
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	Praise for Amber Fallon:

	 

	“Fallon’s writing will hit your brain like a hammer, leaving you dazed and satisfyingly pulped. Pure, over-the-top fun from cover to cover.” —Rachel Autumn Deering, author of Husk

	* * *

	 “Wherever there’s horror, Amber Fallon is there.” —C.V. Hunt, author of Ritualistic Human Sacrifice and We Did Everything Wrong

	* * *

	 

	 “Chilling and delightfully gruesome!” —Joe McKinney, author of Dead City, Flesh Eaters, and Mutated

	* * *

	 

	 “Solid writing and killer sensibilities make Amber Fallon a force to be reckoned with.” —Danger Slater, author of Puppet Skin

	* * *

	 

	 “Amber Fallon’s writing is propulsive and tough. If it seems like she’s taking a breath, you better keep your guard up, because she’s just winding up for a big hit. Fans of JF Gonzalez and Brian Keene, place your bets now. Fallon is the new Extreme Horror knockout artist.” —Bracken MacLeod, Bram Stoker Award nominated author of Stranded and Come to Dust

	* * *

	 

	“Amber Fallon brings fresh perspectives and new energies to classic tropes, reinventing them in delightful (and often unsettling) ways.” —Christine Morgan, author of Spermjackers from Hell and The Raven’s Table

	* * *

	 

	“Like the VHS horror of your youth that you don’t have to worry with the late fee on. Like those 80s pulp horror books you used to gawp at while waiting in line at Hill’s, you know, all skeletons and embossed covers. Like the world ending and the dead singing. Like unseen creatures and quiet ghosts. Like honesty and lies. Amber Fallon delivers stories that are all of these things, and things that are even more unsettling.” —John Boden, author of Jedi Summer with the Magnetic Kid and Spungunion

	* * *

	 

	    “Amber Fallon writes the kind of skin-peeling, savage horror that calls back to such authors as Guy N. Smith. An economy of words and a brutal understanding of the human animal make her a rising star in the dark horror universe.” K.H. Koehler, author of Dinosaur Valley and Ghost in the Machine

	* * *

	 

	 “After the B-movie pulp style of her debut The Terminal, and now the atmospheric creepfest that is The Warblers, Fallon has proven herself to be a versatile new voice in the horror field.” —Stephen Kozeniewski, author of Hunter of the Dead and The Hematophages

	* * *

	 

	 “Amber Fallon’s work inhabits two worlds: She delivers exciting, well-written narratives packed with nuanced characters, but also the kind of bloody, monstrous, weird onslaught of words that keeps fans of hardcore horror happy and coming back for more. Whichever you prefer, come for one and stay for the other. Fallon is a dark fiction star in the making, and jumping on her train early is a smart move.” —Gabino Iglesias, author of Zero Saints

	* * *
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INTRODUCTION

	DINNER FOR ONE

	 

	Hungry? You must be, after your day. Sit. Eat. There's plenty in this book to chew on.

	Your armchair is waiting. There are some old scary movies on TV tonight, the kind that make a blue flicker of light and shadow dance across the walls behind you in the otherwise empty house. It is empty, isn't it? Tonight, it's dinner for one. There is beer in the fridge.

	Oh, and there are some TV dinners in the freezer.

	What you are warming up right now is a 17-course collection of Amber Fallon's short fiction, and it is a feast for one. Showcasing some of Amber's best short fiction to date, this book runs the gamut from quiet supernatural and preternatural horror to the more visceral and bestial sides of humanity. The genres range from horror to a little bit of fantasy and science fiction. There's something in here for everyone’s taste, and once you've had a bite, you'll gobble up the whole thing in one sitting. I did.

	I've always thought short story collections are a little like family-style eating. You can get a sampling of all the different types of fare a writer has to offer. There is one chef, but many different flavors to experience. Some tales are sweet or salty, some are heavy and weigh on our stomachs, some are savory and instantly satisfying, and some are just plain bizarre. The best foods for the mind and body fill and satisfy us and nourish us for a time. Some of these foods are slavishly prepared for hours. Some of these are quick, microwavable comfort foods. The best dinners, in my opinion, are a little of both. The best books are a little of both, as well. TV Dinners From Hell is one of those books. 

	When I first met Amber, she told me that she wrote zombie horror. She does—some of the most beautifully written and heart-wrenching tales in this book are a testament to that—but she does so much more. Like the greatest gourmet chefs, she uses specific ingredients to achieve a certain tone or effect. In these stories, her monsters, human or otherwise, have cravings—sometimes for human flesh, sometimes for souls, and sometimes, for goals unsettling in their vagueness. We aren't always told what the secret sauce of some of these stories is, but we don't need the recipe. We can taste it, we can feel its effects inside us, and that is enough. These stories have an aftertaste, and it is powerful and memorable, as good work should be, and sometimes the inherent mystery of why is what makes it work so well. With many of these tales, we don't realize what we've taken into ourselves until it's already half-digested. 

	Citing early influences like J.F. Gonzalez and Brian Keene, Amber's work is a rich and spicy dish of unflinching violence and unapologetic humanity. There is a pervasive sense in each of these stories of being alone, whether by choice or an error in judgment, and of a history of dinners for one in these characters' pasts. There is also a frank examination of the kind of choices people used to being alone make, good or bad. Much of the work that has influenced Amber is precisely in the realm of universal conditions of aloneness and loneliness; one of the great horrors in tales of the apocalypse or after is what people do with those two conditions, or what is done to them as those conditions evolve. And much like those previous influential works, Amber captures the inherent vulnerability of those conditions. Like both Brian's and J.F.'s work, she infuses her writing with a kind of honesty and integrity in the face of being alone that warms the gut. 

	Mouth watering yet? It should be.

	Reminiscent of the best of the old anthology series, everything from Tales From the Dark Side to Tales From the Crypt, the stories in this book are servings of the deliciously horrific. There are sides of truly profound insight and heartbreaking clarity. In a voice that I believe is uniquely Amber's, the stories examine the beauty and ugliness of the world through the perspectives of very real, sometimes flawed, sometimes brave, sometimes cruel women or the people close to them. The flavor of these stories is unique in that regard; these are the sides of women that they don't always want you to see. These are the true fears they don't want you to know they have. These are the sins they commit in the dead of night and kick themselves for in the light of morning. In this book, readers are treated to slices of real life, seasoned with just enough of the otherworldly to bring out humanity's taste. And readers are left with the gnawing certainty that these are stories about hunger—hunger to be accepted and loved, to do the right thing, to hold onto what little we have left in this world. Hunger to survive. The satiation of that hunger is a profound driving force from which we can feel the pangs long after we close the book. 

	 Presentation is key, but taste is everything, and Amber's writing has both. No stranger to the kitchen herself (both literally and metaphorically), she has prepared in this book a fine a la carte presentation of her talent. Try it. You'll like it. You'll want second helpings, maybe even thirds.

	Hungry? Eat up.

	 

	—Mary SanGiovanni

	Hell's Dining Room, NJ

	September 20, 2017

	* * *
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NIGHT MUSIC

	 

	It was dark by the time she pulled her junky red sedan into one of the few empty parking spaces left. She knew she shouldn’t have been out so late, shouldn’t have had so much to drink, shouldn’t have ignored the 20-minute warning siren for so long…but she couldn’t help it. Billy was there and he was talking to her, and their conversation was just flowing so easily. She felt the kind of heart-fluttering, dizzy elation she hadn’t felt since grade school, and she just couldn’t pull herself away. “One more drink” had become two, and then three, as the minutes ticked by and the color bled from the sky overhead.  

	It was okay. She was sure it was okay. Night must have just fallen, after all. The stars were out, and the moon had peaked over the skyline, but it couldn’t really be that long after sunset, could it? The sirens must have just stopped their warbling cries. The security patrols didn’t even seem to be out yet, which was good, since she really didn’t want to have to deal with a fine and an escort. Although an escort might not be so bad, she thought as she glanced warily around the darkened parking lot, eyes darting nervously into the shadows.

	No one had seen any of those things in weeks, anyway. And it had been months since anyone had been attacked by them. Maybe they didn’t even exist anymore. Maybe the patrols had killed them all weeks ago and were just keeping up the act so they’d all stay employed. That seemed like the kind of thing the government would do. Anyway, they’d be slow to inform people that the threat had passed. That was bureaucracy for you.

	She opened the door and got out of her car on wobbly, Jell-O-kneed legs, forgetting her keys in the ignition. She had to take several steps back to her car to retrieve them.

	The warm summer night was eerily calm. Silent. Not a cricket chirped in the muggy air. She stumbled and veered off course, nearly tripping into the gutter before she righted herself and stepped back onto the sidewalk. It was only six blocks to her crappy little apartment. What could possibly happen to her in six lousy blocks? Nothing. That’s what.

	She pulled her light jacket closer even though the air was almost stiflingly warm. Her face was flushed with both alcohol and thoughts of Billy Barner, but she felt chilled anyway. Just a few blocks. A few slow, stumbling blocks.

	She wished there was some kind of noise. Any kind of noise, just so she didn’t feel so completely alone. The silence was creepy. She remembered being annoyed by the sounds of the city at night when she’d first moved in. Now she was almost in tears, wishing for the sounds of a street fight, a maybe-backfire-maybe-gunshot, even a motorcycle. Anything. The world felt completely deserted. She resolved then and there to never be out after the sun went down again—even if the plague was cured and the curfew was lifted.

	She was halfway down the first block, stumbling as slowly and as quietly as possible, when she heard it: thin, reedy strains of an old Patsy Cline song. Her blood ran cold.

	The sound was distant and tinny, as it if were being played on an old transistor radio through someone’s open window far away, but it was enough to make her quicken her steps, adrenaline rendering her instantly sober.

	“I fall…to pieces…”

	The haunting lyric faded away into the eerie silence and stillness of the night. Maybe it had just been someone’s old radio, a station fading in and out at an inopportune moment. It was nothing to worry about, she was sure. 

	Five blocks. Just five little blocks. She could do this. She clutched her jacket even tighter and dug her keys out of her pocket, gripping them in her fist like a weapon, improvised brass knuckles. She glanced back over her shoulder at the little parking lot and her car, now a block and a half away. She could dash back there, get in her car, drive it up to her apartment, and park on the damned sidewalk. She might get a fine, might even get her crappy little car towed, but it might be worth it. Maybe she should just sleep in her car for the night. Lock the doors, pull the old blanket she kept in the back seat over herself, and wait for sunrise. It would be cramped and uncomfortable, but she’d be safe.

	No. She was an adult, goddamnit! Not some scared little girl. It was less than four blocks to the safety of her apartment. She could make it four blocks. It was almost silly to think she couldn’t. She could see her apartment from where she stood, yellow curtains in her kitchen window looking greenish in the moonlight. In just a few minutes, she’d be up there at that window, looking out at the street and the night and giggling over how silly she’d been to feel so afraid.

	She had never noticed how dark her street was before, especially near the little parking lot shared by the apartment complexes in the area. The nearest streetlight was at the end of the next block, and the faint orange light it cast only served to deepen the shadows that surrounded it. Her breath quickened with her steps. She could feel the rhythm of her footfalls as they beat out a tympanic melody in time with the frantic pounding of her heart. Her head felt fuzzy, and her vision swam in and out of focus. Why had she had so much to drink?

	She was almost to the glowing orange circle beneath the streetlight when she spotted it. Her. The thing. Her blood ran cold. She dropped her keys in surprise, her heart jumping into her throat at the noise. The thing that used to be a woman turned in her direction, dead eyes staring sightlessly at her as she picked up her keys and scrambled backwards on shaking, unsteady legs.

	Even in the darkness and across the distance, the thing’s vacant eyes marked it as one of the infected. It moved oddly, inhumanly, as if its knees and elbows had suddenly become far too heavy for its body. It jerked towards her, almost dragging its calves and feet, its knees knocking together and sending it canting off in a stumble. Its arms dangled, its hands swinging pendulously as it moved. But the worst part was its mouth, which was open wide, far too wide for any human being. It was a vast, inky black void from which Patsy Cline’s voice rang out, clear and loud and as sharp as daggers. It hadn’t been someone’s radio.

	“Time only adds to the flame.”

	She gasped and nearly tripped, regaining her balance at the last second as the thing lurched at her.  It was more than a block away and it moved slowly. Could it catch her if she ran? Would it follow? Could it even see her with those dead black doll’s eyes? She ducked behind a leafy bush and watched as Patsy’s song rang out in the humid air. She’d never be able to listen to that song again, which was a sin. She loved Patsy Cline.

	She watched, holding her breath until her chest began to hurt, lungs burning with the need for air, until the thing wheeled clumsily around and began stalking drunkenly in the other direction. She let out a breath that was equal parts a sigh of relief and a gasp for fresh oxygen. The thing had forgotten her.

	But it was still there, between her and her apartment. She wouldn’t be able to approach her front steps without passing by it. She had been lucky once, but she couldn’t test that luck by continuing to creep along this street. Even though it would add extra time and distance to her trip, she’d have to cross over to a neighboring street, go around the thing, and come back up on the far side. She was sure that, if she made a break for it, she’d be able to run up the steps, unlock the door, and make it safely inside before the thing could catch her. She was almost positive she could do it. The thing had been so slow! How had they managed to catch anyone, moving like that? You could see them from a mile off, even in the darkness! And with the volume of their odd, stolen cries, you could hear them coming, too.

	Somehow, that was the worst part. The noise they made was not their own. It was dirty and awful. It tainted music, took something joyous and beautiful and made it into something dark and violent and sick. The things—the possessed, hungry things—corrupted what they took. Patsy Cline had always been one of her favorite singers, had always reminded her of warm summer days and her mother, sunshine, curtains floating lazily in the breeze. Now those memories were darkened, eaten by a thing that wore someone’s skin like a living coat and cried out at its prey with a voice that was not its own.

	She hung back by the bush, barely breathing, until she was very sure that the thing had lost her scent—or however it was they tracked their victims. Then she backtracked, making her way to the nearest cross street and creeping quietly down it, staying in the shadows, until she reached the next intersection.

	Her skin prickled with goosebumps despite the oppressive summer heat. She had to get home. She took a last, longing look back at her car, admonishing herself again for staying out so late when she shouldn’t have, and for putting herself in this position in the first place.

	She was barely half a block from where she’d crossed the street when Tom Waits called out to her from somewhere close by. Too close.

	“Money’s just something you throw off the back of a train…”

	Another of those things had somehow snuck up behind her. It must have been coming from the other direction when she crossed the road, and she hadn’t seen it before it saw her.

	This one had been a young man, once upon a time, before something desperate and evil had found him in the darkness, stolen his soul, and made him sing for his supper. Forever.

	Its sandy blond hair was greasy and stuck up in places. It wore a once-bright polo shirt, striped with primary colors, and jeans. One of its shoes was missing. It had the same sightless, staring eyes, and the same too-wide oval mouth as its once-female counterpart. It moved in the same herky-jerky imitation of a dance as the other one had, stalking up on her with small, stumbling strides.

	It was only a few hundred feet from her when the song rang out, shocking her from her cautious silence. She gasped and ran in several long strides before glancing over her shoulder, relieved to see that the thing had barely moved at all while she had covered quite a distance by comparison. She could make it, after all.

	She whipped her head back around at the sound of Patsy’s haunting voice.

	“Each time I see you again…”

	The first of the things was in front of her, barely half a block away. How had it gotten there so fast? How had it known where she was?

	She turned, saw the other one, and realized she was trapped. As a last-ditch effort, she pulled her cell phone from her pocket, unlocked it, and started her music app. She depressed the volume button, keeping her thumb on it even when it was maxed out. A tinny, low quality version of her favorite Pixies song came on.

	“Your blistered lips have got a kiss.”

	Panicked and desperate, she decided to try to act like one of them. Pretending to be infected herself seemed like a good idea. She cocked her knees and elbows at awkward angles and lurched aimlessly towards the street, hoping to confuse the nearer thing, the once-female, just long enough to slip by. Then she’d run for all she was worth to her apartment and never look back. Her heart hammered in her chest as she opened her mouth wide, wider, as wide as it would go, the corners of her lips beginning to crack and bleed from the strain.

	The things were not deceived. The female-thing lunged at her, claw-like hands hooking onto the edges of her jacket like the talons of a predator. The other thing stumbled towards them.

	Stunned, she stumbled and fell, her phone bouncing out of her hand and crashing onto the street, battery flying free and landing in the grass.  Her music stopped and theirs began in earnest.

	* * *
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THE DONOR

	 

	I sighed as I looked down at the tubes taped to my forearm before going back to my book again. Every time I undergo dialysis, I try to read to pass the time…novels both fiction and nonfiction, magazines, even the TV Guide (Yes, they still print those!), but it never ends up working. Instead, I get distracted by the noises the machine makes: gurgles, whirring sounds, beeping, and even odd clunks every once in a while.

	I realized I’d read the same page more than a dozen times before closing the book in resignation and tucking it back into my purse with my free hand. The whining cycle of the machine began to slow, diminishing little by little as it returned my blood, now sparkling clean, to my body, doing the job that my dead kidneys were no longer able to. I tried in vain to force away the grim thoughts that came unbidden to my mind. I tried shoving them back into the dark recesses where they could fester unhindered until that soft, twilit time just before slumber when they’d be sure to strike again, but, like my attempts at distraction through literature, it was no use.

	I knew that every time I visited the hospital, I was coming closer to the time when the dialysis would no longer be able to carry me through, when the complete and total failure of my sick, dying little kidneys would cause me to die, too. That was part of what made coming so difficult. The cheery robin’s-egg blue walls mocked me with their brightness. I wondered if the room upstairs where I’d likely fall into a coma and die would have the same bright blue walls, the same bland still life paintings hanging from them. 

	Sure, there was the organ donor wait list…but let’s be realistic for once, instead of the overly optimistic pablum the doctors and nurses around here always crammed down my throat: I’m 68 years old, I have a rare blood type, and a rather extensive family history of various types of cancer, kidney included. My chances of finding a match, let alone being alive to receive a new kidney by the time any medical board approved me, were slim to none. I knew that, but for some reason, I couldn’t seem to get that fact through the veneer of pretty, shiny happiness worn by the various doctors and nurses I saw on a daily basis. I kept telling them, over and over again, that I thought false hope was a lot harder to take than brutal reality and begged them to be honest with me, to no avail.

	That’s why I was hardly surprised when Sharon Rogers, my regular nurse, waltzed into my room a few moments after the dialysis machine whirred to a halt, that same Mary Poppins, sugary sweet smile on her too-pretty face.

	“Good morning, Ms. Dallas!” she chirped, the human incarnation of a songbird, her blonde ponytail bouncing with her steps. 

	“I have some really amazing news for you!” Her pink lipstick was the perfect complimentary shade to the purple scrubs she wore. Her perkiness was grating, at best. I was sure her “amazing news” was anything but. Probably another platitude about being alive for yet another dialysis treatment.

	I sighed and did nothing to disguise my attitude as Nurse Rogers began the process of unhooking me from the machine that filtered my blood, doing the job my kidneys were no longer capable of.

	“Oh, cheer up, sourpuss!”She mock-frowned at me, her perfect little forehead creasing. “Didn’t you hear what I said? I have some really great news to share with you!”

	I exhaled through my nose as she pulled a long needle from my arm. I glanced out the window and noticed the pattern of shadows and light on the sill, cast by sunlight through the partially open blinds, looked so like prison bars.

	“What is it?” I asked, noting the sarcasm that dripped from my words like honey into bitter tea. “Did they approve your request to hang Lisa Frank posters in here?”

	Her smile faltered just for a second: a crack in her twee little façade.

	“No, silly!” she beamed, placing her hand with its manicured pink nails over my old wrinkled one. “We found you a donor!”

	I gaped just like a fish. I closed my open mouth, then went to speak and lost my words. It happened three more times before I finally regained my senses.

	“You found me…a donor? Really? I’m going to get new kidneys?” I couldn’t believe it. Relief flooded through my veins, jumping my heart rate. Nurse Rogers nodded enthusiastically as my eyes began to tear up.

	“You’ll only get one, though. It’s a live donor, so he can’t afford to give up both.”

	“A live donor? Someone is going to give up one of his organs…for me?” I asked, completely incredulous. I couldn’t imagine a family member doing something like that, let alone a complete stranger.

	“Uh-huh!” My nurse’s head bobbed as she broke out into a fit of giggles. She handed me my purse before pulling me to my feet. I felt like I was made of straw and clay. I might really never have to return to this room, never have to listen to that machine whirring and grinding away as it cleaned toxins from my blood. It was unreal, to say the least.

	Nurse Rogers pulled me eagerly towards the door. “Come on, Ms. Dallas,” she clucked. “We’d like the two of you to get acquainted before we get the ball rolling on the surgery.”

	“Introduce us? You mean my donor? You want me to meet the person who’s giving me an organ now?”

	“Of course! You didn’t think we’d just give you a stranger’s kidney, did you? Now come on and say hi!”

	Nurse Rogers practically dragged me out the door. I was still feeling shell-shocked, reeling at the news that perhaps I was not condemned to die. Maybe I’d even be able to take a trip to meet my grandchildren. My life just might end on a high note instead of in the cold, impersonal room upstairs I’d always believed awaited me. I was simply overcome.

	My eager companion opened up a manila file folder I hadn’t noticed her carrying and began reading me details about my savior’s life.

	“It says here that his name’s Ben and he has two daughters. They have a dog…oh, he likes ice cream. He was born in Tacoma…”

	I nodded absently as we walked down the hall, a bustling highway of doctors, patients, nurses, janitors, and other human beings all rushing on their way from place to place. Out here, the walls were painted a placid shade of eggshell white. No pictures hung from the walls, and the only punctuations to the white expanse were doorways that lead to treatment rooms and the nurses’ station. The floor was scuffed white tile run through with arteries of red, yellow, and green tape, unspoken directions to different areas of the bustling facility.

	I had walked that stretch of hallway before, so many times, and yet, it felt alien to me somehow. It felt completely different than it had just scant hours before. I felt as if I had somehow been transported to another dimension instead of undergoing dialysis.

	“We’ll want to move quickly on this, of course.” Nurse Rogers continued to speak, and I continued to nod, the reality of the situation finally sinking in as disbelief became joy in my heart.

	“Now, your insurance should cover most of this, but due to some budgetary ‘changes’ here at Saint Nicholas Memorial, you’ll have to have to be a bit more involved in the process than usual…”

	I was only half paying attention to the nurse as we made our way down that hallowed hall, following the track outlined in red and yellow tape. The green tape had taken a left turn past the nurses’ station.

	“What was that?” I asked, turning my attention back to the bubbly blonde.

	“Nothing to worry about!” she assured me. “I know you’ll do great!”

	I paused, about to ask her what she meant by that, but we had arrived at a door, one that lead to a waiting room, if I recalled correctly.

	“Okay, here you go,” Nurse Rogers said perkily, pressing something into my hand: a rolled-up anatomy diagram and a shiny scalpel.”Like I said, budget cuts.” She shrugged. “You’ll have to take the kidney yourself. But it’s super easy! You’ll be fine!” She didn’t give me time to protest before opening the door and ushering me inside.

	“Oh, hello!” said a gentleman in a brown suit and derby hat. “Are you here for the blood drive, too?”

	* * *
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PRETTY PRETTY SHINY

	 

	A bird cries, but not one of the big scary ones. One of the nice little ones that sometimes spills seed out of the box by the Big Ones' den. It is day in the woods by the creek. The sunlight comes through the trees like an old friend, making me warm. Cik-Cik is next to me, sniffing in the leaves for food we buried before. I am Nuk, and Cik-Cik is my brother. Cik-Cik lives with his mate in the den below mine in the big tree with no leaves. I do not have a mate.

	It is day, but it is early. The light has not warmed everything yet. The leaves are still cold and wet with night dew. Wet makes it hard to sniff. Hard to find the food we left here. We dig where we think food is. I find a grub. I eat the grub because I am hungry. Cik-Cik wanted the grub. He goes to dig somewhere else.

	I dig more but I don't find any food. I look for Cik-Cik. He is still digging. I go to dig by Cik-Cik. There are many more trees in this part of the woods. The trees block more of the sun, so it is darker here. I watch Cik-Cik dig. I do not remember burying food in this part of the woods. I don't remember coming here before.

	Cik-Cik makes a noise. He has found something! I go to see what Cik-Cik has found.

	There is a big hole. Cik-Cik did a lot of digging here. I don't know why Cik-Cik would do that. We do not bury food that deep, only deep so others can't find, shallow for us to get it back. There are many strange looking rocks in the hole. They are white and shaped like small sticks. There is also something else in the hole. When I try to get closer, Cik-Cik knocks me back and hisses at me. I do not know why Cik-Cik is mad. I think maybe Cik-Cik found a grub, but I don't see one. I get up and try to see what's in the hole again. Cik-Cik barks a warning and jumps on me. I fall on the ground on my back. My shoulder is hurt. Then I see the blood.

	Cik-Cik bit me. Bit me bad. Bleeding. Lots of blood.

	Cik-Cik never bit me before. We played when we were young. We fought and scraped and tussled, but we never hurt each other. I feel very confused and hurt and afraid. Cik-Cik growls at me. He is standing on his back legs over me. His mouth is red with my blood, and I see his teeth. His eyes look like the eyes of the big, scary birds. He has something in his claw. It is very, very red. At first, I think it is just more of my blood, but it is shiny and different. Part of it is yellow like the sun, but most of it is a big red square that shines with red light like the last sun or the first sun. Cik-Cik holds the shiny away from me. My shoulder is hurt, but I want to see the shiny. Want the shiny. Pretty pretty shiny.

	I try to get it from Cik-Cik, but he bites me again. Worse this time. He bit me on the paw and two of my toes are gone, swallowed by Cik-Cik.

	Cik-Cik runs away, back toward the home tree. I watch him go, but I cannot follow him. My paw hurts and I'm bleeding a lot. I put the bitten place in the dirt like Mother showed me when Cik-Cik and I were little. That helps stop the bleeding. Soon I am ready to go. Go after the pretty pretty shiny. I must get it from Cik-Cik.

	I go to the home tree, but I do not see Cik-Cik. I climb past his hole in the tree. Cik-Cik's mate is there. She is called Tseek. She looks at me and her eyes get very big when she sees all the blood. I move past before she can stop me. I do not have time for anything now, anything but the pretty pretty shiny. I must get the pretty pretty shiny.

	I climb to my own hole, but Cik-Cik is not there. I think about this morning, when I left my hole and I remember. I will not be that way again. Now I need the shiny. With the shiny, I will be different.

	I see Cik-Cik. He is standing on a far limb and he is holding the pretty pretty shiny. His eyes are closed and he is stretching up towards the sun, holding the shiny in both paws like an offering. I do not think he sees me, but I am there. I am watching. I need the shiny. I must have the pretty pretty shiny.

	I take a few steps towards him, closer and closer but he still does not see me. When I am close enough, I leap and grab the pretty pretty shiny from him! I feel it in my paw, the one that isn't hurt. It feels warm and good and heavy. I am falling, long way down. But that is okay. I have the pretty pretty shiny. 

	I hit the ground and hear my bones break before the long sleep comes.

	* * *

	Melissa Crane makes a face as she carefully picks up the bloodied corpse of the little grey squirrel. “Cat must've had fun with you,” she sighs. “Sorry, little guy, but out you go…” 

	As she lifts the battered little body, she notices a ring clutched in one of its paws. She frowns in puzzlement as she pries the little bauble free, holding it up to the light.

	Melissa's face goes slack. She drops the mangled squirrel to the ground and, clutching the ring, makes her way slowly back towards the house.

	* * *
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BEHIND THE SMILE

	 

	Five–year–old Mary Spencer sat on top of her toy chest, arms wrapped around herself, teddy bear clutched tightly to her chest, scowling. She didn’t want to go to the stupid circus. She hated the circus! She shouldn’t have to go, anyway. It was all Daniel’s fault. It was his stupid birthday. Why couldn’t they just leave her with Grammy Michaels like they did when Mommy and Daddy had to go somewhere for work? Dumb old smelly animals and horrible clowns—that was what you’d find at the circus. Why did they wear so much paint on their faces, anyway? And those baggy clothes! They’ve got something to hide, I bet! thought Mary, eyebrows drawn tight together in an expression of utter disdain.

	Mary heard her mother’s footsteps on the stairs. Her eyebrows shot up, the look of disgust on her cherubic little face momentarily replaced with one of surprise and dismay. Her mother had sent her to her room to get ready, and she would not be pleased to come upstairs and find Mary still in her jammies. Mary’s blue eyes darted to the door, the cogs in her little brain already turning, struggling to come up with a good excuse. She could say she felt sick! Yes, that was it! She was too sick to go to the circus with everyone else! But, wait, that would mean no cake, and she loved the white cake her mother made for their birthdays, all pretty and perfect with white iced designs and little frosting roses, pink for her and yellow for Daniel. She heaved a sigh and stuck her thumb in her mouth to help her concentrate. 

	Madeline Spencer came around the corner at the top of the stairs, knowing full well what she would find when she entered her daughter’s room. The sigh was already on her lips even before she saw Mary, still in her footed pajamas, looking plaintive and a little defiant as she perched on the wooden toy box at the foot of her bed. Madeline put her hands on her hips, tilting her head to the side and rounding out her shoulders in her best authoritative stance. 

	“Mary Claudette Spencer!” she exclaimed, psyching herself up already for the tears that were mere moments away from running down her child’s face. Mary looked stricken as she scooted to the edge of the toy box and put her small feet on the floor, teddy dangling from one pudgy pink hand. She had pulled her thumb free of her mouth moments before her mother had entered, but the telltale glistening of her saliva remained. Mary knew how much her mother hated it when she sucked her thumb. She held her hand behind her back and wiped her thumb discreetly on the back of her fuzzy pink PJs. She twisted left and right, not making eye contact with her mother.

	“You get dressed this instant!” Madeline chided, taking a step into the room. Mary’s eyes met hers, and, for a moment, Madeline’s heart broke at the sight of the tears shining in them. Then she remembered how juvenile her little girl was being, and how Doctor Donald had warned her through his many books and his daytime talk show about the dangers of coddling your children. Mary’s lower lip quivered. 

	“But Mommy!” she said, her pretty little face screwing up just a little at first, when she still believed there was a chance she could get her way. “I don’t want to go to the circus!”

	Madeline looked down at the girl who, 27 years earlier, could’ve been her twin. “And why, pray tell, is that?” She knelt down. Mary looked at the floor, mumbling. Yet another of her less endearing habits. 

	Madeline frowned. “Mary, speak up. You know I can’t understand you when you mumble like that.”

	“I just don’t wanna!” Mary said, louder than she had intended. Madeline crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, that’s just too bad now, isn’t it? It’s your brother’s birthday, and we’re all going together as a family. Now stop fussing and put your party dress on.” Mary stomped across her room in an exaggerated show of anger. She yanked the bottom drawer of her little pink and white dresser so hard it shook. Tears were streaming down her face, but she refused to look at her mother, denying her the satisfaction of seeing her cry. She dug fussily through her clothing, pulling out a green and white gingham jumper.

	“No, Mary. Your party dress.” Madeline sighed, pointing to the closet. More tears from Mary as she stomped across the room, utterly dejected. She clutched her bear to her side as she pulled open the closet door, exercising a bit more restraint this time. She sorted through her nicer clothes until she got to the pretty pink party dress her mother had bought for her that spring. She carefully took it down, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand before picking it up. Mary slowly crossed the room to her bed.

	Madeline stopped her halfway, kneeling next to her and turning her face up so she could see it. “What is so bad about the circus, Mary?” she asked, motherly concern creeping into her voice.

	“It’s the clowns, Mommy.” Mary sniffed. “I don’t like the clowns.” Her little face dissolved once more into sobs that twisted her features, pinkened her cheeks, and made her nose run. Madeline bit her lip and hugged Mary close for a moment before holding her at arm’s length so she could look at her. She wiped away the tears that had sprung up since their embrace and tried to soothe her obviously frightened child.

	“Honey,” she said, “clowns are supposed to be funny. They make you laugh. There’s nothing wrong with clowns.”

	Mary shook her head, clutching her bear tighter. “Mommy, I don’t want to go. Can’t I stay home? Please?” 

	Madeline’s face hardened in response to her child’s cries. She stood up and resumed her previous stance of authority. “Mary, get dressed. You are going, and that’s final.” Her No Arguments Will Be Tolerated voice silenced Mary, at last. The little girl hung her head, resigned to her fate. She dragged her teddy bear slowly along the floor as she marched despondently to her bed, not lagging, per se, but not exactly rushing, either. She didn’t want to get her mother’s ire up any more than she already had.

	In a matter of minutes, Mary’s dress was on and she had brushed her hair. Her eyes were still red-rimmed and shining with unshed tears, but there was little that could be done to help that. Madeline took her daughter by the hand and led her into the master bedroom where her vanity was.  

	Ordinarily, the sight of her mother’s vanity would’ve made young Mary squeal with glee, but today she managed only a weak half-smile—which was better, Madeline supposed, than no smile at all. She took out the phonebook she kept in the kneehole and put it on the stool before picking Mary up and setting her on the improvised booster seat. Mary looked at her reflection in the big mirror, watching the way the lights reflected in her eyes. Her mother brushed her hair out into pigtails and secured them with pretty pink ribbons before touching Mary’s cheeks with just a hint of rose petal blush, and, finally a dab of lipstick.

	“Don’t you look pretty?” she asked, forcing herself to smile a bit more enthusiastically than she really felt. Mary stared with haunted eyes at the little girl in the mirror. All she could think about was the paint on her face looking like a clown’s.

	* * *

	Mary stared gloomily out the window of the Spencer Family’s red minivan. She had her ankles crossed daintily in front of her, her small feet encased in frilly white socks with pink-edged ruffles and polished pink Mary Janes. Her teddy bear, a deeper brown than most bears, sat on the seat next to her, buckled in with his own seatbelt. Daniel sat on the other side of the van, watching cartoons on his new, portable DVD player. Mary’s socks itched. She hated these shoes, too. She did love her dress, though, and, usually, she loved when mommy applied makeup to her small face. Except that, today, makeup just made her think of those horrible clowns.

	She really wished she didn’t have to go. Daniel wouldn’t even care. It was her parents who’d insisted they all go together because it was her brother’s birthday. Mary watched the scenery roll by outside. Off in the distance, dark clouds peaked over the horizon. 

	Mary hoped that maybe it would rain and the circus would be closed, but it looked to her like the clouds were rolling in the opposite direction. She knew there was nothing she could do to avoid what awaited her. She only hoped it would be over soon, and she could go back to sitting at her little desk with her toys and games and coloring books. Sighing, she picked up her bear and looked him in the shiny black button eyes.

	“We’ll be okay. Right, Teddy?” she asked. Her little face grew concerned as she playacted her response to the toy’s reply. “Right.” She nodded. “That’s what I thought.” Mary returned to glumly looking out the window, watching her brother’s cartoons in its reflective surface to help the time pass.

	After a while, Mary nodded off. She began to dream of a nightmare circus, filled with oversized funhouse mirrors, dark and foreboding shadows, and milky white lights that made everything look creepy and weird. In the nightmare, Mary was looking for her family. She searched through long, twisting passageways and dimly lit corridors, clutching her teddy bear the whole time. At last, she spied her parents and her brother, their backs to her as they watched a pair of clowns performing in a three-ring circus. She raced toward them, relief flooding through her like water from a burst dam. When she reached her family, they turned to greet her and she saw that their faces were all painted like clowns, rouge-red smiles over teeth like sharks. Mary gasped and sat up with a start, cold sweat trickling down her face. She was breathing hard as if she had been running, and she couldn’t stop shaking.

	She looked at the backs of her parents’ heads as they sat in the front seat, too afraid to call out to them in case they turned to face her and her nightmare became real. Instead, she timidly prodded Daniel’s arm until he turned and snapped at her. 

	“What do you want, dork face?” he sneered. At least his face wasn’t monstrous. It was the same mean old Daniel face it had always been. 

	“Don’t call me dork face!” Mary pouted, crossing her arms.

	“You are a dork face!” Daniel stuck out his tongue, daring Mary to retort.

	“Mom! Make him stop!” she whined instead, raising her voice to the level of shrillness that she knew from experience would get her mother’s attention.

	“Both of you, stop it!” Madeline chided, turning in her seat. Once again, Mary was relieved to find a member of her family looking normal.

	“But he’s calling me names!” Mary sniveled, doing her best to look wounded. In secret, Mary hoped that if she made Daniel look like The Bad Guy, her parents would turn the car around and cancel the trip to the circus altogether. She dared not say anything aloud, however. She had to be clever if her ploy was going to work.

	Unfortunately for Mary, moments later, her father pulled into a large, dirt parking lot, parked the car, and got out. Madeline followed, opening the door for her children. Doug swung his son up onto his shoulders, both boys crowing in ruckus delight. Mary watched them, an expression of doubt on her cherubic face. She clutched Teddy tighter and reached for her mother’s hand, resisting the urge to suck on her thumb.

	The circus was crowded, which was to be expected on such a beautiful spring Saturday. The sky was blue, the air was warm, and a gentle breeze ruffled the hair of the crowd. Strains of music, seeming to ebb and flow like something alive, surged through the standard cacophony of the chattering crowd. Mary’s mother had told her that the music came from something called a “ka-lie-oh-pee,” but Mary didn’t like it one bit. To her small ears, it sounded haunting and evil. 

	As the young family made their way through the vendors selling hotdogs, popcorn, and cotton candy, Mary clung closely to her mother. She watched as her father and brother raced ahead, ducking into tents and trailers covered with colorful posters advertising everything from “The World’s Largest Horse” to “The World’s Smallest Elephant.” Mary and her mother waited outside. After a while, the boys would emerge, looking the same as ever, and each and every time, Mary sighed with relief. It frazzled her nerves after a little while.

	Eventually, Doug stopped at one of the red and white carts and ordered hotdogs for everyone. The boys ate hungrily, smearing ketchup all over their faces in a way that reminded Mary of the painted-on clown grins. She shuddered inwardly and picked at the bun.

	“Aren’t you hungry?” her mother asked, taking a dainty bite out of her own hotdog. Mary shook her head, staring into the crowd. Movement caught her eye between the people rushing past. Mary watched in horror as a short, wiry little clown did somersaults and backflips as a crowd began forming around him. She clutched her teddy bear close and pulled her legs up onto the bench, tucking herself into a ball. After a while, the crowd dispersed and the clown continued on his way, but Mary could swear she saw him looking right at her before he went.

	After they finished their lunch, the family headed to the big top to see the main event—the world-famous Harvey the Clown was performing with his Troop of Tramps. Mary protested, begged not to be forced to enter, but, of course, she was dragged in against her will.

	Madeline allowed Mary to sit on her lap during the show, hoping it would help calm her daughter. She was starting to worry about just how serious this fear of clowns was getting. She could feel Mary’s small form shivering as the clowns danced and played with balls and hoops in the center ring of the arena. How could she show her child that there was nothing to be scared of?

	After the show ended and the crowd was filing out, Mary pulled Doug aside and voiced her concerns. At first, Mary’s aversion to the circus had seemed like a normal childhood game, maybe even some sort of sibling rivalry, but as the day wore on, and Mary grew more and more frightened, she began having serious doubts. Maybe her little one needed therapy.

	Doug laughed his wife’s concerns off and shook his head. He took Daniel to the restroom, leaving his wife and daughter to wait for them in the hallway. On the way there, Doug caught sight of Harvey himself, signing autographs for laughing, smiling children. He set Daniel down and approached him.

	“Hey, Harvey!” He smiled warmly. “Great show!” 

	Harvey the Clown wasn’t as tall or brawny as Doug. He was thin, almost bony. Better to be dexterous for all those nimble antics, thought Doug. Harvey’s wig was curly and red beneath an oversized blue beret. He wore a long, yellow dress coat, complete with cummerbund and tails, fancy-looking fringed epaulets, and shiny brass buttons. A comically oversized green and orange polka-dotted tie hung down his chest between the coat’s wide blue lapels.

	 Harvey looked up as Doug spoke, eyes bright, and the exaggerated grin, heightened by the oversized red mouth drawn over his actual one, fixed in place. “Gee, thanks, partner!” he chuckled.

	“Say, would you mind doing some fans a really big favor?” Doug asked, a spectacularly brilliant idea popping into his head.

	“Why, sure!” Harvey extricated himself from the crowd of mostly satisfied children. “Anything for a fan! What can I do for you?”

	Doug explained the situation with Mary and her fear of clowns. He asked if it would be possible for her to go backstage and see firsthand that underneath all the makeup, Harvey the clown was just another person like her. Harvey agreed enthusiastically and handed Doug and Daniel passes to get them backstage.

	Mary and Madeline were waiting in the hallway, Madeline growing more impatient by the minute. Doug really was immature, she thought. As soon as he got the opportunity, he acted just like a little boy himself! Sometimes, she felt more like a babysitter than his wife. She glanced down at Mary, who was fidgeting nervously and tucked against her mother’s side. She sighed. Poor Mary had been through enough, she thought. Doug had better hurry up so they could all go home and enjoy some of her special birthday cake.

	When Doug and Daniel finally returned, Madeline’s scowl made it apparent that she hadn’t been happy about the unexpected delay. Doug looked sheepish as he approached his wife and daughter. He smiled apologetically and told them that he had a surprise. Mary looked up at her mother, her eyes pleading. Please, couldn’t they just leave? Hadn’t they been here long enough? they seemed to say.

	Madeline put her hand on her hip. “Doug,” she said, “this is the last thing we do here before we take the kids home. Agreed?” 

	Doug nodded, assuring his wife that this would be worth it. He led them down the hall towards the dressing rooms. Mary’s grip on her mother’s hand grew tighter and tighter as they progressed. Madeline picked up her daughter and balanced her on her hip. She was getting too big to be carried, but Madeline struggled through it, hoping it would comfort her little girl. Mary’s thumb was in her mouth now, and her eyes were as round as saucers as costumed performers rushed past them. Madeline was so proud of her little girl for being brave and strong and not crying. She hadn’t believed her, at first, but now she was starting to regret it. The fear in Mary’s eyes wasn’t a joke, and it wasn’t an act. 

	The family arrived at a door marked with a big gold star and fancy red lettering marking it as the dressing room of HARVEY THE CLOWN. Mary wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck and buried her head against her chest. Madeline sighed loudly as Doug knocked on the door.

	“Come in, come in! Welcome, friends!” Harvey was too cheerful, Madeline thought. Sure, it was his job, but it was almost sort of creepy. She could almost understand what Mary found so horrible about clowns. What was it she had said? Oh, yes, like they were hiding something. Madeline looked closely at Harvey. Yes, she thought. He could definitely be hiding something under that cheery disguise. He opened the door wide and ushered them inside, closing it behind them. 

	“I hear somebody’s afraid of clowns!” he said, mock sadness in his voice. “Is it you?” He nudged Mary’s arm. 

	Tears rolled down Mary’s cheeks as she clung tighter to her mother.

	“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Madeline said, wrapping her arms around her little girl protectively and turning to put herself between Mary and the clown. “Thank you very much, er, Harvey, but I think we’ll be going.”

	Doug stood in front of the door, blocking his wife’s retreat. “Come on, Mad, you’re being silly. Old Harvey here is going to take off his makeup and show us all what’s underneath. Then we can all go home and have cake and ice cream. Okay?”

	Madeline frowned, untangling Mary’s arms from around her neck. “Okay, Doug, Fine.” She set Mary down and took her hand. Mary clutched her teddy bear tightly to her chest and clung to her mother’s leg. She was afraid to look away in case Harvey did something, but, at the same time, she wanted to bury her face in the warm, familiar scent of her mother.

	“Thank you, Harvey,” Madeline said in an overly polite way, a not-so-secret message to Doug about what he’d be in for later.

	“Oh, no problem at all!” he chuckled, ignoring the young mother’s tone.

	Madeline, Mary, Doug, and Daniel all stood and watched as Harvey reached up to the seam where his wig met his scalp. Slowly, he began to pull. The wig came off, taking with it strips of Harvey’s flesh.

	Mary dropped her teddy bear. Unspeakable horrors were reflected in his shiny button eyes.

	* * *
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	7–8–1–5–4 . Beep! Click.

	She wrenched the door open with a strength she wasn’t aware she possessed and slammed it behind her with a resounding Bang! Leaning all her weight against it, she allowed herself a moment to catch her breath before surveying her surroundings, a dangerous way to approach things, but she really didn’t care, at that point. Besides, she hadn’t even seen any of those…things…on this level. Sure, she had run like a bat out of hell when the words “Containment Breach” had come over the PA system, spoken by an eerily calm-sounding robot—what she and her coworkers had liked to call “The Doom Voice.” They often made jokes about the voice going rogue and one day announcing, “I’m going to kill you all.” in that same bland, even monotone. Now that felt like something of a reality, and it was certainly no laughing matter.

	She stood in the ladies’ room on the fourth level of the Life Sciences and Bioengineering wing of Heartfelt Research, Incorporated. It locked by way of a secure, coded keypad, like everything else in the building, only this one didn’t require a badge swipe to engage the mechanism. Just a few key presses, and the little light on the module would switch from red to green, allowing entry to anyone who knew the proper set of numbers. Sighing, she straightened and pressed her ear to the door, listening for any sounds from the hallway, anything that might indicate that one of those things had gotten a whiff of her. She was thankful she had chosen flats instead of heels that morning. Otherwise, she might not have been able to make it through the long corridor as quickly or as quietly as she had. She didn’t know for sure whether or not any of them had gotten loose on this level, but she had run as if she felt them nipping at her heels or clutching at her calves with their drying, decayed fingers bent into claws. Her eager ears were met with only silence. She sighed once more, this time a bit more resolutely, before squaring her shoulders and investigating her surroundings.

	The restroom itself was the same banal, sterile, functional design as restrooms all over the country, perhaps the world. Three pink stalls with swinging doors, one larger, handicapped-accessible stall at the end, and a small bank of three touch-free sinks complete with soap dispensers filled with pink goop that looked like the stuff that leaked out of chocolate-covered cherries when you bit them. On the wall hung a paper towel dispenser filled with rough brown paper that tore into uneven hanks when pulled over a set of jagged metal teeth, and, beside it, an automatic hand dryer. On the opposite wall hung a framed print of a peaceful meadow, and, below the picture, sat a little wicker wastebasket lined with a black plastic bag, all collected between beige walls, over a pinkish tile floor, and under a small bank of fluorescent lights.

	While hardly the best place to ride out however long it was until the infection was contained, it wasn’t the worst spot in the world, either. She had water, after all, and light, as well as a large assortment of magazines to help her pass the time. She wished she had something in the way of food, since she had only managed to eat a candy bar prior to the containment alarm going off, but she supposed she could stand to skip a meal or two. If she got really hungry, she recalled reading somewhere that you could survive for a while on paper products, though she couldn’t imagine actually getting that desperate. She picked up a magazine, the summer edition of some trendy publication aimed at teens, and sat down in a stall, wondering for the first time why the toilets in public restrooms never seemed to have lids. 

	She had just gotten comfortable, propping her ankles up on a handrail in the handicapped stall, when she heard a droning whine and the lights flickered out. Her breath caught in her throat, and she temporarily knocked herself off balance, nearly falling. She remained silent, listening for any clue as to what was going on outside her little safe haven, but she could hear only silence—silence which seemed to be magnified by the lack of mechanical white noise that comprised the sound track of the lab. 

	After a moment, the generator kicked in, illuminating a single, tiny panel over the sink. “Well,” she said, grimacing, “I guess the designers of this building thought it was okay for us gals to piss in the dark!” She fumbled for her purse, digging through old tissues, candy wrappers, and grocery store circulars, until she found her father’s old silver lighter. She had never smoked, but she carried the lighter around with her for luck, and because it reminded her of her dad. Now she hoped that it contained enough butane to work up some kind of spark.

	Click, click, click.

	“Damn! Come on, please?”

	Click, click, fwsh.

	A circle of wavering light illuminated the restroom stall. She looked around warily, holding the lighter aloft like an explorer in an ancient tomb. The restroom remained the same as before, only darker. She slowly made her way to the counter by the sink, painfully aware of the sounds of her footsteps on the tile, and glad once more that she hadn’t worn heels that day. She lit the wick on a large pink, flowery-smelling jar candle before extinguishing the lighter. In the dim glow of the candle’s flickering flame, her reflection in the mirror looked haunted, ghostly. She leaned forward, placing her hands on either side of one of the sink bowls, peering closely at the girl in the mirror.

	Thump.

	The noise made her jump. She dropped the lighter, which clattered to the floor with a sound like a hand grenade exploding—at least, to her fear-heightened senses.

	Thump.

	There was definitely someone—or something—outside, in the hallway. She held her breath, afraid to move, staring at the doorway as if, by sheer force of will, she’d be able to see through it to whatever was making the thumping noise on the other side. It was far off, but not too far, and the second thump had sounded closer than the first, although she couldn’t be sure if that was a fact or if her nerves were playing tricks on her. She listened eagerly for the sounds to return.

	Thump…scrape…thump.

	It was definitely getting closer. Could the light from the candle be filtering under the door? Could it be seen from outside? Should she chance making noise by blowing it out? Her eyes played a dizzying dance between the flickering flame before her and the door mere feet away. Beads of sweat stood out on her forehead. They didn’t prepare you for this in Infection Containment Training. Nothing those classes or lectures did could prepare you for the reality of your friends, your family, your coworkers joining the ranks of the living dead, coming back to life after they had succumbed to the infection or died at the hands of another victim, and coming after you. She tried to think back to the last instruction session. They had become so much of a chore that she’d begun to tune them out months before. It had been years since there had been an actual outbreak, after all, and wasn’t society as a whole so much smarter now than it had been back then? So much better prepared to combat the infection? 

	Thud…thud…ka-thunk.

	She recalled the news reports about the last outbreak, and how they hadn’t really seemed real. How her mother had objected to her taking a job with the company responsible for so much devastation, and how she had shrugged it off as something done by accident in a now forgotten and irrelevant past. Now she wished she had listened. Her throat went dry, but she didn’t dare turn on the faucet for a drink of water. Instead, she licked her lips and swallowed, trying to generate saliva, cringing at the sounds that were near deafening, so close they were to her sensitive ears. What would she do? What could she do? 

	“Remain quiet. Remain calm,” she drilled herself. Okay, that was the first part. “Assess the situation.” Well, she had locked herself in a fucking bathroom for starters, brilliant plan that had been. Everyone else had headed up the south stairway to the designated meeting place. Doctors Whitlock and Corby were joking as they walked down the hall, she remembered. But not her! Oh, no, panic had gotten the better of her. Head toward a large, unsecured gathering of people when the containment units had been breached? March up three flights of stairs with a group of other, possibly infected, human beings? No, thank you.  And so, she had fled, all on her own, as far in the opposite direction as her feet would carry her, down through the corridor linking the hard sciences wings to the rest of her department, through the specimen rooms and the autopsy chamber, down a flight of stairs…to this, her pretty pink tomb. 

	No, she couldn’t think that way! She had isolated herself from other survivors for precisely this reason, heading away from the rest of the building to reduce the risk of running across someone who could be potentially carrying the infection. It was the safest, smartest thing to do. Or so she had thought at the time. But it hadn’t worked. There was something outside the door. Some thing with lifeless, glassy eyes and a hungry black hole for a mouth, reaching, grasping with desperate fingers…maybe even someone she had known once upon a time. 

	Thud…thud…whack!

	Something struck the door! In a frenzied blur of adrenaline, she took a step backwards, foot landing squarely on the fallen lighter and causing her to lose her balance.  She caught herself on the wall before she fell. There was something out there, and it had found her.

	Maybe it was another survivor, she reasoned. Perhaps someone else had had the same idea, escaping to a secluded area of the building alone rather than combating all those stairs, all those possible victims of the contaminant strain. Maybe whoever was out there was just disoriented by the lack of light in the hallway. She very briefly considered calling out, but decided against it. Better safe than sorry, as her mother always said. Besides, even if it was one of those things, it was only one of them. She doubted one, acting on its own, possessed enough strength to break down a door no matter how ravenous its hunger. After all, it wasn’t as if any sort of intelligence or memory remained after brain death, right? 

	She wished she had paid more attention to Dr. Whitlock’s research. She was supposed to be his assistant, so why didn’t she recall any of his findings? It didn’t matter. She was safe, so long as she remained where she was, and stayed silent. As long as she didn’t manage to attract more of them, the one outside could pound on the door until its face turned blue, for all she cared. Then she realized its face likely was something of a bluish shade and had to stifle a laugh. Nerves, just nerves, she told herself, allowing her foot to slide off the lighter and onto the tile floor beside it.

	Thud.

	Over time, her reactions to the sound were becoming less severe, less traumatic. It was a wonder what you could get used to, given the circumstances, she mused. Okay. She collected herself, trying to plot a timeline for her eventual rescue. Assuming the threat had been isolated and the building was secure, sweeper crews would be through the area within hours. She could handle that, easy peasy, piece of cake. Just a few short hours, and she’d be home free. The sweepers would clear out the infected, including the one currently pounding on her door, and then, once that was done, they’d call for survivors. She would be among them. She’d need to be cleared, she knew, and quarantined, but that was all right. Heck, that was even welcome. In fact, she was looking forward to it. She just had to keep from going mad in the meantime.

	Thud.

	“Little pig, little pig, let me come in!” she whispered, emboldened by the security her tentative game plan had afforded her. “Not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin!” A fractured, giggling falsetto. 

	Thud, thud, thud.

	It had heard her, whoever it was. Whatever it was. The snotty little girl in her was glad. Let it hear her, let it sniff her, even catch her smell! Let it drool over what it was missing while she remained safe and sound, impervious to attack by one weak little dead thing that didn’t even know enough to stay dead!

	Then came a noise that chilled her to the bone, snapping across her nerves like a taught guitar string. 

	Beep!

	It was the sound of one of the buttons on the keypad locking the door being pressed. Surely, that had been an accident, right? A fluke? There was no way one of those things still possessed enough mental faculties to actually understand what it was it was doing. Brain death equaled brain dead. Right? She tried frantically to recall Dr. Whitlock’s research on this very subject, but found she was unable. Panic clouded her mind like a thunderstorm, bright red flashes of hysteria like lightning bolts. Oh, God, what had he said? Something about retained cognitive abilities and habit driving the dead from somewhere deep within their mostly useless brains. Surely, they couldn’t remember something as advanced as actually opening a door with a keypad, could they?

	Thud.

	What had Dr. Whitlock said? She tried frantically to recall something, anything, some scrap of information that could spell her life or death, but nothing came to mind when she tried to think of the long hours she had spent in Whitlock’s office, recording his results so she could type them out later, and…

	The recordings! She still had yet to log some of his recordings! If she remembered correctly, her microcassette recorder was still in her purse, with at least three days’ worth of results and experimentation still on it! Her eyes flicked quickly to the door. If she played the tape, that thing would most certainly hear it and redouble its efforts to get inside, but if she didn’t, she risked neglecting possibly valuable, lifesaving information. She was torn for a moment, but only a moment. She dashed across the floor to the restroom stall and located her purse by the dim glow of the candle flickering on the counter.

	Thud! Thud! Thud!

	She fell to her knees, half in gratitude, half in desperation, as she dug through her purse, fingers at last falling on the smooth, rectangular lines of her recorder. Victory! She cast her purse aside, the contents spilling out everywhere in a noisy clatter, but that didn’t matter. She no longer cared about trying to be quiet. She held the small electronic device aloft as if it were a torch and she The Statue of Liberty, before thumbing the button marked with the two little white arrows indicating rewind.

	Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud!

	Beep.

	Her heart caught in her throat. She tried to recall the musical tones that differentiated the buttons in numerical order on the keypad, but found herself at a loss. That couldn’t have been the number seven, could it? Surely not. She was just being paranoid. And, even if it had been, it was absolutely some sort of mad coincidence, right?

	The tape recorder clicked to a stop, signaling that it had finished rewinding to the beginning of the tape.

	A hiss of static.

	“Dr. Melvin Whitlock, Bacterial Sciences Division. Project Lazarus, Day 38. It appears as though the test subject has suffered no ill effects as a result of the neurotoxin administered once again, leading me to the conclusion that the nervous system of the infected is no longer viable as a means of survival, or of attack. More research is necessary.”

	Thud! Thud!

	Beep.

	She was sure it was a seven this time. She swallowed back tears of fright, her hands shaking so badly she could hear the vibrato in the recording of Dr. Whitlock’s voice.

	Static crackled.

	“…possessed of any sort of…reasoning ability…” Bursts of white noise interrupted the flow of information. “…otherwise remain dead…does seem to be…link between…memory…it would appear that certain memories remain embedded somewhere in the brain, accessible by the subjects in their post-infected state. Repetitive actions mostly, answering the phone, sometimes even dialing a frequently used number, like that of a loved one…”

	Her face went slack. Oh, God, no! That thing out there might actually be able to get in and get her. But most of the people on this floor were men, and the codes for the men’s and women’s room doors were different. She might be safe. She was probably safe.

	Beep, beep, beep.

	That was the first part of the women’s door code, she was sure of it. 7-8-1. She played it over and over in her head. It was like a children’s nursery rhyme in its familiarity, the way it had been drilled into her head with repeated use, just like it had been drilled into…

	Beep, beep, beep, beep.

	She screamed and threw her recorder at the door, shattering it. A rain of broken plastic and metal pieces clattered down in front of the little gap between the floor and the bottom of the door—a gap through which she could just barely make out a slowly shifting shadow.

	She dashed into the handicapped stall, nearly losing a shoe in the process, and slammed the door behind her, sliding the lock home, for all the protection it would afford her. Restroom stalls were built to give the illusion of privacy, not of safety, and she had no delusions that the thin metal walls would not provide much of either for very long once that thing made its way inside. She cowered down between the wall and the toilet, clapping her hands over her ears and sobbing, no longer caring who or what might be listening.

	7-8-1-5-4. Beep! Click.

	* * *
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THE GLEN

	 

	A sun-drenched meadow stretches out before you, soft grasses in shades of luscious, verdant greens, dotted with wild flowers of every color. The mossy scent of the nearby forest, ferns and oaks and redwoods, mingles with the delicate perfume of the blossoms, carried on a gentle breeze that caresses your skin. 

	You take off your shoes. The grass tickles the bottoms of your feet and in between your toes. The sun feels warm and welcoming, and you can’t help but recall childhood summers spent around a lake very much like the one you see in front of you. Calm, pristine water, smooth and still as a mirror, reflects the beauty of the scene around you. You feel a sense of bliss like nothing you can recall. Leaving your shoes and socks behind, you roll up the cuffs on your jeans and wade into the clear, shallow water, grinning as minnows dart around your ankles and dash away in sparkling silver streaks. 

	You look up from the water and spot a deer approaching cautiously. You hold your breath as she carefully steps towards the lake, eager for a drink. A fawn emerges from the shady forest behind her, and you find yourself almost wishing you had your camera with you. Almost…because a small part of you selfishly wants to keep this sight and all of its wonder to yourself. This moment is all yours, and the warmth in your heart is something you aren’t quite willing to share. The doe dips her head gracefully and begins to drink from the cool water as her offspring looks on from the fern-filled tree line. 

	You slowly reach out to the gentle creature, and, as you do, you notice a butterfly skimming the surface of the lake between you and the deer. It’s a peculiar, although spectacular, shade of shimmery pale pink. You stare in wonder at its casually graceful movements, the slow elegance of its vaguely heart-shaped wings as reflected in the still blue water. You notice another butterfly nearby, this one greenish with a hint of gold, and the two of them flutter together for a moment in an intricate dance. 

	The doe lifts her head up as if enjoying the fragrance of the wild flowers, and you are speechless at the beauty before you. You can only gaze in awe at a scene that looks straight out of a storybook. The green butterfly alights on the deer’s small black nose, completing the picture, but only for a moment as the deer flips her head, dislodging the butterfly. The butterfly appears undaunted and flies back to land once more on the beautiful creature, this time on the soft-looking, brownish-red fur around her foreleg. The pink butterfly follows suit, and more of the delicate insects arrive as if from nowhere. 

	The doe jerks backward as more and more of the creatures land on her, and you notice a sharp undertone of something that smells like burnt hair or singed flesh. The deer’s eyes go wide with fear as she tries to step back out of the lake. You can only look on in confused horror as more and more butterflies gather, covering the frightened deer with matching sets of jewel-toned wings, their fluttering suddenly anything but serene. 

	You gasp as small areas of the deer’s exposed skin begin to melt away, revealing the raw red musculature beneath. You are utterly transfixed by the sight of the nightmare unfolding before you until you feel a tickle on your arm and notice a glimmering blue butterfly has settled there. In a panic, you slap at the vile thing, crushing it in your hand. You cry out in pain as some sort of acid eats away at a small patch of flesh on your palm. 

	* * *
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SOMETHING BIT ME

	 

	I was awakened from a deep sleep by a pinprick of pain on my arm. I slapped it, feeling a spot of wetness blooming on the blanket beneath my palm.

	“Great,” I muttered. “Probably some poisonous spider. Or maybe we have bed bugs.” Gracie stirred in her sleep beside me. I decided to leave it alone until morning so I didn't wake her. Besides, it was probably just a stupid mosquito, anyway.

	By the time the alarm went off, dragging me from sleep with its piercing wail, I had forgotten about the bite. The tide of life continued as always, ebbing and flowing around us as we went about our morning routines. Gracie had to leave first, so she took the first turn in the shower. I made coffee while I waited for her to finish, hoping she'd save me some hot water.

	After showering, I cleaned my ears with a Q-tip. Yeah, I know the package says not to stick them into your ear canal, but how else am I supposed to clean out all that wax? I glanced absently at the head of the swab as I went to toss it away. It was squirming with dozens, maybe hundreds, of tiny black bugs.

	I screamed in horror, flinging it away from me, tripping in my hurry to be as far from those writhing little insects as possible. Gracie raced in, wrapping me in her arms.

	“It's okay,” she soothed, “once they're inside your head, you'll never be sad or afraid or lonely again.” My blood went cold as I looked up at Gracie. Tiny black dots swarmed in her eyes.

	* * *
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TEQUILA SUNRISE

	 

	Highway 19 was gouged into the Nevada desert like a scar. The night was arid and dry. Overhead, the sky was clear, the moon a waxing gibbous looming ominously over the silence. She didn’t have a name, not that she remembered, but she didn’t need one, so that was all right. 

	She stumbled drunkenly along the shoulder, short, white eyelet dress hanging in tatters above her scraped and bleeding knees, streams of tear-blurred mascara running down her crumpled face below eyes that, in the daylight, would’ve appeared almost colorless. She wore a beat-up motorcycle jacket that no longer remembered when it had seen better days. Her heavy, black snakeskin cowboy boots thudded hollowly on the pavement with her every step, one of them having long since worn a raw spot into her left calf. A long string of pearls hung down the front of her, resting between her small breasts. Her short, messy, platinum blonde hair stuck up in some places and was matted down in others. In one hand, she carried an old leather-bound book, and, in the other, a half-full bottle of clear tequila, long since missing its cap. 

	The road she walked was lonely, but she didn’t mind. If she did, another few swigs of tequila made certain she was beyond caring. As it was, she was well past merely buzzed and headed straight toward full-on drunk at breakneck speed. She paused for a moment in the shadow of a great saguaro to take another swig from the bottle. As she did, a tractor-trailer came speeding down the highway, causing her to stumble and spill tequila on her dress as she was buffeted by its wake. She lowered the bottle, taking a few poorly planted steps as quickly as she was able before leaning forward and screaming, “Fuck your mother!” at the rapidly receding taillights, twin embers burning in the darkness. 

	She straightened too quickly, nearly falling over before she resumed her slow trek. The desert wind caressed her small frame, pushing her onwards. After a time, she began straying from the shoulder, weaving as she made her way down the road. An older model silver car honked at her as he swerved to avoid hitting her, and she screamed after him as he departed, shrieking her anger into the cooling air. Eventually, she stumbled upon a landmark no one else would’ve noticed. Turning 90 degrees in a mock salute, she began walking, the desolate roadway at her back, the even more desolate desert spanning out before her. Her boots were filling up with sand, but she barely noticed. Another swig of the potent liquor, and she was beyond anything but the all-consuming drive to reach a destination which only she was aware of. 

	After a time—one that felt like days, but was barely more than an hour, she halted and began looking around, turning in frantic circles and swearing until her eyes came to rest on a particularly smooth, flat stone which had been sunk into the sand at an angle. It stuck out from the loam like a lone tooth. She stood before it for a moment, staring, and took a final swig before spitting her mouthful of regret balefully onto the rock. It was tinted pinkish with blood. “Fuck you!” she cried, wavering on her feet. “You fucking old man! You didn’t…you didn’t even try…” she slurred. 

	At last, she began to cry in earnest, sobs hitching in her chest, tequila sloshing in the narrow glass bottle. She seemed to have aged a decade in less than a day. After a while, she gathered herself and took a deep breath, letting it out in one deep, exhausted sigh. “Fuck it. It doesn’t fucking matter, anyway.” She spoke in a voice that sounded nearly sober. “Let’s get this over with.” She released her grip on the bottle, which fell upright into a cradle of sand, before falling to her knees in the desolation of the dessert. Without pause or preamble, she began to dig…

	* * *

	The sun rose over the Nevada dessert, rosy light picking out details along the skyline and making them glimmer and glow as if by magic. The road stretched out like an asphalt ribbon, winding its way through the sand like a song. An old man, dressed in blue jeans and cowboy boots, emerged from the shadows of a huge tri limbed cactus, stepping onto the firm surface of the shoulder as he made his way towards town. In his hands, he carried a thick, leather-bound tome and a clear glass bottle which bore no label and from which emerged the stem of a single purple flower. His resolved seemed to strengthen with his every step. On his shoulders sat a much-loved motorcycle jacket that was definitely headed towards better days.

	* * *
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DAWN OF THE DEATH BEETLES

	 

	The rosy-hued fingers of dawn were just beginning to reach for the break of day. Kulg stood in his field, surrounded by freshly turned soil. He held a heavy iron hoe in his calloused hands as he surveyed the work he’d already accomplished that morning; it paled in comparison to what he had left to do.

	Normally, he would have enlisted the aid of his son to help in this task, but he had graciously decided to allow the boy his sleep. Kurr would be heading off to the Capitol City soon to begin his required military training. Kulg beamed with pride and love for his whelp, as well as nostalgia for his own time in the service.

	The sky had lightened from deep purple to pale blue shot through with oranges and pinks by the time Kulg finished gouging shallow trenches through the area of land he’d marked off for planting the previous day. Soon, delicate blue tendrils would emerge from the rich soil and begin the process of growing into strong stalks of grain, which would then be tended to and harvested by Kulg’s strong hands.

	As tiring as the work was, Kulg enjoyed it. It kept his muscles toned, his midsection firm and taut, even as he approached his middle age. He had just turned back toward his home, where his mate Lurra would be preparing the family’s breakfast, when a piercing shriek tore his thoughts away.

	Something streaked through the brightening sky. Something massive. Mere moments after that horrible sound, there came another: a crash as the thing slammed into the land not far off. The ground shook and nearly knocked Kulg off his feet. 

	He was instantly alert, switching his grip on his long farming tool so that it became a weapon. Lurra appeared in the doorway, her face ashen. Kulg snarled at her to get back inside. Kurr pushed past her, a pair of long kitchen knives in his hands. The boy was young and headstrong; even the smallest surge of adrenaline had him readying for a fight. Normally, Kulg would have sent his boy inside, as well, but today he was glad for the young man’s zeal and furor. They would investigate this thing together as father and son.

	The land rose to a grassy hillock where the family’s land abutted that of their neighbor. Just over the rise, smoke rose from a massive crater where the huge rock had fallen. The soil was scattered around the hole, spilling into the plant beds and crushing precious new tendrils. Kulg approached the rock, surveying it warily. His son exercised no such caution. He leapt forward and scurried around, kicking clods of dirt at the alien object.

	Kulg sniffed the air. It smelled metallic and singed his nostrils, but there was something else there, too. Something primitive and wild.

	Kurr’s pale hair flew out behind him as he darted around the crashed object, the brightening sunlight highlighting his still healing tattoos, inked red into his chest and shoulder. They were the family symbols Kulg himself wore over his own breast, only smaller and without his decorations of service. 

	Kurr tapped the rock with the blade of a knife before darting backward, eyes wide with excitement in his pale-skinned face. His father raised a hand to try to calm the boy, perhaps to urge him to show more caution, when another shrill scream split the air, sending Kurr once more into a frenzy. Another crash shook the ground. Frightened shouts from nearby rang out as neighbors reacted to the chaos and cacophony.

	Kulg and Kurr looked up as more meteors streaked across the sky before slamming into the ground. Neither had ever heard tell of anything like this before.

	Kulg’s attention snapped back to the rock before them as it began to crack. First slowly, as if it were reacting to the cool temperatures on the surface, then more forcefully, as if something were trying to break free.

	Kurr tapped again with his knife and the rock split in half. A swarm of man-sized insects emerged, rising up on wings the color of pitch. Multifaceted eyes locked onto the men as the creatures took flight.

	Kulg called out to Kurr, but the boy ignored him. Instead, he swung his pair of knives around in what he hoped was an intimidating display as the beetle-like creatures shrieked a chorus of warbling cries that chilled Kulg to his bones.

	The boy braced for attack, setting his broad shoulders and digging his heels into the ground. He nearly toppled over as his father grabbed him by the shoulder and hauled him back toward their home.

	Kurr cried out in protest, wanting only to fight, to sink his blades into enemy flesh and feel their blood on his skin. Kulg silenced him with a growl. They had to prepare for combat. Kitchen knives were not weapons suited to battle. They needed armor, protection from hungry claws and vicious spears.

	As they ran back down the rise and over their fields, more of the meteors slammed into the ground. Pockets of enormous insect invaders began hovering here and there across the landscape. This was an invasion.

	The beetles were huge, infinitely larger than the palm-sized bugs Kulg often found in his fields. From the tops of their segmented antennae to the tips of their sharp, cruel looking claws, they dwarfed Kulg by a fair bit. They were nearly as wide as they were tall, with a pair of shining purple wing covers over their deep black wings. The noise they made as they took to the air was the most terrifying sound Kulg had ever heard…until their awful cries echoed, building in strength as more of their numbers returned the call.

	Thunha, Kulg’s neighbor since his youth, cried out in agony as one of the creatures speared him through with a sharp weapon that looked like a gigantic insect leg. Black blood ran down his pale skin, spilling over his leather loincloth. The thing tossed its grisly prize away, discarding the corpse as if it were nothing more than unsightly rubbish.

	Kulg was faster than Thunha, who had long since stopped tending his own fields. He pulled Kurr along, who was looking back over his shoulder with rage on his broad face. They had to make it back to the shed where he kept the tools. Behind rows of equipment used for digging and planting were the weapons he had used in battle long ago. He must use them once again, now to defend his family and all he held dear from the alien invaders.

	There were shouts from somewhere in the distance. The Great Horn blew a rally cry. The defense force had mobilized. Shining arrows cut through the air as the bowmen let loose, sending a shadow over the field with the sheer volume of their projectiles.

	The arrows bounced harmlessly off the insectoids’ carapaces. The creatures turned as one, their mandibles parting in piercing battle cries. Kulg took the opportunity to run while the enemy was distracted by the group of fighters. He was no coward, but he needed adequate weapons if he was to stand a chance in this fight.

	The defense force was there, but they were not at their peak. Many of the older, more experienced, soldiers had been relieved of their duty only weeks before. It was customary to allow as many hands as possible to help with the planting of new crops. The group of young men soon to replace them—Kurr’s peers—had yet to be dispatched for the same reason. The insects had chosen, or chanced on, the perfect time to strike.

	The meteors continued to fall, their strikes shaking the ground, the sharp whistles of their descent almost deafening. They disgorged their warrior contents, unleashing them upon the land to wreak more havoc.

	Kulg had nearly reached the family home, could see the colored tiles that lead to the entrance, when the largest meteor he had yet seen crashed into the building he had constructed with his own two hands. In an instant, he lost what he loved most in the world. His heart was broken, but the pain only made him more determined to destroy the invaders. They would pay for what they’d done.

	Smoking debris rained down, falling upon father and son, sending soil and smoke into their eyes. Tears of both pain and grief ran down their faces. Kulg wasn’t sure whether Kurr had seen his mother before the meteor destroyed their home, but it didn’t matter. Their goal remained the same: Get to the weapons in the shed and join the battle.

	The Great Horn blew again, twice in quick succession: the emergency summons of all able-bodied citizens. Kulg had known it would come when the beetles first emerged. He would answer the call.

	Without words, Kurr understood their destination. He knew where his father’s weapons were and how to use them. He had merely forgotten their existence in the heat of battle.

	The men had nearly reached the shed when the sturdy wooden door was thrown open and Lurra appeared in her own armor, clutching an enormous battle axe. She let out her own battle cry as she raised her weapon skyward. Kulg’s joy and relief at seeing his mate alive and ready for battle filled his heart with triumph. The family prepared to face the invaders amidst the shouts and screams of their defense force allies as the beetles swarmed and attacked, cutting through the men as Kulg’s blade would cut through stalks of grain.

	Kulg threw the rack that held his farming tools to the ground, and the clatter it made was drowned out almost entirely by the sounds of battle and the crashing of the meteors. He swung an enormous shield to bear, testing its weight, before tossing it to his son, who caught it ably. He picked up another shield, a pair of lances, and a sharp spear, the latter of which he shoved into Kurr’s waiting hands as Lurra lead them into the heart of the battle—the open field which had once been a meeting place between six neighboring farms.

	The ground was pitted with craters, littered with debris, and soaked with the oil-like blood of Kulg’s fallen comrades. Severed limbs nearly tripped them more than once, but none of the invaders seemed to be among the fallen. Kulg ignored this fact, for it did not matter. He would fight with every breath left in him, even against impossible odds, until he could fight no longer. It was the way of his people.

	Kurr darted ahead, planted his feet, and threw his mighty spear directly at one of the enormous insects as it lifted one of the defense force infantry off her feet and began chewing on her shoulder. It was distracted, and Kurr’s shot was true. The blade of his spear penetrated the insect’s abdomen, causing it to drop its prey. The injured woman scooted backward from the creature, black blood running over her pale skin and staining her uniform.

	The creature whirled on its attacker, shrieked an ear-piercing cry, and tore the spear from its middle, tossing it to the ground like a child’s toy. Thick green ichor ran down its side from the enormous hole Kurr’s spear had left, but the injury did not seem to faze the beast.

	Instantly, Lurra was there, raising her enormous two-handed axe high over her head and bringing it down in a devastating blow. The sharp blade plunged through layers of chiton and ichor. The beetle fell to the ground, its wings folding instinctively as it tried in vain to protect itself. Lurra hacked it into four oozing, foul-smelling pieces in short order.

	Kulg turned to face another of the invaders as it approached first to aid, then to avenge, its fallen comrade. His own battle cries mingled with the great bug’s as they clashed in battle. Kulg’s lances severed limbs, but still the attacker came, spraying greenish fluid that mingled with the black blood soaking into the fertile farmland-turned-battleground.

	It wasn’t until Kulg managed to decapitate the insect that it finally ceased its attack, falling to the ground in a broken heap.

	Another call went up from the defense force, a pattern of four short bursts and one long sound, repeated twice. Kulg could not believe his ears. It was the order to fall back.

	Lurra raised her eyes to the horizon, taking note of the columns of smoke in the distance, of the craters and swarms of invading hostiles as far as the eye could see. She met her mate’s gaze and they shared a moment of perfect understanding. There was no purpose in retreating. They would fight together until their last breaths.

	What remained of the defense force was desperately trying to make it back to the illusion of safety that the city gates represented when a meteor careened right into the structures, sending rubble into the lines of soldiers and killing several. Many others were wounded and cried out to their still-standing allies for help.

	The insects swarmed on what remained of the defense force, slashing with their weapons, and ripping and tearing flesh with their great mandibles. Without words, Kurr and his parents made their way to the wreckage of the gates.

	Lurra swung her great axe, crying out her fury at the invaders even as she severed their wings and limbs, spattered their life fluids on the ground, and broke open their carapaces. Kurr’s spear was guided by his own rage at seeing his homeland laid to ruin. He plunged it deep into the bodies of the dying invaders his parents had injured, finishing the job they had begun as they moved on to other members of the invading horde.

	More and more of the invading insects swarmed the trio of defenders, lashing out with sharp feet and snapping mandibles. They could only be kept at bay so long.

	A particularly large, shiny beetle darted around Lurra, slicing a chitinous blade across the backs of her legs. Lurra stumbled forward, calling out to Kulg and Kurr, pain slurring her words. Kulg looked over his shoulder, prying himself from a fight, as his mate’s foe delivered a devastating blow, stabbing her through the middle with its great blade.

	Oily black blood ran from Lurra’s lips. Her eyes went wide. Her great axe fell to the ground moments before she herself joined it, her blood mingling with the green and black mire—mud formed by the blood of the fallen mixed with the planet’s rich, dark soil.

	Kulg’s cry tore something in his throat, and he tasted the acid of his own blood. It wasn’t as bitter as his rage and despair. He left one of his lances in the abdomen of the insect he’d just stabbed and dropped the other to the ground before picking up Lurra’s great axe. He swung his new weapon in a circle, feeling its heft, and plunged it deep into the carapace of its owner’s killer.

	He didn’t feel the insect’s blade as it stabbed through his chest, but he saw its tip coated in black blood as it emerged in front of him. He fell beside his mate, their fluids mingling almost as they had in happier times. 

	The last thing Kulg saw was one of the invaders biting off Kurr’s head.

	* * *
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THE SHARK THAT ATE EVERYTHING

	 

	The global warming alarmists warned us of the damage we were doing to the planet and the dire consequences that would result, but they never said anything about the sharks…

	* * *

	The first incident was just off the coast of Barrow, Alaska. Some Undiscovered Channel nature documentary was filming a pod of killer whales for one of their Predators of the Sea specials. I don’t remember which one it was, exactly, but that isn’t important. What’s important is what they caught on camera.

	The narrator/host of the show, some famous Brit, was going on and on about the mating rituals of orcas while his crew filmed several angles of the animals in the ocean below from their special, camera-equipped helicopter when one of the cameramen cried out, “Holy fucking shit! What the fuck is that?”

	At first, the host looked annoyed that one of his crewmen had ruined the take, and then he looked down. His eyes opened so wide that just watching the video was enough to cause sympathy pains. His wrinkled hand went to his mouth. “God save us,” he muttered.

	Thankfully, the cameraman (the one who did the initial swearing, I think) had the presence of mind to keep filming, but, even if he hadn’t, one of the robotic cameras on the outside of the helicopter would’ve caught at least some of the action on film.

	The scene starts out exactly like you’d expect—five or six of the black and white whales swimming together in a pod, occasionally breaking the surface with their majestic fins pointing skyward. Then the ocean just beyond them darkens, almost like a shadow is passing over it. For a second or two, it looks like a large cloud moving in front of the sun or something, no big deal. Then the whales make a sharp turn away from the shadow, towards land, which is completely uncharacteristic of them. The shadow darkens. One of the whales is a little slower than the others; it lags a bit as the pack surges forward. Suddenly an enormous creature emerges from the shadow—no, it is the shadow! A set of impossibly large jaws filled with teeth that must easily be two or three feet long clamps around the whale, biting it in half. 

	“What the fuck was that?” someone asks.

	“Did that thing just eat a fucking killer whale?” asks someone else as the shadow recedes once more into the depths of the ocean, leaving bloody water and bits of whale backwash in its wake.

	The video, of course, went viral. But there were too many detractors, too many people insisting it was fake for anyone to pay much attention. Until the next time the creature surfaced.

	* * *

	About a week after the first sighting of the creature up near Alaska, a group of “disaster tourists” had just disembarked from their medium-sized luxury boat, The Intrepid, and were making their way inland along what used to be Route 11 just outside of Volcanoes National Park near Hilo, Hawaii. 

	Disaster tourism had become something of a pastime for the rich—those unaffected by the rising of the oceans. There were plenty of desperate residents of Hawaii, California, the remains of Florida, and other affected states, who were only too happy to oblige the whims of the elite by taking them on tours of their own flooded homes. Some of those same tour guides still lived in them, despite the risks. It was sad and awful, but, at the same time, it was a living.

	There were seven tourists in all, led by a husband and wife team of tour guides who had lived on the island all their lives. They pointed out landmarks as they went and talked about the native wildlife. It was amazing how much life had changed since the oceans started to rise. Less than a foot of water had displaced hundreds of thousands of people, practically destroyed the economy of dozens of countries, depleted the food supply, killed thousands of people and animals, and created the perfect conditions to spread disease to anyone close enough. And it was about to get a whole lot worse.

	As you might expect, the tourists all had their smartphones out and were snapping pictures all over the place. Resorts in the distance that had been rendered useless and uninhabitable after a foot of water took over the first floor, submerged roads, signs, debris, and other artifacts of the island’s previous life. A few of them even took shots of bloated corpses, human and animal, as they floated by. The water was only up to everyone’s knees, at best, and they were all wearing fishing waders, but still. It was worrying how few of them seemed to care about the death and disease all around them, like they were insulated from it or somehow protected just because they had enough money to move further inland as the ocean encroached.

	One of the guides turned back towards the ocean and the boat, which had been anchored a mile off shore so it wouldn’t scrape up the hull on what used to be the beach. The little motorboat they’d taken ashore was tied to a pair of palm trees off to the side.

	The guide was herding her group of tourists, making sure no one fell too far behind. She was in the middle of explaining to an older gentleman and his female companion that taking selfies with a bloated corpse wasn’t a good idea when something caught her attention. She stopped mid-sentence, mouth agape, as the largest shark she had ever seen—wait, that couldn’t be a shark, could it? No shark was that big!—surfaced underneath The Intrepid and bit the front half of the vessel clean off. Four of the tourists took pictures, capturing the terrifying creature in all of its awful glory. Two of them took video. One managed to capture the entire event. With so many eyewitness accounts, so much photographic evidence, it was much harder to deny the existence of the monster shark this time. 

	It wasn’t long before the scientific community caught wind of the gigantic shark sightings and became interested enough to tear themselves away from efforts related to global warming and the rising seas. As it turned out, though, the two were actually related.

	It seemed like the entire world, suffering though it was, stopped and turned its collective attention away from the heat, humidity, and the rising ocean level, and toward the gigantic shark-creature. Those naval vessels left in operation began patrolling the areas where it had been sighted, looking for any trace of the massive beast.  Everyone anywhere near the coast kept their eyes peeled for an enormous fin or monstrous head or tail appearing from beneath the waves.  Politicians and government officials of all sorts began offering bounties on the thing (although it wasn’t exactly like anything short of a nuke would be able to take out a creature of that size, at least the people were being reassured that something was being done about the threat.

	Some industrious entrepreneurs began printing t-shirts and hats with slogans like “I survived the MONSTER SHARK!” along with a silly caricature of the massive animal. The whole world watched as the attacks continued, and as the unforeseen side effects of introducing a monstrous predator into the already fragile, damaged ocean ecosystem presented themselves.

	What happens to an alpha predator like, say, a great white shark, when it’s no longer the big fish, so to speak? When a bigger, badder fish invades its territory, maybe even decides that ol’ greaty looks like a nice snack? I’ll tell you what, because I saw it firsthand: The entire prey/predator table shifts drastically and sharks start appearing in places they shouldn’t. Places like home.

	Venice was the site of the first disaster. As a city already besieged by some of the worst flooding due to the waterways, and, even worse, contamination due to the pollution and garbage already prevalent in said waterways, Venice was hardly prepared for yet another blow when it came. And it came, all right. In the form of an influx of sharks.

	Now, I'm not talking about that great mythic shark. I mean the other sharks. The ones he or she had displaced from their position on the food chain. Everything from threshers and hammerheads to nurse sharks and, yes, even a great white or two, found their way into Venice proper. And, once inside the city, they did what came natural to them—they hunted and they ate. Anything and everything they could get their pointy little teeth into was on the menu: humans, pets like dogs and cats, even other sharks. The waters of Venice ran red with blood, and videos of the carnage flooded the remaining news outlets much the same way.

	It wasn't long, though, before attention turned away from Venice. A bigger story had broken out to the north.

	A Russian research sub had located the colossal shark just south of the Arctic Circle, and, of course, they had gone to investigate. The foolhardy investigators never stood a chance, even if their sub had been equipped with weaponry of any kind.  The shark swallowed the vessel whole. The crew continued broadcasting for nearly nine hours after they'd been eaten. But before the transmissions ceased, they had revealed the awful truth about our enormous new attraction's origin…and its friends.

	Surprisingly, the Russians hadn't originally been looking for the shark. They were actually gathering samples of ice from the underside of a great glacier, trying to do futile research on the whole global warming thing. How passé.

	What they'd found in that glacier wasn't an answer to the melting of the polar ice caps, however. It was a hole. A hole just a little bit bigger than the enormous shark that had been causing all the trouble. And it wasn't alone. There were three more holes of a similar size and shape nearby, and one was still occupied. The grainy submarine camera footage clearly shows an enormous, shadowy shape encased within the ice. The ship moves closer, the dark shape taking up almost the entire frame, and then the shape moves. It shifts within the ice, giving a shuddering little jerk not unlike a chick hatching from an egg. A few minutes and several more tremor-like convulsions later, chunks of the ice larger than the submarine itself start to break free, releasing that enormous beast into the water, directly in front of the sub.

	Now, I imagine being trapped inside a giant chunk of ice for thousands and thousands of years might make you hungry. I don't know, personally, but I think it's a pretty safe bet. So, it was hardly a shocker when the shark opened up a mouth easily the size of an airplane hangar and just sort of engulfed the submarine, crew and all.

	They were absolutely terrified. I don't speak Russian, but their fear was evident from the gasps and panicked screams that could clearly be heard over this odd, throbbing sound on the video. Eventually, after several viewings, I realized that the throbbing sound was the creature's heart beating in its cavernous chest. Yikes.

	If you watch all nine hours of the footage, you'll see that the crew eventually gets bored before going totally batshit crazy. I guess I would lose my marbles, too.

	The shark attacks—regular sharks, I mean, not the giant ones—continued. The new coastal regions—places like central Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Arkansas—had it bad enough with all the plague-carrying dead bodies floating around and the flooding and all, but after wave upon wave of hungry, terrified predators began showing up, things went from bad to worse to fucking nightmare level real quick.

	News outlets started disappearing one by one as the waters began to rise more rapidly. You see, those giant sharks escaping their icy containment had broken at least one major glacier into smaller chunks, and smaller chunks of ice melt faster than large ones. Something about having more surface area, I think. I don't know, thermodynamics was never really my thing. Maybe the oceans were just warming up faster than predicted. Whatever the case, the sea continued to eat up the land like that giant shark had eaten up that killer whale during its first appearance. It was closing in faster than we could evacuate, even if there was anywhere left to evacuate to.

	The news outlets might have been just about the only thing on earth drying up. Print and television ones, anyway. The internet was alive and well, however. Plenty of people lost power as the nearest power plants became flooded, but as long as they had a charge on their smart phones—or, at least, a spare battery—they could still watch videos of people being eaten by sharks big and small all over the world.

	The next sighting of one of the mammoth sharks was off the coast of what remained of Northern Texas. An offshore oilrig that had been converted to hold refugees, but that had been abandoned when the waters overtook it, somehow still had working security cameras. Maybe they were special because the rig they were monitoring was out in the ocean, I don't know. What I do know is that those cameras picked up something big, and I mean big, headed inland towards the US. As soon as someone reviewed the tape and saw what was headed for us, helicopters were dispatched.

	The choppers flew for miles before they found anything unusual. Unless you counted the bloated corpses of the former inhabitants of the Frank Buck Zoo in Gainesville, Texas, as unusual. Perhaps the helicopters should have stayed at a higher altitude instead of dipping down to investigate the bodies of giraffes and rhinos. After all, sharks are attracted to the scent of death. Or so I've been told.

	At any rate, the helicopters were all equipped with gyroscopic cameras. At least one of them must've decided to get closer to the corpses for a better look, or maybe they saw something or someone worth rescuing. Whatever the reason, one helicopter in specific sank very low, the dead animals floating in the ocean beneath him coming into stark, detailed clarity as the wind from the blades whipped the water into a foamy froth the shape of a circle around them. Maybe that's what did it. Sharks are attracted to movement like splashing water, aren't they?

	The helicopter zooms in on the body of a dead lion for some reason, and you're so focused on that that you fail to notice the enormous black shadow beneath it. There's a second, maybe less, to react before an unfathomably large mouth appears, growing quickly larger, until it fills the entire frame, then static.

	The film from the cameras on the other choppers is just as dramatic. In it, you see that lone red helicopter swooping gracefully towards the decomposing lion and then hover there like a red and white hummingbird. That shadow appears, faint at first, then darkening moments before that monumental creature, that ancient and savage beast, leaps from the water and swallows it in one bite.

	I'd like to tell you more, but that's the last news story I saw. The power went out here last night, and my cell phone died not long after. I wanted to write all of this down in case anyone survives, so they'll know what happened to us. Sharpies are waterproof, right? And it's not like anyone is going to care if I vandalize the gym wall of a high school in Barton County, Kansas, anyway. Everyone here has bigger problems to worry about. Like the sharks I saw swimming down what used to be main street not too long ago.

	But I guess that's okay. It's their home now. 

	* * *

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[image: Demolition Derby Illustration]

	 

	
DEMOLITION DERBY

	 

	The roar of the crowd mingled with the salty-sweet aroma of blood, bandages, beer, and stale popcorn. The clatter of roller skates on the polished and pitted wooden track added to the din as the girls rounded a corner, speeding after one another in a mayhem ballet, a tournament of turbulence and destruction. 

	* * *

	Huddled below one of the plastic bench seats in the Bleeder Box at the forefront of the arena, a small boy watched the action from a rat’s-eye view. The tot was separated from the gruesome track only by a section of dirty chain link fence that had bits of something reddish—rust or maybe blood—clinging to it at random intervals. 

	Headphones that were far too large for the boy were clamped over his small head like a vice, leaving his pale blond hair sticking out at odd angles. Smooth, resounding notes of classical music played through the earpieces, drowning out the din and adding to the illusion of some sort of ghastly dance being acted out in front of him - a haunting melody that acted as a backdrop as Terrifying Tara ripped Deadly Darlene to shreds. 

	The lean, long-limbed forms of the combatants whirled and twirled in violent motion much like a passionate tango. Only inches between them at times. A crescendo peaked as blood splashed across the shining hardwood, speckled with teeth and bits of bone and gore. 

	Tara ripped through Darlene’s torso with a long blade fastened to her forearm with thick bolts, sending bits of gristle and a ropey length of intestine into a cluster of rabid fans pressed up against the fence that confined the violence to the Trauma Track. 

	Darlene arched back, blood spraying in a crimson fountain as an aria contrasted with the gruesome scene, everything reflected in the small boy’s huge eyes. 

	Terrifying Tara licked her shining blade and grinned at the crowd. The patchwork of multihued flesh, held together with uneven stitches and gleaming staples, stretched and pulled in slightly different directions across her ghoulish face.  

	Tara soaked in the cheers and catcalls, pausing for just a moment—a fatal mistake. In that second, when Tara swam in her reverie, drinking in the glory of her kill like wine, Gory Goldie dashed forward, laying on a burst of speed, coming around the corner with a shattering surprise—a bone-splintering bludgeon to Tara’s head. 

	Tara went down inches from the Bleeder Box, mismatched fingers twitching as she spasmed. Death—and defeat—a dire welcome. 

	Gory Goldie threw up her arms in triumph, but she would not make the same mistake as her unfortunate victim. She swung around in one fluid motion, with the beauty and grace of the woodwinds that crested over the small boy’s headphones, and swung her weapon, acting almost on instinct. 

	A dark length of battered metal connected solidly just under Violet Viscera’s chin, sending her reeling and spinning, crashing against the fence where the bloodthirsty spectators tore her to bits, their hungry, grasping hands reaching through the wide links and finishing the job for a grateful Goldie. 

	Now only two girls remained in the arena: Goldie herself and the spectacle that was the heretofore undefeated Murderous Marcy. 

	Ancient-looking Christmas lights, strung around the arena like stars, glinted off Marcy’s armor like a beetle’s carapace. She grinned a humorless grin that was a bit off-kilter and slightly too wide on one side. Goldie screamed, roaring a challenge that sounded like an arpeggio to the ears of the small boy as the floor began to tremble, a tumultuous dance to the stomping feet of the fans, hungry for destruction. The girls danced their deadly dance, careening faster and faster as they closed in on each other, speeding past the voracious spectators, weapons, armor, pale, bruised and bleeding flesh a blur in the dismal artificial light. 

	The boy’s breath stilled, caught in his throat as his eyes darted over the scene. He was entranced by the obliterating operetta taking place on the track. His fingers played smoothly over a small, square control box in front of him, red and black buttons and the slender shaft of a joystick dancing like the girls inside their broken cage. Violins and violence, flutes and fury, pianos and pain all became one as the boy’s agile digits darted over the device in front of him. 

	A twist! Goldie parried Marcy’s devastating attack, knocking her off balance and nearly ending the fight right there. A flick of his wrist and Goldie was back on her feet, vigilance and violence restored. 

	The sanguinary sonata played on as, once again, Marcy sped around a corner, scraping her blade along the arena's one concrete wall, a shower of sparks marking her passage as the crowd waited impatiently for the kill. 

	Goldie swept in close, but once again, Marcy dodged the blow, staving off defeat for one more moment. 

	A symphony of agonies, both real and imagined, awaited the loser, the bitter taste of dishonor and defeat, and then respite. 

	The remaining pieces of the girls would be gathered up and brought to the chop shop below the arena, where they would be combined with whatever pilfered parts had been scavenged for the wanton workshop, vile preparations for another scintillating show. 

	Goldie’s blade glittered in the dim glow of the multicolored lights as Marcy made her move, darting forward on pink skates. 

	Here Marcy whipped around the corner, feinting right and delivering a brutal decapitation with a well-timed sweep of her arm.

	Elsewhere in the arena, an electric guitar screeched a high-pitched chord into the ears of a small, dark-haired girl in a ratty red velvet dress. She giggled as she set down her control box and wiped a stray splatter of blood from her cheek. Her victory tasted as sweet as candy.

	* * *
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BLIND

	 

	You are startled awake suddenly from a deep sleep. 

	There is a loud crash from outside. You hear Mary groaning, groggily prying herself from sleep in the other room. 

	There is another crash, followed by a loud thud. Something slaps against the door down the hall with a wet, fleshy sound. There is a low, mournful moan coming from somewhere nearby. The sound of glass shattering fills the air. 

	You hear Mary frantically moving in the other room. The faint sound of three buttons being pushed on the phone in rapid succession. Mary mutters angrily under her breath. The clatter of the phone dropping to the floor. More crashes from outside. 

	You hear the wind whistling. Is a window broken? Your heart thunders in your ears so loudly that, for a moment, you think it’s coming from somewhere else, and then another of those strange sounds erupts from the night. Something heavy falls to the floor in the living room with a jarring thud. 

	Mary's door opens. “Hello? Is someone there? I'm warning you, I have a gun!” Mary's voice falters. You know she doesn't have a gun. You don’t think she has ever even touched one, and you are sure that she wouldn’t know how to use it. Mary couldn’t hurt a fly. 

	Soft footsteps down the hall. Mary is coming to get you. Relief floods you, warming you like hot chocolate. Mary knows what is going on. She will make everything all right. You hear her turn the doorknob slowly, gently. It clicks open, and you hear Mary breathing heavily. The sound of the door closing softly behind her. The click of the lock sliding home. Mary's footsteps on the carpet coming toward you. The sharp tang of sweat. Your bed sags a bit under Mary's weight as she leans on it. 

	You feel her hand on your bare arm. Her palm is hot and slick with moisture. Mary is breathing very heavily now. She's scared, which makes you even more scared. Mary is not only your older sister, but also your protector and guardian. If she's scared, then there is a good reason. 

	Fear consumes you, and you start to feel a bit sick. Sweat beads on your brow, and you can feel yourself shivering. Another loud thud from the hall makes you jump. Closer than the last one. There is a faint scent of something like the meat counter at the Val-U-Mart where Mary takes you to buy groceries sometimes. Then comes the sound of something being dragged along the floor. 

	Mary is pulling you close to her. You can smell the sweat on her, mingling with her jasmine lotion. She grasps your shoulders so hard that her nails dig in to your skin, hurting you. “I need you to listen to me, okay?” she whispers, frantic. “I am going to go out there and see what's going on. I want you to lock the door behind me and stay under the bed until I get back. Don't open the door unless you know it's me, okay?” 

	Frightened, you start to cry. 

	“Okay?” Mary demands, shaking you roughly. 

	“Okay,” is all you can manage to reply. 

	Mary yanks you out of bed, making you stumble and almost fall. She drags you roughly to the door. “I'm going out there now, Okay? But I'll be right back. Remember, don't you open that door for anything!” She hugs you fiercely, almost making it hard to breathe, before she unlocks the door and slips into the hallway, leaving you alone. 

	You lock the door behind her, and then lean against it, pressing your ear to the smooth, cold wood. Soft footsteps moving down the hall. Mary is getting farther away from you. A long, loud moan, dry and deep. Mary whimpers. You press your ear tighter against the door, straining to hear what's going on. 

	A sudden hard thump on the other side makes you jump and fall backward. You scoot along the floor until you find the bed and crawl under it. A crash from the living room. More groans. Mary screams. Your heart thuds in your chest so hard it's painful. Footsteps run down the hall. Mary? 

	Pounding on the door, frantic. “Let me in! Oh, God, open the fucking door!”  

	You've never heard Mary swear before. You scramble out from under the bed and move to the door. More thuds. Mary pounding frantically, screaming. Her screams die in a gurgle just as you reach the door. The sound of something ripping from the other side. The floor under the door is warm and wet. The smell of something coppery mingles with the raw meat smell. 

	You reach for the doorknob, but draw your hand back, hesitating. Is Mary still out there? You're terrified. You can't protect yourself. Mary is all you have. 

	Banging on the door. The meat smell intensifies, mixed with something like wet garbage. It makes you want to gag. You are frozen, unsure of what to do. More pounding on the door, harder this time. A crack as the door begins to give. 

	You panic and back toward your bed, scooting as quickly as you can manage, although you feel rug burn on the backs of your legs. You wedge yourself between the bed and your nightstand as the pounding grows louder. The door is breaking. “Mary?” you call, but you are answered only by a chorus of moans. 

	You're crying uncontrollably now, breathing hard and trembling. Your pulse sounds like the ocean in your ears. A heavy thud as the door falls to the floor, a rush of air as it hits the carpet. Something wet slaps against it. Something heavy falls near the doorway. The meat/garbage smell is overwhelming. You can only sob and press yourself against the wall as rough hands grab you and yank you into the open. 

	“Mary?” you whimper as sharp fingernails dig into your flesh. You feel breath on your neck, and then an eruption of pain. Warm blood flows down the front of your shirt, mingling with urine as you wet yourself. 

	The last thing you smell is sweat, blood, and jasmine lotion.

	* * *
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TELL ME HOW YOU DIE

	 

	They weren’t supposed to be home. Why hadn’t he seen that they were? How come he hadn’t known they had a shotgun? This was fucked. It was so seriously, seriously fucked.

	Charla shrieked as one of the brothers pulled the trigger, the booming blast of the shotgun kicking up rocks and dirt close to where she’d been standing just seconds prior. Too close. She ducked and skittered as quickly as she could back to Dale’s pickup, throwing up one hand in an entirely futile effort to block her face. The other clutched Dale under the armpit as she struggled to haul him back to the truck.

	“Oh shit!” she cried, “Shit! Shit! Shit!”

	Dale coughed, bright blood spraying down the front of his shirt, dripping onto his already bloody gunshot wound. “You’re gonna be alright, baby. You’re alright,” Charla told him, hauling him along and wincing as he grunted in pain at the effort. It didn’t matter. They couldn’t stand still and wait around to get shot.

	As if that thought had cued it, another shotgun blast tore through the chaos, close enough to make Charla’s ears ring. She stumbled a little before reorienting herself and lunging for the safety of the truck. Finally, she yanked the door open and shoved Dale inside, managing to get him into the vehicle before climbing into the drivers’ seat herself—the wonders of adrenaline.

	Charla was smart, if not exactly wise. She already had Dale’s keys in her hand, having fished them awkwardly out of his jeans pocket as the pair made their hasty retreat. She jammed the key into the ignition, already throwing the truck in reverse, and stomped down on the gas pedal with all her meager weight. Another shotgun blast tore through the back window and turned the rearview mirror into an explosion of silver shrapnel. “Fuck!” she squealed, feeling the word tear her throat. This situation was so, so, so fucked.

	Dale and Charla made it out of the driveway before one last shotgun shell boomed out a final farewell, echoing over the roadway. They were dust by then, and Charla turned her attention towards her wounded husband.

	“Oh, baby,” she moaned, stroking his hair and looking away from the road for a second to meet his watery eyes, “Oh, honey. I know it hurts…I know…but you’re okay. It’s not as bad as it looks.”

	“S-sure, shug.” Dale tried to smile, but his teeth were stained red with blood, making the effect anything but comforting.

	“Come on, now,” she insisted. “You know how you die, and it ain’t from no gunshot wound.”

	Dale made a sound somewhere between a snicker and a choke. Charla wasn’t sure which it was, but managed to convince herself it was the former.

	“Yeah, babe, y-you’re r-right,” he said through gritted teeth.

	Charla let her eyes stray from his face—which was nearly free of blood, save for his chin—to the gaping hole just below his belly button. She swallowed hard and forced herself to look away. It shouldn’t have happened. He shouldn’t be shot, and she shouldn’t be running for her life, their lives. Those men shouldn’t have been home! It should have been no different from every other…er…stop they had made in the past. Charla couldn’t bring herself to use the word “robbery,” even though that’s what it was. She was skilled in the art of self-delusion.

	Dale had a gift, a special ability that should have made him rich and famous. He could have been headlining in Las Vegas, or helping people in a dozen different ways. Instead, he was slumming with a girl from the wrong side of the tracks and using his visions to pick out which houses they should rob to make a living. Charla hated herself for that, when she allowed herself to think about it. But she couldn’t imagine any other life. She loved Dale, and he loved her. If this was the way things had to be in order for them to be together, that’s the way they would be.

	Charla caught herself slipping into reverie and slammed her awareness back into the present. She eased up on the accelerator, bringing the truck down to a reasonable speed that wouldn’t catch police notice. She had been doing better than 90 since fleeing the old farmhouse. But it had been several miles and no sign of the cops, or the enraged, shotgun-toting brothers. Still, she didn’t want to press her luck. They were anything but home free. Better to try and lay low, figure out how to get Dale some help without any nosy doctors asking questions.

	Charla realized that Dale had gone silent. Alarmed, she reached over and shook his shoulder, hard.”Dale, baby! Wake up! Stay with me!”

	Dale choked again, spraying the dash with blood, and managed a weak smile. He looked so very pale.

	“I’m…I’m h-here,” he wheezed.

	“Good. Okay. Okay. Tell me how you die, baby.”

	Confusion wrinkled Dale’s features, rippling the drying blood on his chin.

	“Come on, baby. You know this. You’ve told me a hundred times. How do you die?”

	Dale thought for a moment as the truck sped along the empty backroads towards the shitty little hovel they called home. After a bit, his eyes flickered with recollection.

	“I d-drown, baby.” He giggled. “I drown!”

	“Right!” Charla cheered as if applauding a child who had just gotten his flash cards correct for the first time. “Baby, that’s right! You drown! And we’re in the middle of Nowhere, Arizona. No beaches or lakes or even swimming pools around for miles! Right? So you can’t die now, right?”

	That seemed to pacify Dale, who nodded and leaned back in the seat with a weak smile on his face. He closed his eyes and fell silent, save for the gurgling sound of his labored breathing. Charla sighed. She knew he was hurt bad and needed help, but she also knew that if she took him to the emergency room, or even one of the local urgent care centers, they would ask questions—questions she didn’t want to answer. She couldn’t just dump him off by himself and leave him there. So what was she going to do?

	* * *

	It wasn’t supposed to have happened that way. First thing that morning, as Charla and Dale ate plain toast made from stale bread and drank crappy instant coffee, they planned their afternoon. Dale said he’d seen everything clearly, that the brothers who lived in the old farmhouse off Route 20 wouldn’t be home, that they had “fistfuls” of cash stuffed under their mattresses, and that the backdoor would be left unlocked. 

	Dale had never been wrong like that before, not when he’d seen something in one of his visions. He could tell you what people would say and do, even how they’d be dressed. He knew who had what jewelry hidden and where, who kept spare keys under their mats, and who didn’t bother to lock their doors. So how had he been so wrong about it this time? They had eaten their breakfast and planned exactly what to do and when. Dale said they shouldn’t arrive until after 3:00, when the brothers had been gone a few minutes, at least.

	Charla and Dale had driven up, using the ancient, unregistered pickup they kept in the ramshackle old barn a few miles from where they lived, just in case anyone saw them. The rusty old plates on the back belonged to a farmer long since dead, and couldn’t be traced back to the pair of thieves. It was the only precaution they had taken, since Dale’s visions were the ace up their sleeve. With that power, Charla thought they were almost invincible…until Dale had opened the door to the bedroom and their world had exploded in red.

	Charla hadn’t registered the gunshot, not right away. What she had seen was blood. There was so much blood, and it came so fast. Rivulets of it ran down the back of Dale’s shirt as he stumbled backward, allowing Charla to see the wall beside him splattered bright red. After a moment that felt like an hour, she realized that the ringing she was hearing was in her ears and pieced together what must’ve happened. She grabbed Dale’s elbow and yanked him backwards, hauling him through the kitchen and out onto the back porch with a strength she didn’t know she possessed.

	The brothers chased after the pair of would-be robbers, hollering fighting words no one could hear over the sound of their own ears ringing.

	Blood. So much goddamned blood. It poured down the front of Dale’s lucky shirt (It’s the soda with MOXIE! it read, over a picture of a smiling 1950s housewife.) and ran down his jeans, splattering on his shoes and turning the dry, dust-laden ground to rusty red mud in his wake. The back of his shirt stuck to his skin with more of the sticky red liquid, making Rorschach blots that all looked like death to Charla. His sneakers left funny-shaped footprints behind.

	Dale coughed again, sending a fine mist of blood to settle on the window, shading it in red mist. His cough sounded weaker than the last one, and it ended with a rattle.

	Charla licked her lips. They felt dry and tasted like dirt and fear.

	“Dale, baby? Dale, you okay?” she asked, looking away from the steering wheel. She didn’t like what she saw. In the span of a few short minutes, Dale had grown even more pale. His eyes looked somehow sunken and dull, crammed into their sockets as if with the blade of a screwdriver.

	“Dale?” Charla grew frightened when he didn’t answer her, nearly swerving into the opposing lane.

	“I-I’m here,” he whispered. It was a death rasp that sent chills deep into Charla’s bones. She had to get help for Dale before it was too late, if it wasn’t already.

	Charla passed the turnoff that would have taken them back home without even slowing down. There was no use heading for their rundown, filthy trailer now. There was nothing there that could help save Dale’s life, and she knew it. She needed to bite the bullet, so to speak, and get him to a real doctor.

	If she kept on I-10, she’d hit town pretty quick. There was a hospital there, a real one, and not just the tiny strip mall walk-in clinic like the one near their trailer. They’d be able to help Dale. They had to.

	“Hang on, baby. Just hang on,” Charla said, taking her eyes off the road once more to look at Dale. His chest rose and fell unevenly as his breath rattled through his throat. His skin was waxy and sallow. Blood had pooled in the seat beneath him and was dripping down beside the console.

	“W-we shouldn’t’ve done th-this, Charla,” Dale gurgled. “It…it was bad. W-we’re bad.”

	“Honey, no. We were just doin’ what we had to do to survive. We’ll get out of this okay. You’ll see.”

	Dale went silent again, save for the awful bubbling of his breath.

	Charla swallowed hard and forced herself to focus on the road. Her eyes flicked up to the rearview mirror. There was a police car behind her. A cop. Where had he come from? Did he know what they had done? Fuck!

	Panic seized her and she pressed down a little harder on the gas pedal, desperate to put more distance between them and the police car before he caught sight of them. She couldn’t risk him pulling her over before she got Dale to a hospital. Even if he was understanding, the delay might be enough to cost Dale his life.

	Charla took a deep breath and set her shoulders. She pushed down harder on the gas, the police car falling further behind by the second.

	Suddenly, the red and blue strobes on top of the police car lit up, sirens shrieking as it closed the distance. Damnit!

	Throwing caution to the wind, Charla floored the truck. The old engine roared obligingly, propelling the rusted red truck faster and faster. She could do this. She knew she could. She’d race the cop to the hospital and let him arrest her once they got there…once she knew Dale would get help. It would be a sacrifice, all right, but there was nothing for that now. At least her love would make it. That was enough.

	The I-10 was straight and mostly deserted. Charla could see the bridge that marked the edge of town. They were close. The sirens squealed in her ears as the policeman barked, “Pull the vehicle over!” through his bullhorn.

	But Charla didn’t listen. She couldn’t. They were almost there. Almost.

	Dale startled her by putting his cold hand on her arm, weak fingers squeezing.

	“Charla…” he sputtered, “I-I never told you h-how you die.”

	The words didn’t immediately make sense to Charla. She decided to ignore them, just grateful for the confirmation that Dale was still alive, if maybe a little delirious.

	“Char-Charla?” Dale insisted, tugging weakly at her elbow.

	“What?” she demanded, turning to look at Dale, whose ashy pale face stared up at hers from his nearly folded position in the passenger seat.

	“You drown, too,” he said, and then the crunch of metal as the truck slammed into the concrete barrier over the bridge, flipping end over end before landing upside down in the shockingly deep water below.

	* * *
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CLICKERS IN SPACE

	 

	Sunrise was different from orbit. So was just about everything else. 

	Lt. Adam Grelling stood on the observation deck of the UFS Republica and watched the reddish orange globe peek around the side of the Earth. He yawned, stretched, and drained his freeze-dried (tasteless) coffee before dropping the mug to the floor, where it landed with a thunk.  A tiny panel in the wall slid open and a little robot shaped like a hockey puck swarmed out, gathered the mug, and disappeared back into the wall. Adam scratched himself and smacked his lips, tasting the noxious mixture of bad coffee and even worse morning breath. He vaguely wondered whether he should bother getting dressed that day, seeing as how he was completely alone on the ship. It didn’t really make much difference to anyone but him and the ‘bots.

	The sunlight was now a glowing halo around the blue, green, and brown planet beneath him. Even so, time was sort of funny up above the atmosphere. Adam knew that the enormous screen beneath his feet would continue displaying advertisements of all kinds in Earth’s night sky for another four hours or so.  Planet-side, his long-suffering girlfriend, Marcy, would just be nodding off to sleep after another long shift at the hospital where she worked. God, how he missed her! He wished he could feel her fingers just one more time as she swatted at him in annoyance. Eighteen months in isolation anywhere feels like forever, but in space, with only a few maintenance robots for company and the rare video call from Earth when conditions were juuuuust right, it felt like endless eternities strung together.

	But then, that’s what you get for mouthing off to your CO one too many times, for defying authority, and refusing to be “just another soldier.” So now he wasn’t. Now he was one unique individual, all alone on his own goddamed spacecraft. And what a craft it was! The Republica was originally designed to be unmanned—a floating barge full of humanity’s excrement left to hover forever in Earth’s orbit—but after a near collision with a satellite, it was determined that at least one living, breathing human being should be present on the vessel at all times in case of an emergency. It was a shit job, literally, and usually reserved as punishment for those special soldiers someone wanted to teach a lesson to.

	Adam glanced up at the monitor in the corner. Neon orange cartoon characters danced around a bottle of citrus soda, promising a “FLAVOR EXPLOSION!” He grimaced, turning his gaze to the floor, where he knew the advertisement was being played on the enormous screen that spanned the entire underside of the barge. “Hooray for capitalism!” he said with a smirk, stepping into the ship’s small, overly efficient shower stall.

	Water was one of the few things Adam didn’t really have to worry about while onboard the Republica. The vast majority of the several hundred thousand tons of garbage it carried had been dredged up from the bottom of the now toxic oceans, and, thus, it came suitably moist. Gathering and filtering the runoff was easy, as was heating it. Very long, hot showers became one of Adam’s few joys in life. Well, those and the thumb drive full of porn he’d managed to smuggle on board.

	Adam was standing in the pressurized jets, letting the hot needles of water massage his skin. He grabbed a packet of dried soap flakes from the peg next to the showerhead and tore it open, pouring the powdery substance into his hand before letting the packet fall to the floor beside the stall. More fodder for the robots. He had just begun lathering up when he heard a sound coming from the control room.  The comm unit?

	Adam froze for a moment, eyes wide, before darting out of the shower, spilling sudsy water everywhere in his hurry. He almost slipped twice before grabbing the tiny microphone/headset combo off the wall and punching a button on the dash to answer the call.

	“Barge? Barge? Please come in, Barge!” Static hissed on the line between the frantic words.

	“This is the Republica.” Adam was all business, his clear, commanding voice cutting through in a sharp response.

	There came a hushed exclamation of relief. “Oh, thank God!” he heard before the actual reply.

	“Republica, this is the research vessel William Nye of the UFS. We’ve been on a deep space mission and, well, we ran into some trouble out there. An asteroid did a drive-by on us and took out some vital systems, including our reentry shields and long-range communications. We don’t have enough food or fuel to last us longer than another day at most, and we can’t risk reentry without our shields intact. Can you assist, Republica?”

	Adam exhaled and sat back in his chair, forgetting that he was still soaped up and wet. He slid on the leather for a moment before catching himself.  Assist them? How? He was a lone soldier (and not a very good one, if he was being honest) on a garbage barge. What the hell could he do to help a damaged research vessel? Then his eyes lit up as he realized that helping the Nye could be his ticket off the damned barge. Who’d keep a hero up here on this slab of bad advertising? If he could pull this off, he might be on the ship home with the scientists…hell, he might even get a medal out of the deal.

	“Copy that, Nye. How can I help?”

	Cheers, interspersed with static, went up from the comm. “We need somewhere to land the ship, and we need to comm home for a pickup. Food and a shower would be appreciated, as well. We’ve been without shower facilities for almost a week.”

	Rescuees. Smelly rescuees. Whatever.

	“Well, there’s plenty of space to land here on the Republica’s foredeck, but I have to warn you: While it has artificial gravity, there is no atmosphere.”

	“Copy, Republica. We’ll set ‘er down and take it from there.”

	“Copy, Nye. Let me know if you need nav assistance.”

	Adam dragged his finger across the viewport in front of him, sweeping the outboard cameras around in an effort to locate the incoming ship. After a few minutes of squinting, he spotted it. Adam expanded his pinched fingers on the screen, zooming in on the research vessel. The Nye was indeed badly damaged. The hull of the small craft was pocked with tiny pits and craters. Burn marks trailed up one side, seeming to originate from a hole about the size of a bowling ball near the rear thrusters. The ship was otherwise a sterile matte silver with the words “WILLIAM NYE, USF” stenciled on the side in block letters above a QR code. Adam bit his lip as he watched the vessel’s approach. 

	The foredeck of the Republic, all five square miles of it, was more than enough space to land even a damaged ship as small as the Nye on; that wasn’t the problem. The problem was what to do once it had landed. The barge was huge, but it wasn’t designed as a manned craft. Adam’s living quarters-slash-command center had been added on later as a single installation. The vessel was never intended to be easily navigated. All Adam had at his disposal was a tiny cruiser he could take out into the valley of garbage if he wanted to joy ride, which he’d done once or twice before. The vehicle was tiny, and it could fit maybe two people, if they squeezed in. Getting the crew of the William Nye from wherever they had landed on the barge’s foredeck to the tiny living area would be difficult. Then would come the actual “living” part, which was probably not going to be a picnic, given the tight space. Adam hoped that a rescue shuttle back to Earth wouldn’t take too long to arrive, once one had been summoned.

	Adam clicked the comm unit back on. “Nye, come in, William Nye.”

	“Republica? This is the Nye.”

	“Nye, how many are your crew?”

	“Three. Myself, our science officer, and our medic. We’re all that survived.”

	Survived? They had lost people? Adam suddenly felt sick at the sobering realization. Living in his little metal bubble, it was easy to forget how deadly, how unforgiving, the void of space could be. He swallowed his feelings back, choosing to save the condolences for when they met face to face. For now, he opted to focus on the situation at hand.

	“Copy, Nye. I have a vehicle I can use to come get you, but I can only take one at a time, so try to park somewhere close to the living quarters located far aft, if you can.”

	“Copy, Republica. Bringing her in.”

	Adam went to ready the cruiser.

	* * *

	Daniel Blakeslee, Commander of the William Nye, sighed as he clicked off what remained of the ship’s comm unit. The dish used to transmit long-range calls had been badly damaged by debris when the ship had traveled unexpectedly into an asteroid belt on the far side of Mercury. They hadn’t detected it with the instrumentation, probably due to whatever the rocks themselves were made of, or maybe because the rocks were just too small for the ship’s sensors to detect. Whatever the reason, they’d been caught flatfooted, and two of their crewmembers had paid the price, and paid it dearly. Neetles and Boden had been in the rear cabin, preparing samples and analyzing data, when they took a direct hit from one of the asteroids. Both men had been sucked into the unforgiving void of space before the ship could react. Not that they could have been saved, anyway. The only safety measure they were able to take was sealing off the compromised area from the rest of the ship. Still, it had saved the rest of the crew: Daniel, Hahn the medic, and Carrie Pinelas, the science officer. Blakeslee only hoped that it hadn’t just prolonged their deaths.

	At least they had made contact with the garbage barge. That was something. If they could manage to land on it safely with their damaged equipment, they had a real chance at returning home. Blakeslee bit back the knowledge that not everyone would make it, that two of his people wouldn’t return to Earth at all, not even in body bags.

	As fried as the rest of the Nye was, her landing gear and navigational system were in good working order. Less than an hour after making initial contact, the William Nye landed somewhere near the middle of the Republica’s garbage-laden foredeck.

	“This ain’t gonna be pretty…” Adam sighed as he watched the Nye touch down in the distance, somewhere about a mile and a half to two miles away from where he sat in the little cruiser. He had stripped it down as best he could, removing anything nonessential from inside and stacking it near the airlock. He then stashed a small pack containing bottles of water and freeze-dried energy bars in the passenger seat, a consolation prize for the crewmembers who would have to wait for him to return for them.

	The bulky spacesuit wasn’t the most maneuverable thing. It made driving difficult, but it was better than the alternative. Besides, it wasn’t as if the clunky little cruiser, with its oversized marshmallow tires and ancient form of steering, would’ve been all that maneuverable anyway. Adam secured the doors, checked the airlock, then removed his helmet. He exhaled, tasting the tinny canned air inside the cruiser. It was going to be a long trip there and back, and the first of three, besides. Better get this show on the road.

	* * *

	Amanda Pinelas stared out the tiny porthole window of the William Nye, watching as a vehicle that looked something like an old Earth dune buggy maneuvered over piles of sludgy waste material, giant boulders covered in slime, and hunks of rusting metal in various states of decay. She thought she saw a flicker of red somewhere in the refuse, but it must’ve been a reflection from the sun or something. She shook her head, clearing her vision, as Commander Blakeslee and Corporal Hahn entered the small bay area around the airlock. She glanced over at the pair. All three of them were already wearing their ill-fitting space suits. Blakeslee carried his helmet under his arm. Hahn’s wasn’t immediately visible. Pinelas held hers in her lap.

	“Are you ready, Amanda?” Blakeslee asked, all formality set aside.

	“Yeah.” Amanda forced a smile. She was having more trouble with the recent deaths onboard than her fellow crewmembers, especially in regards to Jacob Neetles. Unbeknownst to the rest of the crew, they had been seeing each other since well before the start of the mission. The sounds of momentary surprise, then an intense whooshing, sucking noise—her boyfriend’s last living moments—echoed in her head almost constantly.

	The trio of researchers watched as Adam drew nearer in the clunky surface cruiser. By the time he had parked it, just beyond the hatchway, they had already donned their helmets and pressurized their suits.

	Blakeslee opened the airlock, allowing Adam to enter the crowded space.

	“Commander.” Adam snapped a sharp salute before shaking the man’s presented hand.

	“Lieutenant,” Blakeslee returned. “My crew and I thank you for your assistance.”

	“Happy to be of service. Now, who’s first in line for a ride?”

	Blakeslee and Hahn both gestured towards Amanda, who stood there awkwardly and approached Adam.

	“I brought some water and V-bars, in case you needed some.” Adam held the pack out to Blakeslee before turning towards the open airlock and the cruiser beyond. Amanda followed hesitantly, glancing back at the Nye as she went. Again, she thought she saw the faintest flicker of movement off in the distance.

	Adam got behind the wheel after helping his passenger into her seat. He secured the airlocks and waited for the telltale hiss before removing his helmet. Amanda followed suit.

	Amanda looked nervous. “Is there…anything living here?”

	“Here, like on the Republica?” Adam cocked a disbelieving eyebrow.

	“Yeah, I thought I saw something.”

	“No, nothing lives here. Nothing could. There’s no atmosphere. Just artificial gravity. What did you see?” Adam spoke between turns of the wheel as he navigated the obstacle course of trash on his way back to his living quarters.

	“I don’t know. I’m probably just tired.” Amanda smiled wanly and shook her head, staring out the window at the odd, dismal landscape.

	Even though the Nye had managed to land less than two miles from Adam’s home away from home on the Republica, it took them nearly an hour to make the journey in the cruiser. The terrain was rough, not that the cruiser would’ve gone much faster under ideal conditions. It wasn’t built as a racecar, after all.

	“Helmets on!” Adam grinned as they neared the airlock door. “I’m going to let you out here. Push the big red button to open the airlock and the green one inside the door to close it. Go straight back from there and you’ll find my living area. It ain’t much, but you’re welcome to it. Shower’s on the left.”

	Amanda tried to look grateful, but she didn’t quite manage it. Adam shrugged, resealing the airlock after she left and turning the cruiser around to pick up another crewmember.

	* * *

	As dirty and gross as Amanda felt, she was extremely anxious for reasons she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She tried chalking it up to survivors’ guilt or the trauma of losing her boyfriend only days prior, but that wasn’t it. Rather than going to clean herself off, Amanda closed the airlock, removed her helmet, and stood watching through the tiny porthole windows as the cruiser departed. She’d wait until Adam returned with Commander Blakeslee and Corporal Hahn, then she’d feel better. They would radio down to Earth and arrange for a shuttle transport home, where she could mourn Jacob properly.

	* * *

	Adam sighed as he bounced along the uneven terrain. How had he wound up here? Ferrying crewmen from a spaceship accident to his tiny living area on a garbage barge orbiting the Earth? Oh, yeah, being a mouthy jerk. Right. He hoped Blakeslee would be able to pull some strings and get him an early reassignment, at least. His thoughts drifted back to Marcy and how she’d react if he were to show up unexpectedly with flowers months ahead of schedule. 

	His daydreaming was interrupted by the shrill warbling of an alarm. “Shit!” Adam swore, trying to figure out what had gone wrong. A tiny light shaped like a steering wheel began blinking furiously on the dashboard. Fuck.

	Would it be possible to somehow jam both remaining crewmen into the vehicle and limp it back in one shot? Would the cruiser even make it? This was definitely more trouble than he needed, and he couldn’t figure out how to disable the alarm.

	* * *

	“Couldn’t we just hike it?” Hahn asked, looking up at his commanding officer for approval.

	“You could…but there’s no telling what’s out there. It’s toxic waste, at best. It might eat through your suit if you suffer so much as a scratch that compromises its integrity…and, well…” Adam let that thought hang in the air. “Besides, two miles might not seem like much, but out there? Without atmosphere, climbing over mountains of trash? It might as well be the other side of the world.”

	“All right.” Blakeslee said, holding up a hand to silence Hahn’s protests. “You’ve made your point, Lieutenant. What do you suggest?”

	“There’s a bank of equipment on the back of the cruiser. Monitoring stuff, I think. We can pull most of it off and give someone a place to stand on the back of the vehicle.”

	“Exposed, you mean?” Hahn asked. “In the open, with no atmosphere?”

	Adam scowled. “Weren’t you just asking about hiking the whole way? Do you have your own atmosphere in your pocket, or did I miss something?” Hahn took a step forward, readying for a fight, but Blakeslee interjected.

	“He’s right, Hahn. Let’s not argue. I’ll ride on the back of the vehicle.” Hahn’s face twisted into a frown before relaxing into resignation. The three of them exited the airlock and began removing instrumentation and large sensor arrays from the back of the cruiser.

	When they had completed their jury rigging, Hahn climbed into the passenger seat before making sure that Blakeslee had been situated. Adam checked to make sure that the Commander was as secure as he was going to get before giving him a thumbs-up sign. Blakeslee returned it, and then they were heading back to Adam’s living space as quickly as the cruiser would carry them, alarms still blaring.

	* * *

	Amanda knew something was wrong. She could see the sun glinting off the Nye, but couldn’t make out much detail. Still, she knew something was wrong. She was pacing back and forth in the airlock, wrapping her arms around herself to try and force herself calm. She wasn’t looking out the window when the creature skittered into view, or when several of its companions followed. They were hidden behind a mountain of sludge by the time she glanced back outside.

	* * *

	“Can’t you do something about that noise?” Hahn shouted as Adam navigated the trash mounds as carefully as he could, mindful of their additional passenger.

	“I’d rather not risk messing with it. You’re welcome to switch places with Blakeslee, if you want.” Hahn’s scowl reflected back at Adam from the passenger side window. Adam shrugged and resumed focus on the path ahead.

	The cruiser was on a relatively even path when Blakeslee began pounding on the roof. Adam parked and pulled on his helmet, waiting for Hahn to put his on before he could release the airlock. Blakeslee’s pounding grew more furious as the seconds passed.

	Even though there was artificial gravity, the lack of atmosphere made it impossible for the men to hear each other while they investigated. When Adam and Hahn got outside, Blakeslee was gesturing wildly.

	“I saw something!” he mouthed, eyes as wide as saucers. Adam and Hahn got the message, looking around for whatever the Commander had seen, but they found nothing.

	“We should go!” Adam said, gesturing towards his quarters. Blakeslee, eyes still wide, heart racing, nodded and climbed reluctantly back onto the step they’d cleared on the back of the vehicle. He knew what he had seen, and it didn’t belong here. It didn’t belong anywhere.

	Blakeslee clutched the roof of the vehicle as Adam started it back up. They were almost halfway there, and he was sure they could make it. Whatever he had seen—that abomination—surely couldn’t penetrate the airlock. Once they got inside, they’d be fine. They’d have showers and call back to Base. Soon, they’d be heading home.

	They were nearing Adam’s living quarters when he saw them. More of them. Those things! They were everywhere. Long, red bodies like lobsters, but larger. Darker. More menacing. Huge claws and curved tails like a scorpion’s, tipped with cruel-looking barbs. Half a dozen of them swarmed from behind the comm satellite.

	“What the fuck?” Adam cried, trying to turn the cruiser sharply to avoid running into the things that had appeared in front of them.

	The wide rubber tires were the only thing that stopped the cruiser from tipping. It went up on two wheels as it struggled to obey the driver, bouncing back on four and knocking Blakeslee from the back.

	Amanda was at the porthole window instantly, banging her fists futilely on its triple-thick glass. She watched helplessly as those things, those awful red things, rushed towards her Commander, her friend.

	Blakeslee got to his feet as Adam and Hahn jumped out of the cruiser, still struggling with their helmets. They turned to go back for the Commander and were mere steps from him, but one of those things beat them to the punch.

	A creature the size of a dog with pincers like sharpened tongs skittered around a rusted chunk of what used to be a Coastguard vessel and plunged the tip of its scorpion tale into Blakeslee’s leg. Before Adam or Hahn could react, the tiny tear made by the stinger widened as the air inside escaped in a rush. Commander Blakeslee fell to the mucky ground, looking up with an expression of shock and agony on his face. His cheeks were swelling, eyes bulging before they popped like overripe tomatoes, splattering the inside of his helmet with blood and gore.

	Amanda shrieked as Blakeslee’s body continued to swell and expand, bloody oozing flesh now running from the hole torn in his suit like lava from a child’s volcano science experiment. More of those things rushed to their comrade’s kill, scurrying over trash like enormous, mutant roaches. Hahn took off running for the airlock, not waiting for Adam, who was trying to drag the Commander’s still thrashing body away from the things that picked and jabbed at him with black-tipped claws, their hungry mandibles churning faster and faster as they pursued their prey.

	“Amanda!” Hahn screamed into the void between them, pounding on the outside of the airlock door.”Let me in! Oh, God, let me in now!”

	But Amanda was frozen in shock and fear. She watching in helpless horror as more and more of those evil crustaceans emerged from the refuse all around, converging on Adam and Blakeslee. She looked into Hahn’s eyes as one of those things jabbed him with a poisonous stinger, her mouth hanging agape as his eyes popped just as Blakeslee’s had.

	Hahn screamed into the void where no one could hear him, not even the things that began devouring him before he was dead.

	* * *
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ODESSA

	 

	Davik’s hard-soled shoes slapped against the cobblestones. Perhaps it was his aggressive stance that gave him an aura of menace, or the scars that crisscrossed his rugged face. The beggars who would ordinarily have had their hands outstretched to passersby cringed away and receded into the shadows like vermin. Davik scowled in disgust.

	He passed an alley from which several prostitutes displayed their wares. Hungry-looking faces with eyes like chips of coal and rouged mouths gaping as he examined them. Davik wondered how any of the women survived the winter, exposed as they were, but dismissed his curiosity with a toss of his head. He felt pity for them, but also disgust and loathing. 

	He grabbed a frail-looking waif with a wan complexion. Turning her arm over with little regard for her discomfort, Davik inspected her for marks. Not liking what he saw, he roughly shoved her away.

	“Clean girls!” he spat, scowling. “Which of you has not been kissed by the needle?” He examined each one, waiting for an answer. Many of the girls cowered, or pressed themselves into the shadows. Three of them fought to move behind each other and nearly fell over one another, drawing a disdainful look from their potential client.

	One girl stepped forward, raising her arms so the sleeves of her loose coat slid back, exposing smooth flesh that bore no track marks. Her golden hair fell over one sapphire-colored eye. She was far from healthy, but looked livelier than the rest. Davik jerked her into the roadway, looking her over.  “Show me your hands!” he commanded, examining the skin between her fingers, as addicts tended to inject themselves there to hide the scars. 

	Satisfied, he nodded. “How much?”  

	She held up two fingers. 

	Davik reached into his jacket and pulled out a pair of large coins, tossing them at the girl's feet. He barely gave her a chance to pick them up before he yanked her away roughly, dragging her into the wintry night.

	A frigid wind blew through the network of alleys and streets that Davik steered them through. The whore pulled her moth-eaten coat more tightly about her. 

	“Where are you taking me?” she asked, teeth chattering. Davik refused to acknowledge her; he merely continued on.

	The watery slush that coated the ground was beginning to freeze. It made the surfaces of the streets and alleys slick and treacherous. Davik, with his heavy shoes, suffered no ill effects due to the lack of traction. The harlot was not so lucky. Her flimsy shoes didn't fare well. Twice she slipped and she would have fallen, were it not for Davik's grip on her arm like an iron band, yanking her along behind him like a dog. The poor girl was nearly frozen and out of breath, cheeks flushed and nose raw by the time they reached their destination—a stone building with brightly lit windows huddled between several dark and foreboding structures. Chatter echoed in the alley, muffled by a wooden door. 

	Davik shoved his captive into a corner, roughly pinning her against the icy stone. She was too frightened to move, too startled to scream. He raised his hand, a grin on his face and a bulge growing in his trousers, as he backhanded the girl with enough force to tear her from consciousness. An angry red welt was already springing into coloration on her cheek as he tied her up, binding her wrists with cheap rope taken from his pocket before shoving rags into her mouth. 

	She slid limply down the cold stone, collapsing in a graceless heap on the frozen ground, where Davik proceeded to bind her ankles. He struck her once more for good measure before throwing his coat over her. His eyes lingered on her pale fingertips just barely visible beneath the edge of the heavy garment.

	Davik trudged toward the wooden door that opened on the alley. His footsteps crunched on the hard-packed snow. He stretched his fingers, splaying them before him, and grasped his wrist. He hadn’t realized how hard he’d been clutching the girl’s arm, anticipation and excitement getting the better of him. He worked the soreness and stiffness from his joints, which popped and cracked as he flexed his hand.

	The door loomed, the light from inside filtering through the narrow gaps between the wooden slats. Davik pulled it open and stepped inside, brushing the snow from his shoulders. At his entrance, the boisterous conversations and rowdy arguments ceased. All eyes were on the newcomer as he walked slowly to a table at the back of the bar. His footsteps sounded like thunder in the silent room.

	Onya did not bother lifting her eyes at Davik’s approach. In front of her sat half a dozen intricately carved nubs of bone. She stared at them as if entranced. In one hand, she held a smooth, cylindrical container of deep gray marble. The fingers of her other hand played delicately over the rim as she focused on the ivory-colored fragments before her. Her eyebrows slid upward on her forehead as she leaned in closer to examine the mystical relics. Her expression was one of disbelief, doubt, and possibly even fear.

	Davik paused for a moment, eying the ivory-colored pieces. “Onya,” he said, his voice resounding in the silent barroom. Onya looked up, her glacial blue eyes concealed beneath sleepy-looking lids and pencil-thin eyebrows. Her age was indeterminate. She could have been thirty or sixty. Her pale skin was stretched tight over her gaunt face. She was all angles: sharp cheekbones, thin nose, pointed jaw, and pronounced clavicles. Her bony fingers nimbly gathered up the bones and deposited them back in the marble vessel. Onya gestured at the chair across from her, pulling a fur stole around her shoulders in the same movement.

	“Davik, my darling!” Her smile was like a razor edged with poison. “Please! Sit.” 

	Davik obliged her, resting his heavy bulk on the chair's weak wooden frame with all the grace of an untrained elephant. The chair groaned in protest but managed to bear his weight.

	The glow of the candles around them shone on Onya's pale hair, which was pulled into a severe bun at the back of her head, heightening the appearance of her flesh being stretched over her skull like a taut canvas. She wore a pale blue dress of thin fabric, but she didn't seem to mind or even notice the cold. She lifted a bare, skeletal arm and flexed her fingers like a cat displaying her claws.   

	“What is it you see in those little bones that has you so worried, moim drukk?” he asked. 

	Onya turned her face away, casting her gaze downward. “It is nothing.” She said, a bit too quickly to be truthful. She lowered the cup into her lap as if hiding it would erase it from his memory. The bones clattered gently within their stone-walled tomb.

	“What is it you seek?” she asked.

	Davik's expression shifted so subtly that most would not have seen it, but Onya did. For the second time that evening, her eyebrows leapt up. “You wish to raise Kassogtha,” she breathed, drawing her back straight against her chair and assuming her full height.

	Davik watched her for a moment, attempting to gauge her reaction. Then he nodded once, his eyes never leaving Onya's deceptively frail face.

	“Do you know what this entails?” Her eyes narrowed to piercing blue slits.

	Davik nodded once more. “I have the girl ready and waiting outside.” 

	Onya's mouth drew in on itself, becoming a tiny pucker below her sharply angled nose.

	“It is not the sacrifice with which I am concerned.” She reached for Davik's callused hand. His fingers dwarfed hers in a way that was almost comical.

	Onya's hand felt impossibly fragile in Davik's. “If you are worried about money,” he began, but Onya shook her head. 

	She leaned forward and looked into his face, her eyes searching for something that wasn’t there. “There are things,” she whispered, her eyes growing apprehensive, “that no man, not even one such as yourself, can control.” 

	Davik's fist clenched involuntarily, the tendons bulging. Onya felt the power in those hands, knew he could crush the life from her with the slightest effort, yet she did not pull away. 

	“There is nothing…” he hissed, tone dripping with venom, “…nothing…”—he slammed his fist on the table, causing patrons throughout the bar to jump—”…that I cannot control!” 

	Onya's eyes grew pleading. Her expression became sorrowful before her face clouded. She pulled her hand away, keeping her eyes on Davik. She nodded slowly before exhaling an almost imperceptible sigh. She reached into her bag and withdrew a cigarette already attached to a long, bejeweled holder. “Da,” she said, lighting it before inhaling. She held the smoke for a moment before exhaling in a rush. “For you, I will do this thing.” 

	The slightest hint of a grin swam over Davik's face. He stood, and the pair of them exited the bar.

	* * *

	The moon cast an eerie glow over the abandoned rail yard. The air was sharp and cold, the icy wind relentless. Davik took great loping strides across the stone and iron and rotten wood, Onya scurrying to keep pace. A tightly wrapped bundle slung over one shoulder did nothing to impede the brute. He surveyed the area briefly before his eyes settled on a destination—a long, deserted railway car. It had once been red, but had faded to pale pink. Much of the remaining paint had flaked off, exposing rust and ancient metal beneath. There were holes in the roof and the floor, but for his and Onya's purposes, it would suffice. 

	Onya labored with a burlap sack containing the tools of her trade—mystical and powerful objects. Her cheeks were flushed pink from both cold and exertion, perhaps even a trace of excitement. The goosebumps that prickled her flesh were from apprehension as much as they were from the chill, though she was loath to admit it. Somewhere in the distance, a shot rang out and Onya startled, barely managing to compose herself before Davik could see the fear in her eyes. When she had rolled the bones earlier, their message had not promised hope.

	Onya was afraid, but she was also experiencing a stronger emotion, at present, one that had overridden her better judgement and put her in the middle of this unwelcoming place: love. She cared for the tall, brusque man with the dark hair and scarred face, though she had never told him. Davik didn't feel anything for anyone other than disgust or revulsion, and most certainly not for the little slip of a witch who dabbled in the arcane as a means of supporting herself now that she had grown too old to draw much of a price in other ways. Even now she watched him, marveling at his strength as he effortlessly lifted the captive whore as if she weighed no more than the cloth she was wrapped in. Yes, Onya thought, I will do this thing for him. I will raise Kassogtha, and, with it, Davik shall rise to power. He shall keep me beside him, as I have proven myself useful. In time, perhaps he will come to need me, maybe even think of me as something other than a tool… 

	Onya was pried from her reverie as Davik wrenched open what remained of the rail car's door and stepped inside, sliding the now semi-conscious girl from his shoulder.

	“This will work, yes?” he asked Onya, who struggled again with her parcel. 

	“Yes.” Onya looked around. “This will do.” She tugged once more on her bundle before Davik strode over and lifted it over the doorstep. He set it down on the sturdiest place on the floor. In the corner, the whore struggled with her bonds and cried softly around her gag. 

	Onya undid an ornate knot. There was an audible gasp as the magic she had used to bind the tie was released. The corners of the bundle fell open, revealing implements of the arcane: books and candles, feathers, bones, little pouches of dried herbs and powdered organs, vials of noxious fluids, and stones carved with ancient symbols and mystical markings.

	Onya knelt before the pile and began making her final preparations. Onya drew a pentacle on the floor with chalk. She traced the outline of the five-pointed star seven times, pausing to whisper something under her breath with each pass. Around the simple design, Onya chalked intricate patterns, perhaps letters in a language Davik didn’t understand. Onya scribbled swirls and spirals between two concentric rings around the great star. They seemed to squirm and writhe of their own volition. Next, she placed a black candle at each of the pentacle’s five points. Kneeling, she held aloft a large red candle. She raised her arms above her head and began chanting and swaying slowly, as if manipulated by an astral breeze. Onya lit each of the black candles in turn, beginning at the northernmost point and working counterclockwise. When all six flames were lit, and the interior of the rail car shimmered with an unearthly glow, Onya beckoned to Davik. She gestured at the bundle in the corner, and Davik withdrew the cloth.

	The whore’s eyes were wide with fear. A fresh bruise stood out against her cheek. The rags Davik had shoved into her mouth prevented her from uttering more than muffled moans. Her wrists and ankles remained tied with the rope Davik had bound her with in the alley behind the bar. Her hair was a tangled mess that hung around her face like a hobo’s version of a halo. She looked frantically around the room, eyes lighting on Onya’s improvised altar. She began shaking her head and struggling frantically with her bonds, making plaintive mewling noises from behind her gag. Davik caught her with a cold, unyielding stare. The girl stopped struggling.

	Onya gestured with a sharp jerk of her head, and Davik lifted the frightened prostitute and placed her in the center of the circle.

	Onya rose to her feet and opened a small vial. She spilled its contents in swirling spirals on the floor. The whore was crying openly, tears spilling down her dirtied cheeks in rivulets. Onya stood over her for a moment before withdrawing a dagger from the folds of her dress. It was long and curved like a fang, the hilt carved with an elaborate scene of beastly things devouring human beings. Here and there it was accented with jewels the color of freshly spilled blood. At the sight of the weapon, Davik’s interest piqued, and he leaned in, looking like a curious child at a museum exhibit.

	Lips moving fervently, soundlessly, Onya raised her left hand, piercing each of her fingers and her thumb with the blade. She allowed a drop of blood, like a single pearl, to fall onto the flame of each candle. The witch rolled her head, her incantations growing louder. They rose in volume until she was nearly screaming, uttering words in a language more ancient than even the dagger she now held. Onya drew her hand over her face, streaking her mouth and chin with blood that looked like fangs and a serpentine tongue in the dim light. She spat on the red candle, and, instantly, all light in the room was snuffed out. 

	Moments passed, and no one dared breathe. Swirling balls of green light emerged from the darkness, hovered over the still-smoking wicks, and began to rise before suddenly racing toward the whore.

	Her back arched violently and she rose from the floor, hovering in midair. The center of her chest began to glow with the same green light as the spheres. Her eyes widened to an inhuman level, the outer edges nearly cracking. Her arms and legs flexed, rope that bound them snapping like rubber bands. 

	Onya raced forward and plunged the dagger into the glowing spot on the whore's torso. 

	The girl collapsed in a heap on the ground, blood pooling around her and steaming in the freezing air.    

	The atmosphere in the room changed. Slowly, the warmth that had been building in the rail car became impossible to ignore. In the middle of a harsh Odessan winter, a pocket of almost tropical temperature had formed, with humidity to match. Beads of perspiration formed on Davik's forehead and dripped down his face. The room took on the unfamiliar smell of rotting plant life and ancient swamps. In the center of the pentacle, the whore’s body twitched. There was a ripping sound, followed by a wet, slopping noise as the gag was forced from her mouth. A slimy green tentacle took its place, followed by another. 

	The serpentine appendages seemed to possess some sort of intelligence in the way they moved and swayed as if searching for a meal.

	Suddenly, the largest appendage shot out and encircled Onya's throat, choking her as it lifted her off the floor. Onya struggled as more of the tentacle emerged from the whore's mouth, separating her jaws like those of some hideous reptile. They were powerful, and Onya, in her weakened state, was no match for them. 

	Davik watched in horror while the woman he secretly loved flailed in their grasp. The thing released the frail woman, and she fell to the floor, unmoving, eyes open, throat mangled. A thin trickle of blood ran from the corner of her mouth.

	Davik gasped, staring down at the body of his beloved. He had hoped to rule the world with her, but now she lay in a battered heap as more of the things emerged, splitting the girl's head open, followed by her chest, until she was nothing more than an empty husk that had served its purpose. The air hung thick with the scents of death and decay as Kassogtha, tasting blood for the first time in centuries, awoke from its ancient slumber.

	* * *
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THE DICK-MEASURING CONTEST AT THE END OF THE UNIVERSE

	 

	Hellen Marshal was your typical millennial woman. She had a decent job as a data entry clerk, a shitty used car, a tuition bill she was likely to someday pass on to her future children, and a Tinder account that only caused her moderate aggravation…on good days.

	There was nothing especially remarkable about Hellen. She was of average height and weight, five-foot-four and solidly built, though not fat. She had sandy, shoulder-length hair and brown eyes set into an utterly forgettable face. She was perfectly okay with all of that. She had absolutely no desire to look like a super model. She was content with her everyday, ordinary, even somewhat boring, life. Until the day it ended.

	It was snowing that day. The roads had been treated, but they were still icy in spots, especially the hilly road she lived on, so Hellen decided to take the train in to work. There was a commuter rail station less than a mile from her apartment, and she thought the walk would be kind of nice. She loved the winter, the way the snow washed everything clean and bright with its sparkly whiteness, the shimmery flakes alighting on her eyelashes, the fact that it was the slow season at work so she could spend most of her time giggling at silly cat memes on the Internet. Winter was wonderful. and a 15-minute walk in the early morning fresh air was just what she needed to lift her spirits.

	The snow hadn’t been falling for very long yet. There were still brown patches of dead grass and bare earth everywhere. The flaky white stuff was starting to collect near the edges of the road and on tree limbs, but it would be a while (probably a few hours, at least) before the world became a winter wonderland, and, by then, she’d be at work, in a dull cubicle with no windows. Sad face.

	The walk was pleasant, if uneventful. The air had a nice chill that pinked her cheeks. She wore a newish wool jacket over her usual cardigan/slacks combo and topped it off with a bright purple infinity scarf. All over the neighborhood, people were waking up to the weather, checking school cancelations—kids cheering if their school was on the list even as their parents groaned—making coffee, and having breakfast. Today was going to be a good day, Hellen thought as she arrived at the little station.

	Given the cold and the early hour (the train took almost twice as long as driving did), Hellen decided to splurge on a cup of steaming Earl Grey tea. It was a bit of a luxury, especially since payday was still more than a week off, but what the heck? You only live once, right?

	Cheery red paper cup in hand, Hellen stood on the platform and waited, along with half a dozen other commuters. She never saw the train that hit her. Isn’t that a saying or something? You never see the one that gets you? She wasn’t even sure how she’d gotten in its way. Hell, she didn’t even know what had happened, at first.

	She suddenly found herself in a modern office building with shiny chrome accents and glass everywhere. At first, she assumed that she’d somehow zoned out on the train and had accidentally walked into the wrong office building, but no. That couldn’t be it…there weren’t any exterior doors. She spent what felt like an hour looking for a way out of the building, another person, or even a goddamned phone before she gave up, dejected, and flopped down in a corner. 

	She’d somehow lost her purse. (Had she left it on the train? She had to have! But that was so unlike her!) So she had that to deal with. She couldn’t remember finishing her tea, either. In fact, she couldn’t remember anything after standing on the platform, cradling the cup in her hands, enjoying its warmth and the way it smelled while waiting for it to cool down enough so she could drink it. Then what happened?

	The fact that she couldn’t remember was frustrating. The fact that she seemed to be trapped in some sort of weird office prison was even more so. What the hell was going on? Was this place closed due to the snow? That didn’t make any sense! Even if it were, there should still be doors! Phones! Windows! Anything! Instead, there was nothing. Just more shiny chrome furniture, upholstered in stylish and hard-to-maintain white leather, fancy coffee tables with nothing on them, and a whole lot of glass walls showing endless rooms filled with more of the same things in every direction. Hellen was so upset she felt like screaming. So she did.

	Loud and long and until her throat felt raw. She screamed her anger and frustration at being trapped, at losing her purse and her memory, and the stupid train and her expensive tea she never even got to drink. When she was done, she felt a whole lot better. Then she heard the voice.

	“What’s your problem?” it asked. 

	Hellen whirled on the sound and came face to face with…herself. Only not exactly.

	Leaning up against a shiny chrome planter almost as tall as she was stood a woman who could’ve been Hellen’s sister or cousin, if not her twin. She was a bit thinner than Hellen was, and she wore more makeup. Instead of Hellen’s simple, shoulder-length haircut, the newcomer had a trendy, if somewhat risqué, pixie cut with long, styled bangs that had splashes of purple at the ends. She also wore several pairs of earrings. Hellen had never gotten her ears pierced. The doppelganger wore a leather jacket, leggings, and neon sneakers.

	Hellen tilted her head at the other woman so sharply she must’ve looked like a comically quizzical dog. “Who are you?” she asked. “And how did you get in here? I didn’t see any doors…”

	“Same way you did, numbskull,” the other woman quipped. “I took the hard way in.”

	“I…don’t know what you mean,” Hellen said, her initial feelings of relief at encountering another human being already melting into annoyance and further frustration. “And you didn’t answer my first question. Who are you?”

	The woman rolled her eyes and cracked her gum, also neon. “My name is Hellen Marshall and I just washed a bottle of sleeping pills down with a fifth of vodka.” She said, voice dripping with condescension.

	Hellen’s eyebrows shot up, then wrinkled in confusion. The woman who claimed she was also named Hellen Marshall stood up and smacked the first Hellen in the forehead.

	“I’m dead, dummy!”she sneered. “And so are you.”

	“Dead?” Hellen (the original Hellen, who had very recently decided to call herself Hellen Prime) took a staggering step backward before shaking her head.”I’m not dead. You’re crazy!” she said.

	“Oh, I’m crazy, all right. But you’re still dead. We both are. Deal with it.” And, with that, Hellen Two turned on her heel and stomped off down the hallway in the other direction, leaving Hellen Prime to stare after her.

	Dead? She wasn’t dead! She had thoughts and feelings and memories! She had her infinity scarf, for Chrissakes! She wasn’t dead! But…it did sort of make sense. She didn’t remember getting on the train, or entering this insane building…and what was with the rude “other her?”

	Wait, was she high? Could the snotty barista have slipped something into her Earl Grey? Was that it? It had to be!

	Hellen Prime looked down the hallway in time to see Hellen Two turn and enter a room on the left-hand side. She scampered after her.

	The room was a standard issue office break room, all done up in shiny chrome and glass like everything else. Hellen Two was standing in front of a very fancy looking refrigerator, staring at pristinely lined up, identical rows of soda and yogurt. She grabbed a shiny silver can, which magically didn’t appear to diminish the supply remaining in the fridge.

	“Want one?” she asked Hellen Prime, popping the top on her can with a familiar sound and taking a long drink.

	“Uh, sure, I guess.” 

	Hellen Two grabbed another can of soda and tossed it at her counterpart, who caught it with ease…which was odd, considering she was the world’s biggest klutz. 

	Hellen Prime looked down at the cold can in her hands. It was shiny, smooth, and oddly featureless. There was no writing at all to mar the flawless surface, no corporate logos or nutrition facts, not even an indicator of what was actually inside.

	“Um, what is this?”

	“It’s a can of soda, doofus. God, I’m glad I don’t come from your reality.”

	“No, I mean what flavor?” Hellen Prime chose to ignore Hellen Two’s condescending attitude, at least for the moment.

	Hellen Two took another sip and shrugged. 

	Hellen Prime stared at her for a moment as if waiting for ill effects from drinking the unmarked liquid to appear, then shrugged herself and popped the top.

	The soda didn’t taste bad, per se. It really didn’t taste like much of anything. It was cool and fizzy and sort of sweet, but it had no actual flavor. Hellen Prime took another sip and examined the can again.

	“It doesn’t taste like anything because you aren’t thinking of anything.” Hellen Two offered from across the room. “Think of something you like to drink and take another sip.”

	Hellen Prime thought of her Earl Grey tea from earlier that morning. Although the temperature of the liquid in the can didn’t change, it definitely tasted like Earl Grey tea with the second sip. She wrinkled up her nose and took another sip before deciding that there was a reason Earl Grey iced tea had never caught on. She set the can down on a nearby counter. When she looked back, it had mysteriously vanished.

	“First time?” Hellen Two looked up from a magazine that had somehow appeared in her hand and took another sip of her soda.

	Hellen Prime didn’t know how to answer that, so she just stared. Hellen Two lifted her arms, palms forward, pulling back her sleeves a bit with the action. There were raised pink scars on both of her wrists.

	“Let’s just say it’s not my first rodeo,” she said. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the others.”

	“Others?” Hellen Prime asked as Hellen Two walked past her and back into the hall.

	* * *

	At the end of the hallway was a plain black door. It was different from the other doors in that it was solid and opaque, rather than clear glass. The handle was shiny chrome and almost a foot long. Hellen Prime shrank back a bit as Hellen Two pulled the door open, afraid of what she’d find on the other side.

	There were four women seated around a gleaming, glass-topped conference table. They all looked up as Hellen Two strutted in, followed by a timid Hellen Prime. All four women could’ve been sisters, but they weren’t. They were all Hellen Marshalls.

	One of the Hellens was thin, almost waifish. She wore her hair long, pulled back off her slender shoulders in a ponytail. Her oddly pronounced cheekbones supported a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. She wore no makeup whatsoever. She was wearing a pale pink shell top under a lab coat of some kind. Her nails weren’t adorned any more than her face was. Her ears were unpierced. Hellen Prime decided this thin, nerdy looking version of herself would be Hellen Three.

	Hellen Four wore a t-shirt advertising a metal band over something with long sleeves and red and black stripes. Her short hair was dyed black, she had three studs in one ear and four in the other, with a long metal bar crossing the top of one ear. There was a tiny skull on the side of one nostril and henna-style tattoos on both hands, swirly designs that reached her black lacquered fingernails. 

	Another of the Hellens wore an expensive looking suit and tasteful pearl jewelry. She wore makeup, but it was so stylishly and expertly applied that it was hard to tell what she was wearing or where. She had the kind of short, stylish haircut that Hellen herself had jokingly referred to as the “Get Me Your Manager” cut. She pursed her lips disapprovingly as Hellen Two flopped down in a white leather chair beside her. This would be Hellen Five.

	Hellen Six bore the strongest resemblance to Hellen Prime. This Hellen could have stepped into Hellen Prime’s life and passed easily. Hellen Prime was separated from Hellen Six only by a few inches of hair length and a small scar on her chin. 

	They all looked similar, of course…same eyes, same thin lips below roundish, upturned noses, same pale, freckled skin…but it was as if someone had given the same doll to a bunch of six-year-olds and checked on them after a few months of playtime. 

	“Come. Sit,” Hellen Five invited, gesturing at an empty chair. There were twelve chairs in total, all the same white leather with shiny chrome accents. 

	Hellen Prime accepted and sat quietly, still feeling shell-shocked.

	“So…” Hellen Prime stuttered, “you’re, erm, all me? I mean, all Hellen Marshall?”

	The women nodded, except for Hellen Two, who quipped, “No shit, Sherlock.” This earned her another glare from Hellen Five.

	“How?” Hellen Prime asked helplessly.

	“We’re working on that,” said Hellen Three.

	Hellen Two leaned further back in her chair and propped her feet up on the table. “Well, we know that we’re all dead…” she snickered.

	“We can speculate that we’ve died, yes,” said Hellen Three, “and, from that, we can extrapolate that we’re from parallel dimensions or something along those lines.”

	Hellen Two snerked, “Yeah, okay, Poindexter.”

	Hellen Three licked her lips, swallowed, and adjusted her glasses before continuing as if Hellen Two hadn’t interrupted her.”Are you familiar with string theory?” she asked Hellen Prime.

	“Does it have to do with cats?” Hellen Prime asked sheepishly, supposing she already knew the answer.

	Hellen Three sighed and got up from her chair, snatching a marker that Hellen Prime didn’t think had been there a moment before. She began drawing a complex looking diagram on the wall behind her.

	“In a nutshell, there are alternate versions of the universe that break off from one another at several set points in space/time. In some of those alternate universes, you were never born, probably as a result of the choices your parents or grandparents made, or things that happened to them prior to your conception. In others, you…as in we”—she gestured at the room—”made different decisions, leading us to be different versions of the same genetic identity.” She punctuated her statement with a flourish. “We are all Hellen Marshall.”

	Hellen Prime licked her lips, pausing to try and take in that idea. She looked around the room and received nods of confirmation from everyone except for Hellen Two, who circled her temple with her index finger in the universal sign for “cuckoo.”

	“So, um, how long have you all been here?” Hellen Prime asked.

	“Time seems to behave differently…” Hellen Three began just before Hellen Two interrupted.

	“Time’s all wonky here, wherever we are.” She continued to crack her gum while flipping through her magazine. “First time I got here, I met her”—she indicated Hellen Four—”and we palled around for a bit. Felt like days. Weeks, even.”

	“You got that right,” Hellen Four said under her breath. 

	Hellen Two continued, undeterred by her doppelganger’s outburst, “But when I woke up, or whatever you want to call it, the doctor said that my heart had only stopped for, like, a minute.” 

	“It seems like we’ve been here for ages, but also like we’ve just arrived,” Hellen Five added almost wistfully.

	“There is definitely some distortion of time occurring here.” Hellen Three pursed her lips. “But why, and where exactly ‘here’ is, remains a mystery.”

	“Okay…” Hellen Prime nodded. “So we can’t be sure when each of us arrived or how long we’ve been here. So…now what?” 

	“Well, we’ve just been talking. Trying to see who made what decisions and what the outcomes were,” Hellen Five replied.

	“It’s not especially useful to our current predicament, but it is utterly fascinating. From a scientific standpoint, at least,” said Hellen Three.

	“Tell us about you,” Hellen Five prompted. “Where do you work? Are you married? Kids?”

	Hellen Prime licked her lips nervously. “Um, no,” she stuttered. “I mean, no about being married and having kids. I work at Mason and Price.”

	Hellen Five’s eyebrows shot up. “Mason and Price!” she exclaimed. “Me, too! What do you do there?”

	“Oh, well, data entry, mostly…” Hellen Prime tried to smile, but it faltered a bit. She had some idea of what was coming, based on her counterpart’s taste in clothing and makeup, but she asked anyway.

	“What about you?”

	“I’m the Executive Director of Human Resources,” Hellen Five stated with more than a little pride. “What about the rest of you?”

	“I work at the Vinyl Emporium,” said Hellen Four. “It’s this really great record store.”

	“I’m a researcher at Boris Technologies,” Hellen Three added, to no one’s great surprise.

	“I’m sort of between jobs right now,” said Hellen Six, looking at her fingernails.

	“And you?” Hellen Five asked Hellen Two, who scoffed, rolled her eyes, and went back to her magazine. “Are we really having a dick-measuring contest?” she snarked.

	“What about Billy Jacobi?” Hellen Four asked, changing the subject. “Have we all gone out with him?”

	“That delinquent slacker from South Central High?” Hellen Three wrinkled her nose distastefully.

	Hellen Five chose to ignore her parallel self’s remark. “William and I are married for going on five years now.”

	“Married!” Hellen Four gushed. “We just started seeing each other last week, but I can tell already he’s the one for me!” Suddenly, her face fell. “Or, at least, he was…” She trailed off.

	“He…he died in the car accident that gave me this.” Hellen Six pointed to the scar on her chin. The room fell silent.

	After a few moments, Hellen Prime spoke up.

	“So, what do we do now?” she asked.

	Hellen Five shrugged, looking to Hellen Three, who adjusted her glasses before doing the same.

	“We wait, I guess.” She looked a little lost and hopeless in her lab coat.

	“Not much else to do,” Hellen Two said, taking a sip from one of the shiny silver cans of soda.

	“So that’s it? We just wait here and see what happens?” Hellen Prime couldn’t accept that as a solution. Action was always better than inaction. Wasn’t it?

	“What do you suggest?” Hellen Five asked.

	“I don’t know…I just…” Hellen Prime was cut off by a sound from outside the conference room. Somewhere beyond the opaque door, a very familiar voice was crying out in frustration. The Hellens looked at each other.

	* * *
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ORNAMENTATION

	 

	Jim Holiday sat in a shabby brown recliner in his living room. His sweat- (and otherwise-) stained wife beater clung to his sallow skin like a lizard’s exodus, peeling away from the flabby flesh underneath like a scab. The garment had seen better days, much like Jim himself. Also like its wearer, the garment was tired, worn out, and misused. It had grown too small to hold Jim’s burgeoning frame within its cotton cage, so much like a prison, and odd protuberances of hairy lard poked out of worn holes at random intervals. Jim opened his mouth and let out a low groan. Drool reeking of morning breath, nicotine, and old liquor, ran over his lip and down his chin like a filthy river. It meandered through the mangy forest that was his three- or perhaps even four-week-old beard growth. In all honesty, it was far too scraggly and sparse to be called a “beard,” and yet too wild and overgrown to be considered stubble. 

	Jim sat up, adjusting his position as one of his feet had fallen asleep sometime during the previous night. Beer bottles and empty fifths of Jack and Johnnie clattered to the floor in a derelict melody before rolling under the chair and across the carpet in the direction of the Christmas tree.

	Jim’s eyes shifted as he yawned, yellowed teeth like uneven tombstones pushing up through the pink, fleshy graveyard of his gums. The tree stood about ten feet away from where he sat, an ancient monument to a preexisting version of the grotesquery he had become. It had been up for a year, or somewhere thereabouts. He couldn’t be sure exactly what day it was, or, really, what month, though judging by the Christmas music filtering through the walls from the next apartment over, he supposed that it was probably sometime in December. Either that, or they were just plain mad. 

	The tree had long since gone brown, dried up, and desiccated. It had lost the majority of its needles, most of which lay undisturbed where they had landed like an ashy brown halo around the weary old symbol of Christmas past and the unopened presents beneath its boughs. Ornaments sparkled from its branches through a thin haze of dust and dirt and spider webs, which were now woven throughout the limbs like intricate little garlands. They had become a sort of decoration themselves. Atop the skeletal remains of last year’s happiness perched a little golden angel like a silent specter. Her tiny blue eyes looked down upon Jim as if in accusation or contempt.

	Jim barely regarded the tree any longer. It had become just another shadow in what remained of his pitiful life. He hadn’t been out of his recliner in days. He was beginning to worry that perhaps he couldn’t move even if he tried. He struggled to sit up, placing both of his hands with their bloated sausage fingers on the arms of the chair and pulling himself forward, the massive hulk of his gut obstructing his view of the ratty brown carpet in front of him. One of his feet, clothed in what remained of a grimy red slipper, slid to the left, knocking over a beer bottle he had been using as a urine receptacle. The foul yellow liquid splashed onto his leg, running down the grungy mat of hair and spilling into that unfortunate slipper. 

	“Ahhhh,” Jim croaked, the crackly, course tone of his voice sounding alien to his own ears. How long had it been since he’d last spoken? Weeks? Months, maybe? When had he last heard another human voice? He couldn’t recall.  Jim’s annoyance at the wet mess on his leg, slipper, chair, and floor, fueled him into action. He stood up abruptly, grabbing the bottle and throwing it against the wall beside the doorway, where it shattered into a plethora of sparkling shards. They rained down onto the carpet as the remnants of the bottle’s liquid contents dripped down the wall. The shape the mess made was almost festive. It could’ve been a Christmas tree in the right light, with enough imagination. Jim was turning toward the kitchen when a sharp, melodious voice stopped him in his tracks.

	“Jim,” it singsonged, “Jim, darling, won’t you be a dear and bring me something to eat?” 

	Jim stood stock still for a moment, unsure of what to do. It was the voice of the angel, all right, but he hadn’t heard it in, well, nearly a year. He thought perhaps he was imagining things in his deep-seated loneliness, in his longing, but the voice continued.

	“I’m so very hungry, my darling. So very, very hungry.” 

	Jim swallowed. He had missed that voice. Missed his angel these long months, but now that she was back, he wasn’t sure he wanted her. He didn’t know what to do, and so he remained stone still for a few lingering minutes, listening to her pleas. He remembered her hunger, remembered feeding her, watching her eat. He remembered the touch of her skin with a shudder that was so close to revulsion and yet so close to elation at the same time.

	Jim faltered for a moment before racing down the hall and opening the door to his bedroom, a door he hadn’t opened in almost a year. The air inside smelled ancient, reticent with mildew, dust and decay. Cobwebs clung to everything. The petals of the rose in the little glass vase on the night table had long since fallen. That rose had been fresh and dewy when he’d last seen it, and as pink as a newborn’s bottom. Pink had been her favorite color, after all.

	Jim opened the white accordion doors that lead to his closet. He knelt on the floor, dust and dirt clinging to the sores on the sides of his legs—sores caused by his lack of motion and his near permanent position seated in his old brown recliner.

	There she was, folded in the back of the tiny space, still wearing her costume. Her white gown had been discolored by time, as well as by mold and rot, but, in Jim’s eyes, she was still beautiful. The sequins lining the gown had long since lost their luster, but that was okay. 

	“Why’d you have to leave me, baby?” he whined, voice cracking with disuse. “Why’d you have to go and do a thing like that on Christmas?” Jim straightened the tinsel halo that still clung to the pale blonde wig she had worn that day. The wig had fallen over her face sometime during the twelve months she had been inside the closet. Beneath it, her dried-up flesh had pulled her once full, pink lips into a gruesome smile.

	“Merry Christmas, Angie,” he said in a whisper as he leaned forward and kissed her.

	* * *
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