately still very silly. So when I passed them the first time sitting in the biergarten of the “fancy bar” on my street, I couldn’t help but let out a quiet chuckle. 
 
    Apparently it hadn’t been quiet enough. 
 
    Two of the leather and lace-trimmed quartet turned toward me, and as I turned away, I saw one of the women flick a bejeweled middle finger in my direction. Feeling a combination of irritation and embarrassment, I trundled on home to ask my wife what the fuck it was I had just encountered. 
 
    **** 
 
    “Sounds like Victorian Steampunk, dear.” 
 
    I stared at Jessica with a kind of slack-jawed expectancy, feeling sure that there was some further explanation coming. That she hadn’t thought that those five words would impart any kind of real knowledge without further context. But then I could tell from her expression that she intended to leave me hanging, enjoying the scene of me dangling from my lonely branch of cultural ignorance. 
 
    “And what, my love, is Victorian Steampunk?” 
 
    She glanced back down at her cell phone as she made an attempt at looking distracted and slightly bemused. “Hmm. I think it’s kind of like cosplay or something?” 
 
    I felt a vein throb near my temple. She was enjoying this greatly. “I see. And what is costplay?” 
 
    I saw her suppressing a giggle as she looked back up at me. “Cosplay. You know, people dress up like superheroes and aliens and shit? You really don’t know about that? I’d think it’d be right up your alley.” 
 
    I gave her a dismissive sniff as I stepped into the kitchen to start fixing dinner. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t fill my head with garbage.” A light snicker from the other room. Shaking my head resignedly, I called to her. “What do you want me to fix you?” 
 
    There was a pause, and when she spoke, the mirth was out of her voice. “I don’t want anything. I’m not hungry.” 
 
    Letting out a quiet sigh, I went back into the living room and sat down on the sofa next to Jessica. “You know you have to keep your strength up. You need food.” She started to argue and I pressed a gentle finger to her lips. “You need to do as I ask for the next few days, all right?” Kissing my finger, she nodded. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I know you know what you’re doing. That you’re looking out for me. And I don’t mean to make fun when you don’t know stuff.” 
 
    I gave her a small smile and patted her leg. “It’s all right. I think I just feel insecure sometimes because you’re younger than me. Things like this just remind me and make me feel a bit old some times.” She leaned forward and kissed my lips. 
 
    “You’re not old. You’re perfect.” Her eyes were shining with love when she pulled back. “And I would love some spaghetti with marinara.” 
 
    Beaming at her, I kissed her forehead and stood up. “As you wish.” I turned to head back into the kitchen when she called to me again. 
 
    “Can I take this off tonight?” She patted the padded chain around her waist. It was anchored to the floor at two different spots by steel eyelets run through with a fabric-wrapped chain that connected to the band that bound her. I’d made sure everything was quiet and soft so it wouldn’t chafe, but I still hated seeing her like that. 
 
    “Not tonight, my love, but soon.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Two nights later, the four had become eight. The new members weren’t as elaborately costumed as the first, but they still stood out starkly from the rest of the patrons. I tried to avoid their attention as I passed by, but I could feel their gaze on me nonetheless. I could hear one of them whispering to the others “that’s the guy”. 
 
    I had a strong urge to stop and confront them then and there, but to what end? Was it a crime to be slightly rude or to whisper about a passerby? It was better to avoid any confrontation at all, particularly with everything already on my mind. I heard a few more sniggering remarks as I went further toward home, but by the time I saw Jessica, I had already forgotten them. 
 
    It was the following Monday when the problems truly began, or at least my understanding that there was a genuine problem. These ne’er-do-wells, their ranks now swollen to eleven, blocked my path home. Asked me to come join them, and when I refused, pretended to take offence. Said I was “stuck-up” and thought I was better than them. Holding on to my self-restraint as tightly as I was able, I was resolved to just push through their blockade until one of them spoke again. She was a young girl, likely no more than twenty, but it was clear she was in charge. She called the others away, and like obedient ducklings, they crowded back behind her. Tipping her small black bowler at me, she raised a thick, filigreed monocle to her eye as she spoke. 
 
    “Be seeing you.” 
 
    **** 
 
    They murdered Jessica the following afternoon. I knew what had happened as soon as I awoke in my shadowed chamber, and when I found her, I nearly lost my mind. They had savaged her body and wrapped her chain tightly around her neck. They had bitten, and apparently eaten, chunks of her flesh. I allowed myself only a few moments of blind rage and sorrow, as time was a luxury I did not have. I would have to act quickly if I were to set things right again. 
 
    It only took a couple of phone calls to learn where I could find the sociopaths that murdered my love. Once I knew where to find them, most of them anyway, I debated the best way of handling them. The most direct and efficient way lacked any real imagination or flair, and ultimately, adding a little color to the proceedings would not add much time while providing the benefit of additional anonymity. 
 
    So I went to the plague chest. 
 
    **** 
 
    During the Plague, doctors such as myself wore various contraptions to provide some measure of protection as we traversed the dead and attempted to heal the dying. Looking back on it now, both modern medicine and my own experiences make the garb of “the plague doctor” slightly tragic and humorous, but I still remember the peace of mind it afforded me to have that dark, heavy cloak and thick, almost raven-like mask between me and a world that had grown so hostile with madness and death. 
 
    It didn’t protect me from the bubonic plague, of course. I caught it and ultimately died, though it was but a temporary state thanks to the tender mercies of Pina and her sister. They accomplished what I had failed to do in twenty years of work—thwart death. Or perhaps the better phrase, the more correct idea, would be that they struck a bargain with death. For my resurrection came at the cost of others’ lives. As Pina always reminded me, everything must be paid for. 
 
    Pulling the plague doctor mask on, I faded out into the night. 
 
    **** 
 
    “Fuck, stop okay. Just fucking stop!” 
 
    I had found a group of seven of them, clustered up in a dark corner of a club across town. My sources had told me the murderers liked to make the rounds, and this was one of their frequent stops during the week. The man who was screaming was one of two survivors, though that title would be, like so many things, brief and fleeting. I had already gotten close enough to smell him, to know what he did and didn’t do. I had already gotten close enough to the girl, the leader, to know that she led in butchery and cruelty as well. 
 
    To her credit, she didn’t cry or beg, even when I ripped the head off the last of her compatriots. I could hear her heart hammering, but the only external noise she had made the entire time was when I first appeared in their dark corner of the club and began killing them without word or explanation. It was the sound of surprised confusion—perhaps at my arrival or perhaps at the fact that no one else in the club seemed to notice or care. I offered no explanation and she asked for none, but then I reached for her and she stabbed me in the arm. 
 
    She was very quick, but not nearly quick enough. I could have avoided the blow, but I wanted her to see her best efforts fail. I needed her to feel desperate and trapped as I snatched her up and spirited her away from the tattered remains of her strange gang. When she saw me pull the knife from my arm casually and toss it aside, I was happy to see rage and terror dancing in her eyes. And before you think less of me, please understand that my desire for her to be afraid was not merely petty retribution on my part, though I must admit it played a role. 
 
    It would also make her blood and flesh potent for my sweet Jessica. 
 
    **** 
 
    When the girl stood at the edge of our bed, my hand at the back of her neck, she looked down at my wife’s ruined corpse and began to laugh. I could sense the evil and insanity radiating off of her, and it took considerable will to not crush her neck to powder. But no. She was the one most responsible for sending Jessica to death before we were ready, and she would be the most apt offering to get her back. I just prayed that it was enough. 
 
    The first sign that it was working was the sound of the killer’s manic laughter changing. She sounded like an engine slowly dying as the tattered flesh and broken bones before her began to stir at her presence. The offering had been accepted after all. 
 
    Shoving the girl forward, I slit her neck just enough to start things flowing before easing her down into my wife’s embrace. The murderess tried to struggle and flail as her faded laughter was replaced by a high-pitched wail that might have been meant as begging for mercy. Such a foolish concept, and particularly futile once my love wrapped her arms tightly around the girl and began to feed. 
 
    Half an hour later and it was done. Jessica was smiling at me again, with a light in her eyes that now would never fade or go out. She gestured for me to join her on the remains of the vile thing that had tried to take her from me. I nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Just a moment.” I began to pull the plague doctor’s mask free from my head as I turned. “Let me just put these things away and I’ll…” 
 
    Jessica shook her head, giggling. “Nah, leave it on. Cosplay is cool.” 
 
    Chuckling, I pushed the mask back down and regarded her through the wavy glass eyes of the old death crow. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Knife Control 
 
      
 
    Samantha, if you’re reading this…well, we know how that line goes. I hope I died of natural causes at a ripe old age and you are happy, safe, and surrounded by a large family that loves you as much as I do. But…if this is ever delivered to you, then however happy and full your life may be, you are not safe. Because you receiving this letter can mean only one thing. 
 
    The Stranger is still hunting us. 
 
    I never got along with your Aunt Becky, even before your mother died, but I don’t think she is a bad person. If I was in her shoes, and my fourteen-year old niece was being raised to defend themselves against some unknown boogeyman, I might try to get custody too. And at the time, I didn’t fight it very hard. Not because I didn’t want you—no, never that. But after watching for the Stranger for years, I was tired, and I convinced myself you’d be safer far away from me. It would give you a break from my constant paranoia and give me a chance to try to finally end this thing without worrying about you getting hurt in the process. 
 
    The problem is, I failed. If you’re reading this letter, I never figured out how to stop the Stranger from coming back and either it or the world wound up eventually killing me. And if that’s true, then it means that I’ve failed you too. All I can leave you are some final words of advice in a dead man’s letter, and for that I’m very sorry. 
 
    I do hope this letter will be of some use though. It will give you something tangible to look back on when I’m nothing but a memory. Because you cannot afford to ever forget or trick yourself into thinking this was all just something your crazy father made up when he was alive. I don’t think you’d ever do that though, so the last reason is this. 
 
    You can’t ever let yourself think it’s over. Because it is never, ever over. It always comes back. 
 
    I know I tried to act hopeful when you were younger, but that was a father leavening the truth with a bit of mercy and optimism. Rounding off the rough-edges. But a rough edge can kill you, and the time for treating you like a child is past. So from here on out, you only get what I know, not what I hope or wish were true. 
 
    The thing we call the Stranger started stalking our family back in the early 1800s. There are several theories about how it began that I’ve heard over the years. It was a side effect of some ancestor’s deal with the Devil. It was the result of someone killing the entity’s master or family or pet dog. It was the practical effect of a curse that had been placed on our family for some real or imagined wrong. 
 
    This last has a bit more traction in the family than the others, though whether it’s because people know something I don’t or because it is the version that makes it less likely our ancestors were assholes, I don’t know. I think an equally likely hypothesis is that we don’t know why the Stranger hunts us and we never will. It’s like the surfer asking if the shark that attacked him had some deep and abiding grudge against the company that made his board. Shit, man, probably not. That shark is just sharking, and you had the bad luck to cross its path. 
 
    And in the end, does it really matter? The Stranger is still coming whether you understand its motivations or not. So setting that aside, let’s go over again exactly what it hunting us looks like. 
 
    First, it takes on the appearance of others. It does this by killing them and then taking their place. While there is usually a fairly short time gap between when it replaces the person and when it tries to get us, I have known it to wait several days between replacing someone and beginning to hunt us in earnest. It is very intelligent, and can pass for the person it is mimicking in most situations, up to and including even having some of their memories and habits. 
 
    When I was in my late twenties, before I met your mother, I had a diner I would always go to. Good food and cute waitresses. There was one in particular I always talked to and had known for almost a year. Then one night she jumps me. After it’s all over and police found the real girl’s body, I learned she had been dead for over four days. The Stranger had waited on me twice since then, chit chatting and seeming perfectly normal. And I had never noticed the difference until she reached for the back of my neck. 
 
    The touch is a gift to our family, but an unreliable one. If the Stranger touches you, even for just a second, you will get the worst rotten meat smell in your head for the next several minutes. I say rotten meat, but it is worse than that. Nothing else quite like it. It’s a great warning system, but the major flaw is it doesn’t help you until it’s already touching you. It’s not really a smell at all, you see. That’s just how your mind processes the feeling that something so wrong is so near. 
 
    Ideally, the Stranger would never touch you. But nothing is ideal, and the reality is that despite my best efforts, as I write this I still have no idea how to permanently kill this thing. The only things that work temporarily are stabbing it as I taught you or completely obliterating the body. While obliterating the body can be very effective, it does seem to cause less of a delay in the Stranger coming again compared to correctly stabbing all five sites in the proper order. 
 
    Which brings me to my second major point—it does not have a set pattern. The most frequent I’ve ever had the Stranger come for me was twice in one day in the same form (I had to run away the first time that day) and twice in the same month in different forms. The least frequent I’ve ever had the Stranger come for me was once in two years. Different bodies then, obviously. 
 
    I say obviously because, as you are aware, the Stranger seems unable to keep the same appearance for a long time. I don’t know how long, and it’s all just educated guesses really, but I’ve never seen it use the same form more than a month apart. When it kills someone to mimic them, it creates a new body. And when you destroy that fake version of them, you aren’t really destroying the Stranger. Whatever it is, it isn’t just a pod person or something. But it is smart enough and powerful enough to create living bodies. Use those bodies to hunt us. And keep coming back no matter how many times we try to kill it. 
 
    That’s something to keep in mind. The point of everything we do isn’t to beat it. It is to delay it. Keep sending it back to square one. And the most effective way of doing this, of buying us a few weeks or months of uneasy peace, is the ritual. 
 
    The fact that our family knows a ritualistic way for hurting and temporarily thwarting this thing is what makes me wonder which one of its origin stories might be true. I don’t know how we know what we do—only that it was passed down by my mother to me and my sister Maggie, and now I’ve passed it down to you. Not because it’s easy or safe to do, but because it always seems to work when done correctly, if only for a time. 
 
    Whatever abilities that thing might have, it is physically limited to the body it is currently mimicking. That means it likely isn’t as strong if it comes at you as a child or as quick if it tries to throw you off with a sweet-looking little old lady. But it is relentless, clever, and driven with a clarity of purpose that allows for no hesitation or retreat. Once it attacks you, you either destroy it or it takes you. 
 
    Sometimes you may get lucky. Have enough forewarning or be able to escape long enough to set up some kind of trap or get a good weapon to kill it with that time. But most of the time it will be on you before you can do much other than react, and again, depending on the person it has replaced, it may be stronger or more agile than you. 
 
    So you do like I taught you. You don’t fight it. You aren’t fending off a mugger, and if you waste time fighting with it, you will lose. Instead, you just kill it. You stab your knife into all five of the ritual points: shoulder, shoulder, groin, stomach, heart, in that order. You do it faster than you think you can and perfect every time. 
 
    Like I always said, it comes down to knife control. You keep a small, fixed-blade knife on you at all times. All times. You practice knife control every day—fast motion and sure grip, and you only have to go an inch deep every time you hit. Shallower and it may not work, deeper and you’re wasting time and risking blade drag on the wound. You do not vacillate or hesitate. You look at the knife not as a tool or even a part of your hand. You look at it as an extension of your will to stay alive. 
 
    And if you do it right and you do it quick, it will be losing its grip after the first puncture. By the third it will be trying to get away. And after the fifth, it’ll just be gone, like it never was at all. 
 
    At least until it comes again. 
 
    If you still trust me, if you still believe me, no doubt the idea of letting it get close to you terrifies you. It does me too. But it is necessary some of the time. You can’t carry around an axe or a flamethrower in your day to day life, and you can’t rely on others for help, as it always waits until you are alone. You’d think you could just always stay in groups, but that’s not practical long-term, and even if it was, it would be a mistake. It’d just be a different version of going to a cabin and avoiding everybody out of fear one of them could be the Stranger. Either way, you’d be letting it make you a prisoner in your own life. 
 
    I’m not saying I was the best father, but despite what Becky might claim, I tried to give you a good and normal life. Yes, I taught you how to be aware and watchful, how to protect yourself—not just from the Stranger, but from all the dangers of the world. But I also tried to teach you to live and enjoy your life rather than just spending all your time worried and afraid. It is not an easy thing to do for anyone, particularly if you have a shadow like this looming over you all of the time, but it is the most important thing I can teach you. Remember, you are fighting for your life, so make sure you live a life worth fighting for. 
 
    Finally, I know I’ve always been vague about what happens if the Stranger actually “gets you”. Again, I tried to protect you from the worst of it, and as long as you knew to be afraid of it happening, I thought I could spare you the details until you were older. Now you are, and this appears to be my last chance, so here we go. 
 
    Before she died, my mother told me about her older brother Jared. He was apparently a great guy growing up, and when he turned eighteen he joined the Army. Smart and hard-working, he made his way up through the ranks, and for a time he talked about being career military. But when their father, your great-grandfather, suddenly died of pneumonia, Jared took it hard. He started drinking more, and this led to him getting written up, then demoted, and finally dishonorably discharged. Within a year he was back in their hometown, working odd jobs and drinking his way through most nights and weekends. 
 
    But even then, he wasn’t a bad guy. He was just an alcoholic. A sad alcoholic who had never hurt anybody. At least until he passed out in the wrong bar one night and the Stranger took him. 
 
    My mother didn’t know it had happened at first. Jared came around a couple of days later and was actually looking better. He was clean and well-dressed, and the perpetual sour smell of the prior night’s drinking was gone. He talked to her and their mother for a bit and then headed back to town for a job interview. 
 
    Within six months, he had bought a house on the other side of town and was making good money at the accounting firm he had joined. He didn’t seem to have any friends or be dating anyone, and he didn’t come around as often, but that was all chalked up to him being so busy turning his life around. 
 
    At least by most people. To my mother, and perhaps her mother as well, something was wrong. It was hard to put your finger on it, but if you really knew Jared, you could tell the difference. 
 
    He was colder somehow. And while he would still laugh and joke on occasion, there was an underlying cruelty in some of the things that he would say. A dark contempt that had never been part of Jared, even at his lowest point. As time went on, I think they began to see the growing infrequency of his visits as something of a blessing. 
 
    But still, when they went two weeks without hearing from him at all, my mother finally went to his house to check on him. That’s where she found his body, torn to shreds and defiled, on the living room rug. When the police came, they said he had been dead for several days. 
 
    Some of the people in the attic had been dead far longer. 
 
    My mother would always get upset at this part, and I never pressed her for more details than she was willing to give. But apparently they found around ten corpses in Jared’s attic—men, women, and children that had gone missing over the last few months across five different states. The bodies had all been dismembered and desecrated. Some had pieces missing that were never found. 
 
    She swore to me that her brother would have never done that. That it was the Stranger—warping him or controlling him after it had gotten him. She even traced it back to a particular night and the bar he had passed out in, for all the good it did after the fact. And I trusted her judgment, but she wasn’t just relying on what circumstantial evidence she had gathered or what she hoped to be true. Because less than a week after Jared was found ripped open, the Stranger tried to take my mother for the first time. 
 
    This is another point that I was always vague on. I gave you the impression that the Stranger might come for either of us, both to train you to be ready and because I couldn’t guarantee that it is actually following any set pattern or rules. But as far as I’m aware, it has always gone after only one particular person. When that person has been taken and used, or when that person dies for whatever other reason, it then moves on to the next person. Oldest to youngest in the bloodline. 
 
    My mother died when I was seventeen. My sister Maggie killed herself when I was twenty-three. And the day after her funeral was the first time the Stranger tried to take me. That’s the other reason you have to read this. The reason why you may have multiple copies of this same letter, as I had two delivery services and a person I trust all set to get you this letter at all costs if I stopped checking in. This may seem like overkill, but I needed to make sure there were redundancies in place if one of the copies didn’t reach you. Because this last point is the most important. 
 
    If I’m dead now, the Stranger is coming for you next. 
 
    And I don’t say this to scare you or ruin your life. Just the opposite. But you are the best and most important thing I ever did in this world, and I love you so much and I want you to be safe. I’m sorry I didn’t stop it. But maybe you will. Or if not stop it, at least survive it. You are so smart and strong, and I know you can do it. 
 
    Goodbye, sweetheart. 
 
    Watch everyone. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Bowl of Pripyat 
 
      
 
    When I first opened the yellow envelope that contained the journal of Alexi Petrovich, my first thought was that it was a mistake or a joke. It was clearly an old journal, and as I flipped through its pages, I saw that it was filled with a small, cramped handwriting that I didn’t recognize at first because of the words filling the spaces between the rows of faded blue lines. You see, the words were in Russian and I don’t know any Russian. 
 
    But as I paused at random and began studying a page, I felt my hands start to tingle. It was as though a mild current was passing through the journal, causing my fingers to clamp tighter on the plastic cover of the book as I realized I wasn’t just looking at the words. I was reading them. 
 
    It was an account of how the strange attacks near Pripyat had grown worse in the last few weeks, and how this man, Alexi, was considering talking to his uncle in Kiev about them coming to live there, at least for awhile. There was more, but it was lost in a growing haze of confusion and fear. 
 
    These words, all in a language I shouldn’t understand but was somehow able to read, looked like they were written in my handwriting. 
 
    **** 
 
    The journal had come without a return address or any kind of accompanying note or explanation. It had just been pushed through my mail slot one day when I was away at work. I asked my neighbors if they had seen anyone leaving me an envelope, but no one had. I actually waited until the next day to try reading the journal again, my delay mainly born out of my fear and reluctance at confirming that something so strange had come into my life. I half hoped when I picked up the journal again, I’d be unable to make any sense of it at all. Instead, I began comfortably reading it from the first page. 
 
    It seems that Alexi had originally started the journal in October of 1984 after receiving the book as a gift from his mother. Like happens for so many people, the entries started out regular before quickly petering out to nothing as his interest waned. Those first writings covered a period from when he got the journal until December of 1985, and that whole fourteen months only amounted to seven entries. Two of which when he was sad and one of which when he was drunk. 
 
    It felt strange and somehow wrong reading this man’s inner thoughts and feelings, even when they were put down in such a sparse and perfunctory fashion. It wasn’t as though he was bearing his soul that much, but I still felt uneasy when he started morosely talking about disappointing his father (who apparently had named him after an old Russian Tsarevich who was tortured and killed by his own father according to the internet) or how he really liked this girl who had moved to town a few months earlier. 
 
    It wasn’t until January of 1986 that the entries started to grow more frequent, and there seemed to be several reasons for this. For one, he got engaged to that girl he liked. For another, he got a promotion at his job. He was now the shift supervisor for the Number 3 and 4 light water reactors at the power plant. The power plant was named Chernobyl. 
 
    The third reason he was writing more was to document his growing concerns—not about the impending nuclear accident, of which he knew nothing from his perspective in time, but the strange attacks that had started near Pripyat recently. I could feel his fear and worry as I read his words. Four people had been killed and Alexi believed the government was somehow involved. 
 
    On January 21, 1985, Alexi writes a long entry describing a story he heard from a co-worker and something he saw with his own eyes. Rather than try to paraphrase it, I have reproduced my best translation of this excerpt below. 
 
    **** 
 
    I have never known Luka to be a liar. A cheat at cards, yes, but not dishonest in things that matter. And when he told me about the Bowl of Pripyat, I know he wasn’t lying. He was too afraid for it to be anything other than the truth. 
 
    He said, as we all know, that there are certain work tunnels and other areas underneath portions of Pripyat. Some say it is for a bomb shelter, others say it is for certain important people to travel between the town and the plant. Luka says it is for secret government things, the chief of which is the Bowl of Pripyat. 
 
    According to Luka, he had an older brother who worked on the plans for where to place the reactor and the “nuclear city” of Pripyat. The location was chosen because of something that was found there years earlier in a cavern deep below. They called it the “Bowl of Pripyat”. 
 
    It was a gigantic metallic bowl that stood as high as a tall man and as wide as two Wartburg 353s were long. It appeared to be empty at first, but over time it was discovered that the bottom would sometimes fill with a strange liquid. You could stir and shift the liquid, but attempting to remove any of it was somehow impossible, and anyone who touched the liquid seemed to go immediately and permanently insane. You would think this would cause people to stay away from the Bowl, but as my father used to say, “Appetite comes with eating.” The mystery and danger of the artifact caused it to become a highly prized commodity among those with power. 
 
    The building of the plant and the city were the perfect cover, as no one would pay attention to a few extra trucks or men coming in or out of the area in the dead of night. Luka says that his brother never saw the bowl, but two of his workers had. They had come back and told Luka’s brother strange tales of what was happening in that dark cavern deep in the earth, and it was clear that they were terrified. The next day, his brother received notice that the two men had been transferred elsewhere, and he never heard from them again. 
 
    The thought of all this was both scary and exciting, but at the time I had no intention of investigating it further. I am no brain, but I know better than to poke a sleeping bear. Still, over the next few weeks, I would find my gaze wandering to a certain patch of woods as I passed by on my way to and from work. Out in a clearing, half a kilometer from the road, there was a large concrete pillar that ended in a heavy metal grate. I had always assumed it was some kind of ventilation for the tunnels underneath, but before Luka’s story it had always been a mild curiosity at best. Now it was imbued with a kind of weight that was both attractive and repulsive. Still, I stayed away. 
 
    When the attacks started last month, my mind immediately went to the Bowl of Pripyat. This may seem foolish to some—while Pripyat only has small crimes usually, it is not unheard of for someone to be attacked or even killed. But this was different. One of the bodies I’ve seen myself and the others I’ve heard tell of, and the way they were burned and changed, it seems unnatural. People, good and sensible people, started talking about witchcraft and curses, or possibly some kind of Nav. But my mind went to the thing I had come to believe lay beneath us. 
 
    Tonight when I was walking home, my eyes went to that patch of forest again. My feet froze to the spot as I saw something looking back at me. It was tall—half again as tall as a large man—and even obscured by the trees and shadow, I could tell it had an unnatural shape unlike that of any person or animal I knew. It did not move, but simply watched me as I gathered up the courage to run back home as quickly as I could. 
 
    Every step I ran I expected to be my last. The thing would catch me from behind and drag me away. They would find my body as they had the others—cracked, charred and bloated with bones that no longer seemed to fit together right. But nothing happened. I made it back home and have heard no sign of the creature in the hours since. I’m writing this to not only make a record, but to help me decide if I should talk to others about it as well. I do not wish to be thought a fool, but I also do not want others getting hurt if what I know could help. 
 
    **** 
 
    I have talked to some of the other men in the village, and to my surprise, no one laughed. Others have seen and heard things themselves, it seems, and while none of us mentioned the rumors about the Bowl or the cavern, we all seemed to be in agreement that some kind of monster is plaguing our woods. After some discussion, they have agreed to handle it without notifying any officials. They are forming a hunting party tonight and have asked me to go along. I am not good with a rifle, but I will still go. I feel this is important and necessary to keep us all safe. 
 
    **** 
 
    There continue to be more entries after this, but they are usually short and typically detail their efforts to hunt this creature. Over the next two months, three more people are killed and the hunting party is going out every night with no success. 
 
    Then there is a brief paragraph that says that there was a city-wide assembly held by government officials. The townsfolk were told to stop all hunting activities, that this was a government matter that was being investigated. Anyone found outside of town at night (aside from going to and from work at the plant) would risk arrest and punishment. 
 
    The next one was the last entry written by Alexi and was clearly hastily done, with the man’s normally precise handwriting, so much like my own, being replaced with the slanting cursive I use when I’m in a rush. The date of the entry was April 27, 1986, the day after the Chernobyl disaster. 
 
    **** 
 
    The plant is still burning. They say it started with Reactor 4. Everyone is afraid of getting sick from the radiation. Many people want to leave, but others say the radiation goes with the wind, and we are safer here. I say that it doesn’t matter, because the whole thing is a lie. 
 
    Last week we started the hunting party again. The military was doing nothing and our people kept dying, so we resolved to act. Night before last a group of us went on patrol, and for the first time, we found what we had been looking for. I wish now that we hadn’t. 
 
    The creature was standing over the body of a woman, though between her condition and the dark, I couldn’t have said who it was, and in the commotion of the past two days I still haven’t learned. It looked up at us, and in the glow of our lights, we saw it fully. God, but we saw it too well. 
 
    It was tall and slender, with a long, wide head that trailed off into thick ribbons of twitching flesh that seemed to move on their own, coiling and writhing around its spindly arms and legs like puppet strings. Its torso was a ruined, misshapen mass of bone and meat, with several openings that showed the black, glistening turmoil of its relentlessly churning insides. The worst parts were its eyes and skin, though for wholly different reasons. The skin…I would have to call its skin a kind of yellow, though it was a strangely shining shade that seemed wrong somehow. Just looking at how it glowed in the light make my stomach quiver and something inside my head shift uneasily. As for its eyes…they looked almost human beyond their large size and light purple hue. They were intelligent eyes. Eyes filled with knowledge and emotion. 
 
    And it was looking at us with equal parts of curiosity and contempt. 
 
    We tried to fight it, but as it stepped forward, most of the men dropped their weapons and fell to the ground, jerking like they were in the throws of a fit. I felt my father’s shotgun fall from my grasp as I sank to my knees. I wanted to close my eyes, to not watch this horrible thing approach and kill us, but I was transfixed. As the men around me grew more violent in their thrashings, I started to hear the first of several dull cracks as they broke their own backs and necks one by one. 
 
    As for me, the monster stopped in front of me and squatted down, studying me with what might have been mild amusement on a more human face. After a few moments, it snaked out a speckled orange tongue and ran it up my face. As it finished, it spoke a single word. 
 
    ”Selah.” 
 
    Either my revulsion and fear overcame its control over me or the creature chose to release me. Either way, I ran back to the town as quick as I could. Within two hours we were packed and ready to go Kiev, invitation from my uncle or not. But that’s when the soldiers came, telling us there had been a fire at the plant, and that no one was allowed to leave for the time being. 
 
    I am trying to keep up a brave face for my wife-to-be, my beautiful Alena, but I am terrified. Afraid of the radiation if the fires are real, to be sure. But more afraid of the thing this “accident” is meant to cover up. The thing that touched me and gave these troubling thoughts and dreams. 
 
    Because while I have slept little in the last two days, what sleep I’ve had has been strange and troubled. And I find my waking hours invaded by memories and thoughts that are not my own. Of a life that is not my own. 
 
    In that life, I am an American man named Brian and it seems to be many years in the future. Young and successful, that life is easier in some ways and harder in others. I have a family there, a job, thoughts and dreams that are both alien to me and undeniably familiar. I cannot say for sure if I am forgetting Alexi or remembering Brian, but either way it makes me both happy and terrified, as though I delight at the thought at being eradicated and made new. 
 
    Perhaps it is radiation sickness, but I fear it is something worse. Some hex placed on me by that vile creature in the woods. I fear what its corruption might be doing to me. And God help me, I fear that it might stop. 
 
    **** 
 
    My name is Brian Favors. And I no longer think all of this is some strange coincidence or magical happenstance. I believe everything that Alexi wrote down, and I know he wasn’t crazy. Or if he was, then so am I. 
 
    Because I’m beginning to remember things too. Things from Alexi’s life that were never in the journal. The look of mild surprise and pride on my father’s face when I told him of my promotion. The smell of my sweet Alena’s hair when I held her close. The feel of that rotten thing’s tongue as it raked roughly up my face and somehow unmoored me and my counterpoint from normal reality and time. 
 
    I still remember being Brian, but it is harder now. The memories of both men swim around each other like hungry fishes vying for scraps of my attention. They shove and crowd each other until it is sometimes hard to see either clearly. I should think I’m just going crazy, but I don’t think I am. And much like Alexi…or Brian…in the journal, I don’t know that I want it to stop. 
 
    I write all of this with the hope it will clear my mind, at least somewhat. I post it with the hope that I can receive advice as to what I should do next. I’m strongly considering traveling to the Ukraine. Pripyat has become a tourist attraction of all things, and while the trip will be costly, it may be that I could find answers there. But will the answers I find help ease my troubled mind or only give me more questions? 
 
    For as my father always said, “Appetite comes with eating.” 
 
   
  
 

 The Bowl of Pripyat: Blood on the Mirror 
 
      
 
    I am Alexi Petrovich. I am Brian Favors. I believe that both of these things are true; that I am somehow both men. 
 
    But I don’t believe that is the entire truth. 
 
    I think the whole truth is that I am both less and more than these men. As they travel this strange path that has led them to a creaking train ride across the Ukraine in a passenger compartment that smells of cigarette smoke and too many years of use, I feel a phantom third trailing them, us. Sometimes behind, sometimes ahead, but always there as a terrible constant—the discordant beat of a corrupted heart. 
 
    I can’t see that third face yet, but I can sense it. It’s pushing up from some darker depth, carrying the weight of truth and the inertia of inevitability. 
 
    It terrifies me for many reasons. Most of all, because I’m beginning to fear it may be my truest face. 
 
    **** 
 
    It took me nine hours to fly from New York to Kiev. Before that, the longest flight I had ever taken had been to Arizona to visit my cousin when I was nineteen. This was a wholly different experience. The plane was larger, but also older, and while the passenger compartment was only half-full, the seats seemed cramped for such a long flight. The blessing was that the trip was relatively quiet, and after a few minutes of listening to the low rumbling hum of the engines, I found myself drifting off to sleep. 
 
    I had gotten used to the strange dreams by that point, but the dream I had on that flight was different somehow. In it, I was in a town square, though I couldn’t have said where. People were all around me, hurrying to and fro, ordering food from a local stand, clustering up to have conversations here and there before moving on. I was looking around, trying to find some point of reference that might trigger some sense of familiarity in either Brian or Alexi’s memories, but there was nothing. 
 
    The architecture of the place was strange, and I saw no signs or engravings that gave any indication of a particular language or nationality. Just a large stone square bordered on all sides by buildings that towered over everything like the upreaching ornate fingers of some subterranean stone god. This was set against a sky that was a deep blue I would normally associate with twilight, but everything seemed too bright and well-defined for that. I could see far too much. And as the people crowding the square began to turn toward me, I could see the burn scars and keloids that traced fine lines of lightning across everyone’s flesh. 
 
    And they were turning to me now, all of them. First with curiosity, and then with joyful recognition. A few of them came towards me—men and women reaching out to touch me as they echoed out greetings to a long-lost friend. At my sides I felt my coat being tugged as children turned their twisted and charred faces up to me with gap-toothed smiles and shining eyes wild with excitement. 
 
    I tried to back away, but there was nowhere to go. The crush of people was growing now, and as they pressed closer, the babble of their greetings grew into an undulating wave of sound that I somehow understood even as I felt it tightening my throat and hammering down into the center of my brain. 
 
    They were welcoming me home. 
 
    I saw several of the people further back struggling to reach me, rubbing and scratching at their heads in frustration that they were so far back in the swelling biomass that was closing in on me. A needle of new horror pushed through as I saw their hair was coming away in tufts, floating away like dandelion fluff as they went back to pawing their heads with one hand as they reached for me with the other. 
 
    There was a man in front of me now, grabbing my lapels and grinning at me as he babbled that same flood of words that were neither English nor Russian. He was saying how good it was to have me back at last. I had trouble understanding some of it—but not because I couldn’t comprehend the words, whatever language it might be. 
 
    It was because he was trying to talk as his teeth were falling out. 
 
    **** 
 
    I was awoken from a deep sleep by a concerned-looking stewardess. I had somehow slept the rest of the way to Kiev and was the last passenger left on the plane. As I pushed my way further up into consciousness, I realized I was also soaking wet. It was sweat for the most part, though I couldn’t say for sure I hadn’t peed on myself a little as well. 
 
    Feeling a flush of confusion, fear and embarrassment, I apologized to the stewardess and fumbled my way off the plane. I made the apology in Russian, but I was well past being troubled by such things now. Making my way through the airport, I found a taxi stand and got a ride to the hotel I had booked prior to my flight. 
 
    My train for Pripyat did not leave until six the next morning, but between jet lag and worry I got little rest during my stay in the hotel. By three a.m., I was already heading to the station in the cold rain that had settled over the city during the night. The train arrived a few minutes early, and so by the time the sun was rising, I was already on my way to Pripyat. 
 
    I woke with a start. My watch told me I had been asleep for just over two hours—a dreamless sleep that was a blessing after so many bad nights. I still had several more hours to go before I would be in Pripyat, so I started looking around with thoughts of exploring the train for a food cart or dining car. 
 
    That’s when I saw the faded yellow envelope lying in the seat next to me. 
 
    I froze like I had just woken up next to a rattlesnake. I knew what it was without opening it. The similarity of the envelope was part of it—that same old, dried-out looking paper that looked like it had been sitting somewhere for decades before being delivered to me. But it was more than that. It was like I could sense or somehow dimly recall that there were more writings inside. 
 
    Forcing myself to pick up the envelope, I felt the shift of paper inside as I looked around the car for any sign of who might have left this while I slept. The only other passengers were a teenaged couple that were looking at something on the girl’s cell phone. Grasping the envelope tightly, I walked back to them, shifting my weight with the subtle sway of the rails as I went. They looked up at the same time, their expressions slightly frightened and wary as I asked them if they had seen anyone leave me the envelope. 
 
    The boy shook his head while the girl muttered no, they had not seen anything, and then they both went back to studying her phone. I wanted to ask more, but I could tell they were ignoring me out of some sort of anxiety, not rudeness, and I didn’t want to worry them more by being the strange man that kept bugging them with odd questions. So I reluctantly went back to my seat and opened up the envelope. 
 
    I recognized our handwriting right away. The tone, however, was much different this time. It was describing events that took place several days after the last entry from Alexi, and this time the writer identified himself as Brian. Much like me, he had mixed memories of both men, and much like me, he found himself increasingly unable to distinguish one from the other as his nightmares grew more real and vivid. 
 
    Unlike me, he’d had to watch as some of our friends were killed. 
 
    Shortly after Alexi’s last entry, military came into the town and began dividing people into groups. The first divide was between people that worked at the plant and those that didn’t. Brian, still appearing to be Alexi to everyone else, was placed in the plant worker group. This group was then divided into those that had participated in hunting parties for the monster or otherwise made official reports of seeing strange things, and those that hadn’t. This wasn’t said, of course, but Brian remembered enough of Alexi’s life to figure it out quickly. 
 
    Alexi and the rest of his group were interviewed extensively about what they had done, seen and heard. The interviews were conducted in what had been the mayor’s house, but it had now been turned into a military post of some sort since the supposed meltdown had begun. Alexi, sensing the direction this was all going, minimized his knowledge and participation in the hunting parties and denied ever seeing or hearing anything strange himself. 
 
    He was allowed to return home and see Alena. He described the strange love he felt for this girl that he had just met and the desperate fear growing in him that she needed to get away as soon as she could, even if it meant sneaking past the quarantine. She refused to leave him behind, however, and he worried that if he went with her it would just guarantee that they would get caught, as he had every idea they weren’t done with him yet. 
 
    He was right. The next morning they loaded him along with two dozen others into a bus and began heading toward the plant. When some of his coworkers asked about the radiation, one of the guards just chuckled, telling them there was nothing to worry about. Brian wanted to ask more questions—how could radiation not be a problem? how could it be safe to go up there at all if the plant was still burning?—but they had assault rifles and he didn’t want to test their good humor. Besides, he had realized something as they were slowing to a stop at the gate of the plant. 
 
    None of the guards were wearing radiation protection either. 
 
    **** 
 
    The bus parked underground in Staff Lot B. We were all taken out of the bus and made to line up as a severe-looking officer approached. He said that we had been chosen for a very important task. That all of the details of the reactor accident had not been made public, and in fact, large portions of the plant were still operational. People had been brought in to maintain the plant temporarily, but it was a short-term solution to a longer-term problem. They now needed us to go back to work for the next few weeks until a more permanent resolution was found. 
 
    There were many confused looks and fearful murmurs at this. What the man was saying made little sense. If there truly had been a meltdown at Reactor 4, the proper protocols were to evacuate, stop any outlying fires or electrical issues from spreading to the core cooling systems of the other reactors, and then look at further containing and extinguishing the fire in Reactor 4. There would be no talk of running the other reactors normally at this point, or having more than the handful of crew needed to keep the emergency systems running so there was no further problems during the full shutdown. 
 
    But I recognized many of the men they had brought because they were not only my friends and neighbors, but workers that I supervised on Reactor 4. At first I thought they were just going to have them help on one of the other reactors, but as we began dividing up, I saw they were being told to report to their normal stations. Without any special instructions or suits, not even respirators or potassium iodide tablets. 
 
    Then they gathered the few of us left, the supervisors, together. Told us that they knew we had questions, but now was the time was for action and loyalty, not questions or fear. We all nodded and held our tongues as we made our way into the plant, and as we went deeper, I kept waiting for the smell of smoke, the heat of fire, or worse yet, the metallic tang on my tongue that I’ve heard comes from radiation poisoning. 
 
    But there was nothing. No signs of destruction or even disarray. I went through my rounds like I normally would, checking with every station, and everything seemed to be in order. Not only in order, but still running. There had been no shutdown of Reactor 4. As far as I could tell, the control rods were still in their normal position and there were no signs of a meltdown or any other incident. After a couple of hours I snuck away long enough to look at some of the readings for the past few days, but the logs for the past week were all gone. Aside from confirming my suspicions that none of this was what it seemed, it also troubled me for another reason. 
 
    If they were going to all this trouble for secrecy, would they ever actually let us go? 
 
    The answer seemed dreadfully apparent, and over the next few days, it only became more so. We weren’t allowed to go back to Pripyat or leave the plant at all. It was justified as “safety measures” and “security precautions”, but by the third day several of the men had had enough. Many of us gathered in the dining hall, and three of the most vocal dissenters demanded we all be released at once. After a brief consultation of who they were and how critical they were to the running of the plant, two of the three were shot dead in front of us. The third, a nuclear engineer named Dusan, was taken away in handcuffs and I never saw him again. 
 
    It was that evening, as I lay in my cot during my three-hour shift break, that I realized what I must do. 
 
    When I heard tales of the tunnels between the plant and Pripyat, I always wondered where they might be hidden. When Luka told me of the Bowl of Pripyat, my mind had turned to it again, but this time backed by years of experience working at the plant and familiarizing myself with much of its layout. I never had access to all areas, but I knew of only a few places that were likely spots for such a tunnel to exist. 
 
    I felt a rumble of nervous fear at the idea of trying to escape and being caught, but it was far outweighed by my terror at what might be happening to Alena every hour I was trapped there. I had found a forgotten letter opener the day before and taken to carrying it in my pocket just in case I needed a makeshift weapon. Tapping my leg to insure it was still there, I crept out into the hall and began making my way down to the lower levels. 
 
    I had assumed that I would encounter guards or some kind of resistance on those lower floors, particularly if there were a tunnel that needed to be kept secure. But oddly there were none. Normally this would have cemented my fears that I was on a fool’s errand, but I had been gripped by this strange certainty that the tunnel existed and I was on the path to it. 
 
    It was in one of the sub-basements that I found a heavy metal door standing ajar. I saw no one, but there were splashes of fresh blood on the concrete floor nearby, which might have explained the lack of any guards. My breaths came in burning gasps as I approached the door, terrified by what might be waiting for me beyond it. But what choice did I have? I had to at least try. 
 
    Pulling the door open further, I saw it led to a well-lit concrete tunnel that moved at a slight downward slope for several hundred feet before its path curved out of view. I saw no signs of guards or the monstrous thing I had encountered in the woods. In fact, other than a few more splatters of blood inside the tunnel itself, it looked relatively benign. Glancing behind me a final time, I stepped into the tunnel and started making my way down. 
 
    I walked for ten minutes before the tunnel started to change. I was deeper now, to be sure, but the rock was different here too. Darker and with an oily sheen that I didn’t like. There were still lights strung along as I went, but I found myself trying to avoid looking around any more than I had to. That’s why when I rounded the next corner, I almost ran into another massive steel door. 
 
    Like the last, this one was open. Pushing it further, I gazed into a large massive chamber that was lit by large fire braziers rather than the electric lights from the tunnel. In fact, it almost felt as though the light from the tunnel barely reached the chamber at all. Pools of shadow lay across much of the large cave, with jagged rock formations stabbing down from the darkness like the closing maw of a wolf. Aside from the braziers, the only real source of light came from what lay in the middle of them. 
 
    The Bowl of Pripyat was much as Luka had described, or at least as I had pictured it. Despite my desperate need to get home, I found myself drawn to it and the silvery light that seemed to be pulsing from inside like the beating of a heart. It looked to be made of some kind of metal, but… 
 
    It was then that the guard attacked me. He was already dying, but whatever had gotten his comrades hadn’t finished him off completely. Whether he thought I was his attacker or he was just determined to do his duty to the end, he managed to drive a knife deep into my side. He was talking nonsense as he pushed his weight against me, saying “держись подальше от зеркала”—“Stay away from the Mirror.” 
 
    I fell against the side of the Bowl, rolling my body away from him with enough force that he let go of the knife. Trying to fight off the cold shock I felt filling the right side of my body, I dug for the letter opener. Once out, I held it up to fend off any further attack, but it wasn’t necessary. The guard was already on the ground, his body contorting unnaturally as his bones snapped. 
 
    The monster was here. 
 
    I gripped the letter opener tighter, peering into the darkness as I felt my vision beginning to dim. My thoughts were growing stranger and more desperate as I felt my life leaving my body. I knew better than to remove the knife, but I had no way to stem the flow of blood from around the blade. I would never make it to Pripyat, never be able to help my sweet Alena. I would die here, alone in the dark with this dead man and the terrible monster that had caused all of this calamity. 
 
    Except had it? And even if it had, hadn’t it just helped me at least inadvertently? Knowing how pointless it would likely be, I found myself calling out into the darkness, asking the monster to help me. To help me get home to my Alena. There was no response, though I felt as though I could sense it out in the dark, watching me as I clung to the Bowl for support. In another moment I would be too weak to even stand, and then it would be over. 
 
    Turning away from the unhelpful darkness, I found myself staring into the glowing silvery liquid in the bottom of the Bowl. I had the distant thought that either the Bowl wasn’t quite as tall as Luka had said, or I had gotten taller. I almost laughed at the idea. Then I saw my reflection in the liquid. 
 
    I looked strange. Something…wasn’t right. In my addled state, I found myself suddenly obsessed with seeing my reflection closer, trying to figure out what exactly had changed about me. Using strength I shouldn’t have had, I pulled myself up on the lip of the Bowl. The next moment I was overbalanced and plunging face-first into the shining depths that lay at its center. 
 
    But I didn’t hit the bottom or die from whatever that liquid might be. I may have gone mad, however, for I suddenly found myself lying on thick carpet in a darkened room. I barely had time to sit up when the lights of twin crystal chandeliers blazed to life overhead and I saw there was a painfully thin woman wearing a business suit and a serious expression walking toward me from the edge of the room. 
 
    She came within a few feet before stopping and giving what I supposed was her version of a warm smile. Looking down at me, she spoke English with a strange accent I didn’t recognize. I understood the words well-enough, though they made little sense to me at the time. 
 
    "Welcome to the Imago Hotel, Alexi. I hope you enjoy your stay." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Bowl of Pripyat:  If you run with wolves, you learn to howl. 
 
      
 
    The sensation of reading the journal of my twin-self, this other mixture of Brian and Alexi, was strange. It reminded me of finding something I had written years earlier—it was unfamiliar until I read it, and then I remembered it again. As I sat on the train trundling its way from Kiev toward Pripyat, I remembered these events from this other life as I read them, and it shook me to my core. 
 
    The smell of fear and uncertainty as we rode the bus up to the reactor. The terror of watching some of our co-workers be killed. The growing certainty that we would never be allowed to leave the plant once they were finished with us because we knew too much. The cold smell of the tunnel that led down deep into the earth where the Bowl lay waiting in its cave like a coiled, subterranean serpent. The sound of the guard’s body being crumpled up like a piece of paper by the creature that lay in the shadows, apparently in an attempt to save my…Brian’s…life. 
 
    The touch of the liquid as I fell over the lip into the bottom of the Bowl…and then nothing. 
 
    As soon as this other me passed into the Imago Hotel, I had no further memories of what happened, even when I reread passages several times. The remainder of the account was relatively brief and the brief postscript only made my sense of unease grow stronger as I put the pages back into the envelope. We were now nearing Pripyat and the end of my journey, but I feel I should share with you that last account by the version of me that fell through the Bowl of Pripyat into that strange hotel ballroom. It may make the rest more understandable in some ways. 
 
    **** 
 
    The Imago Hotel, as I came to learn, was a very exclusive, very secluded hotel in the western part of America. I searched the memories of both Alexi and Brian, but neither had ever heard of it before. Then again, only a select few were ever allowed entry. 
 
    The hotel was old and massive, with an air of elegance and wealth and history that was both wonderful and a little terrifying at the same time. Everything was in its place and everything was beautiful…but too much so, if that makes sense. The spotless marble floors, the polished glow of the wood walls and the artfully decorated coffered ceilings far overhead almost gave it the solemnity of a church, though a church for some unknown and alien god unseen in the minds of most. 
 
    I’m sure this all sounds quite melodramatic, and I ask your forgiveness on that point. I know I will fail in describing this place properly, but I feel I must try. And it should be noted that the oddness of the hotel only began with the décor. Far stranger were those that inhabited it. 
 
    After I found myself in one of the smaller ballrooms of the hotel, I was greeted by the owner herself—Angelica Lemark. She was a tall, very thin woman with bright, intelligent eyes and a kind of magnetism that made it easy to get lost in her voice when she was talking to you. If I hadn’t already been so muddled from my journey through the bowl and my growing blood loss, I might have drowned in the soft roll of her words and the deep, raspy warmth with which she intoned them. 
 
    But the pain where the knife had pierced me demanded attention, both from me and from a doctor. Showing remarkable strength, Angelica picked me up with seemingly little effort and carried me out of the ballroom and across a brightly-lit lobby. As we moved into the open, several other men and women came walking up, their faces interested but unconcerned. She told two of them to get a wheelchair while directing a third to wake the doctor and prepare the clinic for their new guest. 
 
    Even through the fog slowly filling my brain, I felt a stab of worry at this. What were they going to do to me in this strange place? How had I gotten here and what did they mean to do? 
 
    Then I was gently sat in the chair and Angelica wheeled me nimbly down several halls and into a large space that wouldn’t look out of place at the nicest hospitals in Moscow or America. An older man with a mustache stepped forward and introduced himself as Dr. Graham before easing me out of the chair and onto a nearby metal table. I felt myself tensing again, but he patted my shoulder comfortably. He told me he understood this was all very strange, but it would make more sense in time. For now…for now they had to make sure I lived long enough that I got the chance to see everything. 
 
    Three days later I was back on my feet. Angelica had come by several times to check-in on me, but otherwise I had been left to my own devices. I mainly slept, but I also read sometimes as well. I had grown used to my shared and overlapping memories, but I was still amazed that I was able to read and think in both English and Russian. While I was still worried about Alena and the others, it all seemed strangely distant now. And by the time I had been there a week, I hardly thought of them at all. 
 
    ”It’s the hotel.” Angelica told me one day when I asked her why I wasn’t more scared or worried. I made sure I prefaced it with telling her how much I appreciated her saving my life, but she had just nodded and waved it all away with a laugh as she explained. “Not that you shouldn’t be happy to be alive and appreciative that we were here to help, but much of your…peace…is coming from this place. It is very special.” 
 
    She continued. “My family has always been very fortunate. We live a very long time and we tend to live very well. But out of all my kin, I was the one blessed with finding Mirror Valley. That’s what the locals used to call it because of the small, still lake that lies at the valley’s center. It’s perfectly round, perfectly calm. It was also the subject of many superstitions and folktales, as geographic oddities often are. Except this time…well, this time some of the tales were true.” 
 
    ”I built my hotel on top of that lake more than a hundred years ago, both to be close to its untapped potential and to channel it. This hotel is my temple and my tuning fork, if you’ll pardon the clumsy alliteration, as it serves as both a monument to my system of belief and the means by which I exert my will in this world and others.” 
 
    She paused here, waiting for me to ask the implied question so she could have the satisfaction of answering it. If I wasn’t enraptured by the odd effect of her voice, I might have found it off-putting, but as it was, I just gave her the response she desired. “Others?” 
 
    She smiled with the practiced graciousness of someone used to getting what she wanted. “Other worlds. So many other worlds.” 
 
    Even in my partial stupor, I had enough sense to wonder why she would tell me all of this. I was beyond questioning the reality of incredible things at this point, but I was troubled by her willingness to share such things with a stranger. Unless… “You don’t plan on letting me leave, do you?” 
 
    Her smiled widened, reminding me of an old gray wolf that used to prowl around my parents’ farm when I was a boy. My father would hunt it, but always without success, and I remember one time it stood watching us from the edge of the woods, regarding us with a breed of indifferent contempt as my father fruitlessly rushed inside for his rifle. Thinking back on it now, I think that wolf was smiling, perhaps even laughing at us. It understood a terrible truth that we were still learning. 
 
    You will never beat me. I will come when you don’t expect it and will always know your tricks better than you know yourself. You should give up. You should give up. You should… 
 
    ”Well, I plan on making it so you don’t want to leave, though I suppose that’s a thin distinction to you at this point. I want you to stay and make this place your home. I want your help exploring all the many places I have found and will find. The workers I have here…they lack the spark I need. But you…I think you could be something very special.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The journal entry ended there except for a short postscript that simply said, “When you see her, go with her.” I wasn’t sure who “her” was, but the idea that it might be Angelica Lemark filled my stomach with a queasy, fluttering fear. 
 
    And while I didn’t recall those last passages I had read from my own past memory, I did feel I was sharing some of the brain fog he had described. I have heard that some animals, when heading toward their own death and destruction, enter into an almost euphoric state of calm. The lemming tumbling toward the rocks, the mantis feeling the pressure of its deadly lover’s embrace—did they feel fear? Or a sense of rightness? A conviction that they weren’t being obliterated by bad luck or the ill will of others, but were instead playing their part in the grand design of some larger plan? 
 
    I stumbled from the train station toward the taxi stand, but was only halfway across the lot when I saw the older woman standing near the taxis watching me. My breath caught in my chest at the sight of her. She was in her fifties now, but still so beautiful that it made my heart hurt. My Alena, here after all this time. 
 
    I couldn’t say if my fog lifted or just crystalized, but I felt clear-headed and strong as I rushed toward her, sweeping her up in a fierce hug. She laughed at that, but I could feel tension in her too, so after a moment I released her and stepped back. 
 
    “I’m sorry…But it is you, isn’t it?” 
 
    She nodded, tears shining in her eyes as she smiled. “It is. I was on the train as well, but I wanted you to have time to read the pages before we met. We want you to understand as much as you can before you hear the last of it. Did you read it all?” 
 
    I frowned. “I did, but I don’t know what any of it means…I just…my God, I must be going crazy. I remember you, remember loving you so much, but I also remember my other life in America. How is any of this possible?” 
 
    Alena reached out and touched my cheek tenderly, her joy seeming to give way to an abiding sadness. “It is better for him to explain it to you. It is not my story to tell. Come, I have a car nearby.” 
 
    **** 
 
    We traveled the few miles to the town of Pripyat, and even at a distance I was amazed by the juxtaposition of the town’s ruins with the trappings of tourism. Buses, hostels, and even a few spots selling snacks and souvenirs. It felt like watching a party in a graveyard. 
 
    I guess in some ways, that’s exactly what it was. 
 
    But soon enough we were turning away from the town and heading into the forest between Pripyat and the plant. I could already see security blocking the way a few hundred yards ahead, but before long Alena was pulling down into the trees with the surefootedness of long-developed habit. She gave me a quick smile and said we had to walk from there so the car wouldn’t get stuck. 
 
    Before long we were in a clearing, and in the center of the clearing was the ventilation pipe that Alexi…that I…had written about. I felt only dim surprise when Alena went to it and opened it easily. Within moments, without any words between us, I was following my lost love down into the dark. 
 
    The tunnel was nearly pitch black, but when she turned on a flashlight, I saw it was also surprisingly clean and ordinary-looking. I wanted to ask so many questions, but something held my tongue. I felt as though I was in a dream and the wrong word or action might break the spell. And although I was afraid of what was to come, I was more afraid of waking back up in my old life with all that had occurred having been wiped away. I didn’t know if that made me crazy or a fool, and frankly I didn’t care. I knew the path I was on was the right path, the important path, and I was going to see it through. 
 
    Just then, the monster stepped out onto that path. 
 
    It was just as the journal described, just as I remembered it—tall and glistening yellow, with flesh stretched painfully and filled with gaping holes that showed the black meat restlessly stirring in its chest. And its eyes…its terrible purple eyes. I recognized those eyes, and that recognition filled me with a kind of terror I had never known before. Perhaps it was similar to the terrible realization of the lemming—or the man—as he plummets to his death: there are some things you can’t take back. 
 
    I wanted to take it all back as I looked into those eyes, those damned familiar eyes. And then the monster spoke with a deep voice that was coarse but intelligent. 
 
    “Hello Brian. Or do you prefer Alexi? I have so little use for names now, it is hard for me to decide.” 
 
    I swallowed, my fear of the monster having been wholly subsumed by what the monster seemed to represent. The inevitability of my own doomed past and future. 
 
    “You’re…you’re me, aren’t you?” 
 
    The thing made a rough, rasping noise that might have been a laugh. “You’re smarter than I am…or is that even possible? I don’t know. I know too much and too little now, I suppose.” It swung its head up and down in an approximation of a nod. “But yes. I am you and you are me, after a fashion.” 
 
    I took a step forward, needing to know it all now, needing it to be over. I felt like a man who wanted to vomit just so the pain and pressure would stop building, even if only for a short while. “How is any of this true?” 
 
    And then the monster told me. 
 
    **** 
 
    Angelica called them “delves”—deep excursions into the multitude of worlds that make up what she calls “The Incarnata”. I spent over a decade conducting delves for her, which I soon learned largely meant scouting out places that she could easily exploit in some fashion. It was dangerous and terrifying work, at least at first, but I was almost fully under her spell by that point, and ashamed as I am to admit it, I enjoyed much of the work even from the start. 
 
    The Incarnata is a place formed from ideas and beliefs and shaped by will and desire. The thousands or millions of worlds that live within it are all interconnected and constantly changing with the ever-shifting tides of its inhabitants’ individual and collective thoughts and passions. It literally is, in many ways, a dreamland, though it would be a mistake to think that it was overly-chaotic or lacking in substance. To the contrary, what happens there is very real, and much of that power can and does bleed over into our own world as well. 
 
    It is also a very dangerous place, particularly for visitors. Angelica is unique in that, for whatever reason, nothing touches her there for good or ill. For all her candidness with me on many matters, she never liked talking about that particular topic, either because she didn’t know herself why nothing could affect her or because she was protective of her greatest strength. 
 
    Because Angelica, in her own calculating way, is a great conqueror. Between her immunity to most opposition in Incarnata and her ability to bend others to her will, she has subjugated several worlds there and enslaved entire groups. She sees them all as monsters, you see. As lesser than her and thus only worth whatever use they have for her greater design. For many years, I was a part of that design. 
 
    The risk to Angelica in Incarnata is typically minimal, but her time is limited and her reputation precedes her there. It was much easier to send me in her stead. First as an explorer, then as a spy, and eventually, as a monster to frighten other monsters. 
 
    For I don’t have any immunity to that place, and there are many places there that can…infect you. Change you. And then there is the fact that you can alter yourself there as well. The more betrayals and atrocities I participated in, the more I hated myself and what I was becoming. But I never stopped, never refused to do my part for my queen, and with each trip I would come back more warped and twisted in mind and body and soul, growing closer to the abomination you see before you now. 
 
    My grandmother…our grandmother…always used to say, “If you run with wolves, you learn to howl.” I thought of that many times as I reflected on what I had become. A creature that was very powerful and knowledgeable, but also very cruel and widely feared even among fearsome beings. It was during one of these periods of introspection and self-loathing that I began to formulate a plan. 
 
    I couldn’t kill myself—Angelica had too strong a hold on me for that—but perhaps I could kill an earlier version of myself. Time and some aspects of reality had become much more…fluid and exploitable for me over the years, and I knew it was possible for me to go back along my own timeline to before I found the Bowl. 
 
    So that is exactly what I did. In the original timeline of events, I never saw “the monster” in the woods. The killings and such happened, as well as the fake meltdown to cover-up the deaths, but they were all related to something else that had escaped the hotel through the Bowl, not me coming back to kill my earlier self. When I originally fell into the Bowl, I was trying to get away from the guard that had stabbed me, but without any intervention from my monstrous future self. 
 
    When I came back to 1986, I found my younger self with the hunting party, and I killed those men—men who I had once known and called friends, without hesitation or pity. The only effect their deaths had upon me was to further demonstrate what a despicable monster I had become. So I approached the younger Alexi with every intention of ending his life before he could become the monster that I am. 
 
    But then I found I couldn’t. Whatever magic Angelica has, it had found its way deep into my bones. So deep in fact, that I couldn’t do harm to my past self any more than I could to my own body. I had a moment of panic, but I’ve grown exceedingly clever in my own terrible way, and I quickly saw another solution. 
 
    When I licked Alexi, I split him in two. Half would stay as he was, following the unassailable path that would lead to a version of me. The other half would become Brian Favors—an infant orphan soon found in another part of the world. My hope at the time was that, at the very least, I would be sparing some portion of my soul from rotting under Angelica’s gaze. 
 
    And it worked, after a fashion. I watched the part of me that was still in Pripyat over the next few days, even protecting him from the guard at the end. I would like to say that was due to Angelica’s bewitchment, but I don’t know that it was. Even after all my efforts to right my wrongs, I am fearful and selfish, and I know I have become far more like Angelica than I care to admit. 
 
    But at least there was you. You were living a good life and seemed to be a good person the few times I got to check up on you. But I had to be very careful. You were my one secret from Angelica for the longest time. And then I had another. 
 
    A few years ago I managed to trick her. Trap her deep within one of the darkest recesses of Incarnata. It freed me and many others from being under her will, and allowed me to finally leave the hotel once and for all. I returned here, to the only true home I had ever known. 
 
    In the years since the Chernobyl Plant incident, the Bowl isn’t visited as much anymore. It is guarded, but never studied or approached more than a handful of times a year. Most of the tunnels connecting its cave to the outside world have been filled with cement, and the few places like this that are left are largely forgotten by the outside world. 
 
    I am part of the reason for the forgetting. I am not seen unless I mean to be seen, and I have made it so people do not remember the Bowl much, if at all. My original plan was to just guard the Bowl myself and stay in exile until this unnatural form finally died. 
 
    And then one day I heard Alena praying. 
 
    She had been evacuated back in 1986, and once the area had been cleared for visitors again, she began making yearly trips back to Pripyat. In part, to visit all that had been lost. In part, to look for me, despite what logic and her worried family kept telling her. 
 
    It was on one of these trips that she found her way to the strange ventilation pipe in the clearing above us. She spoke to it like it was my gravestone, telling it how much she still loved me, but she needed to accept I was gone and finally move on. The miracle of hearing her voice joined with my terror at her never coming back, and before I had time to reconsider, I showed myself. It was a terrible ordeal, but not in the way I had anticipated. 
 
    For she had found my first journal, and when I changed the past, I had changed the journal as well. So now she remembered reading about how I had encountered the monster and what it looked like. Rather than running from me in fear, she railed against me, demanding to know what I had done with Alexi. It was only when she stopped to look into my eyes and hear me speak that she realized the horrible truth. 
 
    Somehow, through some miraculous love that I don’t deserve, she has come back to me frequently in the years since. I was more than content with the time she could give, and for a time I thought to live out this part of my life in peaceful solitude while comforted by the life you had so far away from all this death and sorrow. 
 
    But then I began to feel a troubled stirring in the depths of my bones. She is growing stronger again, somehow, in the depths of Incarnata. I don’t know if she is free yet, but if not, it won’t be long. And despite my best intentions and worst fears, I won’t be able to resist her call when it comes. 
 
    That is why I had Alena send you my journal. That is why I had her deliver my account of my introduction to Angelica and the Imago Hotel. I needed you to remember more, to understand more, so you will not refuse what I have to ask of you. 
 
    **** 
 
    I swallowed, my tongue thick and numb in my mouth. I understood now, and I even believed, but I wasn’t sure what I was willing to accept. I was created as an offshoot of a Russian guy by the reality-warping future monster version of the same man? What the actual fuck? 
 
    Not knowing what to say, I just nodded. 
 
    The monster swallowed, its slick, bulging gorge rising and falling twice as it struggled to meet my gaze. Its next words were almost too quiet to hear. 
 
    “I need you to go with me to the Bowl. It is empty now, so there is no risk of going to the hotel or anywhere else. But it is the only place close by where I think this will work. Once we are inside, with my help, I need you to consume me. Literally eat my body from start to finish. It will not be as long or as daunting a task as you might think. I can ease the work of it greatly, at least until the last. But it is the only way I can fathom that might finally bring an end to me while also saving you and Alena.” 
 
    I shook my head. “What…how does any of this make sense? How is me eating you going to help anything? Why can’t I just stab or shoot you or something?” 
 
    Its large eyes grew sadder, and I knew it hated what it was asking of me. I felt a pang of sympathy for it. I think this part of Alexi was very well practiced in hating itself. 
 
    “It isn’t an act of killing. It is an act of consuming. Absorbing. I will still be in you, after a fashion, but this identity, this will, all of that will be ended. You can go on living your life and making your own choices, no longer bound to my mistakes or Angelica.” 
 
    I tried to find a kind way to ask the next part, but any nuance had fled from me somewhere between Kiev and Pripyat. “Will I become a monster like you?” 
 
    Another rough laugh. “No. At least I don’t think so. But if you learn any lesson from this, let it be this one. I am a monster because of what I have done and let happen, not because of how I appear. Some of the best and brightest souls I have ever met were in Incarnata, and yet many would call that place a land of terror and monsters. As for what you will become? Like all of us, that is ultimately up to you.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The Bowl was smaller than I remembered, though perhaps that was merely because I was sharing it now. Alena had said her tearful good-byes to my other self before it climbed into the Bowl beside me, and she called to me that she would be waiting outside near the car when I was finished. I wanted to ask her to stay, but I knew it was a selfish impulse, and so I just told her to be careful as she went. 
 
    I looked into those eyes one last time and asked if it…if he, was sure this is what he wanted. He said it was, and reaching down he plucked off a piece of his flesh as though it were a wad of cotton candy. He offered it to me, and I ate it down with little trouble. I remember as a kid going to a science museum in Kentucky. They had a machine that pumped out a thick fog, and before the teacher came and stopped me, I stood near it and bit at the mist that came pouring out. That was what this was like. Eating something that was next-door to nothing. 
 
    At the end, all that was left was a small and hardened coal that I think had once been his heart. This part had more weight and texture, and as I swallowed down the last of it, I gagged a little at the greasy residue it left behind. I waited a second, tensing for some change, but felt none. All things considered, I actually felt pretty good. 
 
    Not wanting to press my luck, I scrabbled back out of the Bowl of Pripyat and went up to find Alena waiting. As we traveled away from that doomed town, I found myself feeling a sense of hope I hadn’t had in some time. I worried about what he had said about Angelica returning, about what future dangers the Bowl might pose, but those were concerns for another time. Perhaps for other people. 
 
    For now, I was safe and with the woman I had just met and had loved for two lifetimes. Taking her hand as she drove us through the dark, I found that was enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 What my bodycam saw at Whispering Oaks 
 
      
 
    Part One 
 
      
 
    For the past five years I’ve worked for a security firm that contracts with various businesses to provide guards for events and locations throughout the state. It’s not a huge company like Tattersall, but it has been a family business for nearly fifty years and does well enough—I’ve gotten a small raise every year and equipment updates at a faster rate then back when I was a cop. 
 
    One of the latest updates was a new body camera system. It’s integrated into our shoulder radio and has a good enough battery and memory card to last through a twelve-hour shift without any problem. Best of all, it’s light and doesn’t require any extra fiddling. I just put on my gear and go. The rest of my gear typically consists of a flashlight, pepper spray, a collapsible baton, and a stun gun. We are sometimes issued firearms, but it is on a special basis involving more insurance and waivers before we’re allowed to work a job carrying one. For the most part, we’re supposed to detect and deter more than fight people or apprehend a criminal. That’s what our cell phones and the real police are for. 
 
    Over the time I’ve worked security, I’ve seen some of the trends change. We still work parties and big meetings sometimes, and we have deals with several office buildings to provide round-the-clock guards and surveillance, but in the last few years we’ve actually been dealing more with real-estate companies and banks that want to protect development properties. 
 
    Take the place I’ve been assigned to for the last few months. Whispering Oaks. Fourteen years ago it was going to be one of the largest, most prosperous new gated communities on the East Coast. A thousand acres with homes ranging from 2,000 up to 10,000 square feet. At its center was a massive “clubhouse” building with rooms for meetings and parties, its own gym, an indoor swimming pool and movie theater, to say nothing of the tennis courts, three more exterior pools, and a top-of-the-line 18-hole golf course scattered around the rest of the property. It even had a small gourmet grocery store on one corner of a little cobblestone street that I think was going to be filled with fancy cafes and boutiques. I can’t even imagine the money that was sunk into that place, much less how much more the builders stood to make. 
 
    There were plans for four hundred homes in the initial building phase, and by 2006 they had already built over a hundred of them. A few were built on spec as model homes to show prospective buyers, but most had been bought and built to order within the confines of the dozen or so approved house plans that were available to new owners. From what I’ve heard, the property was like an anthill back then—the constant flow of workers mixed with people checking on the progress of their dream home being built, if they hadn’t already moved in. 
 
    But when the housing collapse happened that year, new home buyers slowed to a trickle. Banks weren’t giving out loans like they once had, and the constant buzz of activity slowed to a hum and then to silence. The sixty or so families that were already out there found themselves surrounded by empty, partially-built houses and bare lots that weren’t being as meticulously maintained as they had been just a few months before. 
 
    The “clubhouse” went from being fully staffed and brightly-lit to being closed most of the time. According to a note on the front door, the company apologized for the inconvenience, but assured everyone the reduced hours and services were a temporary necessity during “restructuring”. That was apparently greasy rat-speak for bankruptcy. 
 
    Over time, the people who were left at Whispering Oaks figured out it wasn’t going to get any better there. Even if the economy and housing market improved, who was going to buy an overpriced house in a closed off, increasingly run-down and barren ghost town? 
 
    So they left. From what my buddy Oscar has told me, the last person was gone by 2014. Two different banks that had slowly been consuming the property one foreclosure at a time wound up selling off the whole thing. To who, no one is really sure, other than it is some European company with more money than sense. In the years since, the property hasn’t been altered or improved, and is rarely visited at all other than by guards and those the guards are meant to discourage.  Meth heads wanting to steal copper out of the walls to sell. Junkies and vagrants and kids looking for a place to hang out or spend a few nights. 
 
     Even with all the time and neglect, the property and the buildings there are still very valuable. Vandalism, theft and arson are just the start of the concerns. You also have to worry about someone trespassing, getting hurt, and then trying to sue. Again, I don’t know who bought the place, but they clearly have an odd way of investing their money from what I’ve seen. All they’ve done is buy a headache and not done anything with it. 
 
    Point being, my job—well, my company’s job—is to make sure their headaches don’t get any worse. The clubhouse has been converted into a security office, and every day there is a guard posted there when they’re not out patrolling the property. At night, there’s one guard on Monday through Thursday and two on Friday through Sunday. Because people always want to be an asshole on the weekend. 
 
    The typical routine for a twelve-hour shift is as follows: Arrive at the clubhouse and log in to the computer system. Check that the feeds from the security cameras set up outside of the clubhouse, the gourmet grocery store, the tennis courts, and the utility building are all functioning properly. Then, within thirty minutes of arrival, start patrol of one of the Zones. 
 
    Our security company has divided Whispering Oaks into six Zones for patrol purposes. Zone One is the central area of the Clubhouse and surrounding buildings including the cobblestone shopping area and staff garage. Zone Two is primarily streets containing smaller (if you call 2,000-3,000 foot homes small) homes in various states of being built but few in a totally finished state. Zone Three contains most of the finished homes big and small, as well as the tennis courts and two of the exterior pools. Zone Four is the golf course and two miles of walking trails woven into the woods at the course’s edge. Zone Five is where the larger parcels of land were being sold. It is mainly empty, grown-up lots, but there are actually three enormous houses that were built to completion before everything collapsed. We call them the Red House, the Green House, and the Grey House, based on their exterior colors. 
 
    Finally there is Zone Six, which is pretty much just woods at the back edge of the property. There are paths there, but rather than the wide and relatively even routes you get on the walking trails, we are forced to use crooked, hard to see paths that were cut just wide enough to allow our ATVs through. They are serviceable, but between the uneven ground and hidden tree roots, they are risky at anything faster than a slow crawl. 
 
    Every hour we are responsible for patrolling one of the zones. Between travel and patrol time, this typically means we are patrolling for about thirty minutes out of every hour unless patrolling Zone Six, which typically takes almost the entire hour. We mix up the order in which the Zones are patrolled so as to not provide a predictable pattern for anyone trying to trespass, but all Zones are patrolled twice per shift regardless of order. 
 
    All in all, it hasn’t been a bad assignment. The most I’ve ever seen on a shift was a methhead pulling a knife on me when I found him squatting in one of the baby mansions in Zone Three. But I kept him back with my pepper spray and radioed the dispatcher at the main office. No big deal. Occasionally it’s just a group of dumb kids looking for a secluded place to get into some kind of trouble. But mostly it’s…quiet. Very quiet, and if I’m honest, more than a little creepy. 
 
    I’m not a scary kind of guy. I’ve seen a good bit over the years, and while I don’t claim to have ever been some kind of super cop or brave hero, I’ve never been cowardly or skittish either. But Whispering Oaks just has a strange feel to it. Maybe it’s all the empty houses and streets. Some nights, when I’m riding my four-wheeler around on patrol, I imagine myself in some kind of post-apocalyptic movie where everyone else is gone or hiding. I always hate it when I have the thought, because it is so easy to believe. The black windows staring out at me like dead eyes, the grown up lots filled with shadows…it’s far easier to start thinking I’m in a dead world than it is to stop. 
 
    That’s why I like the weekends. I get a partner to keep me company, and usually that partner is Oscar. Oscar had been with the company for nearly thirty years, and it showed. If he was in charge of deciding the company motto, I’m pretty sure we would soon have “Fuck it” painted on the sides of all our vehicles. That being said, he was a good guy. Just old and tired, and much more content to watch t.v. in the clubhouse and tell me stories than hump it around this expensive graveyard we were supposed to be guarding. 
 
    He was the one that told me most of what I know about the past of Whispering Oaks, and I admit I was intrigued. If I occasionally took his patrols in exchange for his entertaining company when I got back to the clubhouse, I looked at it as a fair trade. Not everyone had the same tolerance for Oscar’s casual approach, however. 
 
    Jeff Spires was new with the company, having just left the military six months earlier. He wasn’t an asshole…not exactly…but he was very rigid and opinionated. Oscar thought it was due to his time in the Marines, but I wasn’t so sure. I had known plenty of soldiers that were very nice, normal people, and Spires was neither. Rail-thin and twitchy, he often seemed very unemotional, if a little jumpy. But then he would have these strange mood shifts where it seemed like he was caught somewhere between an angry outburst and breaking into tears. Plus, he was constantly making little comments to Oscar about what he should or should not be doing. Like a sixty-year old security guard pushing on the last few months of his pension gave a shit what he thought. 
 
    Suffice it to say, neither Oscar or myself like the nights we are paired with Spires. We had seniority, which gave us influence over the schedule, and most of the time we could avoid him. But every once in a while, something would come up. Like last month, when I got sick with a stomach virus that laid me out for a week. 
 
    When I got back to work, it was a Thursday night shift. Oscar was getting off, and while he asked how I was doing, he didn’t hang around and chit chat like he usually would if we were switching out at the same time. He also seemed strange, like he was distracted or preoccupied by something. When I asked him if anything was wrong, he just gave me a shaky smile. “Nah, I just need to get going. Want to get home before dark.” 
 
    The evening started off quiet. Logged in, checked the cameras, and then I went to patrol Zone Four. It is normally one of the easiest to check. The weeds on the course are waist-high, but there’s usually not much need to leave the ATV except for checking the caddyshack and the small adjoining shed where golf carts were once kept before being sold off. As for the walking trails, they are in surprisingly good shape after all this time, and they make perfectly serviceable roads during patrol. 
 
    But while it was quiet, I still felt unnerved. Like I said before, Whispering Oaks can be a bit creepy at the best of times, but this was different. I felt like I was being watched. I even thought I saw someone standing behind a tree while I was driving down one of the trails, but when I stopped and shined my light into the growing darkness between the trees, there was nothing there. 
 
    Deciding I was needlessly freaking myself out, I finished my route and went back to the clubhouse. It was three hours later, when I was patrolling Zone Three, that I heard a splashing noise that sounded like it came from the nearby outdoor pool area. That, in and of itself, was strange. Beyond a bit of occasional rainwater, there hadn’t been water in that pool for the entire time I’ve been working the property. But I still had to check it out. I was heading to the gate of the pool patio when something caught my eye in the window of a nearby house. 
 
    It was a face. A woman’s face—round and pale like the moon, it hovered in the darkness of a bay window like some kind of spectral balloon, black eyes stretched wide and staring down at me as her lips split open to offer me a grayish-green grin. I let out a small noise of surprise as I came to a stop. This was now the priority, and I needed to call it in. 
 
    I punched the button on my shoulder mic, intending on updating the office dispatch before I entered the home. All I got in response was a crackle of static. Cursing, I saw my bodycam was still showing active, so I decided to clear the house and confront the woman before I lost track of her. 
 
    I went around to the front porch and reached for my keyring—each house with doors is keyed to be opened by the same master key, and I had one of the only copies on my gear belt. But when I grabbed the knob, I saw it was already unlocked. Not kicked in like we usually found when someone decided to set up camp, and showing none of the telltale signs of having been pried open or even inexpertly picked. I paused then, my stomach twitching nervously as I pulled out my cell phone. No signal. That only made me feel more anxious, both because I couldn’t tell anyone what was going on and because I had never had cell phone issues out there before. 
 
    Still, I was wasting time and giving whoever was inside a chance to prepare, which was almost always a mistake. Pulling out my baton, I flicked it out and raised my flashlight to eye level as I nudged the front door open with my foot. I caught a glimpse of something to my right and stepped in, doing a sweep of the front hall with my light before moving on to the room where I had seen something. 
 
    The house was pitch dark inside, and my flashlight seemed very meager as it pushed its way into what had possibly once been a dining or living room. On the far side of the room was the large bay window I had seen, and next to it, dimly outlined in the reflection of my flashlight on the window, was a large figure. Its back was turned to me, and it was hard for me to say for sure if it was the woman I had seen or someone else. I stopped where I was and used a command tone to order the person to turn around and raise their hands. I know they began to turn around, but that’s the last thing I can remember from the encounter. The next thing I knew, I was back at the clubhouse. 
 
    I felt strangely woozy, and my first thought was that I was just experiencing the aftereffects of having been so sick the past few days. That I must have dozed off or something, even though that was something I had never done during my time as a guard. But then I started remembering being at the house. Seeing the woman turning to face me. And something else…but I lost it again. Looking at my phone, I saw that nearly two hours had passed since I had been patrolling in Zone Three. I also had a missed call from Oscar. 
 
    **** 
 
    “Hey, man. Sorry to call you so late, but I saw I missed a call from you like thirty minutes ago and I wanted to make sure everything was okay.” 
 
    I could tell when Oscar spoke that he hadn’t been sleeping when I called, but he still sounded unsure of how to respond. “Um…yeah. Sorry, kid. I was just up late and thought I’d check in on you. See how things were going…Since you’ve been under the weather and all.” 
 
    I frowned at that a little. Oscar was a nice guy, but he wasn’t touchy-feely or overly conscientious. It seemed out of character that he’d just randomly call to check on me when nothing was wrong. Except something was wrong, wasn’t it? And it was looking more and more like Oscar knew something about it. 
 
    Still, I hesitated before I spoke. Part of it was pride—there’s always a line of humor with cops and security guards about who’s spooked or getting jumpy. A lot of it may be macho bullshit designed to distract each other from their own fears, kids whistling past a graveyard and all, but there’s a point to it beyond that. It’s a way of checking up on each other. Easing tension. And it was also a way to make sure that the people you relied on in a bad situation weren’t going to crack. 
 
    I didn’t want to be thought of as a coward, but worse, I didn’t want to be thought of as unreliable. I liked Oscar, and while I didn’t think he’d make fun of me too much, I did worry he might think a bit less of me. So I was about to just lie and say everything had been fine when Oscar spoke up again. 
 
    “Haven’t seen or heard anything weird tonight, have you?” 
 
    The lie died on my tongue. Swallowing with some difficulty, I found myself replying in a near whisper. “Yeah. Yeah I have. I was starting to think it was a dream. What the fuck is going on, Oscar?” 
 
    His voice was trembling when he spoke next. “I don’t know, kid. But you stay in the clubhouse the rest of your shift, okay? Fuck their patrols. The jarhead twerp is working the day shift tomorrow…well, today…and then I have the night shift with you. We’ll talk more then.” 
 
    Gripping my phone harder, I found myself looking at the dimly-lit hallways that led from our station to the shadowy corners of the clubhouse. “No, fuck that. Tell me now. Am I in danger here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know. I think the clubhouse is safe. I haven’t had anything happen there. But don’t leave it until your shift is over. Or shit, leave the property now if you think it’s best. I just don’t want you getting shitcanned if there’s some explanation for all this, God only knows what that could be.” 
 
    I looked at the monitors showing the security camera feeds. Everything looked normal enough out there. “No, I’m not leaving. I need this job. But why can’t you just tell me what the deal is over the phone?” 
 
    His tone was harsher this time, almost angry. “Look, I haven’t told anybody about this yet, not really. Still trying to wrap my head around it. And some of it…well, some of it I need to show you rather than just tell you. So just do what I ask and trust me, okay?” 
 
    I could tell I was wasting my time demanding he tell me more, so I just said okay. He was about to get off the phone when he added, “Look at your bodycam footage too. See if there’s anything strange on there. Anything that you don’t remember.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The bodycam videos have to be played through a proprietary software that is only barely functional at the best of times. On the rare occasion we wanted to review something, we normally did it at the main office. The older computer in the clubhouse, while decent enough for logs and streaming the security footage, groaned and chugged when it tried to play videos through the bodycam software. It took nearly an hour of me messing with it to get the video to play, and even then, it was choppy. 
 
    Still, I saw enough to be terrified. 
 
    **** 
 
    The video showed me entering the house. It wasn’t angled right to record whatever motion caught my eye as I opened the door, but it showed the figure I told to turn around with their hands up. As they did so, I saw that they were wearing what looked like some kind of shiny fur coat or cape. I hadn’t noticed that in the moment I was in the house, or if I had, I didn’t remember it. They had finished turning now, and it was the woman. Her face was still contorted in a wide, fierce grin, but I was beginning to think it was expressing agony more than any kind of manic joy. Her eyes, still gleaming and black, were streaming with what might have been blood or some other dark liquid as she stumbled forward, lifting her arms in some terrible and silent plea. 
 
    As she did so, dozens of glistening, furry bodies fell from her arms and shoulders, her breasts and thighs. Rats. Hundreds of rats had been crawling on her, gnawing at her, burrowing into her flesh through dozens of ragged, bloody wounds. And now they were coming for me. 
 
    I heard myself scream on the video, but then the camera was jumping this way and that as I struggled to get them off of me. There was another scream from me as I fell, this one growing wilder and more panicked before cutting off suddenly. Everything was still for several seconds, and then I heard a small voice out of the camera’s view. 
 
    “What are we going to do with him?” 
 
    Then another. “We are going to wait. He needs to be cured.” 
 
    The first voice again, this time with more irritation. “But what are we going to do with him for now?” 
 
    “We’re going to set him free. Let him find the video he’s recording on his clever little device just there. And then we’re going to make him understand that there’s nothing he can do to stop what is coming.” 
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    When I finished watching that video, I immediately tried to download it from the card to the computer’s hard drive. My old cop training had kicked in immediately, pushing through my confusion and horror, demanding that first and foremost, I preserve the evidence of what had occurred. 
 
    That’s when the computer froze up. 
 
    At first I thought it was just the aches and pains of the old desktop, and I had a moment of panic that the hard drive might have died, but when I rebooted it, the computer came back just fine. I went back to the memory card and it was empty. I fired up the proprietary video player and tried opening it from that, but no luck. After thirty minutes of trying different things and researching possible ways of at least seeing if the data from the bodycam was still on either the card or the computer itself, I gave up. Maybe some forensic computer expert could find the video, but as far as I could tell, it was just gone. 
 
    I spent the little time I had left on my shift sitting in a chair with my back against the wall. I had my cell phone in one hand and my extended baton in the other, and my eyes were constantly roving, looking for some lurking shadow coming down one of the halls or a swarm of small, furry bodies rolling toward me like some kind of biting, clawing wave. I wanted to call Oscar again, but decided to wait. I wanted to talk to him in person, and I’d see him in twelve hours. That would have to be soon enough. 
 
    A few minutes before shift change, I saw Spires pulling up outside the clubhouse on the external camera. I’d never been so happy to see him in my life. I wanted him to come on in, to either keep me company or relieve me early, but he sat alone in his car until one minute before his shift was supposed to start. When he did come in, I tried to hide my irritation and anxiety by asking him how he’d been doing since I’d seen him a week and a half earlier. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and frowned slightly, almost as though he thought he was the target of some practical joke. “It’s been…fine. How’ve you been? I heard you were sick with a stomach bug.” 
 
    I smiled widely and then wondered if I looked like a crazy person. I was trying to restrain my manic glee at being around another person after such a strange and terrible night, but it was hard, and when I spoke, I could hear the frantic edge to the rush of words that spilled out. 
 
    “Oh yeah, doing much better. Thank you for asking. Just glad to be back at work, y’know? Got stir crazy in my apartment. Too sick to enjoy being off, y’know? But how’ve things been here? Anything interesting going on?” 
 
    Spire’s frown deepened. “No…nothing interesting. Same boring assignment.” He shrugged. “I caught a couple trying to get freaky in the Grey House on Monday. Called the cops, but they had run off before they got here. That’s been about it.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or upset by Spire’s calm demeanor and lack of disquiet. Had he really not seen any weird shit lately? And if not, why not? 
 
    “Hmm. Good deal. So nothing odd or strange? Seeing or hearing weird stuff or what not?” 
 
    A thin line of anger flashed across Spire’s expression. “Look, man, is this some kind of joke? Why are you asking me all this stuff?” 
 
    I felt a surge of panic. Either he really didn’t know anything or he was trying to bait me into telling what had happened to me. Regardless, I didn’t trust him, and I worried that if I kept asking questions and acting freaked out, he might report me. Say I was acting crazy or like I was on something. So I gave up and started backing out of the guard station, still trying to smile. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing. Just trying to make conversation and doing a bad job at it. Probably need to go get some sleep.” 
 
    His anger seemed to fade to concern. “Yeah, you look like you’re still sick. You sure you’re okay to drive home by yourself?” 
 
    I waved the question away as I headed toward the exit. “I’m fine. Just got to get my energy built back up is all.” Pausing, I looked back for a moment to where Spires stood. He was so young-looking, all alone by himself in this place. “Hey, be careful though, y’know? And call for back up if anything does happen.” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure, I will. And take care of yourself, Jack. Hope you feel better.” 
 
    **** 
 
    After a day of troubled sleep, I went back and switched off with Spires. He seemed okay, though he kept giving me odd looks as he packed up his bag. As for Oscar, he was late, and again I was considering calling him when he walked in with a wave and a wan smile. I was relieved he was okay and that I’d get to talk to him face-to-face. 
 
    It was important to me that we were together when we talked because I wanted to observe his body language and demeanor. My hope was that it would help me judge the credibility of whatever he was going to tell me. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him, but whatever was going on…well, I didn’t trust anything I couldn’t verify, and the only external proof I had of what I’d experienced had been conveniently wiped away. I don’t know that I’d believe anyone who came up and told me my story of the prior night—not without some proof to back it up, at least. 
 
    My hope was that Oscar would have that proof. 
 
    **** 
 
    “The same thing happened to my video. I watched it at the main office, so it’s not just this computer here. And I even had one of the tech guys try to pull something up from the card, but he said it’s like it was refiled…?” 
 
    “Reformatted.” 
 
    Oscar nodded. “Yeah, that’s it. Fucking computers. Anyway, I thought it was suspicious at the time—it just so happens to get fucked up right after I watch it? What are the odds? And after hearing the same thing happened with yours…” He sat back in his chair, and maybe it was the gloomy fluorescent lights in there, but he looked older then than I had ever seen him. Not just old, but fragile in a way that broke my heart a little. I had just got through telling him what had happened the night before, and while he looked somewhat surprised and worried about it, his overall lack of reaction was disconcerting. There was no confusion or disbelief—I was apparently just catching up to where he was already. And while I saw fear in his eyes, I couldn’t say for sure how much was due to what I had encountered versus what it made him recall from his own past few days at Whispering Oaks. 
 
    Seeming to make a decision, Oscar scrubbed a hand through his grey beard and leaned forward to catch my gaze. “Okay. Enough stalling. Time to tell you what I’ve seen.” 
 
    **** 
 
    When you got sick, the first day of work you missed was a Friday night. I was scheduled to work too, and I just covered that shift and Saturday night by myself. My alternative was soldier boy, and I wasn’t in the mood for his bullshit. For the first part of Friday’s shift everything was quiet. Then, about three in the morning, I was doing my second patrol of Zone Five when I saw something. It looked like a light coming from inside of the Red House. Not like a flashlight or something, though. More orangey and wavering. Like a flame. 
 
    My first thought was some stupid kid had knocked over a lit candle in there while trying to tweak out or get lucky and we were about to have a major fire on our hands. I tried calling it in, but my radio was on the fritz…just like you described when you went in that house last night. I had left my phone back here on accident—stupid thing is dead half the time anyway—and so I had to choose whether to go on and check it out or ride back to the clubhouse and call for help. I could see my pension going up in smoke with that house, so I decided to head on in and see what was going on. 
 
    You know how the Red House is laid out. Huge front hallway with two big rooms off on both sides followed by the hallways that lead off to the two side hallways for the two wings…fucking rich people and their wings…and then in the back, the double spiral stairs going up to the second floor with the door to the kitchen underneath them. Well, when I go in the front door—I had to unlock it, but then there are like eight doors into that house—I see what’s making the light right away. 
 
    It’s a big candle sitting on the bottom right stair step. If it hadn’t been for how dark everything else was and the way the light reflected, I doubt I’d have even noticed the light from outside, and as you know, I can be a bit…inconsistent when it comes to doing the interior checks once a night. But now that I was in there, it was clear I wasn’t the only one who had been in there. 
 
    For one thing, the place was clean. Really clean. I know they get the crew in once a year to shop vac away the dust and dirt that’s accumulated in the finished houses, but the last pass was eight months ago and this place hadn’t looked that clean just a few days earlier. Everything was polished and shiny like someone was about to move in. 
 
    Second, there was this smell…It reminded me a bit of some kind of spice…I don’t know. It prickled my nose. Made my eyes water a bit. 
 
    Third, of course, was the candle itself. As I got closer, I saw it wasn’t a real candle at all. It was one of those LCD jobs with the fake flicker…ok, LED. Whatever. Like it makes a fucking difference. Anyway, it ran off batteries. So far, all a bit weird, but I’ve definitely seen weirder. I pulled out my stun gun and started clearing the house, starting with the central portion of the main floor. 
 
    I cleared every room in that area—the front rooms, the bathrooms, the kitchen, the laundry. Then I went up to the second floor of the central portion where the big banquet hall or whatever is. That room was easy enough to check, but the three rooms on both sides all interconnected with each other and the big room and the hallway. I gave them all a look, saw nothing out of the ordinary, and moved on. 
 
    You know the problem with clearing a big house by yourself. It’s too easy for people to avoid you if they’re quiet and know the layout. You go this way, they go that way. And I really didn’t want to get stuck deep in there with some junkie toting a boxcutter and no way to call for help. So I was going to head back down, grab the candle, and take my happy ass back to the clubhouse where I could call for some help to do a more thorough check. The main office would bitch about it, but they’d send someone. 
 
    When I got back to the stairs to go down, I froze. Where there had been one candle on the bottom step of one set of stairs, now there was a candle on both sets. And between them, a trail of candles going back through the kitchen door that lay between the two staircases. 
 
    At this point, I should have run. I wish I had run. But I…look, I know I’m not much any more when it comes to doing this job. I’m old and fat and lazy. No, no, it’s true and I’m man enough to admit it. But I do still care about this job, and there was a time when I was really good at it. I stopped a woman from being raped at a shopping mall back in the late nineties, and a few years before you started I kept a family from being carjacked in the parking deck of that insurance company we service downtown. I’m not a coward, and I don’t like people fucking around with our clients’ property. 
 
    And yeah, I was spooked by that point. I knew someone had to be fucking with me, and I had no idea how they had set all that up in the two or three minutes I was upstairs, much less without me hearing or seeing anything. But the fear…well, it just made me angry. Made me want to catch the smart little shit and show him he wasn’t so smart. 
 
    I don’t know. I don’t think I really know why I didn’t leave. I just know that I didn’t, and that not leaving was a mistake. 
 
    I went down the stairs slowly, looking out for an ambush, but there was nothing. I followed the trail—because it was clearly meant to lead me somewhere—back to the far corner of the kitchen where the door to the root cellar was. Again, my brain began sending up warning flags, but I ignored them and followed the trail of candles down the stairs. 
 
    Between the light they gave off and my flashlight, I could see pretty well. The cellar looked empty except for the candles, and I had a moment of relief before I saw something didn’t look quite right at the far end of the room. The candles stopped a few feet from the wall, and it was hard to see into the shadows past their bright light, but the dirt floor of the cellar looked different there. 
 
    Moving closer with my flashlight, I saw that was because the earth was mounded up around a large hole in the ground. Hell, not a hole. A tunnel. It sloped sharply at first, but even at the edge of where my light could reach, it had begun to flatten out, and it was big enough for a man to walk through if they stooped a little. There was no way I was going in there, of course. Whatever this all was—drug runners, an escaped lunatic, whatever…I was done with it. I had done my duty and I was going to get the fuck out of there. 
 
    Until my flashlight went out, along with all the candles. 
 
    Well, not all of the candles. Because in the new darkness I could see the same flickering light barely visible in the tunnel below. And as I started backing up, sending plastic candles rolling this way and that, I felt a hand grab the back of my neck. That same spicy smell was overpowering now, and when I tried to pull away, I realized I couldn’t. I felt a hot breath hit the side of my head as the thing holding me whispered into my ear. 
 
    “Do you come to give Alms?” 
 
    **** 
 
    Oscar was gripping his hands tightly as he told me this last, but despite his best efforts, they still trembled a little. Worse was his face, which had grown paler and more weary as he recounted that night to me. Now he sat silent for a moment. I realized it was because he was struggling to not cry. 
 
    “After…Um, after that, I didn’t remember anything else. It was like you, kinda, except I wound up back outside the Red House in the grass. At first I was confused. Worried I’d had a stroke or something. But then I started to remember. It seemed so crazy…like a dream almost. I came back here to the clubhouse and just sat for a bit. Tried to get my head straight. I wasn’t ready to call anybody because I wasn’t sure what I believed.” 
 
    “Then I remembered the damn body camera.” 
 
    “I pulled up the video, and while it was hard to make out a ton, I found the place where I was going down into the cellar. I could even see the entrance to the tunnel and heard the voice when the lights had gone out. I had started screaming then, and…it looks like something grabbed my legs. Pulled me down into the tunnel. It…” He was crying a little now, his mouth quivering slightly. “It ends soon after that. I was getting pulled into some bigger place I think. And…I think they did something to me there. I don’t know what exactly. And I…” 
 
    Oscar stopped midsentence. “Don’t move.” He said in a lowered tone. “There’s something down the hall. Something small. I just saw it move.” His face was perfectly calm now, and for a moment I could see the younger man he once had been. Keeping his eyes just over my right shoulder, he slowly eased his baton from his belt. “When I go to move, you dodge hard to the left. Understand? Left.” 
 
    I wanted to ask a question, but then he was raising his arm with a speed I didn’t know he had. I went off my chair to the left and looked up as he was hurling the collapsed baton down the hallway. I heard it strike with a loud thud, followed by Oscar cursing. 
 
    “I missed the fucker. Goddamnit.” He was already heading over to where he had thrown the baton, and I stood up and followed. 
 
    “What was it? Did you see it?” 
 
    He shrugged angrily. “It was dark, but it looked like one of those rats you were talking about. I knew pegging it was a longshot, but better than chasing it.” 
 
    I was only half-listening to him by that point, because I had found something on the floor near where the baton had put a dent in the wall. Picking it up gingerly, I stepped back closer to the light to see it more clearly. Oscar came behind, asking what I’d found. 
 
    It was tiny, yet ornately made, with brown fur finely stitched with some kind of translucent thread. Something similar to dark suede or velvet lined the insides of the ears and covered the nose. There were long whiskers of grey wire and teeth that looked like yellowed ivory. And the eyes were made of two black oval stones that seemed to flicker with an inner fire. Along the sides, tucked discretely behind the furry cheeks, were small straps and impossibly delicate metal buckles to secure it all in place. Turning it over in my palm, I felt a chill at how much it looked like the animal it was mimicking in its own strange way. 
 
    “It’s a mask, Oscar. It’s a tiny rat mask.” 
 
      
 
    Part Three 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    Oscar was staring at the small mask in my hand with a mixture of fear and disbelief that mirrored my own inner turmoil. This was all so strange that from moment to moment I would find myself wondering if this was all some kind of extended dream or an elaborate prank like you see on reality shows where they try to scare people. But despite my wishful thinking, neither seemed likely. This had been going on too long, and was too real, to be a dream, and even the best prank show would have a hard time accomplishing all this unless Oscar was in on it, which I doubted. Looking at the older man’s face, it was clear he was terrified. 
 
    Shaking his head, he looked around the hallway a final time before moving back to the relatively comforting light of the guard station. “Well, whatever this is, we know we can’t trust this building to be secure either. We’re going to have to be on our guard all the time or just pack up and leave.” Oscar scratched at his nose as he looked into the shadows dejectedly. “I don’t know that’s not the best option honestly.” 
 
    I sat down across from him, both of our backs to different walls so we could see anything coming. I hated the tension and anxiety that I could feel spreading across my body. It had become like a growing infection since returning to work, tainting my perceptions and thoughts even when I was away from this place. But I wasn’t ready to quit just yet. I knew enough to be scared, but not enough to know how much danger we were actually in. 
 
    It sounded like both Oscar and I had been abducted in a way, and it was that idea that horrified me the most, but…well, we both seemed okay, didn’t we? No signs of us being hurt at all. That, combined with the strangeness of it all made me question again if any of this was actually happening. Clearly, if it was all true, we needed to leave. 
 
    But what if it wasn’t? Maybe we had gotten into something toxic on the property that was giving us delusions. Or maybe there was some other, less sinister explanation behind it all. I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks, but I did want to understand more before I made any final decisions about the job, and I told Oscar so. 
 
    He eyed me warily for several seconds before nodding. “I get where you’re coming from, kid. And I’ll hang with you, at least for now. But I don’t make any promises, and you don’t be dumb. A job, money, those things can be replaced. Your life can’t. Get me?” 
 
    I nodded back. “Yeah, I do. If things start getting too intense or dangerous, I’ll beat you out the door. Promise. I just don’t want to quit if we’re being pranked or there’s a simple explanation for what’s been going on.” Oscar was looking off down one of the hallways and didn’t respond, so I added. “So finish telling me what you were telling me. Anything else happen after you watched your bodycam footage from that night?” 
 
    Letting out a sigh, he looked back at me. “Yeah. It did.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Like I said before, my card was wiped after I watched the video, just like yours. So I… 
 
    **** 
 
    “Wait a sec,” I interrupted. “Didn’t you tell me before that you watched the video at the main office, not here?” 
 
    Oscar frowned. “Did I? I don’t think so. No, I definitely watched it here. I remember.” 
 
    I studied him for a moment. I wasn’t sure that he was intentionally lying, but I know he had originally said he watched his video at the main office. “How are you sure that you watched it here instead of there? What makes you sure of that memory being right?” 
 
    His frown deepened into irritation. “Well, first, I’m not a damn idiot, and I’m not senile. I remember waking up outside the Red House, coming back here. Remembered the camera, played the video. Losing the video, and then…oh yeah. Here’s the other thing. I was dirty. What I mean is my uniform had dirt stains all over it…I guess from being drug through the tunnel. That’s another way I knew it had really happened. And if I had gone to the main office like that, even in the middle of the night, don’t you think someone would have noticed and asked me about it? No, it was definitely here.” Licking his lips, Oscar rubbed his cheek and gave me a hard look. “Now you done interrogating me like I’m a criminal?” 
 
    I felt my face grow hot. “No, man. I’m sorry. That wasn’t what I was trying to do. I believe you. It’s just…we don’t know what we’re dealing with, and the details are important. But I’m sorry if it seemed like I was grilling you. Go on.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the entire truth either. I didn’t trust him, or myself, in this weirdness yet. Not all the way, at least. But that just made it more important to talk through everything. “Tell me more.” 
 
    **** 
 
    So I stayed in the clubhouse the rest of that night. I thought about asking off Saturday night or getting someone in with me, even if it was Spires, but by the time I got home after the Friday shift, I was feeling better about it. I don’t know why and it doesn’t make sense even now. Maybe it was shock or something. But anyway, I wound up going to sleep, getting up and eating a big meal, and then coming in Saturday night to work. 
 
    Saturday night wasn’t as bad, though there were still strange things that happened. When I was in Zone Six the first time, I stopped a couple of times because I thought I saw movement. I never saw anything else, but when I turned off the engine, I heard a lot of little noises out in the dark. Not just the normal woods sounds we hear out there sometimes. Loud, clawing sounds. Scurrying sounds. And not just in the bushes or on the ground, but in the trees above me. Now that I know about these rat things or whatever they are, that makes more sense. 
 
    At the time, it still spooked me enough I skipped the second patrol of the woods later that night. I felt like I was walking this tightrope the whole night between thinking I had somehow imagined the tunnel in the Red House and knowing that I hadn’t. You’d think it would upset me, but it didn’t. Not really. I just kept steering my mind away from either idea when they got too close—it reminded me of a ship navigating between icebergs. Really something out there to be afraid of? Start watching t.v. Going crazy or imagining stuff? Read a chapter of my book. And that’s how I got through most of Saturday night. 
 
    The only other strange thing I remember from that shift was right at the end. There was this young girl that came up to the guardhouse—early twenties, kind of pretty. Not used up looking like a lot of the druggies we normally run across. She came up and knocked on the door of the clubhouse. I had seen her coming up on the camera outside, and it looked like she came from the direction of Zone Three, though it’s hard to say for sure. Either way, when I went to the door, I started off by telling her the standard: this was private property, and unless it was an emergency, she needed to leave immediately. 
 
    But before I was even done saying it, I could see something was wrong. She didn’t seem hurt or anything, but she was clearly upset. She was asking if I had seen her boyfriend Tommy. I told her I hadn’t. Did she know where she had seen him last? Did she think he was on the property somewhere? 
 
    She admitted that they had been trying to sneak onto the property when she lost him. He had climbed the fence to get in, but he never came around and let her in or answered when she tried yelling for him. Eventually she got scared he was hurt and climbed over herself, but he was nowhere to be found. After looking around for awhile, she had come to the clubhouse, I guess because she saw my car outside. 
 
    Anyway, I was going to offer to call 911 when a dude comes out of nowhere. It’s Tommy, of course. She runs over to him, asking if he’s okay, and he seems a bit muddled, but not hurt or anything. I wasn’t too keen on going out in the dark with two strangers, so I just told them to get out and gave them directions back to the gate. After that, I never saw them again. 
 
    I took a couple of days off after that, and since then, everything has been fairly normal. I’ve still been worried about it, of course, but I held off telling anyone about it, even my wife, until now. But I trust you. Trust your judgment. I wanted to see if you had anything happen before I mentioned something. I didn’t want to put ideas in your head, and if nothing happened, I didn’t want you thinking I had gone off my rocker. But now it seems clear that I haven’t unless we’ve got some kind of shared craziness. I’m not sure if knowing it’s real makes me feel better or worse, but at least I’m not alone anymore. 
 
    **** 
 
    I felt a pang of sympathy for Oscar. I hated to think about him worrying about it for so long, questioning if he was going crazy or not. I knew from personal experience how terrible a feeling that was. Trying to give him a comforting smile, I nodded. 
 
    “No, you’re not alone. And we’ll figure this out. What do you say if, for the rest of the night, we just stay in the clubhouse and watch the cameras? And if something happens where we have to go out, we’ll go together and watch each other’s back.” 
 
    He gave me a relieved grin. “That sounds good. Maybe it’s over with and things will go back to normal.” 
 
    I frowned slightly. “Maybe, but we can’t just assume it’ll go away. Are you working with me tomorrow night?” 
 
    Oscar shook his head. “No, you get soldier boy I think. I won’t be back on until Tuesday, and won’t have a shift with you until next weekend.” 
 
    I considered for a second. I didn’t want to try the next thing I was planning by myself, but I also didn’t want to involve Spires in it. I didn’t know how he’d react, and if he hadn’t seen anything strange himself, he might just think I was crazy. I asked Oscar if he thought he could swap shifts with Spires so he could be back with me the following night. 
 
    He shrugged. “Sure, should be able to. Spires might not like it, but the main office usually works with me on stuff like that. Just for the company, or you have something else in mind?” 
 
    I puffed out a breath, trying and failing to get rid of some of the tightness in my chest. “Yeah, I think so. I want to go back and check things in Zone Three. See if there are any signs of blood or hair or anything in the house I passed out in. See if we can find where that splashing sound was coming from. And then,” I paused as I caught his eyes. “I want to go back to the Red House and see if the tunnel is still there. Not because I think you’re crazy or anything. But we need to verify what we both saw.” 
 
    Oscar surprised me by smiling. “That sounds like a good idea, Jack. But why wait? Why don’t we go ahead and check things out tonight? I don’t mind going with you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Two reasons. First, I want to see if anything else weird happens tonight. If it does, we’re safer here than out there. Second, I’m bringing my gun from home tomorrow night. We’re not going out in the dark with just a stun gun and pepper spray this time, rules or no rules. You okay with that?” 
 
    His smile thinned a bit as he nodded. Rubbing his neck absently, he said, “Yeah. That sounds like just what we should do.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The next night I brought my .45 Glock for myself and a snub-nosed .38 for Oscar. He looked a little disconcerted when I offered him the gun, only taking it reluctantly when I pointed out it was for my protection as well as his own. After some nervous chit chat and procrastination, we decided to get started before it was fully dark. 
 
    We headed over to Zone Three on the two ATVs, and I suggested we start with the nearby exterior pool to see if it was the source of any of the noises I had heard. I knew this was a delaying tactic on my part, but it did need to be checked, and I was happy to wait a few more minutes before going back into that house. I found myself looking up at the black bay window as we passed, my heart racing at the idea of seeing a face floating there in the dark. This time, however, it was empty. 
 
    So was the exterior pool. The concrete in the bottom of the pool was broken in several places I didn’t remember from before, but I couldn’t say that was connected to anything that was going on. It was an old pool that had not been maintained, and concrete was known to crack. Plus, I wasn’t exactly a reliable witness as to the precise condition of the pool, as all I had ever been looking for when I checked it were trespassers and drug paraphernalia. It might have been busted for years and me not notice. Either way, the pool looked like it hadn’t seen any water for a long time, and I doubted it could retain much now anyway. So on to the house. 
 
    We went up the front steps, and unlike before, I had to unlock the door this time. Pulling out my gun, I turned the knob and pushed the door open before quickly stepping in. There was no sign of anyone at first glance, but I still made Oscar go with me as we cleared the entire house. No one was there, and there was no sign of anything being out of place. 
 
    At least almost. This house, unlike Oscar’s description of the Red House, was not immaculately clean. Instead, it was covered in a thin rime of dust that had accumulated in the eight months since the cleaning crew was last there. In fact, the only places where the dust was visibly disturbed was where me and Oscar had been walking and a separate wide path between where I had seen the woman at the window and where I had fallen when the rat things attacked me. Looking closer, I also saw some much smaller, lighter footprints scattered around, as well as a trail from where I had fell to the front door. This trail had largely been obliterated by our own new footprints, but I wondered if it was from where the creatures had drug me from the house. I fought back a shudder as I stood up again, and when I pointed out the dust patterns, Oscar nodded meaningfully. Scratching his head, he sounded somber when he spoke. 
 
    “I guess we should go find out if there’s more to see in Zone Five.” 
 
    On the way over to Zone Five, I felt my phone buzz and saw I had three missed calls from Spires. I wasn’t sure what his deal was, but I wasn’t in the mood to hear him bitch about getting his shift switched so Oscar could work. And if I wasn’t picking up his calls at the house in Zone Three, odds are I’d lose him if I tried to call him near the Red House too. He’d just have to wait until I was done with this. 
 
    The road leading to the Red House was already dark when we reached it, and a part of me rebelled at the idea of exploring that massive house without more light. But no, I wanted this to be done. I needed it to be done. And I wasn’t going to put it off because I was afraid of the dark. So I followed the glow of Oscar’s taillights and parked near his ATV. 
 
    For his part, Oscar was already off the four-wheeler and halfway up the weed-eaten lawn of the Red House as I turned off the engine. I almost yelled for him to watch out for snakes, but then saw there was little point. The way he was moving, he’d be on the porch in a few seconds. Just like me, he was ready to know what was going on, once and for all. 
 
    Still, I picked my way through the grass more slowly, shining my flashlight in front of me as I went. The last thing I needed was to step on a rattlesnake or cottonmouth while wandering around this place at night. Glancing up, I saw that Oscar had already opened the front door and stepped inside. I muttered a curse as I picked up speed to reach him before he went any further into the house alone. That’s when I noticed something out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    It was a car.  Spire’s car, and it was traveling fast. He came to a hard braking stop next to our ATVs and jumped out quickly, and my first thought was that he had finally snapped. He had gotten pissed about the shift change or whatever else and lost his shit. I shifted the flashlight to my left hand as I put my right onto my belt holster. 
 
    “Hey, Jeff. What’s going on?” He was crossing the yard even faster than Oscar had, and when I turned the light on him, I saw he had his baton out and extended. Feeling a thrill of fear, I pulled my gun. “Hold up, there. Fucking stop.” 
 
    Spires slowed to a halt almost immediately, and when I shined the light up into his squinting face, I saw he didn’t look angry or crazy. He just looked scared. 
 
    “Where’s Oscar?” He was speaking just above a whisper, and despite the gun I had pointed at him, his eyes were constantly roving the dark that surrounded us. Something was really wrong here. 
 
    “He’s inside the house. The Red House. Just went in. Why?” 
 
    Spires glanced at me before looking past to the house. “Oscar…he’s married to my Aunt Jenny. That’s how I got the job, though he didn’t want anyone to know it. When he called me and asked to switch shifts tonight, I said sure. But since I was already out, I decided I’d go visit Jenny tonight. I know Oscar doesn’t like me, so I try to visit when he’s not around. Also, he’s been acting weird lately, and I just felt like I needed to check on her.” 
 
    I had lowered the light to his chest, but I could still see his face in the reflected glow. He had been somewhat calm when he began talking, but as he went on, his words grew faster and more weighted with emotion. By the time he started tearing up, he looked like little more than a boy. 
 
    “He’s fucking killed her! He fucking killed Jenny!” 
 
    I felt the world begin to pulse around me in time with my thudding heart. “What? What the fuck did you say?” 
 
    He wiped at his face angrily with his free hand. “Oscar killed his wife. Had to have been him, she’s been dead for days. I broke down the door because of the smell and found her. What’s left of her.” 
 
    The gun felt leaden in my hand now. Either he was lying or crazy—or he was telling the truth. Either way, I was out in the night with someone very dangerous. But I had to know what he meant. “What was left of her? What had happened to her?” 
 
    Spires was crying freely now. “He’s been fucking eating her! She’s been hollowed out…Oh God…she’s been hollowed out where he’s been fucking eating her!” 
 
    I heard something behind me, but a second too late. Suddenly I was slamming into the ground, through the ground, into the black of unconsciousness. I’m not sure how long I was out, but I woke up as I was being drug through the kitchen of the Red House. My head felt like it was coming apart, but I managed to lift it enough to see Oscar was dragging me toward the open door to the root cellar. 
 
    As though sensing my gaze, he stopped and turned to look at me with a ghastly smile. A strip of skin hung down his cheek like old wallpaper, and as he looked at me, he idly scratched at the wound. I realized absently that I could see his face because of the ever-shifting electric glow of dozens of fake candles that filled the room and trailed down into the cellar below. Meeting my eyes, his smile grew wider as he spoke. 
 
    “Sorry for the bump on the head, kid. But things were getting out of hand, right? And we’ve still got to check out the cellar.” 
 
    “Wha…why…” Oscar cut me off with a slight shake of his head as he began pulling me toward the cellar door again. 
 
    “Shh. Save your strength, Jack. I’ll help you get down there. But you just have to see this tunnel. It’s really something.” 
 
      
 
    Part Four 
 
      
 
    My name is Jeff Spires. I’m recording this on my phone after waking up in the trunk of what appears to be my own car. I’ve tried to find a way out, but unfortunately, my neurotic need to keep my car clean recently extended to the trunk, and the only tool in here is the tire iron underneath the floor, and I don’t have enough clearance to move the floor or break through it.  
 
    Similarly, between my limited range of motion and the unfortunately sturdy design of my car, my attempts at kicking out the back seats only met unyielding metal. I’m sweaty and scared, but I’m not giving up. I’ll get out of this if I can. 
 
    But if I don’t, maybe this recording will. Oscar took my gear from me, but he didn’t think about the cell phone, and hopefully he won’t later on. I’ve tried to make calls since waking up, but just like when I found Aunt Jenny, my phone doesn’t act right. I was able to call Jack earlier, but calls to 911 or anyone else wouldn’t go through. At the time I thought I needed to warn him more than I needed to find a police station, but now I’m wondering if I made the wrong choice. Oscar came out of nowhere and decked him, and then he threw me down like it was nothing. I don’t know how he can be that fast and strong. 
 
    Either way, it doesn’t matter. I did what I did, and since I don’t have any other options to get out of here just yet, I’m going to tell whoever listens to this about what has been happening for the last couple of weeks. Just…whoever hears this, please know that I’m not crazy. This is not a joke. And I’m taking time away from trying to figure out a way to get out of this stupid trunk because…well, I know more people will die if it isn’t stopped. So really listen to what I have to say. 
 
    **** 
 
    My uncle is Oscar Sanderson. He is not a bad man, or he never was in the over twenty years that I’ve known him. He never liked me that much, but I always understood that. I’m not that easy to like. The main thing was that he was good to my Aunt Jenny and seemed to make her happy. 
 
    And he was never ugly to me, either. Even helped me get this security job…which in hindsight probably wasn’t the best thing for me, but at the time I was really excited. I’d had a hard time when I left the Marines, and this kind of job, with its quiet and structure…well, it felt like a real blessing. I tried to work hard at it, and although I wasn’t excited about babysitting an old, abandoned subdivision like Whispering Oaks, I was happy for the work. I figured if I was diligent and worked hard, it could be the start of a good career with the company. 
 
    That’s part of why I tried to ignore stuff at first. You learn in the military to wear blinders when you need to. To not rock the boat. There are always people above you, and most of them are not your friend. You keep your head down, get your shit done, and learn who you can trust. 
 
    When I first got here, I thought I could trust Oscar and his buddy Jack Downing. Jack was an ex-cop, and while he wasn’t exactly breaking his back with the job he did, he was responsible and smart. You could tell he cared about the job, and if he was always a bit stand-offish with me, he was also always polite. So was Oscar for that matter. I realized some of that distance between me and them was my fault. They had their way of doing things and I was the new kid coming in making suggestions, being critical. So I started working on toning that down, and I kind of figured in time I could win them over a bit more. 
 
    But then a couple of weeks ago, the weird stuff started happening. 
 
    The first thing was one night a couple of weeks ago. It was a Sunday, and I was working with Jack. We usually swap off patrols when we’re together, and he had gone out to check Zone Three. Zone Three is usually a thirty minute clear, so when he wasn’t back in forty-five, I started trying to raise him on the radio or phone. No response. 
 
    I go out to the Zone, and after a few minutes of riding around I find his vehicle and then Jack himself. He’s kneeling in the bottom of one of the empty outdoor pools over there. Just kneeling on the busted concrete and staring up at the sky. My grandmother grew up in a church that was big on religious trances and tongues, and I remember seeing members of her congregation do something similar the few times I stayed with them as a kid. It was like he wasn’t even there. I had to shake him hard, and finally after about a minute he came out of it. Looked around a bit confused and then murmured something incoherent to me. 
 
    I was worried he had a brain injury or something, and I wanted him to go get checked out, but by the time we were back to the ATVs, he was acting like himself again. He seemed embarrassed, but was making jokes and excuses. When we got back to the clubhouse, he tried to play it off as a practical joke, but I didn’t really believe it. Still, he seemed fine, and by the end of that shift he was acting like it never happened. 
 
    The next time I saw Jack, he was coming off the Thursday day shift as I was going on. He seemed like something was wrong. Not staring or anything like in the pool, just…off. He said he wasn’t feeling too well and was going to head on home. I brought up what had happened on Sunday and told him he should go get checked by a doctor if he was still feeling weird like that. 
 
    He had no idea what I was talking about. 
 
    He wasn’t lying or joking. I swear he wasn’t. I could have been talking about that trip to the moon we took last week and he couldn’t have looked more confused. He had no memory of me getting him out of that pool or us talking about it later that night. 
 
    Looking back, I should have pressed the issue more then. But he was leaving, he didn’t seem interested in talking about it anymore, and I was trying to stop sticking my nose where it didn’t belong. I actually felt a bit of relief when I heard the next day that he had come down with a stomach bug, as that sounded a lot more manageable than something being fucked up in his head. 
 
    Still, I kept coming back to what he had said as I had helped him to his feet that night in the abandoned pool. 
 
    ”The Rot is rising, and we will all be blessed to drown in It.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I stopped recording a moment ago both to gather my thoughts and to listen out for any noises. I know what I’m telling is important, but I don’t want to get caught off-guard either. My best chance of getting free, unless my phone starts making calls again or I think of a new way to escape the trunk, is to attack Oscar when he opens the lid. He is way faster and stronger than I gave him credit for, but hopefully I can take him by surprise. 
 
    The funny thing is, even after all that he’s done, even after I saw what he did to Jenny, I don’t know if I can kill him. Despite his mild distaste for me, I always respected him. Wanted to get him to like me more. 
 
    But I have to set my old ideas of him aside. I’ve known for days that he was acting strangely and...I’ve got to stop rambling. This isn’t a diary. I need to tell what I know, not what I feel. Sorry. This is all kind of stressful. 
 
    After Jack got sick, I offered to help cover Friday and Saturday night with Oscar, but he said he had it handled. That seemed a bit odd to me. I knew that Oscar preferred partnering with Jack instead of me, but I didn’t think he’d rather work a shift alone than have someone, even me, to help out. Still, it was his call and I let it go. 
 
    But then when I worked on Monday night, I found the couple in the Grey House. I always do a quick interior of all the houses every shift, but this mainly consists of just checking the front door and front hallway unless there’s a sign of something being wrong. That night, I was standing in the foyer of the Grey House when I heard a girl crying. 
 
    It was faint—so faint, in fact, at first I thought it might be my imagination. But as I moved deeper into the house, I could hear it more clearly. The sound was coming from down one of the large side halls, and as I got closer to it, I realized it was actually echoing down a stairwell that led up to a cluster of second floor rooms at the end of that wing. Even now, given the distance and barriers between us, I’m not sure how I ever heard that girl at all. 
 
    The room was like so many in those houses—large, blank, and largely nondescript aside from some bookshelves built into one wall. What caught my eye immediately, however, was the naked couple huddled on the floor together. When I stepped into the room, the girl looked up immediately, her face red and puffy from crying. I saw bruises on her face and arms as well, and my initial idea of having walked in on a couple looking for adventurous sex began to turn to some sort of crime. Was she being held against her will? Had the man assaulted or raped her? 
 
    But she clearly was afraid of me, not him, and for his part, he was lying on his back in a kind of stupor as he stared blankly into the ceiling. Were they both victims here then? The door hadn’t been locked when I came in, had it? If not, why didn’t they just leave? All these questions in just a handful of seconds, but I knew I needed to say something to calm the girl down. 
 
    “Miss, I’m not here to hurt you. Are you all right? Is he?” 
 
    She began to cry again, her face strangely contorted as she bared her teeth at me. “We know you’re with him. Don’t let him hurt us again. You leave me and my Tommy alone.” 
 
    The way she was acting, the way they were both acting, I started thinking more and more they were on something. It didn’t mean they didn’t need help, but I needed to be careful. 
 
    “Miss, I’m not going to hurt you or Tommy. I want to help. Who hurt you? Who did this?” 
 
    She squinted at me and let out a little terrified laugh. “You know. Oh, you know.” She turned and shoved Tommy, who slowly began to rouse, looking around with an expression that reminded me of Jack a few days earlier. I felt my control of the situation slipping, and so I went ahead and took out my phone, started to call 911. I only took my eyes off of them for a second, but when I looked back up they were charging toward me, knocking me down. 
 
    I immediately began to roll away, grabbing for my stun gun as I struggled to get on my knees. But she was on the back of my legs, and suddenly Tommy had me in a bearhug from behind. The girl slid off my legs and walked on all fours around to face me, her face now tight with an angry, insane smile. 
 
    “It’ll get you too, you know. I can already smell it on you. You’ll slide down with us all.” With that, she ran her tongue up my face and crawled away out of sight. A moment later, Tommy had pushed me back down on the floor and they were gone. 
 
    When the police arrived, I just told them I had found a young couple in the house naked and that they had been acting strangely. That they had run off before the cops got there, and I didn’t know where they went. All of that was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. I kept parts of it to myself for the same reason I didn’t tell Jack more when he started questioning me a couple of days ago about if I’d seen anything strange. 
 
    I didn’t know who to trust, including myself. If it weren’t for the fact that I’m pretty sure I’m really locked in this trunk and that I found what was left of poor Jenny’s body tonight, I’d lay even odds that I’m just going crazy. And maybe I am, but if I am, I think the world is coming along with me. 
 
    Either way, I… 
 
    Wait. I just heard something. The latch just popped. Someone opened the trunk. 
 
    **** 
 
    I’ve listened to my recordings again to transcribe them, and what I’m writing now is the beginning of my account of what followed my time in the trunk. As with all of this, it is not perfect, but it is my best effort in remembering and telling so many impossible, but true, things. And we’ll start with something very true and very impossible: What I saw when I opened the trunk. 
 
    There were four small creatures, two of them raised up on their hind feet, waiting for me on the asphalt of the dark street. In the glow of the overhead moon, I could make out their silhouettes and some finer detail, but what I saw made little sense. They looked like large rats but…different. Fake, somehow. I shined the dim light of my phone’s screen toward them and let out a small gasp. They were all wearing some kind of armor or clothing to look like rats. Ornate and glittering, it would have been amazing if it weren’t so horrifying. 
 
    Worse was what lay beneath the armor. Pulsating hairless skin of pink shot through with a deep black that glistened in the meager light. And then there was the one without its helmet. Its head was bare, revealing a smooth oval lump punctuated with twin sets of black eyes on each side and a narrow nose that flared out into a mouth not unlike pictures I’ve seen of lampreys. I was trying to hold my terror in check long enough to find the best way to clear the trunk and the monsters—hopefully without them touching me with their jeweled claws or the fleshy tendrils that likely lay underneath—when the one with the bare head spoke, gnashing that terrible mouth together to somehow produce a soft but intelligent voice. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to run, boy. There’s Rot in you already. But there is also slim hope. If you will stand fast and listen to what we have to offer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Five 
 
      
 
    “The thing that has twisted Oscar and has Jack, the thing that has infected you with its myriad corruptions…and though I see you want to deny it, we assure you it is true, you are tainted…that thing, among other names, is called the Rot. It is a force of decay and chaos and entropy older than this world.” 
 
    This was the start of my conversation with a group of small monsters dressed in rat armor outside of the Red House, and for whatever reason, most likely shock or my mind finally coming free from whatever moorings it had left, I wasn’t bothered by the fact. I was so far into the dark of this terrible night that the twin lights of what was normal and what was sane were little more than faintly glowing ghostmarks in the distant, hollow black. Instead, I was only concerned with understanding. If I was going to help anyone, I needed to know what exactly in the fuck was going on. 
 
    “So it’s like an alien?” 
 
    The spokesman shook its fleshy head in a vaguely human fashion. “No, not alien. It is from this Realm of Creation and has always been here since the stars first flared to life and began to die. In many ways, it is far more natural to this place than we are.” Its voice was rough but delicate, with nuances of thought and emotion woven through every word and phrase. Listening to it reminded me faintly of the way some music can provoke deep feelings, though its voice wasn’t very melodic. Still, when it spoke next, tiny figure or not, I couldn’t help but feel a tiny thrill of fear and awe. These creatures were small, but they were powerful. Important. And the anger and contempt in the leader’s voice was not to be taken lightly. 
 
    “But just because it is natural does not make it good. To the contrary, it is one of the most destructive forces in the infinity of your universe.” 
 
    I frowned. “Why? How? What is it? Just rotting? Everything rots, right? How is that fucking up these guys?” Swallowing I added, “How is it tainting me?” 
 
    The tiny creature folded its armored claws together in front of it with solemnity. “It is not the normal decay of matter or energy we are dealing with, Jeff. This is an entity. A being of great power and an implacably malign will. In many ways, it could be thought of as a lesser god, though it has few that worship it for one simple reason. It does not rely on belief for its power and it takes what it wants by force.” 
 
    “The Rot, despite its perennial and ubiquitous nature, always hungers for more, and while its existence may be natural, its tainted touch is not. At its core, it is a defiler. It spreads its influence here, and on the infinite other versions of here, through the cracks that it finds. Places and people and things that are lost or abandoned. Forgotten and forlorn. It gets into their hearts and twists them into something far different and far worse—into slaves that serve whatever purposes such an old and wretched thing might have. 
 
    The small monster put a clawed hand to its chest. “We are not from here, but many of us have made these worlds our homes and seek to protect them as we are able.” 
 
    I raised my hand and when it nodded, I asked. “What are you? A good alien or something?” 
 
    Its shoulders shook as it chortled slightly. “We are not from another planet, no. We are from another Realm of existence that is commonly called Incarnata. Those you see before you are just one of a multitude of various kinds that inhabit that place. Some good, some evil, though with the implied understanding that these are frequently arbitrary terms of limited subjective value. As for our own…moral alignment…I can put it like this.” 
 
    It pointed a fur-covered glove toward the Red House. “We oppose the Rot and the harm it would do to this world and those that live in it. Since time out of mind we have fought to stem the tide of its growth and corruption. And rest assured of one thing, Mr. Spires. Whatever we are or may be, there is no sane and accurate definition of the Rot that does not describe it as truly and objectively evil.” 
 
    **** 
 
    “I’m not a bad guy, Jack. Really, I’m not. Am I the best person in the world?” Oscar shook his head, beads of sweat slinging off of him as he moved. “No, can’t say I am. Am I the best husband?” He let out a small and nasty laugh as he cut his eyes toward me. “Well, I guess that’s a matter of perspective, but I know there’s an argument that eating Jenny like a cantaloupe was in bad taste at the very least.”  
 
    He paused, fixing me with his eyes again as he sat down on an outcropping of packed earth nearby. “Not that Jenny tasted bad, mind you. She was damned delicious, if you don’t mind me bragging on her a bit. Hell, if I had known what kind of good eating I was missing out on, I might have done it well before I got taken to this place for the first time.” 
 
    “This place” was a hollowed out earthen room sitting in the middle of a nest of tunnels that seemed to run under the property, or at least Zone Five. I had only gotten terrified glimpses of other tunnels as I was drug past them, but I know I saw more than ten, which led me to think they were deep and widespread. My guess was that the room Oscar had taken me to was somewhere between the Red House and the Grey House, but that was only a guess. What was certain was, even with all I had encountered recently, that room was the most horrifying thing I had ever seen. 
 
    The walls were of brown earth, packed tight and ran through with roots and writhing worms, though most of those were on whatever was covering much of the bare dirt. Thick, oozing slabs of what looked like rotting meat were pressed into place here and there along the floor, walls, and ceiling. All of it covered in a clear, viscous mucus that seemed to bind the corrupted flesh together, and between the smell from the meat and that fluid, I had begun gagging thirty feet before we even reached the room. As we cleared the threshold, my horror and revulsion at my surroundings began to dull my nausea as my understanding grew. 
 
    This meat…much of it was made from people. Among the tufts of animal fur and snouts, I would see a hand or a foot or a face here or there. A couple of them I even recognized as derelicts or junkies we had run off repeatedly over the last few months. Had Oscar done all this? 
 
    As though reading my mind, Oscar’s smile widened. “No, I can’t take credit for all this. The Rot doesn’t like to dirty its hands too much—that’s what it’s got people like me for, you see—but it is capable of quite a bit. And I know, a lot of this seems strange to you. Crazy even. But that’s just because you haven’t gotten to really see what all the Rot can show you. It’s told me about those nasty little things we’ve seen skittering around. How they’re trying to interfere with everything.” He ran a finger appreciatively through the slime on a nearby wall before licking it with closed eyes. “With our development.” 
 
    My head was still throbbing, but I craned my head up at this last. Maybe I could get him to tell me something I could exploit. Something that would help me escape or convince him to turn me loose. “You mean the rats?” 
 
    Oscar chuckled. “Yeah, the rats. They’re annoying little fucks. But that’s okay. Now that we have you back and in this place where the Rot is strong, we can correct the damage they did and get you back on the path.” 
 
    “The path to what?” 
 
    My old friend looked genuinely surprised. “Why the path to enlightenment, of course.” 
 
    Trying to look casual, I braced myself and then shot up. I knew from my struggle down the length of the tunnel that he was somehow too strong for me to fight, but my hope was I might escape if I caught him by surprise. I hadn’t made it to the edge of the room before I felt an iron grip clamping down on my shoulder and spinning me down onto the ground. Oscar towered over me, his eyes dead as he met my gaze. 
 
    “Enlightenment, as you might be figuring out, is mandatory.” 
 
    **** 
 
    “How do I stop it?” I was tensed and ready to go, and while I realized I needed to know what the little creature was telling me, I could feel time ebbing away. And my chance to help, to save Jack and Oscar, might be ebbing right along with it. 
 
    The spokesman lowered its head slightly, and when it spoke next, its tone was sad. “You can’t. You can’t kill it and you can’t stop what’s coming. But you can stop its progress here. For it to develop real power in a place, the Rot has to cultivate and enure anchors there. It had attempted to use a mentally ill woman who had taken shelter in one of the houses. It made progress until we found her and stilled her suffering. Unfortunately, your friend Jack walked in on that, be it through coincidence or the Rot’s artifice.” 
 
    “For it is a terribly clever thing, and it had already planted the first seeds in the three of you as well. With Jack, he resisted the corruption to the point it made him physically ill for days, thought the Rot would still take him in the end. Oscar succumbed to the enurement very quickly, but hid it very well until recently—when it was too late to stop it.” 
 
    I interrupted. “So you can stop it? Stop it from fucking us up, I mean?” 
 
    The creature let out a small sigh. “You? Yes. Your exposure has been minimal, all things considered. Jack? It remains to be seen, but we will cure him if he survives and he is not too far gone. As for Oscar…no. He is wholly tainted now, a true anchor of the Rot in this place. It is through him its power is most concentrated here and it is by his destruction its power must be quelled.” 
 
    I wanted to argue, but I knew it would only be a waste of time. I didn’t think they were lying or trying to trick me, and I was too ignorant to know even if they were. So I just had to decide if I would blindly trust these things—these creatures that seemed to be offering the only explanation and solution to end this nightmare. 
 
    Making a decision, I gave a short nod. “Okay. I’ll trust you, as I don’t have a better idea of what is going on or what to do. But what do I need to do? How do I stop him? Just go in and kill him?” 
 
    The spokesman shook its head. “No. You would lose that fight as you are now. Your own body and mind would rebel against you in the Rot’s presence. First you must be cured, and time grows short. Come closer and kneel.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I felt my mind breaking as Oscar loomed over me. I couldn’t make myself get up again or fight back, and even trying to close my eyes failed. It had control of me now, and it wanted me to see everything. 
 
    I stared in horror as Oscar shucked off his clothes to reveal his pale, flabby torso and quivering thighs, all glistening with a thickening translucent liquid that was beginning to look less like sweat and more like whatever ichor was binding together the rotten walls around us. As if in confirmation of this thought, his skin began to blossom in a dozen places with dark sores that quickly puffed up before rupturing and sending black pus oozing down his body, the trails it left sowing new rows of these same sores. I tried to scream as some of the pus fell onto me, burned into me, but I had no voice. Only my eyes and my mind and my ability to feel. 
 
    He was a garden of weeping, festering wounds now, but his transformation wasn’t over. As he leaned closer to me, a dark line appeared down the middle of his face, his torso, and traveled on to his groin. Then that line deepened and split as his body spread wide over me like a burst pea pod, revealing not blood and organs, but mounds of turgid grey flesh infested with thousands of green-grey worms. These worms milled and ate and writhed restlessly for a moment before stopping—as though they sensed the new meat below. 
 
    That’s when they began to fall on me, first in ones or twos, then in dozens. Hundreds. I couldn’t move, and dear God, I couldn’t stop them. 
 
    I couldn’t stop them from burrowing beneath my skin. 
 
    **** 
 
    The small creatures circled around me, taking off their gloves to reveal tiny pink hands of the same mottled flesh as what I had already seen. The spokesman explained that the way they cured someone of the Rot’s influence was by taking it on themselves. It was dangerous, and some of them always died in the process, but their kind had the ability to resist the Rot until its influence faded away. As I kneeled and placed my hands on the asphalt of the road, they immediately bent forward and put their small, cool hands on mine. 
 
    I felt a difference right away. Much of the fear and doubt I was having, while not gone, seemed lighter somehow. More manageable. And I also felt new feelings rising in my chest. Anger at what the Rot had done and hope that it could still be fixed. 
 
    The spokesman seemed to sense my feelings and warned me to temper them. To not become reckless or lose sight of what was important. Our goals were to destroy Oscar and save Jack if possible. If not, if the enuring process had gone too far, he would have to be killed as well. I finally asked a question that had been fluttering in the back of my mind like a troubled bird since first hearing of their plan. 
 
    Why did they need me? If they had managed to stop the woman in the house, why couldn’t they stop Oscar by themselves? 
 
    They explained that the woman, while past saving, was not fully enured, was not yet an anchor for the Rot. Even still, several of their number had died stopping her. But Oscar, hiding in the nest the Rot had built here, would be much more formidable. It had already managed to hide Oscar’s corruption from them for longer than they would have thought possible, and they could not underestimate it again. They had to assume the odds would be against them if they fought Oscar alone in that place, much less if Jack was converted as well. That was why it had to be ended and ended right now. That was also why the time for questions was past. 
 
    “Mr. Spires, we took the time to explain because you needed that knowledge. So there is no doubt, no hesitation, when the time comes for you to act. But if you don’t go now, all may be lost. The Rot will know we are coming, and our only advantage is if we can reach those men before it is fully ready.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I recovered Jack’s discarded handgun from the overgrown grass in front of the Red House, but its weight gave me little comfort or confidence as I walked up the steps and through the front door of the house. I had little doubt that, unbelievable as it all was, the creatures outside were telling me the truth. I even trusted their promise that they would be there to help when the time came, foolish though that might be. What I feared the most was that they were right—that the Rot couldn’t be stopped and that our hope of even slowing it was slim. Because underneath all the other things I heard in their small leader’s voice—the intelligence, the kindness, the determination, the righteous anger—I heard something else. 
 
    Desolate fear. 
 
    Pushing the thought aside, I made my way carefully across the front hall of the house, following the flickering glow of electric candlelight coming from the kitchen. I could see faint marks on the floor where someone, most likely Jack, had been drug through… 
 
    Someone jumped on my back as I crossed the threshold into the kitchen, presumably from some impossible perch near the ceiling. I staggered forward at the new weight as a pale hand shot into my view, swiping the gun in my hand onto the floor. That’s when I heard a woman’s voice hissing in my ear. 
 
    “Get him, Tommy! Now! Now!” 
 
    Tommy, the same dazed man I had seen a few days before, came charging out of the shadows with a fire axe. He still looked terrible and his eyes were glazed, but this didn’t slow his movements as he raised his axe to prepare for his blow. I didn’t have time to get the gun, and I didn’t like my odds trying to fight him off with her attacking me from behind. So I did what I had done just a few moments before. 
 
    I knelt. 
 
    The axe blow shook me even with the cushion of the woman’s body on my back. I screamed in pain as she dug her fingers into my neck before suddenly releasing me. It had been as I’d hoped—whatever Tommy’s status with the Rot, his reaction times and judgment had not recovered yet. I looked around and saw that Tommy was freeing the axe dispassionately from where he had buried it in his girlfriend’s back. Rolling forward, I grabbed the gun and moved into a crouched firing position before putting two rounds into his chest. As the echo of the second gunshot left my ears, he slumped down next to the woman. 
 
    I took a moment to check both of them, gun still at ready position. They were both dead, so unless the Rot could resurrect them…which I couldn’t honestly say was impossible given my ignorance…I was clear to move on. After a second of consideration, I grabbed up the axe and took off their heads just to be safe. 
 
    Their attack had made me more jumpy, and I struggled to calm my nerves as I went down into the cellar and then the tunnel at its far end. But there were no more ambushes, and while I hated being in the tunnel, I took that space of relative quiet as I moved forward to try and steady myself for what was coming. For what I would have to do. I approached several intersections of tunnels, always wary of some potential horror that might be spawned from their darkness, as they didn’t have a candlelit path the way my tunnel did. 
 
    The existence of the path itself troubled me. While the intermittent line of candles matched the drag marks I was seeing, it also made me wonder if I was just wandering into a trap. Still, what alternative did I have? I had a mission, and I had to complete it in the fashion most likely to ensure success. So I continued on, hunched and moving at a quick pace, always checking behind me and trying not to gag when the first waves of stench hit my nostrils. 
 
    Yeah, I was headed to the right place all right. 
 
    **** 
 
    It all ended very quickly. One moment Oscar was over me, split open and raining down worms that immediately began tunneling into the meat of me, clouding and twisting my thoughts with every thrusting bite they took. Then there was a loud bang, followed by several more, as the Oscar-thing staggered back and began to let out a terrible squeal of rage. I couldn’t move beyond shifting my head slightly, but it was enough for me to see Jeff Spires come into view, gun held high as he unloaded more rounds into the monster. He was hurting it, but not enough. It was still standing, and as he emptied the clip, it began lurching toward him. 
 
    That’s when the ceiling came down above it, a small swarm of brown figures falling with the chunks of earth and rotten flesh and landing on Oscar. They immediately began tearing into him, and this had a more profound effect than any bullets had. His scream became one of fear and pain as he flailed around, clawing and pounding at the creatures as they ripped him apart. One by one, they began to fall, but Oscar fell as well. 
 
    That was when Jeff stepped forward again and began striking him with the axe. Two blows, and his head was gone. But he didn’t stop there. He continued to chop at the body even as the three remaining rat-things came over to me, one of them showing a horrific face not hidden by a strange rat mask like the others wore. I was scared of these things too, but less so after all I had seen. And then the unmasked one spoke to me in an almost musical voice. 
 
    “Jack, you are at a precipice. We are not going to hurt you. We are going to try to save you, if you can be saved. If not, you’ll have to be destroyed so you don’t become like Oscar. If that happens, it will be done humanely and quickly. Do you understand?” 
 
    I was already feeling some control returning to my body, and I weighed the creature’s words carefully. I wanted to do the selfish thing. Refuse. Argue. Try to escape or fight. But I knew it wasn’t the right thing. It was the thing the dark part of myself wanted, encouraged by the wicked things that were eating their way toward my heart. I needed to be fixed or killed before I got worse. Before I became like him. 
 
    Oscar had one thing right though. My job wasn’t worth my life. But more than that, my life wasn’t worth my soul. 
 
    I nodded and laid my head back on the soggy ground beneath me. A moment later, I felt three sets of small, cold hands on my arm and face. At first I thought it was going to kill me. The worms, halted on their journeys into me, began to thrash and bite, and for the first time I found my voice to scream in pain. I distantly noticed that the sounds of Jeff dismantling Oscar’s body had stopped and I heard him ask if I was going to be okay. There was only silence as a reply. 
 
    Slowly, though I couldn’t say how long it really took, I felt the pain subside as the darkness in my mind and heart began to lift. When it was done, I still ached and felt weak, but I was able to sit up. More importantly, I felt normal again. Better in some ways than I had in weeks. Looking first at Jeff, who was watching me quietly as he wiped slime off his arms, I told him thank you before looking down to thank the creatures that had cured me like they promised they would. It was then that I saw that only one, the one without the mask, was left standing. 
 
    “Are…Are they dead?” 
 
    It nodded. “As you mean it, yes. The corruption in you was great, and curing it takes a great toll. But that is as it must be. Nothing is won without sacrifice, and every time we thwart the Rot, the sacrifice is made worthwhile. Now rest. You still need much healing, and the rest you have to do on your own.” 
 
    Despite my alertness just moments ago, I found myself suddenly very drowsy. Sinking back down to the ground, I soon found myself being carried farther and farther from the terrible shores of that place and that night on warm tides of sleep. 
 
    When I woke, I was in a hospital. Back in a world that was familiar and safe and sane. In my gratitude, I wept for a little while. 
 
    **** 
 
    After I pulled Jack from that place, I went back down and coated it all in gasoline and set it ablaze, along with the clothes and shoes I was wearing, as they were ruined and I had a spare set at the clubhouse. The spokesman, the only survivor of their fight with Oscar and the curing of Jack, said that blaze was sufficient, but I went ahead and burned down the Red House too. Fuck that place. 
 
    I carried Jack back to the clubhouse, got dressed, and waited outside the car for the police and ambulances I had called to arrive. I felt little surprise when I looked over to see the small creature I called the spokesman standing nearby. Apparently it had found its mask somewhere, for as I watched, it tucked it casually under its tiny arm as it looked up at me. 
 
    I asked was it over, and it told me that it is never over. I asked if our part was done, and it said that we had succeeded in thwarting the Rot in this place, in weakening its hold. As for whether my part was done, that would be up to me. 
 
    “There is always more work to be done, Mr. Spires. Whether your part is done or not lies within your own heart. If you ever choose to fight against the growing tide of the Rot again, call me and we will come if we are able. Be warned, however—that help, like everything else, is never guaranteed.” 
 
    I let out a short laugh. “I…I’m sorry. But I’ve never been this scared my entire life. I’ve been in some shit, but this…no, I doubt I’ll ever be fucking with this kind of stuff ever again.” 
 
    It gave a small shrug. “As you will. You did well tonight. Better than many would have in your place. Perhaps that is enough.” 
 
    I was surprised to find I felt conflicted. “Well, tell me your name at least. I don’t plan on ever calling for you, but…well, just in case.” I glanced up at the red heartbeat of emergency lights that started to appear near the front of the property. 
 
    It made a short chortling sound. “You are interesting, Mr. Spires. I like it. As for my name, it is Rilla. If we do not meet again, I wish you well on your path.” I looked away for a moment as the ambulance pulled up, and when I looked back, Rilla was gone. 
 
    It’s been three months since that night. Jack was taken to the hospital and treated for his various injuries, including inexplicable trauma to his internal organs. We were both questioned extensively regarding what had happened to lead to us both being injured, a house being burned down, and two people turning up dead. Due to Jack’s condition, I gave my statement first, and I largely told the truth…with some changes to keep myself out of jail. 
 
    I said that Oscar, my uncle-in-law, had gone crazy and killed his wife. When I learned about it upon visiting her, I was angry and went to confront him at work. He attacked me and Jack, and he must have killed the young couple, Tommy Peters and Jessica Fortesque, at some point during the night as well. As for what had happened to Oscar, I didn’t know. 
 
    That lie was a calculated risk, but a good one. As I had set that underground nest of the Rot to burn, it began to collapse in on itself, and before I was done in the cellar, the tunnel had done the same. The earth was still obviously loose and sunken, but there was little sign that a tunnel had existed there before. If they went digging, I doubted they’d find more than a few cheap LED candles for their efforts. 
 
    When Jack was able to talk, he was initially very careful in what he said. His old cop training and reserve kicked in, I guess. But at some point it became too much for him. He talked about Oscar attacking us, but he also talked about magic rats and evil worms and all kinds of stuff that…well, it sounded insane to anyone but me. So he was transferred to a mental health facility for treatment and I was told not to leave town. 
 
    I took to visiting Jack every few days, and his parts of this account are taken from the journal entries they had him write as part of his therapy in there. I think he needed to write it down, to get it out, but once he told it, I told him he needed to let it go. Lie to the therapists. Slowly shift to agreeing with them and acknowledging that it was all just a fantasy his mind had made up to deal with the incredible shock and strain of all that had happened that night. Lie convincingly and consistently, but not too quick or they’d suspect something. 
 
    And it’s worked. He’s scheduled to be released to an outpatient program next week, and I’m actually going to go pick him up. Strangely enough, we’ve become good friends through all this. 
 
    Not everything has been positive, however. My view of the world is so much different now. Darker and filled with terrors I never knew existed before. When I go past an abandoned lot or ride through a dying town, I wonder. When I see someone on the street that looks lost or filled with some uncommon anger, I’m afraid. Because I know what seeds can be planted in such fertile soil. 
 
    So I watch for the signs, always asking myself what I’ll actually do if I see a sign of the Rot. Will I run or will I try to stop it? In the first few days, my response might be one or the other depending on when the question was asked. But lately…lately I find myself looking for it more. Taking routes I wouldn’t normally take, driving around late at night. I tell myself it’s just to clear my head, to decompress, but I’m not so sure. 
 
    I may never run across the Rot again, but if I do, I think I’ll try to stop it. Or not stop it, I correct myself, but at least thwart it for a time. It feels like a worthy thing to do. The right thing to do. And if I fight the Rot again? 
 
    I don’t think I’ll be fighting it alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Halloween Room 
 
      
 
    “Samantha, you’re making a mistake.  Or repeating the same mistakes your father did.  I know I’ve talked bad about him at times, but he was a good man.  He just…got lost after your mom died.  Whatever strangeness that family of his had put in his head, it took over.  I don’t want to see the same thing happen to you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I stared out the windshield at the front of the place.  God, it was huge.  There’s no telling how much money it took to build it, even a hundred years ago.  And way out here in the middle of nowhere?  Was it any wonder it went under? 
 
    “Sam, are you listening to me?” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the voice on the phone.  “I am, Becky.  I just don’t agree.  I’m not lost, and I don’t think I’m making a mistake.” 
 
    “But you’re running away.  Running away to another state to what?  Hide out from the boogeyman?  Honey, your father was mentally ill.  There’s no such…” 
 
    “I need you to stop this now, okay?  I need you to stop talking shit about him right now before I say something I can’t take back.” 
 
    “Samantha, I…” 
 
    “No.  You took me from him when I was fourteen, and it took me a long time to stop hating you for that.  But I grew up, and I knew you did what you thought was right.  I know he seemed weird to you.  Crazy even, and you were trying to protect me in your own fucked up way.  But I’m grown now, and while yeah, I’m dealing with a lot of stuff, I’m the one that has to deal with it.  I don’t need you to decide how I live my life and I sure as fuck don’t need to listen to you shitting on the best man I ever knew.  We clear?” 
 
    There was a pause, and I could hear Becky’s wheels turning.  She knew if she argued further, it might damage things beyond repair.  But this was a personal thing for her now.  She had to be right, if only to justify taking a teenaged girl away from her father eleven years ago.  The only question was what she valued more. 
 
    “Will you at least tell me where you are?  So I know you’re safe?” 
 
    I stifled a sarcastic reply.  “I’m working for a company in Colorado.  I’m safe…you know, relatively.  I haven’t had it try to attack me since the day before I left.” 
 
    Becky saw another avenue.  “You know the police still want to talk to you about that girl you knew.  The one that died.” 
 
    My tone was harder this time.  “Oh, the one they found in a dumpster?  The one that had been rotting there for days when something that looked just like her tried to jump me in the parking lot?  That girl?” 
 
    Another pause.  “Yes.  I know you think that’s what happened but…” 
 
    “Don’t patronize me.  That is what happened.  It was the Stranger.  Just because you refuse to believe it doesn’t make much of a fucking difference.  I was there.  I’m the one it wants.  I’m the one that had to banish it.”  I couldn’t help but add, “Using things my crazy father taught me, by the way.  If I listened to you, I’d be fucking dead or worse.” 
 
    Becky sounded tearful now.  “Just tell me where you…”  I ended the call.  I couldn’t take any more of that.  It didn’t matter, anyway.  I could never go back or I’d just put her in danger, and despite everything, I didn’t want to see her hurt.   
 
    Letting out a sigh, I opened the door and got out of the truck.  I had rented it in a small town a hundred miles south of here, and while it had been surefooted enough to get me up the mountain roads and into the valley, I couldn’t say for sure it would get me back down if heavy rains came, or worse, snow.  It wasn’t supposed to get that cold for a few more weeks yet, but I wondered.  The air felt thin and brittle with frost as I went to the back and grabbed my pack.  I had most of my worldly possessions in there, which was freeing and depressing at the same time.  Still, it made it easy to stay on the move, and the money I was going to make this week should go a long way toward starting my new life. 
 
    I found it hard to take the first steps toward the place.  It wasn’t just the air that felt thin here.  Everything did.  This whole small, grey valley seemed to be waiting for something, holding its breath before a coming storm. 
 
    Taking a deep breath of my own, I forced myself to start walking toward the thing that dominated the whole valley, seemed to tower over everything, even the stark, craggy mountains that loomed on both sides.  Even after years of abandonment, the extravagance of the place was amazing.  Its stone edifice was a dizzying marriage of art deco styles from the early twentieth century and older gothic styles, all interwoven across a building that looked to be more than twenty stories tall and stretched out its arms into the far distance in both directions.  I had the thought that it looked like a palace designed by The Great Gatsby in Hell. 
 
    Letting out a small laugh, I jumped when I heard a voice close by.  I looked over to see an older man wearing a stained blue ball cap eyeing me uncertainly.   
 
    “You Hollis, I’m guessing?” 
 
    I stopped and nodded at him.  “I am, yeah.  Hope I’m not too late.” 
 
    The man shook his head without smiling.  He had worn, sunburned skin and permanent frown lines at the corners of his mouth—lines that deepened as he regarded me.  “No, I don’t think so.  Several of the boys aren’t here yet.  But fair warning before you begin.  You’ll be the only girl here, and some of these boys can get real rough, especially after a few days cooped up in a place like this.  I don’t say it to discourage you, just being honest.” 
 
    I gave him a small smile.  “Don’t worry about me.  I can get real rough too.” 
 
    This time he did smile, if only a little.  “Fair enough.”  Stepping forward, he extended his hand.  “Name’s Mike Bramford.  General contractor for the assessment.  I think you dealt with Molly at the office, right?” 
 
    “I did, yeah.  Said it should be about a week’s worth of work.  I’m supposed to be on the inventory crew.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Good.  Well, go on in and get settled.  We’ve got plenty of space, as you can see, but pick out a room to stay in on the first or second floor.  Need to stay together when we can.  Any questions for now?”  When I shook my head, he gestured behind him like the world’s most grizzled concierge. 
 
    “Well then, welcome to the Imago Hotel.”  
 
    **** 
 
    The lobby of the hotel was even more ornate than the exterior, with wood and brass mixing with marble and chrome to create the impression you were entering some kind of schizophrenic monument to wealth and opulence.  It wasn’t that it wasn’t impressive—in many ways it was.  Even after years of disuse, everything seemed well-made and surprisingly clean.  And the lobby as a whole seemed to speak of a strong artistic vision of how to marry various materials and styles together:  Spiraling black marble columns ran down into polished oak floors and up into coffered ceilings filled with abstract symbols of gold and silver filigree on the ceiling.  It gave the feeling of stepping into a palace or temple, though I couldn’t say what the object of worship would be other than wealth or questionable taste. 
 
    Because for all of the objective beauty around me, from the long open space of the lobby itself to the finely woven carpets, deeply polished woods and works of art that lined the staircase and the hallway on my journey to find a room on the second floor, everything was…off-putting somehow.  And it wasn’t just that it was an abandoned hotel.   
 
    Yes, I did find the idea of staying in a large abandoned building with a group of people I didn’t know or trust a little creepy and disconcerting.  But I also found a degree of comfort and peace of mind in knowing that being in such a remote and obscure location likely gave me a degree of safety from being found by the thing that hunted me.  If my father had been right, it would find me eventually wherever I went, but this should hopefully buy me time to figure things out while also providing me with money for when I moved on. 
 
    No, the bigger issue was with the hotel itself.  First, it really was in good shape.  Like, the last guests checked out last week good shape.  Given the wording of the job ad and the condition of the parking lot and signs outside, I had the impression it had been a few years at least.  But more than that, it was a feeling I got.  It was like the feeling I’d had outside, but multiplied by a hundred—the sense that something was coming, being anticipated.  As though the hotel itself was watching me and biding its time. 
 
    But that was dumb, right?  It was just another way of freaking myself out in a strange place.  In reality, the men I had passed downstairs had all been perfectly pleasant and polite, and if any of them turned into an asshole, I could handle myself.  As for the building itself…it was just a building.  Huge and weird, yes, but so what?  All that meant was there was more work and money to be had. 
 
    I stopped along the hallway at random and turned toward a room door.  213.  Well, that’s as good as any.  All of the room doors on this floor had the keys stuck in the locks, and I hadn’t seen any missing, so it might be I was the first one to pick a room on this floor.  That suited me fine.  While I was going to try my best to get along with everyone, I wasn’t here to make friends, and I was kind of gunshy around people at the moment anyway.  The more time alone, the better. 
 
    Turning the key, the door unlocked with a loud click and swung open.  I flipped the switch just inside the door, and to my relief, the lights came on without any hesitation.  Again, very weird.  In fact, while the outside of the hotel was dark, all of the interior I had seen seemed fully powered, and I didn’t remember seeing the first blown bulb.  Even if the lights had all been turned off until recently, what were the odds of that? 
 
    Still, at least in this circumstance, the relatively pristine condition of the hotel was working in my favor.  The room was spacious, with a king-sized bed against one wall, a large sofa against the other, and plenty of open space in-between.  The decoration inside the room was much more subdued than outside, with a simple, abstract watercolor hanging over the bed and a few knickknacks cluttering a small writing desk tucked into one corner. 
 
    The bed itself was even made, though the linens did seem a bit stiff and musty.  And aside from a light coat of dust on everything, it was hard to say I wasn’t just spending the night in a stuffy luxury hotel.  Except it wasn’t a night, I reminded myself.  I was likely going to be there for days, all alone except for the group gathering downstairs. 
 
    Still, I had resigned myself to sleeping on a towel or rotten mattress in a decrepit run-down building.  How could I complain that everything was so nice?  Shaking my head, I stowed my backpack under the bed, locked the room back, and went down to try and find out more about what I was going to be doing during my stay at the hotel. 
 
    **** 
 
    “Gather around, everyone.  Anyone missing?”  Bramford looked around the lobby at the group of people assembled there.  Most of the men looked to be in their thirties or forties, but there were a couple of guys closer to my age and several that looked much older as well.  I had kept to myself since coming back into the lobby other than smiling or nodding at a couple of people, and for the most part I was left alone.  One of the younger guys, he said his name was Ricky, had come up and introduced himself, and while I tried to be friendly, he seemed to pick up on my reserve fairly quickly.  After a few moments of trying to awkwardly chit-chat, he had faded back into the group he had come from. 
 
    And that was the way with almost all of them.  Most of the people there seemed to either work together or at least know each other from prior jobs, so they clustered into several discrete groups around the lobby as they waited for the contractor to come in and get started.  The only notable exception to that was a tall, lanky boy who looked younger than the rest and woefully out-of-place.  His sunken eyes stared out at the crowd with a mixture of contempt and anxiety, and when Mike Bramford entered the lobby, the sentiment seemed to intensify.   
 
    “We should have nineteen people, myself included.”  Bramford was pointing at each of us in turn as he did a silent headcount.  “Okay, good.  Let’s get started then.” 
 
    Bramford walked closer and gestured at the room.  “This is the Imago Hotel.  Some of you local boys know about it, and maybe a few of the rest of you have heard of it.  I am not a local boy, and I never knew it existed before two months ago when I got hired on for this job.  But that doesn’t mean I haven’t heard stories about it.  Spooky shit and all that.  Let me start off by saying, no.”  He paused a moment to sweep the room with his gaze. 
 
    “This is not the place or the time for fuckery.  This is a massive, very profitable contract for my company.  This is how I’m going to feed my family and put my two kids through college.  It can also be a very profitable contract for all of you.  If there is no fuckery.” 
 
    “Now normally, I would limit my fuckery speech to the usual.  No women…”  He paused and glanced at me.  “Or men…Or women…I don’t judge…allowed at the work site unless they are working the job.”  He looked back over the crowd.  “That means if you have an itch that needs scratching, you go somewhere else to do it.” 
 
    “No drinking except between seven and ten in the evening, and even then, only in moderation.  Not having one of you kill yourself or someone else because you can’t hold your liquor.” 
 
    “No smoking inside the building.  They’re not paying us to fuck it up worse.” 
 
    “Absolutely no drugs other than prescribed meds that you have already told me about.” 
 
    “No dragging ass or not showing up.  I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to be.  Unlike some of you, I’ll be up here for several months, and if I figure out you’re making that stay longer by slacking, I’ll have your ass.  You start work at eight, you go until six.  If you need more time, clear it with me.  If you get hurt or sick, clear it with me.  If you just don’t show up, pack your shit.  If you break one of the other rules, pack your shit.” 
 
    Bramford’s face was still stern, but he did smile a little as he went on.  “But for those of you that know me, none of that is a surprise.  They’re normal rules to prevent normal fuckery.  However…” He raised his index finger, “like I said, I know this place has a local history of spook stories and rumors.  And it is a big and kinda weird-looking place.  I know you’re all professionals and grown-ass men…and women, but I’ve been doing this shit for thirty years, and I’ve had crews get spooked before.  Waste time telling ghost stories and whatnot.  Again, we do not have time for that kind of silly shit, so just no.” 
 
    An older man sitting on one of the lobby sofas raised his hand and spoke when Bramford nodded at him.  “Mike, that’s all well and good, but tall tales aside, what’s the deal with this place?  I thought it had been shut down for years.  This stuff all looks like new.”  There were several murmurs of agreement across the crowd, and I found myself nodding along as well.  Bramford raised his hand and went on. 
 
    “Look Joe, I admit I was expecting it to be in worse shape too.  I came up this morning and walked the place over, and the whole thing is like that.  Maybe the county has had cleaning crews up here.  Or maybe the doors and windows just seal well and everything was left clean.  I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter.  All it does is make our job easier.  Okay?  Okay.” 
 
    “Now that we’ve got the fuckery talk out of the way, let’s talk about the job.  My contract is for two phases with a potential third phase if they like what we do.  Phase one is where we are now.  Assessment.  As you all know, you were hired to do a specific job.  Some of you are here to evaluate the building itself.  Plumbing, electric, structural defects.  I expect it will have some of each.  It’ll probably have some unique quirks also, given how old it is.” 
 
    Another raised hand.  “How old is this place?” 
 
    “Fair question.  From what I understand, it was built around 1880 or so, at least the initial structure.  That first structure is now the sub-basement, the basement, and a central portion of this floor that I think is a large storage room I ran across this morning.  It was expanded over the years, with the final version we see here being finished around 1923.  That means old wiring, bad pipes, possibly all kinds of bad shit lurking in the walls.” 
 
    The same guy raised his hand again.  “When did it shut down?” 
 
    Bramford frowned slightly.  “Look, this isn’t story time, okay?  We can talk about the history of the place later if you want to, but for…” 
 
    The out-of-place kid piped up from his corner.  “It shut down in 2003.  It had been run as a hotel for over a hundred years at that point, always owned by the same family, never closed during all that time.  Then one day in 2003, it just…stopped.  From what I’ve read, no one around here worked at the hotel, so it took a little while before they realized no one was coming or going.  When they came and checked, it was just like it is now.  Clean and undisturbed, with no one inside and no sign of where they went.” 
 
    “Jefferson, that’s enough.”  Bramford’s face was red now, and I realized it was more embarrassment than anger.  “For those of you that don’t know, that’s Jeff, my kid sister’s boy.  He’s going to be working with me on this as…a character-building exercise.  Help me keep an eye out for him, if you will.  As for what he’s saying, that…” He moved his glare away from Jefferson and back to the crowd, “is a prime example of the kind of fuckery I’m talking about.  And unless one of you mutts is also my sister’s secret love child, it’s fuckery you want to stay clear of.” 
 
    Clearing his throat, Bramford went on.  “Now, as I was saying.  Those of you here to evaluate the building, you know your role.  For the rest of you, you fall into one of two teams.  Team One is to go over this building with a fine-toothed comb looking for cosmetic defects.  No one expects you to know if a wall has structure problems, but you should be able to identify if its cracked or needs paint.  Or if the carpet is worn out, that kind of thing.  The four of you on Team One will work in pairs.” 
 
    “Team Two is inventory.  This is the bigger job, which is why eight of you are on it.  Again, you’ll work in pairs both for safety and efficiency.  This part of the work is very important for several reasons.” 
 
    “First, this place is packed with tons of expensive shit.  When the county seized this property five years ago, they didn’t quite know what to do with it.  Now they think they’re going to turn it into some kind of county-run resort or possibly sell it to the feds for some kind of government facility.  Don’t know, don’t care.  But while they hash that out, they want to claim and sell all the fancy stuff sitting in this place.  It can be a big money maker for them, and for us.” 
 
    “Because number two, I’ve negotiated a small cut of the proceeds from the sale of any of the items we catalogue.  I made a lower bid banking on making the money back on that cut, and going through the place today, it was the right call.  For all of us.  Because each of you will get a share from these sales as they happen over the next few months and years.  It may amount to a little or a lot, and its not fast money up front, but it’s extra above what you were promised any way, so I don’t expect to hear many complaints.”   
 
    People started whooping and hollering and he raised his hands with a grin to settle them down.  “Yeah, yeah.  We’ll see how that goes.  But what that means is that you people assigned to inventory…do a good job.  No slackassing.  You don’t have to know what things are worth, but you do have to list every little thing not nailed or bolted down.  If you don’t, you’re taking money out of all our pockets.” 
 
    He gestured over the whole crowd again.  “Okay, that’s about it.  Any questions?”  Everyone was still murmuring about the extra money, but no one raised a hand.  “Good enough.  Find a room if you haven’t already.  There’s food in the kitchen—nothing fancy, but you won’t go hungry.  Get rest tonight, because we start tomorrow at 8.  Dismissed.” 
 
    I followed a few of the others and found my way to a massive kitchen filled with steel tables and appliances.  At one end, piled underneath a large hanging tree of pots and pans, were boxes filled with small chip bags, stuff for sandwiches, and bottles of water and soda.  After grabbing some food and heading back to my room, I tried turning on the television.  No luck.  It powered on fine, but all I got was the low hiss of static and pixelated snow.  Flipping it back off, I ate my sandwich on the surprisingly comfortable bed, and before I realized it, I had drifted off to sleep. 
 
    **** 
 
    “Uncle Mike, I’m not on anything.  And I’m not lying.” 
 
    I had woken up earlier when I heard a rustling at the door to my room.  I got up and saw a sheet of paper in the dim light that bled under the door from the lit hallway.  It gave me a strange disorienting moment of thinking I was staying at a normal, living hotel that was slipping the bill under the door, and as the thought passed, it just served to drive home the point of how odd this place was.  Aside from the lack of people and a bit of dust, there was little to distinguish it from what it must have been like when it wasn’t an abandoned monolith in the middle of this frigid valley. 
 
    The sheet of paper said I had been assigned to Team Two: Inventory (which I already knew) and that my assigned partner was Jefferson Wells, who I could only assume was the nephew that had piped up at the orientation the night before.  Going downstairs, I rounded a corner and found him and his uncle in an intense conversation.  Jefferson looked scared and angry, while Bramford just looked tired. 
 
    “Jeff, I’m not saying you are.  I’m trying to trust you, okay?  But you have to work with me here.  And stuff like last night at the meeting…or spooking yourself overnight…it needs to stop, okay?  Best case scenario, you’ll just freak yourself out and make your time here harder.  Worse case, you’ll start infecting the men with your b…stories, and I can’t afford that.  Neither of us can.” 
 
    I had stepped away and out of sight, but I could still hear the hurt in Jefferson’s voice when he replied.  “I get it.  I need to keep quiet or you’ll send me off.” 
 
    Bramford sighed.  “I’m not threatening you, Jeff.  I want this to work.  I just need you to meet me halfway, okay?  Now if you see signs…legitimate signs…that someone else is here with us, of course I want you to tell me.  But I’m telling you, this place has been cleared multiple times.  I went through the whole place myself yesterday morning, and I know what signs to look for if someone is squatting.  So keep your eyes peeled and all that, but I really think you just got spooked up.  Either way, stay on the lower two floors unless you’re doing inventory with your partner.  Just because this place looks like it’s in good shape doesn’t mean it doesn’t have places where its rotten.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and when Jefferson spoke again, there was resignation in his voice.  “I understand.  And I do appreciate it, Mike.  I’ll…I won’t be any more trouble.  I better get out there and find her.” 
 
    He was suddenly rounding the corner and his eyes widened slightly when he saw me, his face flushing with embarrassment.  Giving me an uncomfortable smile, he walked up and stuck out his hand.  “Jefferson Wells.  I think we’re inventory buddies.” 
 
    I felt a pang of regret that I hadn’t moved further away from their conversation, but it was too late now.  So I shook his hand and tried to return his smile.  “Samantha.  Samantha Hollis.  Yeah, I think we are.”  I lowered my voice conspiratorially.  “I don’t know about you, but I have very little idea of what I’m supposed to be doing.  So if you’ve got any experience with this sort of stuff, it’s appreciated.” 
 
    That was only partially true—I had never done a massive inventory before, but it didn’t seem overly complex.  Just make a list of detailed notes of everything we found that could be easily understood by whoever needed to review them.  Still, it had the intended effect—Jefferson brightened immediately, seemingly happy to have found someone out-of-place like him. 
 
    “Well, I haven’t either, but I’ve seen it done before.  Basically we just go room by room on the floors we’re assigned.  List everything that isn’t a fixture by location and physical description.  My uncle will get the lists typed up and sent to the appraisers the county hired so they can provide an initial valuation of the items available to be auctioned off.  Then they’ll do a final valuation when everything is taken away to storage until they hold a big county auction.  Or maybe several with all this stuff.  Either way, our part isn’t hard, just boring.”  He glanced around the lobby nervously.  “I just…I don’t know what a lot of this stuff is.  Not trying to sound dumb, I just…well, I don’t know the fancy words for furniture and lamps and stuff, you know?” 
 
    I grinned at him.  “Well, I can help out there.  My dad ran a furniture store for a few years when I was growing up.  I picked up some stuff by osmosis.  You got good handwriting?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Pretty good, yeah.” 
 
    “Cool.  How about you write the list and I’ll tell you what to write.  How’s that sound?” 
 
    Jefferson was clearly relieved.  “That sounds awesome.”  He was probably only a few years younger than me, but he looked like a little kid in that moment.  Still, whatever the weirdness between him and his uncle, he seemed like a nice guy. 
 
    “Okay.  Well let’s grab some coffee or something and then head on up.  I think we’re starting on Floor Six.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The Imago Hotel had twenty-four floors not including the basement and sub-basement.  The first floor mainly consisted of the lobby, the dining room, the kitchen, the laundry, two large ballrooms and a large storage area that was apparently part of the original building.  There were also a handful of guest rooms on the first floor, as well as several groups of much smaller rooms that appeared to be for staff who lived at the hotel. 
 
    The second floor, where my room was located, had more rooms, but also included an indoor pool and sauna area, two smaller ballrooms, and a large library.  Standing in the elevator lobby of the sixth floor, it looked much the same as the lobby on the second, but something was different. 
 
    I frowned.  “It has columns here.  Like the ones in the main lobby.” 
 
    Jefferson caught my eye and nodded.  “I noticed that too.  And I don’t think they’re like the ones in the lobby.  I think they are the same ones.”  When I raised an eyebrow, he went over to one of the spiraling columns of black marble and put his hand on it.  “I’ve looked around this place, and these four columns?  As best I can tell, they are replicated on at least some of the floors, in the exact same place.  There are some floors where you can’t see the columns because there are walls there.  But if I’m right, these columns run through those walls.  From the bottom of this place all the way to the top.” 
 
    I tried not to look skeptical, but I couldn’t help it.  “But why?  Even if you’re right and these four columns line up on every floor and are all part of super-long columns running through the entire place, why would anyone do that?  They don’t look big enough to be load-bearing or something.” 
 
    Jefferson had taken his hand away from the column with a look of distaste and was wiping it on his pants as he looked back up at me with a shrug.  “Yeah, it’s weird.  And maybe I’m wrong.  I’ve heard a lot of stories about this place, so maybe it’s getting to me.”  I could tell he wanted to say more, but I didn’t push him.  We needed to get to work anyway.  
 
    Giving him a grin, I handed him the notebook and pen we had grabbed before going upstairs.  “Well, it’s definitely a creepy place.  Glad we’ve got each other for company.  But we better get started.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Have you ever tried to count everything in a furnished room?  Like literally everything except for the lighting fixtures and the carpet?  There’s more there than you think.  Particularly in the rooms of the Imago Hotel, which were large and chock-full of furniture, art, and various smaller details that I guessed were supposed to make a guest feel more comfortable.  Regardless of the initial intent, now they were all items we had to catalogue and describe in a way that would be meaningful when a stranger in some county office looked over our pages of notes.  In other words, they were all little pains in our ass.   
 
    Still, the work wasn’t bad, and after the first couple of hours, we had made it through five rooms and were settling into a good rhythm.  By lunch we were nearly halfway done with the rooms on that floor, and even accounting for the elevator lobby and the maintenance room at the far end of the hall, we guessed we’d be done with the sixth floor by the end of the day.  It was about twelve-thirty when we went down to grab a sandwich, and aside from a pair of men that Jefferson said were carpenters his uncle regularly used, the dining room was empty.  Sitting there, quietly munching on a bologna sandwich, Jefferson suddenly looked up at me. 
 
    “I guess you heard some of that this morning, huh?  Between me and Mike, I mean.” 
 
    I nodded with an awkward shrug.  “A little.  By accident.” 
 
    He returned the nod.  “Yeah, well, I can tell you about it if you want.” 
 
    I shrugged again.  I was curious, but I didn’t want him feeling like he needed to bear his soul to me either.  “That’s up to you, Jefferson.  No pressure here.” 
 
    Giving me a small smile, he went on.  “That’s cool.  And I don’t mind telling you.”  He paused a moment, his eyes distant as he seemed to search for where to start.   
 
    “About six months ago I got picked up by police with some oxy in my pocket.  I told them I was just holding it for a friend, which was true, but when I wouldn’t tell them who the friend was, I got booked.  Jump ahead to last month.  My mom paid this expensive lawyer a bunch of money to work it out where I could have pre-trial diversion so long as I went to rehab and found an approved job.  They had already sent me through a ninety day program before we went to court, so that part’s done.”  He sighed.  “The job…well, that’s why I’m here.  I have to maintain the job for at least a year.  If I do that, the case will be dismissed.” 
 
    He gestured in the general direction of the lobby where Bramford had been when we came back down to eat.  “Uncle Mike is a good guy, and I know him babysitting me is the last thing he needs to deal with, especially on a big job like this.  So I’m really going to try and do a good job.  But it’s just hard.  My whole family thinks I’m a junkie or something now, when I’ve never done anything other than drink a few beers now and then.  And this place…”  He shook his head and fell silent. 
 
    I reached forward and patted his arm.  “I get it.  Things can get fucked up fast sometimes.  But you can get through it.”  I hesitated, but pushed on.  “But about this place.  It sounded this morning like you were telling your uncle you had seen someone.  Someone that shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Jefferson seemed to pale slightly as he put down his sandwich and met my gaze.  “Um, yeah.  I thought I did.  Last night I couldn’t sleep and was super bored, so I was like, ‘hey, I’ll go ahead and explore the hotel’, right?  Get the lay of the land and whatnot.” 
 
    “Now the floors we aren’t staying on or actively working on, Mike has the power turned off.  He said he’s trying to minimize the expense and also doesn’t want to risk overloading anything until it’s all checked out.  But I’m not scared of the dark, right?  I grabbed a flashlight and went exploring.” 
 
    “First off, this place is way creepier in the dark.  I kinda felt like I was in a horror movie or something, but once I got started…well, it was kinda proving a point then, right?  Like showing myself I wasn’t scared.  So I started on our floor…I’m on the other end of the second, and I went up floor by floor, taking the stairs.  I figured if nothing else, I’d be tired enough to sleep when I was done.” 
 
    “Everything was creepy up on those dark floors, but it was all quiet too.  Nothing out of place or too weird except for how clean and nice everything looked.  Well, that and the columns near the elevators, which I had started noticing a few floors earlier.  When I got to the sixteenth floor, I was starting to get tired, but was trying to push on.  You know how the halls here kinda curve a little?  How you can’t see the other end of them?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well, they’re all like that, or at least up as high as the sixteenth floor.  I had come out of the stairwell and was walking toward the middle, toward the elevator lobby, and at the time all I was thinking about was that I needed to get in better shape and I was curious if the columns would be in the middle there too.” 
 
    “That’s when I saw someone cross in front of me.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Like you saw, saw them?” 
 
    He nodded, his expression guarded.  “I swear I did.  It was far off and super dark except for the flashlight, but I saw someone cross in the hall in front of me.  At first, I just assumed it was one of the guys.  Except when I got up to where I saw them cross, no one was there.” 
 
    I felt my skin prickle as I shrugged.  “Maybe they went into a room or back downstairs.” 
 
    Jefferson shook his head quickly. “No, I thought of that.  Based on where they crossed, they would have wound up in the elevator lobby or one of the rooms right next to it.  But my uncle didn’t unlock any rooms past the second floor until this morning, and I would have seen or heard anyone entering a room or getting on the elevator.  Everything was super quiet and the elevator makes that dinging noise when it opens up.” 
 
    He was right.  I remembered the noise it made when it arrived on a floor and then again when the door opened.  But if he wasn’t imagining it, who was it? 
 
    Could it have been The Stranger coming for me? 
 
    Holding his gaze, I leaned forward and spoke barely above a whisper.  “Look, I believe you.  You seem like a smart guy, and I don’t think you’re bullshitting.  And maybe there’s a reasonable explanation for it.  Probably there is.  But it still worries me too.  If you swear to keep this to yourself, I’ll tell you why.” 
 
    His eyes had widened as I spoke, and he seemed to weigh his decision before he nodded.  “I swear.” 
 
    I tried to choose my words carefully.  I didn’t want to lie to him, but I also didn’t need him thinking I was crazy.  So long as he knew to be cautious and keep an eye out, it was pointless to tell him that the thing that was after me wasn’t human.  Or if there was a point, it was at least outweighed by the likelihood he would just tell his uncle I was crazy and had to go. 
 
    “Okay.  There is someone after me.  Stalking me kind of.  I don’t know who they are or what they look like, and they are really good at disguising themselves so they can get close.  But they have been…obsessed with my family for awhile now.  Hurt relatives of mine.  And now they’re after me.” 
 
    Jefferson leaned back slightly.  “Can’t you just go to the cops?” 
 
    I gave a short shake of my head as I glanced at the two carpenters leaving the dining room.  “They couldn’t help.  I should be okay here, it…they don’t know I’m here, or I don’t think they do.  I know this all sounds kind of weird and crazy, but it’s true.  I don’t know why they’re after me, but they are.” 
 
    He frowned.  “Look, if you’re in some kind of trouble with criminals or…”  He fell silent when I pointed a finger at him. 
 
    “Look, I believed you, okay?  I need you to trust me too.” 
 
    Looking sheepish, he nodded.  “Okay, that’s fair.  I’m sorry.”  Giving a glance around the now empty room, he looked more tense when he turned back.  “So you think this person might be lurking around up here?  For real?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Like I said, I doubt it.  At least not this fast.  I just got here, and no one from my old life knows where I am.  But just keep your eyes peeled for weird shit, yeah?  And if you see something, see someone you don’t know…or see someone you think you know, but they’re acting weird?  Just come get me, okay?  Don’t try to be a hero or something.” 
 
    Jefferson smiled widely for the first time all day.  “Me?  No worries.  I’m kind of a chicken.” 
 
    **** 
 
    We finished the sixth floor that day, though it took longer than we had thought.  The maintenance room was packed with a variety of cleaning agents, tools, and other odds and ends that took time to go through and properly describe.  Still, by five-thirty we were back downstairs and telling Bramford we were ready for our next assignment. 
 
    He looked up from where he was going over some paperwork, and when he heard we were finished, he gave a short laugh and smiled.  “Hell, that’s great.  You’re the first group to get done with a floor today.”  Pausing, he held out his hand.  “Let me check out your inventory list.” 
 
    Jefferson handed it over nervously.  He had been right about his writing though.  He wrote better than I did, and took detailed but legible notes of everything we had found.  Apparently his uncle agreed, because after flipping through a few pages, he looked up with clear relief.  “Great job, you two.” 
 
    “And the notes are all Jefferson.  He’s really great at it.”  Jefferson threw me a grateful glance before nodding at Bramford silently. 
 
    Bramford leaned back in his chair as he regarded his nephew.  “Well it’s fine work, Jeff.  I knew you had it in you.”  Glancing between the two of us, he went on.  “You two go ahead and knock off a few minutes early.  You’ve earned it.  And given how well you’ve done, I think tomorrow I’m going to give you a bigger challenge.” 
 
    Good work meant more work and responsibility, just like every job I’d ever had.  But that was a good thing, particularly when I needed this job to work out.  “Sounds good.  Where are we going to tomorrow?” 
 
    Bramford looked between us as though he was trying to make a decision, though whether it was about the job or something else was unclear.  Seeming to resolve himself, he began. 
 
    “It’s floor twenty-one.  The rooms up there are called The Holiday Rooms.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Jefferson, you might have already heard about them with all your internet detective work about this place, but my guess is Ms. Hollis hasn’t.  And neither one of you probably knows much about the reality of the rooms and why they’re so important.  So valuable.  So before I send you two up there tomorrow, I need to explain some things. 
 
    When this hotel was running, apparently one of the big draws for the wealthiest people was to get a room on one of the higher floors.  Floors Twenty through Twenty-Three all had larger, more unique rooms, and from what I’ve heard, you didn’t rent those rooms, you had to apply and be invited.  All super-exclusive, rich person weird bullshit.  Make something exclusive so the idiots will cough up the dough. 
 
    Anyway, the rooms themselves are pretty unique.  They are even famous in some circles of fruitcakes with more money than sense.  According to the county guys I talked to, a lot of the most expensive pieces of art and antiques are in some of those rooms, and they’re hoping they can sell off the contents of the individual rooms as room-specific lots.  So when you’re up there, before you start inventorying a room, take lots of pictures.  Jeff, you can use your phone for that, right?  We want to make sure we know where everything was at before we start moving stuff around. 
 
    That’s part of why I want you two to be the ones doing this floor.  I’ve got good guys here, but about half of them aren’t above slipping a few things into their truck if they think they can get away with it.  Jeff, I’ve never known you to be a thief, and Ms. Hollis, you seem to want the job more than you want to risk it swiping a trinket.  I guess that’s my shitty way of saying I trust you two more than I do most of these guys, and your work today makes me think I’m right. 
 
    The other reason I want you to be the ones to do it is that…well, the upper floors are weird, including the twenty-first floor.  No, I see how you’re looking Jefferson.  This isn’t meant to start back up your ghost hunting bullshit or whatever silly mess you found on the internet about this place.  But I’ll be the first to admit that some parts of this place are odd, and I know how people can get when you put this many together for days at a time in a strange place.  The wrong couple of people get spooked and within a week you’ll have ‘em clustering up like old hens, trading superstitions.  Every time someone stubs their toe, it’ll be because the place is bad luck.  Every noise we hear at night will be the boogeyman.  Grown-ass men, but it doesn’t matter.  At best, it can be a distraction and slow things down.  At worst, I’ll lose a few people over time if they get too spooked.  Normally I’d just say good riddance of fools, but I’m on a tight schedule on this one and there’s too much money at stake to let the weirdness of this place cost me good workers. 
 
    But Jeff, you already believe some of that weird stuff, right?  And not to point out the obvious, but you’re also not in the same position to leave that most of the guys are.  Not trying to be an ass, just being honest.  In any case, if you two are the first to clear one of the stranger floors, it makes it easier to defuse any talk later.  People want to start swapping ghost stories, I can just point out how my kid nephew and the only woman on our crew went through The Holiday Rooms without any problems.   
 
    Because there won’t be any problems.  It’s just a weird, fancy hotel with some eccentricities.  And the only ones that matter are what helps you do your job and make us money. 
 
    Now when you go up to the twenty-first, you’ll notice that there are fewer rooms.  That’s because they are all much bigger than the rooms on the sixth.  Second, you’ll notice each room has a theme.  Christmas, Valentine’s Day, Easter, that kind of thing.  Really weird, really elaborate.  Beats the shit out of me why anyone would want to stay up there, but who knows what these folks were into. 
 
    The second thing you’ll notice is that the doors are not unlocked.  This is partially because I don’t want anyone having access to the goods in there except for people I okay, but it’s also because of some lock system they have in place up there.  To be honest, I haven’t figured out how it works yet, but the gist is this:  All of the Holiday Rooms have the same key, and only one can be unlocked or opened at a time. 
 
    It’s really kind of neat, particularly given how old this hotel is.  Got to be some kind of mechanisms in the walls that are interconnected.  But if one of the doors is unlocked or open, none of the other doors up there can be.  Now how the hell that used to work when you had different sets of guests?  Beats me.  But again, rich fruitcakes. 
 
    So that’s about it.  Jeff, I want you to take this seriously, okay?  This is me trusting you, both of you, with something that’s important.  Those upper floors are a big deal to the people at the county.  Can you guys handle it? 
 
    **** 
 
    I glanced at Jefferson before nodding at Bramford.  “We can.  We’ll do a good job.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    The elevator dinged softly as the doors opened on the twenty-first floor.  Jefferson had assured me the day before that his uncle said they were safe, and they certainly looked fine, but I still was happy when I was able to step out of the elevator car and into the elevator lobby with its wood floor and ubiquitous black marble columns.   
 
    My first impression was disappointment.  This didn’t really look much different than the other floors at first glance, and as I moved to the gently curving hallway and looked down both directions, the only significant thing I noticed was that there were far fewer doors along the walls.  Well, that, and the doorknobs were different. 
 
    I pointed it out to Jefferson and we moved toward one of the nearby rooms.  As we drew closer, I realized there was a small brass plaque on the middle of the door.  It said “The Christmas Room”.  How fucking weird.  I almost went ahead and unlocked it when Jefferson spoke up. 
 
    “It’s a peephole.” 
 
    I frowned and looked to see that he was crouched down and studying the doorknob.  It was made of cut glass or crystal, with a multitude of facets creating the impression of a large, rounded gem.  Jefferson moved closer and looked into it. 
 
    “You mean you can see into the room through it?” 
 
    He looked up at me and nodded, his face both excited and troubled.  “Yeah.  It’s weird.  It’s kind of like looking into a kaleidoscope, but it’s not mixed up.  I can see pretty clearly in there.  The room is super odd.” 
 
    Shooing him aside, I crouched down and looked at the doorknob.  At first I just saw the light bouncing around in the knob itself, but then I shifted slightly and I saw it.  It reminded me of looking through a powerful telescope where you had to get your angle right and then you could see everything clearly.  I let out a small curse at what I saw. 
 
    The room, or at least what I could see of the room through the glass doorknob, was massive.  As one might expect, it was also decorated for Christmas, but to an almost impossibly lavish degree.  A giant tree filled one corner of the room, covered over with ornaments, strings of popcorn, and trailing lines of red and purple ribbon.  Twin giant nutcrackers guarded a large stone fireplace festooned with garland, berries, and various Christmas figurines.  There were even stacks of presents cluttering the floor around their boots. 
 
    “What the…”  I thought of something as I looked up at Jefferson.  “The lights are already on in there.  I mean, we can see the room, so it has to be lit up.  I know your uncle powered this floor up, but did he flip on the lights too?” 
 
    He shrugged, looking uncomfortable.  “I don’t know.  I guess.  But it’s weird, right?  All that shit in there?” 
 
    Standing up, I dug the key to the Holiday Rooms out of my pocket.  “Yeah, it’s weird.  But he said it would be.”  I stuck the key in the lock and then paused.  “Go grab that big planter from near the elevator.  We can use it to block the door and keep it open.  I’m not looking to get trapped in one of these rooms if the locks are fucked up.”  He nodded and brought back a heavy bowl-shaped thing made of concrete.  I unlocked the door and pulled it open and then froze. 
 
    The lights weren’t on in the room after all.  To the contrary, the shadows and gloom made it feel like I was peering into a dark cave, with only vague shapes being visible in the deeper dark.  I heard Jefferson suck in a breath behind me as I reached in and flipped a light switch.  Everything sprang to life instantly, looking just as it had through the doorknob.  Even the large electric lights on the tree went back to twinkling.  I turned back to Jefferson, who looked petrified. 
 
    “I know.  I don’t understand it.  Maybe the doorknob amplifies the light somehow?” I knew that didn’t explain the lights on the tree or…well, any of it, but I felt the need to offer him something.  I could see by the panic in his eyes that he was close to bolting.  “Let’s not freak ourselves out.  It’s weird.  Super weird.  But we can get through it.  Just make sure that planter is blocking the door, yeah?” 
 
    His face pale, Jefferson looked at the room and then back at me before nodding.  Grunting as he push-rolled the planter into position, he let out a sigh.  “Okay.  Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Three hours later, we were only halfway done with the Christmas Room.  Easily the size of four rooms on the sixth floor, it was really more of an extended, undivided suite of some kind, every bit of it tastefully crammed full of Christmas decorations of one sort or another.  It was gaudy and overwhelming, but most of all, it felt…wrong somehow. 
 
    “Fuck.  There’s just so much…stuff.”  Jefferson had sat down in one of the chairs, which was a testament to how big and packed full the room really was and how long the process was taking.  I could tell he was as uncomfortable in the room as I was, but he was tired too.  We both were.  Setting down a small clock that had a small cardinal come out every hour like a yuletide cuckoo, I stretched my back and sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, why don’t we take a break?  Go get something to eat and rest a bit before we start back.”  He looked up at me gratefully as he massaged his wrist. 
 
    “Sounds good.  But I’m going to skip out on lunch and go take a nap if that’s cool.  I slept for shit last night.  I think thirty minutes would do me a lot of good.” 
 
    I was disappointed, but I understood.  I hadn’t slept the best the night before either.  I think I had dreams, but I couldn’t recall them.  All I knew for sure was that I periodically snapped awake with a panicked feeling until I finally gave up on more sleep as the sun was coming up.  Nodding, I told him that was fine.  I’d grab him a sandwich and meet him back in the lobby in forty-five minutes.  With that, we parted ways. 
 
    Looking back, that’s one of the things I regret the most. 
 
    **** 
 
    When I met Jefferson in the lobby after his nap, he actually did look a bit better.  More alert and less worn out than he had before.  He smiled at my approach and said we should get back to it.  I agreed.  I didn’t like being on the Holiday Room floor, and the sooner we were done, the better. 
 
    It was as we were riding up in the elevator that I remembered his sandwich.  “Oh shit.  Here’s your lunch.  I guess you thought I was going to…”  My hand brushed his as I handed him the paper plate, and immediately I was overwhelmed by something like rotting meat.  It was a powerful, tangible sense that made my eyes water as I staggered back, letting go of the plate.  The only time I had ever felt it before was when something that looked like a girl I barely knew tried to kill me a few weeks ago. 
 
    When the Stranger had touched me. 
 
    I looked up and saw that Jefferson was still holding the plate, but his eyes were on me.  Oh no, fucking no, not him, not now, not here.  I turned as I reached for the knife hidden under my shirt at the beltline, but even as I started the motion, I saw the plate was tumbling from its hand as the other reached out for me.  I only saw this in an abstract, detached way.  Like my father had trained me, I was motion and will, not thought.  Thought could lead to hesitation and fear, and those things would get me killed. 
 
    In less than two seconds the knife was out, and my turn had shifted me enough that I was able to dodge its first attempt at grabbing me.  But in the elevator, I had no where to run or maneuver.  And I had to attack it from the front for the ritual to work.  If I could just… 
 
    As though reading my mind, it stopped turning back toward me.  Instead, it put its back to me and backpeddled fast, slamming me into the corner of the elevator car and pinning me there.  Immediately, even through our clothes, I could feel that horrible stench pervading my brain again.  Gagging, I tried to push it off or slide past it, but in Jefferson’s form it was bigger than me and at least as strong.   
 
    That’s when I started feeling a strange cold, numbness creeping over me.  My arms and chest and the front of my legs felt like they were turning to smoke and…Oh God.  It didn’t need to use its hands to take me over. 
 
    I started stabbing it in the back and sides, but to no effect.  My arms felt disconnected, but I could still use them fine, at least for the moment.  I had to be smart, not panic.  I knew where I needed to hit it.   
 
    Shoving the hand with the knife up suddenly, I managed to move past its head and slam the blade into one of the ritual spots in the shoulder.  It was the wrong shoulder to start the blade ritual, but my hope was it would have at least some effect.  It did.  I heard it start laughing as it pressed me deeper into the corner as it slowly possessed me.  I realized with growing horror that its body was starting to look different, less solid, and while I was pressed into the corner just as much, I almost thought I could see through the monster that had murdered my friend. 
 
    I stabbed the knife in again to distract it while I yanked the chain from around my neck hard enough to break it with my left hand.  At the end of the chain was a small pendant in the shape of an arrowhead.  Small and common enough to be unremarkable if someone saw it, but hopefully sharp enough that it would do the job in an emergency. 
 
    Digging the knife into the thing’s right shoulder, I plunged the arrowhead into its left.  Deep enough, but not too deep, just like I’d learned.  There was no laughter this time. 
 
    The Jefferson-thing staggered forward with a grunt, giving me just enough space to shoot past it as the doors began to open onto the twenty-first floor.  Finally some luck, but just a little.  I had to either finish the ritual or get away from it, and I was liking the second option better.  There should be stairs at both ends of the hallway, and there were people working in the right stairwell earlier, so it seemed the better option.  I started down the hall, glancing behind me as I went.   
 
    It was behind me, walking fast but not running.  I wanted to say it was because I had weakened it, but its expression worried me.  It didn’t seem angry or anxious.  Jefferson’s face looked determined but placid as it pursued me.   
 
    Well, whatever.  Fuck it and fuck… 
 
    I made it to the stairwell door, but when I shoved against it, the door barely budged at all.  It wasn’t locked, but something was blocking it.  I tried again, but it didn’t move any further.  Whatever it was, it wasn’t going to move in time.  I looked back up the hall and saw it start to smile. 
 
    It had blocked the door.  This was its plan all along.  To trap me up here and take me when we were alone.  I wasn’t sure if I could complete the blade ritual without the element of surprise, but I would have to try.  I didn’t want to die or get taken over or whatever in this weird fucking… 
 
    I dug my hand into my pocket and my fingers closed around the key there.  I still had the key to these rooms, and we had closed and locked the Christmas Room back when we split up.  Looking to my right, I saw there was a door just a few feet away.  The brass plaque on the it said “The Halloween Room”. 
 
    Yanking the key out of my pocket, I dove toward the door and jammed the key in.  I saw in my peripheral vision that the Stranger was moving faster now, but I couldn’t worry about that.  Only motion and will.  Turn the key, open the door, get inside. 
 
    A handful of heartbeats later and I was closing the door as the Stranger reached it.  I expected it to bang against the door, to try to open it before I locked it, if I could even lock it from this side, but for several seconds there was nothing.  And then it spoke in Jefferson’s voice. 
 
    “You would be better off to let me have you, Samantha.  What I do doesn’t hurt.  You just go to sleep.  I can’t promise you’d be the same after I left you, that you’d even survive it, but it wouldn’t hurt. It would be far better than staying where you’ve gone.” 
 
    I felt a blade of anger pushing up through my fear.  This thing had hunted my family for generations.  Had ruined our lives, maybe killed my father.  And now it thought it could talk me into something?  Trick me? 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    I heard a bitter laugh through the thick wood of the door.  “Very articulate.  Very clever.  Your family is so very clever.  I wonder how clever you’ll feel when you look behind you.  See where you are now that the door is shut.” 
 
    My skin began to prickle, not just at his words, but at the cool wind that was lazily feeling its way along my back and arms.  I glanced to turn on the lights, but there was no wall there.  In fact, aside from the door itself, there was no room at all. 
 
    “Oh God.”  I stepped back, turning around to see that I was at the edge of a dark field, the night-time angles of the land before me only dimly visible by the light of a moon overcast by a scrim of clouds.  The Stranger’s voice was behind me, it’s tone cold and mocking through the door. 
 
    “Yes, I think you’ve seen it now.  You are not in your world.  Once you shut the door, you went to another place, a terrifying place that you will never understand and you cannot hope to survive.” 
 
    Swallowing, I looked for any features beyond the nearby rolling landscape and the dim trace of what might be a forest in the distance.  “What do you know about what I’m seeing?” 
 
    It laughed again.  “Because I’m from that place.  And I want…need…to get back there.  I would never have hunted your family as I have if it was my choice, but it was not.  And I cannot get back there in my own form.  Only one of your bloodline can give me safe passage, or so I believe.” 
 
    I started backing toward the door as I saw a large shadow moving out in the distance.  What was that?  What the fuck was that?  “So you’re wanting to take me over to get over here?  Why don’t you just walk through the door?” 
 
    This time I heard anger under the placid tones of Jefferson’s voice.  “Because I cannot.  The magic that binds me does not allow me to travel to where its shackles would fail.  I tell you this so you understand I am not an evil creature, and I mean you no harm.  But I must be free.  I must go home.” 
 
    I had lost track of the moving black shape in the pools of shadows before me.  I didn’t like the look of this place, but I liked the idea of opening the door even less.  “Sorry.  But I don’t believe you, and even if its all like you say, I’m still not going to help you after all you’ve done.” 
 
    Now the door did thud as it struck the other side.  “Fine then.  You can die over there.  Or you’ll open the door eventually, and I’ll be here waiting.  Either way, you aren’t going to be any freer than I am until you give me what I want.” 
 
    Feeling a new flare of anger, I rapped on the door in the rhythm of “Shave and a Haircut”.  I did it spontaneously, and as I finished, I remembered when my father taught me the knock as a little girl.  “That’s okay.  You wait right there.  Because one of two things is going to happen.  Either I’m going to die here and you won’t get what you want.  That’s good, because fuck you.  Or I’m going to survive long enough for them to find Jefferson’s body and start searching the hotel.  And then you’re fucked again and I can try to get back out.” 
 
    A moment of silence and then.  “They cannot stop me.  I’ll hound you forever.” 
 
    Gripping the knife, I stepped back from the door.  “Oh?  Then come on in.  Get me right now.”  Silence.  Leaning forward, I smiled bitterly toward the monster in the hall a world away.  “No?  Then shut the fuck up.” 
 
    Turning away from the door for the last time, I began walking deeper into the field.  The moon had come out more now, and at a distance I could see the dim outline of what looked like a stone fence.  Where exactly was I?  Had I been teleported to another part of the world or was it really a different place entirely?  Aside from the shadowy figure I had glimpsed earlier, there were no signs of life other than the buzz of insects in the cool air and the occasional rustle of something moving in the dark.  But there were signs of civilization at least—that fence had been built by someone, and as I drew nearer, I got the impression it was relatively new. 
 
    Just past the fence I crested a hill and saw two building hunched down in the next valley.  Between them was a large bonfire with several figures standing and dancing around it.  I felt a new flutter of uncertainty.  They could be nice helpful people down there.  They might tell me I’m in some rural part of Europe.  Or some kind of hallucination or dream.  And they might offer to help me escape back to some form of safety.   
 
    Then again, the Stranger might be telling the truth.  The figures I saw around the fire, their shadows writ large across the buildings and night landscape as the flames crackled and jumped, might be like it was.  Might be something worse. 
 
    So I kept to the shadows as I worked my way down the hill, crouching as I drew near to the buildings.  On closer examination, the buildings were crudely but solidly made wooden cabins of a sort.  I smelled the faint aroma of sap and cedar as I eased around the corner to see the small crowd surrounding the bonfire. 
 
    There were a dozen of them, and at first, I thought they were simply people wearing animal skins and masks, performing some kind of ritual or ceremony.  Creepy, yes, but something I could possibly work with.  I didn’t see any signs of them hurting anybody.  They were just dancing and murmuring in some strange language.  Still, something held me back. 
 
    Part of it was what they were saying.  It didn’t sound like French or German or anything else I knew.  Another thing was the people themselves.  They…they weren’t moving right.  It was hard to define, and maybe it was just how they were dancing, but it reminded me of videos I had seen of bears and dogs standing on their hind legs while doing a trick.  They managed, but it didn’t look natural or particularly comfortable.  I was still having that thought when one of them let out a squeal and turned to look in my direction.   
 
    Oh fuck.  It wasn’t a mask at all. 
 
    The creature, whatever it was, had a face that looked like the strange marrying of a boar and a lion, with deep-set red eyes that seemed to be searching for me in the dark as its keen snout worked in the air.  It had fucking smelled me.  They were going to find me and who knew what they would do then? 
 
    I gripped my knife as I began to look for somewhere I could hide or escape to.  I could just run, but for all I knew, they could run me down easily.  The only place I might could hide was in the small space between the ground and the bottom of the house I was hiding behind, but I didn’t know if I could fit and it would essentially trap me under the building for them to grab at their leisure.  I glanced back up and the creature was still sniffing, but now it was starting to move in my direction.  Stowing my knife, I started working my way under the house when I heard a loud roar in the distance. 
 
    It was hard to judge the noise’s direction, but it wasn’t coming from the group around the bonfire, and judging by the barks and squeals I heard from there, they were as terrified by it as I was.  I froze for close to a minute, and when I heard nothing, I eased back up.  The pig-lion and the rest were all gone as though they had never been there at all.  As for the thing that had scared them off?  I wasn’t sure what or where it was, but I didn’t intend on sticking around to find out. 
 
    I debated heading back toward the door, but decided against it.  I really did believe that my best shot of surviving was either finding help in this place or at least staying alive long enough that the Stranger had to leave the door.  It should be early afternoon back at the hotel, so if I could hold out five or six hours, it would probably be safe, at least assuming it didn’t just decide to slaughter everyone in the hotel so it could wait for me without interruption. 
 
    I felt a stab of guilt at that last thought.  Jefferson had already died because of me, and now everyone else there was at risk.  Maybe I should go back and try to stop it, but I just doubted I could.  And from what I knew, the Stranger didn’t tend to do mass killings, if it even could.  If it really was limited to what Jefferson was capable of physically, it seemed unlikely it would try taking on seventeen other men. 
 
    I was still trying to convince myself of the merits of that argument when I realized I saw electric lights in the distance.  It was a town, or at least a suburb.  I almost broke into a run at seeing something vaguely familiar, but I made myself go slowly and carefully.  As I drew closer, I saw that it really was the edge of a small town.  There were cars, and lights, and people moving to and fro, many of them carrying bags and sacks marked with pictures of monsters and ghosts. 
 
    They were trick-or-treating. 
 
    Okay, it wasn’t October back at the hotel, but clearly here it seemed to be Halloween.  Which made sense from the standpoint of getting here via “The Halloween Room”.  It did not, however, make any fucking sense in any other way, shape or fashion. 
 
    “Where am I?”  I had said the words aloud without thinking or even realizing I had verbalized the thought until I got a response from a small nearby voice. 
 
    “You’re in Incarnata, lady.” 
 
    I looked down to see a little boy—a little, human-looking boy—looking up at me with some mixture of mild amusement and consternation.  He was wearing a very detailed devil costume, but he had pulled his mask up to reveal a shock of blonde hair and the face of a probably nine-year old boy.  I glanced around and saw that two more of his trick-or-treating cohorts, a witch and a werewolf, were drifting up as well. 
 
    “Incarnata?  What’s an Incarnata?” 
 
    Devil boy shrugged nonchalantly.  “It’s where we are.  You’re not from here though, are you lady?” 
 
    The witch stepped up, her pale, green-tinged mask twisted by a hideous cackle as the little girl inside it spoke.  “You know she’s not.  She smells wrong.  She’s from the other place.” 
 
    Devil boy glanced at the witch and back at me.  He looked her over seriously for a moment before breaking into a laughing grin.  “I’m just foolin’ with you, lady.  I know you aren’t from here.”  He paused a second  before adding.  “You want to go trick o’ treating with us?” 
 
    The witch tugged on devil boy’s sleeve.  “No.  She’s a stranger.  And she smells bad.”  The devil boy pulled his sleeve free and gave me an embarassed look. 
 
    “Sorry.  It’s my sister.  She can be funny some times.  Not funny, ha ha.  Funny like I want to kill her.” 
 
    I crouched down on their level.  I didn’t know what was going on, but I needed help.  Answers.  Not to be caught up in some weird Halloween when it’s not Halloween bullshit.  “Can you help me?  Take me to your parents or the police or something?” 
 
    Devil boy laughed again.  “You’re silly, lady.  We don’t have that kind of stuff.  But we have a lot of other, better stuff we can show you.”  He trailed off.  “She’s right though.  You do smell funny, no offense.  Funnier than most people that come over here from your place.” 
 
    The werewolf raised his mask to reveal another little boy that looked around seven.  He wore thick, brown-rimmed glasses under the mask, and his face was pale as he looked at me.  “She stinks like The Mark.” 
 
    Devil boy’s eyes went wide as he began to move away from me.  “You’re right.  Dang it, you’re right!  She smells just like that mean ol’ Mark.”  As he and the others put some distance between us, devil boy started to scream, “Help!  Help!  The Mark!  The Mark is here!  The Mark!” 
 
    Though I didn’t understand anything that was going on, it was obvious that they were suddenly scared of me.  It also quickly became clear that more people were coming up, both children and adults, some with makeshift weapons in their hands.  I felt like Frankenstein’s monster as the villagers began to gather.  I could tell my mind was getting dangerously close to some edge…teetering closer and closer to the point where it wanted to just shut down and go into some uncontrolled fight or flight mode.  I couldn’t afford that.  I had to stop this now. 
 
    “I’m not some kind of mark.  I don’t know what that even means.  I’m just lost.  I’m not trying to hurt any body.”  As the children continued to back into the swelling crowd, I decided I was better off just running for it.  Finding a spot to hide until I thought it was safe to try and get back into the hotel.  But as I turned, I saw that more people were coming up behind me.  And they didn’t look right.  I thought they were wearing monstrous masks at first, but as I watched their faces continue to change, I realized it was all real.  These people were all some kind of…something, and they were going to kill me. 
 
    That’s when the giant bear charged toward us. 
 
    I call it a bear, but it was more like a small mountain covered in moss and vines, shot through with branches and smaller stones, all of it impossibly alive and moving as the bear-shaped thing ran through the encircling crowd and put itself between me and the mob.  I took a step back in fear and surprise, but the crowd only paused before continuing to draw closer.  Then the bear-thing stood up on its hind legs, towering over the rest of us.  I saw it had a broad head set with two glowing amber eyes that froze me to the spot as its gaze swept past.  It had the same effect on the others.  I expected it to attack or to roar, but instead it spoke in a deep, rumbling voice. 
 
    “She isn’t what you think.  She is not The Mark, or The Mark’s agent.  The Mark is still imprisoned, at least for now.”   
 
    One of the people that still looked mostly human took a step forward.  “I knew The Mark.  I was one of the taken.  For forty years I served her will.  I know she is not her, but she smells the same.  She is of her blood, and she must die.” 
 
    At this, the crowd began to surge forward again.  Without warning, the bear-thing leaned forward and slapped a massive paw down, knocking two people to the ground with the blow.  I didn’t think they were dead, but they didn’t stir, and after a moment of stunned silence, several of the children came and began dragging them back. 
 
    “She has done nothing wrong and is under my protection.  Or do you mean to contend with me?”  A low, rumble like the sound of an avalanche echoed from its deep chest as it went back to all fours.  Before it had time to turn and face me, the crowd had already melted back into the night. 
 
    Its face softened as its glowing eyes found mine.  It was so strange—its expressions, its entire body, was made up of so many disparate elements, so many things that shouldn’t make sense or fit together.  And yet it did.  I could see the intelligence and strength in its face, the kindness and sadness in its eyes.  I knew it was good and honest, and that I had finally found a friend in this strange place. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” It rumbled.  “They are not bad people in this place, not most of them at least.  But areas like this, so close to the wounds the hotel has created, they have suffered the most.  They were the most impacted by the cruelty, the slavery.  They cheered the loudest when word spread she was gone, and they fear the most that she will come back someday.” 
 
    I frowned, trying to ignore the part of my mind that was dwelling on the fact that I was having a conversation with a magic moss bear.  Too much was happening for me to worry with details like whether this was real or just a colorful psychotic break.  I had to just go with it.  Motion and will. 
 
    “Who are they afraid of?  Who is The Mark?” 
 
    The bear glanced around.  “Better we move while we’re talking.  I don’t want them deciding to make another run at you.”  He raised a large paw made of branches and river rocks bound together with grass and dark earth.  “Good to meet you, by the way.” 
 
    I found myself smiling as I shook his paw.  “Same here.  My name’s Samantha.  And thank you for saving me.” 
 
    He shrugged and let out a small rumbling laugh.  “Everyone needs help sometimes.  My friends call me Harvey.” 
 
    **** 
 
    We were heading back the way I had come generally, though now there was a road that I was pretty sure hadn’t been there before.  I almost asked about it, but then Harvey was talking again. 
 
    “The Mark is a woman.  A woman from your world.  Angelica Lamark.  She is a terrible and evil creature that has exploited and enslaved many from this Realm.”   
 
    I glanced over at him questioningly.  “Is this place called Incarnata?” 
 
    Harvey nodded and gave me a look of approval.  “Very good, yes.  That is just one name, and it is inexact, but inexactitude is common here.  There are many worlds in this place, many lands, and they all ebb and flow like an ocean’s tide or the currents of an unending storm.  We don’t talk or think about borders and labels here, as there would be little point.  This is a place of belief and will, ideas and power.”  His expression darkened, and his voice was deeper when he spoke next.  “And it is that power that Lamark spent over a century trying to claim as her own.” 
 
    I glanced nervously around as we grew closer to the buildings where the bonfire had dwindled to smoldering embers.  “Are we safe here?” 
 
    “You are safe so long as you are with me.  At least relatively so.  Incarnata is a dangerous place, especially for you.” 
 
    As we reached the hilltop, I thought I could see the dim outline of the hotel room door standing at the far edge of the next field.  “Because I smell like her?  What does that mean?” 
 
    Harvey seemed to hesitate a moment as though weighing how much to say.  “I suspect it means you are blood-kin to her, though that is strange.  My understanding is that she had the rest of her family line assassinated long ago.” 
 
    I stopped walking, something suddenly clicking in my head.  “How long ago?” 
 
    Harvey slowed to a stop next to me.  “I’m not sure of all the details—I only returned to Incarnata a few months ago after quite a long time away.  But my understanding is that The Mark is several hundred years old.  Her family is touched by something that grants them certain boons.  Something that also makes her immune to much of the dangers and resistance that this place has to offer.  If I recall correctly, it was over two hundred years ago that she took her first Incarnata and bent it to her will.  Turned it into a hunter and assassin.” 
 
    I could scarcely think for the drumming of my heart in my ears.  “Would it have been something that could change shape?  Look like other people?  Take people over?” 
 
    His large shoulders gave a strange bear approximation of a shrug.  “It’s possible.  There are many capable of such here.” 
 
    I felt my skin growing cold as I shook my head.  “But why me and my family?  I’ve never heard of her.  And I don’t have any special powers or anything.  Why would it come after us?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Samantha.  Perhaps you are distant kin and it moved on to your family after it finished killing the main bloodline.  Or it might be wholly unrelated.  But while I am relatively young for my kind, I have seen enough to believe that nothing happens without a purpose, be it seen or unseen.” 
 
    We started walking again.  As we approached the door, Harvey stopped.  “It’s here now, isn’t it?  The thing that hunts you?  I can sense an Incarnata on the other side of that door.” 
 
    I felt my stomach drop.  I was hoping it would be gone by now.  “Yes, it’s there.  It killed my friend and took his shape.  It almost got me too.  It’s waiting for me to come out.” 
 
    Harvey sat down and looked at me, speaking in a low voice that sounded like distant thunder.  “Why doesn’t it come after you here?” 
 
    It was my turn to shrug.  “It says it can’t.  It’s bound or something and it can only get back here in my body.  By taking me over and riding me across.  Which I’m pretty sure will kill me.”  I let out a sigh.  “If it’s not lying or just fucking insane.  This is all crazy anyway.” 
 
    The bear shook its head.  “No, though I understand why it seems that way to you.  All the strange things you’ve seen, both here and in the hotel, they are governed by rules.  Rules for magic, rules for holiday lands, rules for you and rules for me.  If this thing after you is Lamark’s assassin, she would have bound it with magic from your world so it would kill for her in your world.  Magic that would likely be altered or collapse here.  She could make it where crossing over without her permission would kill it, but that is where her binding spell would end.  It sounds like it is working off a theory that if it is possessing you, it can survive the journey and break the spell.”   
 
    I nodded slowly.  “Okay.  I guess that makes sense.  But whether it worked or not, I think I’ll wind up dying.  My best bet is to wait until it leaves and then get away from it.  I can just keep trying to avoid it, and fight it off when I have to.” 
 
    Harvey stood up again.  “No.  That’s no life for you to have.  You’d be a prisoner of your own fears for however many years you had.”  He regarded me with his flickering, amber gaze.  “That is a terrible way to live and I would not wish that for you.” 
 
    “Then what should I do?” 
 
    He rose again on his hind legs, and as I watched, he began to fall apart.   Or not fall apart, but spin apart, as though some internal whirlwind was growing in his heart and sending the bits that made up the bear into the raging orbit of the maelstrom.  Within seconds a small tornado roared where Harvey had stood. 
 
    “You should open the door so I can put this creature to rest.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    This is how one of my family’s curses was lifted. 
 
    I opened the door.  The Jefferson-thing was waiting outside, its face widening into a smile as it finally saw its patience rewarded.  At its feet, I saw the body of one of the other workers that had picked the wrong time to visit the twenty-first floor.  I quickly stepped back out of the way, but not before I saw the Stranger’s eyes fall on the storm raging toward him.  It began to scream in terror even as Harvey reached out invisible tendrils and began pulling it toward the door.  It tried to resist, but it was using an approximation of Jefferson’s muscles and stamina.  I think the only reason it took more than a couple of seconds was because Harvey was trying to be gentle. 
 
    As soon as its body cleared the threshold, the screaming stopped.  The fighting was over.  And as the unseen winds let the Stranger fall to the ground, it crumbled into dry autumn leaves and began to blow away. 
 
    Still holding the door, I realized that we were now in a massive suite.  There were black candles and lit turnip and pumpkin jack o’ lanterns scattered around a room filled with bats and black cats, spiders and ghosts and witches.  Even more than the Christmas Room, this place was filled with all manner of decoration, some of which I didn’t even understand or recognize.  And in the center of it all was me and a strange little fox made of leaves and clay. 
 
    “Harvey, is that you?” 
 
    The fox nodded.  
 
    “Is it really gone?  Am I safe now?” 
 
    The fox nodded again, and when Harvey spoke this time, it sounded like the rustle of the wind through tall grass.  “It is.  As for you being safe…I don’t know, Samantha.  I don’t think you were drawn to this place by accident.  I believe you are connected to this hotel, to Angelica Lamark.  If that is true, then you may still have a role to play.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  I appreciate all you did.  I really do.  But I just want to have a normal life.  And you said she’s imprisoned or something, right?” 
 
    “She is.  For the moment.  But she has agents in Incarnata.  And while I have never encountered her, from all accounts, she is ruthless and tireless.  She would have to be to do all that she has done.  I believe she will be freed at some point, and when that happens, there will be a reckoning one way or the other.”  He licked a delicate paw before fixing me with his eyes again.  “It may be that you would be helpful in stopping her.  But I’m no soothsayer.  And whatever may come, now you have the freedom to choose what your life holds.” 
 
    I felt a mixture of guilt and fear as I gripped the doorknob tighter.  “I…I need time to rest and think.  Get some distance from…well, all of this.”  I tried to swallow down my next words, but I couldn’t.  “But if I wanted to help, how would I do it?  How could I even find a way to help you?” 
 
    The little fox looked like it was smiling.  “This hotel contains many doors to many places, many of which lead to Incarnata.  Use one of them and I will find you.” 
 
    That gave me a new worrying thought.  “But what about this place?  Even if I don’t get arrested or something after all of this, how would I get back into the hotel after two people were killed here?  And what’s to stop random people from just accidently going across like I did?” 
 
    Harvey stood up and stretched slowly.  “Just like you wound up here this time, I don’t think you’ll find it difficult to return.  Things will bend to pull you back if you want to return.  As for the doors, I wouldn’t worry overly much.  From what I know of the hotel, which is admittedly spotty, its magic only worked if Lamark willed it to work.”  He turned to look at me meaningfully.  “Given that she is trapped in Incarnata, and no one else of your world has just stumbled into my Realm from the hotel in the last few years, it would seem to me that the magic will only work for Lamark or her blood-kin.” 
 
    I let out a sigh.  “Goddamnit.  Okay.  I get what you’re saying.  But I really do need to get out of here.  Is there something special I need to do, or can I just close the door?  You won’t be trapped in the hotel room or something, right?” 
 
    The fox shook as it chuckled.  “No, I won’t be.  Thank you for asking.  Be safe, Samantha, and good luck.  I hope we will meet again.” 
 
    I stepped into the hallway and gave Harvey one last look before shutting the door.  I was surprised to realize that, along with everything else I was thinking and feeling, I was going to miss him.  “Yeah, me too, Harvey.  Me too.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It has been four months since I left the Imago Hotel.  I was questioned by police, and I told them I was attacked by a man, but I didn’t know who they were.  Never got a good look at them.  And when they told me that Jefferson and one of the plumbers had been murdered, I tried my best to act surprised.   
 
    To his credit, Mike Bramford never blamed me.  I think because he was too busy blaming himself.  I’ve kept in touch with him, and for awhile I was very worried.  I talked to him on the phone a month after the funerals, and he sounded drunk and so deep down a well that I thought he might never climb out again.  But last week I found out he was moving his family closer to his sister and starting fresh.  It wasn’t a happy ending, but maybe it was at least the start of a new happier beginning. 
 
    For my part, I spent the next few days after Jefferson’s funeral trying to figure things out.  It wasn’t that I doubted what had happened, but I still needed to decide what it meant.  What I should do with everything I had learned, if anything. 
 
    I was at a crossroads.  On the one hand, I could go back to Aunt Becky or start a new life wherever, and just put all of this behind me.  Let it fade into a memory that became a dream that became a ghost haunting some forgotten corner of my mind.  It wouldn’t be hard to do.  In fact, it would be an easier and more comfortable life than I had ever known. 
 
    On the other hand, I could live a life that mattered. 
 
    I don’t know where this is leading, but I don’t believe it was a mistake.  And when I think of all my family has lost, all my father lost, I feel like it should amount to more than me just getting off the hook.  Especially if this woman is as bad as Harvey thinks and there’s a chance she could get free again.  If there’s something I can do to help, I need to do it, or I’m still just going to be running the rest of my life, even if it’s just from my own guilt. 
 
    That’s why I’m sitting in the probate court of Albion County, Colorado with the lawyer I hired two months ago.  I had to convince him to take the job without a retainer, but he knows there’s money to be made.  He may only be a bit older than me, and he keeps fidgeting nervously while we wait, but he’s smart, and has accomplished a lot in the last few weeks. 
 
    A woman comes up from the back and approaches us.  After glancing at my lawyer, she turns her attention to me.  “May I help you, Miss?” 
 
    I smile and nod.  “Yes ma’am.  I’m here to file a claim to property that was previously seized by the county by default.  See, I recently learned I’m the sole blood relative through a combination of genealogy research and DNA testing.  My lawyer Petey…Mr. Johanson, has the necessary paperwork to pursue the claim.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened and she held up her hands with a laugh.  “Whoa, there.  Too much information.  I’ll leave all that to the judge.  For now, can you just tell me the name of the estate and the property?” 
 
    I laughed as well and nodded.  “Sorry, I’m a bit nervous.  The estate’s name is Angelica Lamark.  As for the property, I don’t know what it’s plat number or whatever is, but I can tell you what it is.  Why I’m here.” 
 
    The woman nodded, her face already growing troubled at the mention of the Lamark name.  “Okay, honey, tell me.” 
 
    “I’m here to claim ownership of the Imago Hotel.” 
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