
        
            
                
            
        

    



Pizza Face





Aron Beauregard




Maggot Press












Copyright © 2020 Aron Beauregard



All rights reserved.



ISBN: 9781086627435



Cover & Interior Art Copyright © 2020 Anton Rosovsky



TOC Art Copyright © 2020 Katherine Burns



Cover wrap design Copyright © 2020 Don Noble



Edited by Laura Wilkinson



Maggot Press

Coventry, Rhode Island



WARNING

this book contains scenes and subject matter that are disgusting and disturbing, easily offended people are not the intended audience



JOIN MY MAGGOT MAILING LIST NOW

FOR EXCLUSIVE OFFERS AND UPDATES BY EMAILING AronBeauregardHorror@gmail.com



WWW.EVILEXAMINED.COM







For Mom



I love you very much, you are a strong person that I will eternally owe and admire. You were dealt a difficult hand in life but never let it defeat you. Like many of the tales in this outlandish book, you are simply extraordinary.






Contents





Title Page



Copyright



Dedication



Pizza Face



A Sunday Brunch Gone Awry



Perfect on the Surface



The Lasting Impressions



The Seeds of Tomorrow



FEEL THE SPLATTER



About The Author



Books By This Author






Your future hasn’t been written yet. No one’s has. Your future is whatever you make it. So, make it a good one.









- Doc Brown
























[image: ]







Pizza Face


The mirror had never been kind to Arnold regardless of what day he stared into it. No matter what miracle products he used or how much effort he put into his appearance, he was always going to be the same unexciting, less than vanilla soul. A dork, a geek, a total nerd. There was just no way around it, his destiny proved more cemented with each X he added to the calendar.

Finally submitting to the notion as fact when he was sixteen and a couple of weeks out from his junior prom was a humbling feeling. There was no sense in lying to himself any longer. It was time to accept it.

No amount of the banana-toned LA Looks hair gel he layered on would change that his head was shaped like a peanut. Ditching his coke bottle glasses for contacts only made his pupils look beadier. A new pair of Wranglers and an electric, neon-colored shirt would do the trick for most of his peers, who’d get showered with compliments and inquiries on where they’d purchased their threads, but put the exact same clothing on Arnold and there was no reaction.

Those wardrobe enhancements couldn’t morph his scrawny frame and do something any of the chicks in class would desire. But worst and most painfully of all, no matter how many Stridex pads he ran over his cheeks and forehead, he was still a pizza face.

It was the nickname bestowed to him by his archrival, Ethan Turner. He was your typical senior meathead jerk-off… you know, the one that gets all the girls for all the wrong reasons. The one that helped people like Arnold learn his most important lessons very early on: LIFE ISN’T FAIR and LIFE SUCKS.

Outside of a handful of his cronies, Ethan had deemed it mandatory to squash everyone in his radius. Even if they were already naturally mashed up like Arnold, he still displayed zero mercy. Arnold’s chances of achieving even the most trivial form of happiness or just survival in general during adolescence were the equivalent of a candlelight that had dwindled down to the faintest flicker. And Ethan Turner was just the guy to try and blow it out with a fart.

“Hey, Pizza Face! It looks like you got some extra cheese today!” he’d say, smacking the back of Arnold’s head and following up with an uncontrollable hyena laugh.

The acne was Arnold’s one fault that he had no way around. All of his other faults were manageable. They were irritating as well as uncomfortable to be saddled with, but people only occasionally poked fun at him about them. Nothing called attention to someone in high school like zits.

As a guy, the first thing people look at every day is your face. Having constellations of massive whiteheads relentlessly sprouting up and discolored ruins running beneath the surface was not a good look. It would never be a good look.

Therefore, he was doomed. Doomed until he eventually matured into something much worse, or God willing, hopefully, he would be a late bloomer. Nevertheless, there would be no girls giving him his first kiss anytime soon, unless they wanted to come away with their lips covered in his ever-oozing discharge.

He’d become almost controlled by it. His embarrassment turned into self-consciousness, then eventually to self-loathing, so he convinced his mom to take him to the dermatologist. They gave him some prescription cream that, in essence, just made his face look a lot greasier and shinier. They may as well have painted a target on his head at this point. Instead of curing his ailment, they’d only drawn attention to it.

He didn’t expect it to work right away, but even after his junior year, there were no results. His folks weren’t rich either—they couldn’t just keep trying new exotic creams and hope to block puberty. As his dad would say, “You’ll just have to be like me and learn how to tell a joke.”

Arnold couldn’t help but grin when his old man said it, something about the way he smiled with both of his massive ears spread out like a flying creature’s wings made it both entertaining and true. He was right, giving him a quick look over, the man was pretty damn ugly. However, he was pleasant company.

It felt weird to wonder if his mom was hot but he did just for a second in an effort to try and foretell what his future companion could potentially look like. Mom was pretty hot he supposed, only allowing the thought to cross his mind momentarily. He intentionally stunted any further thoughts on the topic as a precaution. He didn’t want to feel like some kind of freak—he already looked like one. He had to give his dad some credit though, if he could do it then maybe there was hope for him, it just wasn’t going be an overnight process.

Instead of dwelling on the misery that was high school any longer, he decided he would give Harry a call. Harry was his best pal. Well, actually, his only pal. It was fine though, Harry was so awesome that he only needed him. Being a long-time loner, Arnold was always a guy that preferred quality over quantity anyway. As always, Harry was able to pull his spirits out of the toilet and get him to liven up a bit.

He suggested they meet up down by the boardwalk. The beach was a sedative, soothing place for them to unwind. The smell of the sea intertwined with a warm wind gust was always there to provide a welcomed relief. And all of the beachy wonders didn’t cost a dime.

The experience was sort of like hitting the pause button on the VCR, everything stopped while they were there. It seemed like the only thing that mattered in those moments was the conversation. That and The Dream Machine!

The name alone sounded enigmatic and enticing. More than anything, it sounded like somewhere an undeveloped mind wanted, no needed, to be. A place where anything was possible, where bizarre concepts that weren’t within a boy’s reach could somehow manifest in reality. The titling was applicable. They may not have been selling every dream but they had a few.

It offered the most eclectic assortment of arcade machines in addition to skee-ball, air hockey, and gimmicky carnival games that you’d expect to line the shore of the heavily populated ocean. Most of that stuff didn’t matter though, they were going there for one specific reason: CHILLER.
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Chiller was an arcade-only videogame that had been widely banned in the United States. The game was so gruesome that the creator’s whole marketing plan had shifted to third world countries amid the outrage and various calls for a boycott. Somehow, The Dream Machine didn’t give a damn about any of that, which only made them seem more badass. They did keep it in the corner by itself like some sort of dark secret, but this was one skeleton in the closet they went out of their way to make accessible.

The grievances about the sickening shooter were predominantly around the gameplay and overall player motive. Unlike most wargames that people were exposed to during the tail end of the eighties, Chiller saw a player clench hold of a bulky assault rifle-type gun attached to the center of the console and level it at innocent people that were strapped down to torture devices.

Shooting the terrified victims would knock chunks of blood and gore off of them, but that approach was ironically the most tedious method of killing them, which was the whole object of the game. The best strategy to etch your name into the leader boards was to search the screen and find the right mechanism on the torture device to fire at. If you knew the right trigger spot, it would result in an instantaneous, grisly slaying.

Arnold and Harry’s faces were painted with electronic neon castings of the violence as they laughed together. Similar to their prior attempts, they’d only made it as far as the graveyard level when the quarters dried up. They exited, still pleased with being privy to the widely non-accessible, ghastly gameplay they’d just enjoyed, but also a little disappointed that they had fallen victim once again to what was rumored to be the last stage of the game.

They stepped back out on the boardwalk to the smell of fried dough—the scent did its best to tempt them. Harry licked his lips while the slow-changing glow of the brilliant lights left their skin pigments constantly shifting color. “I told you we needed more quarters to finish the job,” Harry griped.

“You saw how close I was, if that monk with the cart full of body parts didn’t keep getting in the way, we wouldn’t have lost,” Arnold pointed out, defending his performance.

“Either way, next time we can’t mess around, I’d rather wait until we have a little extra money instead of coming that close. I feel sick,” Harry ached, knowing all well that they each still had five dollars left. But those fives were always earmarked for their most sacred ritual—their traditional post-gaming meal.

It was sacrilegious to not each get a couple of hot wieners and suck them down with an ice-cold soda pop afterwards. They walked out a little further and leaned up against the wooden railing across from The Dream Machine.

“You think you’ll miss these times when you get a girlfriend? Seems like it’s going to be a lot of pressure. At least right now we really don’t have to worry about anything,” Arnold asked, the topic still sticking in his mind.

“Yeah, that’s if we get girlfriends. A sixteen-year drought doesn’t bode well for our futures, man,” Harry replied, unpacking his pessimistic vantage point.

“It feels like you see what we’re going through in every movie. Eventually, though, at least in the movies, it seems like everyone figures it out.”

“Yeah, well, I hate to break it to you but this ain’t the movies, Arnold. Look at someone like Mr. Milton… he’s never been married. We’ve never seen him once with a girl, EVER.”

“C’mon, Harry, you don’t get it? I think that’s a choice.”

“What do you mean a choice? Who would choose to be alone?”

“I mean, he doesn’t like girls, don’t you see the way he looks at all the guys in the library? It’s really pervy.”

“Eww, gross! Really? I never even noticed. You’ve seen him looking at students?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty uncomfortable actually. Not as uncomfortable as being forced to be in the same building as Ethan Turner though. I’d rather be classmates with Richard Ramirez,” Arnold said wholeheartedly, believing every word he spoke.

“Yeah, life could be so much more peaceful without people like that at school. Why is it the girls are only attracted to pricks?”

“Beats me, but if he knew how it felt, I bet you he’d have a different perspective. If he had to deal with just half the shit that we do, maybe he wouldn’t be so evil.”

“I’m not so sure about that, I don’t think he was nurtured into being an asshole, you just can’t change some people. They’re born bad, another rotten apple on the tree of life.” Harry could tell the conversation was starting to depress Arnold. He hung his head down, steering it in the direction of his feet. A defeated facial expression was now cast upon him.

“Man, don’t let that butthole get you down, he’s graduating this year, remember? That’s gonna leave us with our entire senior year to enjoy fear-free. He won’t be there to constantly ride us anymore.”

“It’s not that.”

“Well, what is it then?”

“I just wish there was some way we could know.”

“Know what exactly?”

“If we’ll ever get girls.”

“Asking out Ashley Bader was a step in the right direction.”

“What do you mean? She slapped me in the face and my zits popped all over her hand. Then everyone laughed at me. How is that a good move?”

“Because you’re trying at least, which shows you have balls. Girls dig that. You’re not afraid of failure in spite of it stalking you around every corner. But if you really need to pin down the exact time, there’s always this place,” Harry said, pointing up at the flashing pink sign a few vendors down the boardwalk.

“Madame Odessa’s Futures?” Arnold asked, a little puzzled.

“I never noticed it before,” Harry replied, a little caught off guard by Arnold’s genuine interest in the place.

“Let’s check it out real quick.”

“I was just joking, plus we only have enough cash to get wieners,” Harry barked, clearly inching closer to being hangry.

“Can we just see how much it is?” Arnold asked, not waiting for a response before entering. Harry reluctantly followed him inside through the tinted storefront. It was shadowy from the outside and just as dim and obscure on the inside.

“Arnold, I was messing around with you! I can’t believe you actually came in here, these places are a total scam,” he offered, attempting to convince him. He was annoyed but still trying to keep his disrespect at a low volume. Arnold smacked the silver bell sitting on the counter to signify they’d entered. After about a minute of waiting, he tapped a little harder.

“See, there’s no one even here! Let’s go, I’m starving.”

Arnold looked at Harry’s husky frame, knowing that statement was the furthest thing from the truth. “C’mon, man, how often do I ask you for a favor?” Before Harry could respond, the conversation was interrupted by a smooth voice holstering a foreign tongue.

“Good evening, what brings you young men here today? Actually, I should say, Arnold, what brings you here today? Since Harry thinks this is a scam,” Madame Odessa said, pointing to the space around her.

The boys looked at each other wide-eyed wondering how she could know their names. Did they call each other by name when they walked in? They didn’t remember but it was still hard to dismiss the oddness of their initial introduction.

“We… well, I-I wanted to, um… hear about my future, ma’am.”

“Of course, you did. Come, young man, join me,” she instructed, opening the beaded curtain behind her as if to let him slide in.

The duo began trotting forward when Madame Odessa held out her other hand, which bounced off of Harry’s chest, stopping him in his tracks. “Harry, have a seat out here. It’s only one at a time.”

He did as he was told and Arnold followed her through the turquoise droplet curtain into the back area. She grabbed a firm hold of the thick metal door before them and thrust it open. It scraped the concrete floor as she willed it forward, allowing him in and then pulling it closed behind them.

The smell of hazy incense clouded the room, they emitted a scent that he couldn’t quite place, although it was naturey. In the center of the room was a small wooden table covered with a cloth. It displayed a moon with a devilish face imposed upon it while a deck of tarot cards sat on top.

The cards exhibited a bizarre, almost hellish artwork while a few ancient-looking books sat beside them—their spines more broken than Christopher Reeves. They were so strange and mysterious, written in what Arnold could only assume was a primitive text, undecipherable to his eye. Also surrounding them were walls of timeworn bookshelves coated with cobwebs and crusty dry wax.

A variety of relics from God knows where were placed on the cusp of the darkness. They were lit just eerily enough to be visible and contain some rather frightening substances. It ranged from eyeballs and hair to unidentifiable creatures. The strange artifacts levitated, floating in liquid-filled jars. Ouija boards, sadistic-looking daggers, and glass bottles with thick, stained substances inside them. It was difficult to gauge the authenticity of the relics, but at the very least, they made for interesting aesthetics.

“Please, take your seat, I’ve been waiting for you,” Madame Odessa proposed.

She spoke with a creepy confidence that made Arnold believe her. It was as if he was having a conversation with someone who politely asked and answered questions to humor the other party, but in reality, she possessed a bottomless enlightenment that had already found all truth.

“Tell me about Ethan,” she asked.

Did she record what people were talking about on the boardwalk somehow? Did she have cameras outside? What exactly was going on here, how was she able to cite so many details that were intimate to his life?

“It sounds like you already know,” Arnold replied, sagging his head, feeling ashamed.

“You came here with two things in mind. First, you wanted to know about your eventual suitor. If there could be a woman for you to share your life with.”

“Yes exactly, how do you know all this?”

“Well, I have some good news for you, she exists,” she answered, clearly happy to be the bearer of the morsel of positivity.

“Really! When?”

“Well, without getting too specific, it’s not in a few days or weeks or months, but—”

“So, not before prom?”

“No, not before prom, but I promise you, she will be worth the wait. And if she isn’t, you can just come back and see Madame Odessa,” she replied, batting her eyelashes.

“Okay… What about Harry?” he asked, changing the subject. He was blushing due to the strange old lady’s bluntness.

“No! There is no one for Harry! But forget about Harry, you will be fine. We came here to talk about your future, didn’t we?”

“Right, we did.”

“Then you must put your friend out of your mind and focus. Is that understood?”

“Yes, I won’t mention him again.”

Madame Odessa looked him over with a gaze of judgment, inspecting the legitimacy of his statement.
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“Then let’s talk about pizza face. Are you tired of that title?” Just hearing the atrocious nickname made him cringe. He continued to wonder how she could identify the specifics that she rattled off. Although, his face was currently blanketed with reddened, irritated whiteheads, so she could’ve pulled that out of the air just by taking a look at him. But he was still too humiliated and humbled to answer the question. After the silence, she decided to ask in a different way.

“The boy, Ethan, is it true? You want him to understand your struggle?” she inquired, beginning to shuffle the tarot deck.

Suddenly, a motivation surged inside him, it was crystal clear that the question demanded a reaction. “That, and so much more,” Arnold responded with zero hesitation. He played with the ideas in his mind before following up, “But what does any of that matter?” he exhaled in a tone of frustration.

“At Madame Odessa’s, we don’t simply discuss the future, we alter it,” she expounded, spreading the cards out in front of her. She pulled a random card out from the pack and placed it in the center of the table. The artwork showed an old hermit propping himself up with a cane, attempting to view what was standing before him with a dim lantern.

“This is you, the hermit. Your solitude and self-reflections constantly overwhelm you. The stresses that complicate your life are not common for a boy your age. Your situation is unique.”

She quickly flipped over the next card which showed what appeared to be a masculine king sitting on a throne of bone, corpses littering the ground beneath his feet, yet somehow, a sickening cheerfulness masked his expression.

“This, of course, is Ethan. Wicked, barbaric, remorseless.” She placed the card to the left of the hermit, still leaving some space between them. She trawled around a bit before drawing the last one, creating anticipation in Arnold’s guts. She knew so much that what she was telling him felt real. In fact, it probably was real.

She placed the final card between the other two and pulled her hand away. The last one showed an older woman that was unnervingly reminiscent to the one sitting before him. She held up a wand with a crown of flowers around her skull on the darkest of evenings. Her face lit only by the fire pit in front of her—it was unclear what she was burning.

“This is me. The magician. I have the talents. I have the wisdom. I can bring forth what you desire. I’m going to ask you one last time. Do you want him to feel what you feel?”

He took a moment to ponder the gravity of it again, understanding the serious nature and overall darkness of their conversation. Her revelations were ominous, he couldn’t help but still believe it was a gimmick even though she knew a wealth of information of which the origin was inexplicable. Then he remembered that even if everything was somehow real, it didn’t change his answer.

“No,” he replied with a grave certainty. Madame Odessa seemed surprised at first but then her face reset to its previous projection of all-knowing insightfulness. “I want him to feel worse,” he scorned. Her slightly wrinkled cheeks perked up for just a moment before transitioning to a more serious pose.

“I know you only have five dollars, which is the cost of your reading. Normally, the sort of alteration we’re about to perform costs a great deal more.”

“I could try to sell my Nintendo—”

“The kind of money needed wouldn’t be something that you could acquire until many years later. But because of your circumstances, I shall afford you a one-time courtesy, seeing God still hasn’t. It seems you are owed one.”

Arnold smirked, pleased to understand someone was trying to help him. Even if it was far-fetched, it was fun to think about. Shortly after, his emotion reversed upon realizing the truth and wretchedness in her statement. She grabbed one of the daggers off the bookshelf behind her, ripping some of the spider webs away with it. Next, she opened the drawer and extracted an old horn, a bowl, and some satchels.

She used a knife to whittle some shavings off of the horn into the bowl. Moments later, she added a black powder from one of the satchels, then crumpled the hermit and Emperor cards. Placing them in the bowl with the other contents, she reached for one last jar that contained a knot of miniature worms inside it. They wiggled about, wrapped around each other tightly, looking as though they would never let go.

She broke them apart and sprinkled several into the bowl. They crawled about as she reset her gaze back upon him. She struck a match on the side of the table and set the contents of the dish ablaze. A vile, disgusting aroma began to fill the room, bum-rushing Arnold’s senses.

“Give me your hand,” she demanded.

“Wait, what?” he questioned, his concern rising rapidly.

“Give me your hand, now, young man,” Madame Odessa repeated.

“Why?”

“Just because you don’t have to pay any money, doesn’t mean there’s no cost,” the hag clarified as the flames below boomed within her pupils.

Arnold was terrified but the years of hatred and punishment he’d endured for the crime of merely existing rumbled inside of him. The sickness was brewing so intensely, he felt woozy. He clenched and tightened his body like you would when bracing yourself for a car crash—so firmly, in fact, that his face stretched, causing a few of his pimples to erupt and shoot pus into the contents of the flaring bowl.

He closed his eyes and bravely extended his arm forward. He hardly felt the slice but when he opened his eyes, a wave of blood was rushing out from his forearm. It filled up the bowl and overflowed all over the table, yet somehow, the fire was still burning. As he began to scream out, Madame Odessa slammed her palm over the wound and impressed a tremendous pressure, silencing him with shock. When she lifted her hand, the bleeding had stopped. She used a black cloth to clean the remnants of the drying fluid from his skin.

Arnold remained speechless as she lifted the contents of the saucer, trying not to spill it or burn herself in the process. She walked over to a large glass jar and dumped it inside. She capped the jar at once before retaking her seat. She tenderly draped a rag over the blood that had pooled in front of them. Somehow, the fire inside the jar was surviving without oxygen, the various incredible sights were difficult for him to swallow.

“What just happened?” Arnold asked even though he was terrified of the answer.

“Give the five dollars,” she commanded. Arnold put his trembling hands to his pocket and removed the bill, placing it atop the soiled rag. Madame Odessa took the money off of the table and stuck it into her bra. The jar that was filled with the bizarre concoction they just created began to bubble and rumble. Madame Odessa stood up and quickly walked over to the door.

“Let’s go,” she said to him with a calm urgency. Arnold did as he was told and trotted out the door. When they reached the other side, Madame Odessa grabbed him by the shoulders and stared into his eyes, he could still see the reflection of the fire inside them.

“Enjoy your new future,” she remarked, followed by a cackle and cough.

“Tha-thank you?” He had no idea what to say back, he almost felt like he was in some kind of trance. The impossibilities he’d just witnessed were heavy. Heavier than any of the other insignificant events that riddled his existence.

She slowly turned Arnold away from her and guided him back to the waiting area. Harry was sitting there as fidgety as ever, indisputably starving. The hunger was so obviously drawn upon his expression and he didn’t know how to deal with it. He could tell by Arnold’s eyes that something crazy had happened, however, his curiosity was outweighed by the cravings which were ranked by his obesity.

While Harry ordered three wieners all the way (onions, seasoned beef, mustard, and celery salt), Arnold explained the belief-shattering nature of what had occurred in the back room.

He was still having difficulty coming to grips with it. Harry questioned him a few times for specific details which Arnold was able to supply. Usually, when someone was being dishonest, they’d quickly unravel when pressed for particulars.

Liars had trouble doing that, but Arnold didn’t. He was shocked by the disclosures but had no way to be certain exactly just how much his pal was embellishing. The things he spoke of needed to be seen with one’s own eyes, so it was difficult to accept them at face value from word-of-mouth. Nonetheless, he humored him on the off chance it was somehow all true.

“Let me see your arm,” Harry asked as Arnold showed it to him. “It’s spotless, she didn’t cut you,” he confirmed it in his own mind after looking the limb over with a keen gaze.

“I’m telling you I saw blood. A SHITLOAD of blood, Harry, I swear. It was gushing like a fucking fountain.”

“But how is that possible when there’s not a cut?”

“I know! None of it makes sense, either I’m insane or the impossible is actually possible. Magic maybe, witchcraft?” Arnold contemplated.

“Well, we certainly know which one of those is more likely. But if it is all somehow real and you’re not nuts, what the hell is going to happen to Ethan?” Harry wondered.

“Now that’s a hell of a question…”


◆◆◆




Ethan awoke feeling like a million bucks. He dropped down to the shag rug and separated his arms in the push-up formation. He started his day with fifty push-ups and a hundred crunches. He followed that up with a few sets of dumbbell curls and some flat bench sets. No wonder the kid looked like he was chiseled out of ice, his fitness obsession was almost unnatural for someone his age. He was the cock of the walk, strutting his tight little ass proudly even when there wasn’t a soul to check it out. He was on a mission, seeking societies’ approval without unveiling his shallow intention.

His pristine skin always had him ready to sin. If a girl was naive enough to let him inside her, they’d soon regret it. The intimate particulars of their sexual performance and specific physical attributes would be school-wide news in no time. He was the one who labeled the girls sluts and the guys stooges. His morning dump didn’t just find the toilet, it nailed everyone that crossed his path. You couldn’t find a bigger douche bag in Oprah’s bathroom. He was king shit and proud of it. Many people looked at him almost like a religious figure. Not because he actually was but really because he had conditioned them to.

The wavy blonde mullet, red letterman jacket, and Schwarzenegger shades were his trademarks. After his shower, he geared up and readied himself to head to school. He’d just need a little LA Looks to get the curls at the tip of his mullet to drop properly. He placed his hand on the bathroom mirror and wiped it from left to right several times to clear the steam masking his reflection. 

He was in love with himself. The level of narcissism was nauseating, every morning he was actually excited to see his own face. The face he’d been looking at for seventeen years he was still just dying to see with regularity. The butterflies fluttered in his stomach as he waited for the big reveal. There was nothing he looked forward to more than being reminded of his charming reality each morning.

But today would be different, the triumph that he’d come to expect when he started his day would be replaced for the first time in his relatively brief lifecycle. Substituted with the repulsion he felt when he cast his judgmental, definitive glare at all the others. The joke had turned rancid and sought out the most unlikely of targets. In a warped irony the punisher would become the punished.

As the mirror cleared up, his reflection became visible and the golden boy was immediately jolted with a stinging shockwave that growled throughout him. It couldn’t be… there had to be some mistake… but mirrors didn’t make mistakes. They were definite and final like all of Ethan’s preconceptions of his peers.

A bubbly slew of leaking blemishes were scattered about his normally faultless face. There were TONS of them, it was unbelievable that such an amount could accumulate over a single night. Was it an allergic reaction? No, he’d seen that before, it was nothing like this. It was obvious, these were pimples—a fucking buttload of pus-bumps. He felt the fear in his chest sink to the pit of his stomach. He was now officially the embodiment of the teenage nightmare.

He purged a flamboyant grumble soaked with disbelief that hung inside for a minute before he forced it away. How could it be? Nuance like this didn’t transpire for those of the golden class. His heart felt like it’d been tossed in a drying machine to tumble for eternity. Discomfort, fear, and panic were sentiments he rarely felt these days. He’d gone from strutting his ass for no one to a nervous wreck who didn’t know the next step.

“This is fucked! It’s so fucked!” he raged as his grotesque reflection stared back at him.

Once Ethan finished dressing himself, he headed downstairs sweating profusely in an aloof state. As he rounded the corner, he saw his mom dumping some eggs onto a plate in front of his father whose focus was on the unfolded paper in front of him. His mom didn’t look at him initially but when he took his seat, she came by to serve him up his portion. His parent’s reactions were not what he expected.

“AH-HA-HA-HA-HA,” his mother began to crack up. The humor was so gripping, it elevated to an even more eccentric level as she gently laid the frying pan on the stove while stomping her feet. She slithered into her chair, face beet red and tears now streaming. His father’s attention had detracted from an article about the explosion of the Challenger spacecraft to his seed. He was dragged out of one awful, morbid topic only to find himself in stitches beside his wife.

They were both so thoroughly entertained by his sight that there was absolutely nothing else they could do in his presence. It was like they were being gassed or drugged. The chuckles were so genuine, they almost seemed painful. Their bodies shuddered, increasing in intensity with each passing moment.

“What the hell is wrong with you?! Stop laughing! It’s not funny, stop it!” Ethan cried.

It was not like his parents to act in the displayed manner. He might have been the biggest tool in the box but his parents were chill people. They always disapproved of his brash asshole lifestyle and wanted him to be humbler. Maybe this was their lesson?

Possibly but not likely. It felt more like he’d been thrust into some alternate reality, like his parents’ bodies had been snatched by evil beings that only sought to humiliate him. The odd behavior would be alarming to anyone but more so infuriating to Ethan. He flipped his chair over aggressively, but it changed nothing, their maddening giggles continued until he stormed out of the house and slammed the door behind him, vocalizing his disapproval as he left.

He’d never been more frightened to go to school. He was so accustomed to being the prince of the playground, but today, there was a blatant difference. Imperfection wasn’t something he’d ever acquainted himself with. He felt a sickening feeling lurking inside, his hands shaking as he arrived at the school. Staring at the faces of those passing him by in the hallways, he wondered if they’d be as cold as he’d been for his time within the walls. The question was uncertain at best.

As usual, the eyes of his fellow classmates were blanketing him but he knew it wasn’t because of his sweet ass or dashing good looks any longer. It was more of a vile curiosity. Like the circus had come to town, they all had to have a look at the freak show. Most of the guys kept their mouths shut. Boil boy or not, he could still kick the shit out of them, but the girls… he couldn’t beat them up now, could he?

His first class that day was English—one of his most hated. He didn’t get along too well with Mr. Trainer, mostly because of his constant dickheadery and inappropriate antics he felt were more important to display than the lesson itself. They were usually at the expense of the outcasts. But when Ethan entered the classroom that day, an enormous cheesy smile formed upon Mr. Trainer’s usually impassive mouth. He took one look at the dickhead’s face and knew things were going to be different that day.

Ethan could hear some girls snickering and talking smack about him a few rows down. Normally, he’d tell them to shut the fuck up and call them sluts or something juvenile, but today, he’d tapped into a new reserve. For the first time, he was the wallflower trying to just blend in and avoid confrontation. He was walking and sitting on eggshells, watching every movement and interaction in the room like a hawk.

“Alright, class, settle down. Did you all think about what you want to have for lunch on the fieldtrip to the Valley Newspaper next week? I know we were initially just going to brown bag it, but something has changed. I’ve decided I want to treat you all myself, does that sound good?” The class cheered in unison, excited at the prospect of a free meal of their choice.

“Well then, let’s do a quick poll.” Mr. Trainer keyed in on Ethan, taking a few paces until he was directly in front of his desk. He leveled his eyes at him. “What do you say we have pizza?” Those that weren’t paying too close attention simply cheered; everyone loves pizza. Alternatively, the fraction that understood the inside joke laughed heartlessly. They could see exactly what he was doing.

“Well, I guess that settles it then. Pizza it is! C’mon, everyone, let’s hear it. Pizza! Pizza! Pizza!” The class followed his lead, they all chanted behind him while his sinister glare bore a hole through Ethan’s soul.

Each time they repeated the chant, it felt like a drum pounding inside his hot head. His face was tightening, his whiteheads were beginning to drip under the pressure, popping and cracking with each reverberation. The mantra continued as he got up from his chair and bolted out of the classroom—a rain of mocking hysteria following him from behind as he sped down the hall. It was the first time he’d entered a class and left without saying one single word.

He flew around the corner recklessly, not thinking about traffic in between classes, only about getting the fuck away from everyone. Administration always told them no running in the halls as they didn’t want kids slamming into each other. They made the rules for a reason.

Ironically, he collided with Jill Marshall, a girl that he was already used to slamming into regularly—she was his most recent bone toy. Their heads banged together violently, his zits spurting out a nasty, dirty, white-ish yellow, filling all over her cheeks. They both landed on their backs dazed by the accident. When they sat up, Jill’s pupils popped. She couldn’t believe the greasy, bloody mess that was encompassing her dreamboat’s kisser.

“Jill?! What are you doing here?!” Ethan squealed in horror. He would be taking Jill to her junior prom in just a couple of weeks, so she was the last person on earth he would have wanted to see him like this.

“I was going to the lavatory! Eww, Ethan, what’s wrong with your face? What’s this nasty shit you’ve gotten all over me?”

“It’s just a little acne, I’ve got something to clear it up. It will be gone soon, the doctor said. Here, I’ll get it off for you,” he offered, extending what he thought was his white shirt from under his letterman jacket. When he looked down, he found that the excretions from his face had soiled it already. He was offering her something grosser than what was already on her face to wipe it off with.

“No! Just, just stay the hell away from me, Ethan. You’re disgusting! I can’t believe I fucked you!” she raised herself back up to her feet and took off.

“Jill, wait! I can fix it! I’m telling you I can fix it!” His words were as empty as the formally pus-filled craters on his face.

Ethan knew he needed to leave before he created any more damage to the dreamy persona he’d carefully constructed over the years at the expense of others. The word was already out and his date was offended and repulsed by him. He needed to get out of dodge before his castle came plummeting down in its entirety.

On the way home, he stopped at the drug store and filled a basket with Stridex boxes, pimple creams, and anything else that remotely claimed to help you recover from acne outbreaks. The cashier smirked as she rang up the products, watching his face leak a combination of blood and white goo down onto his moistened shirt.

“What the fuck is so funny? It must be great to have something to be so happy about! Why don’t you just do your job, okay?” Ethan snarled at the cashier, wiping his face off. What should’ve been a guilty grin somehow seemed like it wasn’t. She didn’t react to his outburst and continued to flaunt her pleasant, smug attitude.

“Forty-six fifty-five please,” she requested. Ethan rummaged through his pockets for some cash, finally retrieving it.

“Here’s your money, bitch,” he replied, handing over some crumpled twenties and ones. She looked down at the currency disapprovingly, unaccepting of the offer.  

“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t take this money. I need you to give me money that is not covered in your… fluids.”

Ethan’s eyes dropped down to the ruffled bundle in his hands. To his dismay, he could see that his pus and crimson had grimly discolored the normally vibrant green cash to a more wet brownish tone. A small pool of his foulness began accumulating in a soupy puddle on the counter with each second he waited, trying to think of what to say or do. He decided he didn’t have time for her shit, he threw the slimy bills at her face, along with a handful his warm and lumpy broth. It landed across her nose and mouth vertically, causing her to release a repelled shriek.

“Keep the change.” Ethan grabbed the bags and took off. He blazed the path of the fastest route home, attempting to obstruct any view of his ailment along the way.

The first thing he did when he got home was head for the phone book. He called every dermatologist listed and pleaded with them to see him. They all came back with the same answer—he would need parental consent and his medical plan details before they would be arranging any appointment.

He would have to wait for his parents now, the last two people he really wanted to see. He needed them though if he was going to solve this. Their strange, borderline creepy behavior that morning only gave way to allow a less than minimal hope to fester beside his fears.

In the meantime, he went up to the bathroom to start working on his crater face. His depression found its peak when he got another look at himself. It had gotten much, much worse. The number of zits had tripled. Somehow, they’d grown within the last few hours. Many of the ones from the morning had blown open, leaving a scattering of red streams drizzling down his cheeks and forehead from the empty divots. Around those rivers were clusters of new nasties—more problems to deal with.

As he removed the Stridex pads from the boxes, he started to cry. His salty tears burned when they found their way over the open wounds on his face. The pads became soiled quickly, each wipe smearing away a wealth of liquid, followed by a similar amount pouring back out moments later.

“What the fuck is going on?” he spoke aloud, talking to God or any entity that would hear him, but he received no answer.

He looked like garbage, human shit. The fancy clothes, tight buns, and curly mullet all meant nothing now. He was scum, that’s why people were starting to treat him as such. He spent the next few hours continuously cleaning himself until he’d muddied all of the pads and nearly six full towels.

They sat on the floor beside his bed, the one that stood out the most was the formally white one. You couldn’t even tell as it now looked like a giant had blown his nose with it. The mucus tones disturbed him. It was all coming from within, it felt like he was rotting from the inside out.

The phone ringer caught him off guard and made him jump. He picked up the receiver and pressed it against his moist face. “Hello?”

“Ethan, it’s Jill. Listen, after today I just… I just don’t think it’s going to work. I can’t have my prom photos taken with you, those photos last forever. I can’t be showing my photo twenty years from now and be seen with some… pizza-faced creep.”

“What?! Jill, what are you talking about? I love you!” Ethan pleaded.

“I loved you too, kinda, but whatever is going on with your face, it’s not going to be cleared up by prom. I have to start making a plan B. I’m taking Milton Spooner to the dance.”

“Milton Spooner?! MILTON… FUCKING… SPOONER?! Are you kidding me, that nerd?!”

“He may be a nerd but he has nice skin.”

“Jill, you can’t do this to me—”

“Ethan, you know you would do the same. In fact, I’ve seen you do the same. Goodbye.”

The line went dead along with any future hopes of normalcy. THE PICTURES! Tomorrow was school picture day! Amid his angst, it totally slipped his mind. His parents had even paid extra money this year for the laser background.

It was the baddest background these photoshoots offered. EVERYONE always wanted the lasers. People couldn’t always afford them because they cost more but just about anyone would kill for them. In previous years, he’d only been able to get the red and blue, but this year was the year.

He’d been daydreaming without fail about his gorgeous blonde mullet, sparkling smile, and red letterman jacket with the lasers in the background all year. THE FUCKING LASERS. It seemed more likely with each passing moment that there would be no lasers in his future, in fact, there would be no yearbook picture at all.

Moments later, he heard the door open and what sounded like heels clicking against the hardwoods. Ethan raced downstairs to meet his mother, looking like he should be resting in a hospital bed somewhere.

As his mom kicked off her shoes, she caught a glimpse of her dripping boy in all his fresh gory glory. Again, the hilarity ensued. The cackle cracked at a high pitch, she couldn’t get enough of this new version of her son, it was the most amusing thing she’d ever seen.

“Mom! It’s not funny! I’m bleeding, my face won’t stop leaking everywhere! I need help! I need you to take me to a doctor dammit!”

She simply couldn’t or refused to respond to his pining and requests. It was like an invisible entity was posted at her side, tickling her armpits relentlessly. She dropped to the floor, kicking about while still dressed in her work suit. Her grin looked almost tiresome and, in some ways, painful.

The bizarre sight made any semblance of control seemed relinquished. She flailed about like a slowly dying fish out of water, unable to do anything but “enjoy” the moment.

His parents usually arrived home around the same time. His father’s appearance wasn’t unexpected but the consistency of his demeanor was. Dad popped in to see his revolting son looking on with a disturbed expression as his mother’s peculiar behavior continued to unravel.

His father couldn’t help but join right in. Tears again streaming down his cheeks in unison. Dad’s high pitch laughter was almost feminine. He could hear their throats beginning to crack, a unforgiving rawness was manifesting in upon their vocal cords. Their abdomen quaking violently as they lay rolling on the hardwoods paralyzed by the hilarity.

Ethan was speechless, there was simply nothing he could do to break their gripping spell. He’d yelled, cried, pleaded, reasoned, and threatened. Not even the smallest fraction of their behavior shifted. They were frozen in their amusement, slaves to the inexplicable invisible jester, numb to this new disturbing version of their son. He was everything they’d ever hoped for, but for all the reasons any son would dread.

They remained lunatics clawing at the floorboards. As he left the house, the last visual he was treated to was his parents dragging themselves closer toward him, their fingernails scraping at the wooden surface. Not like they wanted to just be closer to their son but like he was some sort of drug they were fiending for. Their now maniacal laughter echoed down the narrow hallway as he made his exit…


Ten Days Later


Arnold sat beside Harry at the kitchen table and started to fill up his bowl with Cap’n Crunch. The smooth white milk dropped into the cereal, elevating the level nearly to a point of overflow. He set the milk carton down beside Harry, who was munching away and had already advanced to where he was almost ready for seconds. Neither of them could let their sight leave the side of the carton, where a quarter of the rectangle paper box was wallpapered with a black and white photo of Ethan Turner. 

The photo taken was still during his glory period, before his inexplicable downward spiral. It included his noteworthy, overly-worn red letterman jacket and the shit-eating grin that had all but been erased. Like everyone else, they’d heard the news about Ethan but it was all still so fantastic, so unbelievable.

He’d gone missing and Arnold couldn’t help but continue to push the conspiracy theory (in private to Harry) that he had something to do with it. Harry had continued to play the role of the skeptic, maintaining a more ground-based approach.

“I’m just saying you weren’t there. You didn’t see the crazy shit that I did,” Arnold remarked, rehashing the strange session with Madame Odessa.

“So, let me get this straight… you think that after this magical ritual you took part in, it somehow altered Ethan’s biology, you know, that class we attended with everyone else in America that says this shit is positively baloney, which then forced him into hiding? That’s what you think happened?” Harry scoffed at the model.

“How else do you explain the convenient timing of his disappearance?”

“Well, as we’ve discussed in detail many times, Ethan is a total fucking douche bag. I can think of plenty of people that would love to see him vanish. Shit, there’s two sitting at the table right here, dude.” Harry looked back to Ethan’s snarky picture on the carton. “At least they got him while he still looked like 21 Jump Street… you know, before his ALF phase,” Harry joked while again grabbing the box of cereal and filling up his bowl.

“There, what you just said, how do you explain that? Everyone that saw him that last time in school was saying that his face looked worse than mine. That’s exactly what Madame Odessa implied would happen. He’s never so much as had a bad hair day, and all of a sudden, BOOM! Puberty hits him overnight? I don’t buy it.”

“Okay, maybe it’s a little weird, but it’s not super weird.” Harry grabbed the milk carton to add a little more to his cereal. “You think he’s the first one to end up on one of these? Take a look in your recycle bin, I guarantee you’ll find more. Plus, even if somehow it was a result of that night, do you really feel bad about it? I mean, this is what you wanted, right?”

Arnold thought about if he could live with knowing it was he who triggered Ethan’s self-ostracizing. “That’s a hard question to answer, Harry. I guess it depends on how far this thing goes. Right now, I guess, I’ve only been curious. I haven’t really thought about how I feel, just if I should be feeling.”

“I’ve got it, dude!” Harry shouted.

“What?”

“Let’s go back to the boardwalk!”

“No way, you’re crazy. Didn’t you listen to what I told you happened in there? We can’t go back.”

“You said you wanted to know, well, I’m telling you, let’s go find out. You don’t even have to go inside, I’ll go in and ask her myself,” Harry offered, giving him the easiest lane to acquire the facts.

Arnold looked back over to the milk carton as it throbbed with Ethan’s stupid, condescending facade. This was about the biggest thing in his life. If he could find out that what happened to Ethan stemmed from the events on the boardwalk, then he could also confirm that what Madame Odessa said about him having a girl in his future was also true. 

If one was real, they both were real. This would be killing two birds with one stone. There was no doubt about it, they had to go and find out. He was being presented a once in a lifetime opportunity and knew he’d be a fool not to grow a pair, hop on his Huffy, and learn the truth.

“Alright, let’s go.”

“Yeah, man! That’s what I’m talking about, let’s do this!” Harry exclaimed, propping his hand up for the high-five worthy moment.


◆◆◆




As the noise of the baseball cards smacking against their spokes died down, the boys loosened their grip on the handle brakes. They were both astounded and confused by the sight that presented itself. The same spot a few vendors down from The Dream Machine had a major, glaring difference. It was now completely vacant and weathered. The miserable shell that coated an undecipherable place in the distant past

It presented to them like there hadn’t been anything there in ages. The attractive, glowing, and well-kept, yet eerie storefront that stood sparkling mere days earlier was now a dilapidated structure that looked to be filled with rubbish. Their jaws had about hit the sand before either of them spoke up.

“What the hell is going on?” Arnold asked to no one in particular.

“She probably just moved out is all…” Harry replied, sounding like he was trying to convince himself more so than Arnold.

“Baloney! This place looks like it hasn’t had anyone inside since the seventies! Stop trying to make rational explanations out of crazy shit, Harry! Cut the shit! You have to admit there’s some fishy, weird-ass stuff going on here.”

“Alright, alright, fine! You’re right, okay? This is about the strangest thing I’ve ever encountered,” Harry conceded. He pondered their position for a moment before eventually rolling himself over to the dirty-looking man sitting behind a cart of wieners. They were slowly sweating while they rested spinning on the oily, round cooking rods. It was a salivating sight of pure unequivocal gorgeousness in his sustenance obsessed brain.

“Harry, you just had breakfast, I’m trying to figure this thing out,” Arnold reprimanded, attempting to ward off his gluttony.

“Trust me on this,” Harry said, starting to peddle over to the man before braking at the cart.

“Sir, just a quick question please, how long have you been doing this for?”

“Too long, kid,” the man replied, sucking back a puff of his cowboy killer.

“Do you ever remember there being a store there?” he asked, pointing to the dead building that had swapped itself with Madame Odessa’s magical place of business.

“You gonna buy a fuckin’ wiener or what, kid?”

“Of course, I am. Give me three, all the way.” He already had the money prepared and the filthy man snatched up the bills savagely. Next, the smarmy vendor lined up three stale buns on his shiny, sweaty forearm and inserted the overcooked meat into each of them. As the trio of orangey wiener dogs found their homes, he dropped in the piles of grimy toppings until they were overflowing over the sides.

“It was like some kinda fortune-teller before, do you remember that?” Harry continued to press, hoping his purchase could squeeze a little more intel out of the deranged bum.

“Listen, kid, are you stupid? You got something wrong with you? That building is probably older than you and any moron can take a look at it and determine that ain’t nobody been inside there for a LONG time. So, if you’re looking for a fortune, let me give it to you. Stay in school so you’re not running around your whole life asking stupid questions like that one. Otherwise, you’re gonna end up working for the cart right next to me. Okay, kid?” The off-putting man set the three wieners down in front of the boy before turning back to focus on the cigarette that had been dangling from his lip.

The bum didn’t pull any punches. Harry knew that occupation wouldn’t serve him well because he’d only be serving himself and no one else. Also, the guy had no idea that based on what they’d seen days before, the question actually was about the most intelligent thing he could be asking.

“Okay, will do. Thanks, mister, keep up the good work.” Harry was delighted by the sight of his early lunch. The boys pedaled away from the weirdo wanting to create some distance to converse. They didn’t want any more of the man’s shit quite frankly.

“I don’t know how we eat these things. That creep and his cart are fucking disgusting. I mean, he’s lining them up on his arm and the sweat is soaking into the bun,” Arnold belly-ached.

“That’s where all the flavor comes from, Arnold!” Harry truly believed this.

“It’s just tough seeing how the sausage is made sometimes I guess…”

“Well, if you don’t want one, I’m happy to handle them all myself.”

“No way, gimmie one now, dude.”

Harry greedily ranked each of the three before he handed him the one with the least amount of toppings. “Now, about this place. I guess you were right. We have absolutely no way of explaining this. There was a fortune-teller here, yet that man, while he seemed to be a deranged alcoholic hobo, he’s pretty damn sure of himself,” Harry asserted. 

“Right and by the looks of the place it now, all of the sudden, screams condemned shithole. There is no way that place deteriorated that quickly in just over a week.” Right then, it struck him. Arnold realized that Ethan was without a doubt experiencing his struggles and woes magnified.

He remembered his pus oozing into the bowl of flaming cards, their souls crossing metaphorically, but maybe it was more than a metaphor. It seemed real as roses now, but no way near as lovely. At least for Ethan. In theory, this also meant that Arnold would have a woman by his side one day, which was the yin side to Ethan’s yang. Suddenly, he raised his arms in the air spilling some of his toppings on the ground.

“This means I’m gonna get a girl!”

“Wait, huh? What do you mean?” Harry inquired. Everything else about the reading was so much more important that he’d never even explained to him what he’d discussed with Madame Odessa regarding the future of his love life.

“I asked her if I’d ever find a girl and she told me I would, it just wouldn’t be soon. So, if Ethan is cursed, if she delivered on that, then it’s reasonable to assume she was being truthful about seeing my future!” Arnold exclaimed.

“Man, I wish you would have asked her about me. Damn, I want to know too,” Harry said, defeated. Arnold immediately looked to his sneakers, a giveaway that Harry knew all too well. When he didn’t want to tell him something, he always unintentionally exhibited this gesture. It was an obvious tell.

“Hey, man, what aren’t you telling me?! I can tell you’re holding something back,” Harry barked. Arnold quickly peddled away on his bike while Harry stuffed down the rest of the wiener and took off after him.

“Nothing, I don’t know anything, she didn’t say anything else!” The two continued their journey back home. Harry hounded him for more details for the duration of the ride but Arnold couldn’t bring himself to be the bearer of bad news.


◆◆◆




It was the one and only magical night, where dreams came alive and died altogether. It was almost time for the prom. Arnold and Harry were putting the finishing touches on their suits while the local news blared out of the tube in the background. They might not have had dates but they still had each other.

They could go and have a good time now that Ethan had gone into deep seclusion. Some other bizarre news had been released about the path of the investigation. Jill had broken up with Ethan before he vanished but that didn’t stop her from reaching for her fifteen minutes of fame.

She’d been blabbing to everyone and their mother at school about how she was interviewed as part of the police investigation. She’d started some rumors that were hard to believe (for anyone but Arnold and Harry). For one, she claimed that when the police were interviewing Ethan’s parents about his disappearance, they didn’t cooperate in the least. She said that all they did was look at his photo and laugh hysterically. The whole interview apparently cast them in a very poor light and might have even made them suspects.

Ethan was still missing and there was no telling when or if he was ever returning. Harry and Arnold both looked pretty sharp for a couple of dweebs. Arnold’s acne was still there but not nearly as bad as it was before he’d started his treatment. Harry was still husky as usual but his tux surprisingly made him look a lot slimmer.

The pair became distracted for an instant by an odd story playing on the tube that seemed like it might even relate to their evening. Arnold stepped over to the tube and twisted the volume knob. The image on the screen depicted a shattered storefront draped in crime scene tape. The story was peaking their joint interest.

The news anchor went on to say that a local men’s attire store had been vandalized. The front window’s glass had been smashed in, but mysteriously, the only thing that was missing was a single men’s tuxedo that had been stripped from the mannequin that stood naked in the window. The newscast chalked it up to young pranksters but Arnold and Harry thought there might be something more to it…

When they arrived at the prom, they decided to skip their picture since they didn’t have dates. They figured if neither of them could score a date for senior prom, then fuck it, they’d just do it together as a joke. They posted up awkwardly like the wallflowers they were, watching all the others enjoy their snapshots.

They swirled slightly to the goofy pop music projecting through the speakers. It was all just about what you’d expect from a student prom, people slowly dancing with other people they thought they were in love with but would probably never see again after high school. Laughter and snappy outfits, cake and drinks. Everyone was having a blast, including Arnold and Harry. They just sat back and enjoyed the happenings in peace for once. There was no Ethan Turner to spoil their experience or remind them of their place in the social pecking order… until there was…

About an hour into the dance, the doors burst open to reveal an intolerable sight. Ethan Turner was back, at least that’s who they assumed it was. He was nearly unrecognizable as he limped into the middle of the dance floor. All of his enriched and well-cared for golden locks had fallen from his skull, leaving his head bald and warped. His face was a translucent white, with a bubble bath worth or whiteheads attached to his gnarly head.

His once neck-breaking blue eyes were now a rotten, lurid, reddish-brown. Everything was oozing worse than ever, as if what they’d seen prior was only the first chapter. His strikingly new repugnant form birthed a silence, killing both the music and enthusiasm of his peers. His entire skull seemed like it had turned into a giant pimple with a mini ocean of pus floating inside his see-through skin. It looked like curdled milk and his head was the jar containing it. He’d become PIZZA FACE.

Arnold and Harry couldn’t believe their eyes—everything they’d speculated had now manifested before them. It was all true. They watched as he stumbled further trying to talk, but when he did, it just released boatloads of the stomach-turning dingy white pus. Each time it spilled from his mouth, it splattered all over the floor as he created a trail behind him.

At first, it sounded like he was calling out for Jill who was panic-stricken, hiding behind her new date. The crowd’s horror unexpectedly turned to laughter as they must have thought it was some kind of joke. Maybe the grandest senior prank of them all. Ethan had kidnapped himself just to wait for the right moment to perform it for them. He was mocking Arnold surely as many of the eyes in the room shifted toward him. The entire student body began to chant: “PIZZA FACE! PIZZA FACE! PIZZA FACE!”

It seemed some were aiming their screams toward Arnold and others were targeting Ethan. The chanting got louder and louder until the noise became deafening. Arnold watched as Jill made her way from behind Milton and inched closer to Ethan but still kept a little distance.

If it was a joke, she’d be ready to swoop in by his side like there was never a fracture. As the yelling continued, Ethan’s head began to distort further, like the reverberations of their voices were straining his cranium. It all finally came to a head when the largest cone on his skull channeled an enormous eruption.
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The top left of his head burst open, sending a stream of pimple guts a few feet away and covering Jill’s face and entire outfit. She cried out and tried to run but slipped in the pool of thick white that lay on the once shiny floor and was left lying unconscious in her ex’s fluid. Ethan fell onto his back not far from her, the contents of his top half flowing freely in nauseating fashion. The faces around him turned from vicious smiles into horrified scowls. Everyone rushed for the exits, some of the people in too much of a hurry found themselves slipping and falling into the lumpy pus-pool. The whole thing was one giant fucking mess.


A Few Days Later


After all the commotion, Arnold and Harry took some time to digest the strangeness that had transpired over the last few weeks and headed back to the boardwalk to reflect. They stood outside The Dream Machine, their place of Zen. Arnold remembered Harry’s question from a few days ago. Did he feel bad about it? It’s what he wanted, right?

He thought about that moment where everyone believed that Ethan’s plight was just another ploy to humiliate him. How quickly they all turned on him, just like they always did. People like that would never change. People like Ethan are incapable of learning a lesson. His breed only finds ways around their problems to, in turn, create new ones. A “humbling experience” is simply not in their vernacular.

Did he feel bad about it? In some ways, sure. He felt bad that there was no other way. He felt bad that the news reported Ethan’s parents had both been found dead from dehydration. They fell stiff, gripped in a stranglehold by the morbidly eccentric, uncomfortable smiles carved into their frozen faces.

They rained out weeps of laughter until they had none left. Sure, that was dreadful collateral damage but maybe if they had raised their son better, none of these thoughts would have even arisen in the first place. They couldn’t be completely blameless, could they? He would never know, which, in a way, felt tragic.

It was what he wanted, right? Yes, it was, and now that it had happened, life would be much easier for himself and Harry. He hoped the events that led up to that summer would serve as a reason for those who’d witnessed them to be better. To extend an olive branch instead of an insult. To live for the grandeur of others in addition to themselves. To not be total fucking dickheads.

Harry looked over at Arnold with a curious glimmer in his pupil. “So, are you gonna tell me what Madame Odessa told you about me? I know you asked her, I can tell by your reaction. I think you forget sometimes that I know you better than you know yourself.”

“Yeah, alright, you got me.”

A strange awkward silence arose from the topic. Harry couldn’t quite put his finger on the issue but his curiosity was now at a boil. “Well, you gonna leave me hanging all day? What did she say? Was it that bad?”

The thoughts and potential outcomes bounced around Arnold’s head one last time while he decided what to say. What was the right thing? What was the easy thing? What was the truth? His mind finally settled and he cleared his throat.

“She said… she said that you’re gonna find a great girl someday. She’s going to be really hot and funny. Even funnier than you.”

“What?! Really?! You really mean it, Arnold? Impossible!” he exclaimed in disbelief.

“I know, who could be funnier than you, right, buddy?”

Harry got a good chuckle from the line before getting a bit more serious. “I don’t get it though, why wouldn’t you just tell me? That’s good news, shit, it’s the best God damn news I’ve ever heard.”

“I didn’t want to tell you because it’s going to happen a lot sooner for you than it will for me,” Arnold lied.

“Of course, you’re jealous, you son of a gun! Yessssssssss!” Harry hollered out, throwing his plump fist into the air. Finally, he’d caught the ever-elusive break that he’d heard people sometimes caught. His new destiny was wonderful enough to bring a tear to his eye.

“Yes. Yes. Yes. Relax for a minute, would you? Just calm down, man. Don’t forget about me when you have a super-hot chick following you around all the time, alright? Playing second fiddle is the absolute last thing I could deal with,” Arnold confided.

“You know that would never happen! No chance, man, we’re friends forever, right?” Harry asked, extending his hand.

The two locked palms and hugged while staring out toward the incoming waves. That same comforting feeling in the air and those same spellbinding scents of their youth surrounding them. These were the times they would cherish forever, the biggest worry in the world was what the future held and scrounging up enough quarters to make it past the final stage of Chiller.

They needed to enjoy it while it lasted, while the taste of victory was still fresh on their palates. Savor it carefully before they blinked and found themselves grown and sent off into dull offices far apart from each other and forced to dress up in uncomfortable clothing like their parents.

Arnold hated the fact that he’d told his closest friend a falsehood, but after some thought, he felt like it was the generous choice. Arnold knew that Harry would have a happier journey waiting on a lie than sulking in the bitter truth. Maybe expecting a beautiful woman could somehow alter his otherwise subpar trajectory? He was ready to listen to his gut which was screaming at him to bury the old hag’s intuition.

Who knows, maybe Madame Odessa was just plain wrong and neither of them would ever fall in love or find a girl. Anything seemed possible after what they’d experienced over the last few weeks. As he watched the mango light push out from the sun, he wished the best for his friend and an ease came over him about the decision he’d made. As the old saying goes, in Harry’s case at least, ignorance is bliss.





A Sunday Brunch Gone Awry


None of us were particularly religious anymore, but the time we’d spent at Saint Leo’s was where our bond began. It was why we still observed Easter Sunday as a relevant date to gather. It was why I still made the three of us green eggs and ham. It was when we did our annual digging into the case of Cabernet from ’63 that we’d all pitched in on when our skin was still smooth. It was why three old gals who were having more trouble moving around each time they encountered each other were still pushing themselves forward into a ridiculous annual competition.

The Easter egg hunt was a bit childish, but for Agnes, Ethel, and I, it was tradition. I’d pitched the concept when we were in our twenties, which seems like ages ago. After the first time we tried it, I distinctly remember Agnes’s enthusiasm: “I can’t believe you came up with such a fabulous idea all by yourself, Gertrude. You know now we simply must do this every year.” Ethel agreed wholeheartedly, and from that Easter onward, it was a pact—the three of us would race each other in a hunt, side by side.

The ritual began with us all meeting for Easter brunch. It was the one day of the year that we spent exclusively with each other. As the years turned into decades, the chatting, food, and drinks were mere formalities. We sought to get those out of the way quickly as we all ogled each other with the kind of competitive streak you might expect from a teenager.

The competition was everything to us on Easter weekend. Sure, the brunch and drinks were nice but all we really wanted was the feeling of triumph. Each one of us had become possessed by the will to win and a lust for the bragging rights we so often reminded each other about.

More recently, I’d also invented something else to sweeten the pot—a traveling trophy of sorts for us to fight over. After all, what is a contest without a trophy? The idea came to me while browsing the aisles of the Harbor Antique Mall in Vermont. I came upon a single, sparkling Fabergé egg, obviously a knock-off but a well-designed knock-off. Its deep red shell popped out nicely against the web of gold plating that surrounded it. This egg also opened and played a strange lullaby while a horse twirled in the middle.

Whoever emerged victorious each year carried the egg home to be serenaded with the sweet song of victory. The champion—post-competition—would often photograph themselves enjoying a day at the beach, watching a movie, or having lunch in the company of the egg.
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Then they’d stick the snaps in an envelope with an arrogant message and mail it to the second and third-place holders. A playful tease that rubbed their faces in the outcome but also entertained. This tiny trinket left them all quite motivated, which probably explained the current standings:

All-Time Total Victories Tally:




Gertrude:

       
14







Ethel:

 ​
 ​
 
14







Agnes:

 ​
 ​
 
13




This season’s round would be especially gratifying for the victor as it held more weight than years past. The electrifying rivalry had seen many winners, the honor normally rotated but their more recent outings were being dominated. Agnes, who had been trailing behind by four wins, was making a valiant comeback.

She’d spent the last three years taunting Ethel and I, joking that if she spent any more time with the egg, they were going to be in a common-law marriage. If she walked away with the egg again this year, she could tie her peers in total wins at 14. Conversely, if either myself or Ethel brought home the egg, we’d have the honor and prestige of leading the entire pack for the first time since forever.

Our enjoyable ritual went back quite some time. Before Agnes and I had become widows and before Ethel had met her husband. Even before I’d fallen into fortune, when we were just three young ladies that enjoyed assembling to gossip.

My husband, Thomas, had made a great deal of money tapping maple trees. Over time, he acquired a vast amount of assets and property with thousands of potential trees to drain. He was as sweet as the syrup which he so passionately produced. He’d gone out of his way to provide me with a cushioned existence. He settled on constructing a mansion on the massive acreage we’d purchased, along with an enormous wine cellar and garden complete with a hedge maze.

Although he never confirmed my theory, I always believed he designed the hedge maze, wine cellar, and house to be as massive and winding as it was in an effort to appease me. Of course, he enjoyed these areas too but he knew that of all the things in the world, there was little I enjoyed more than meeting with Agnes and Ethel for the hunt. They both lived so far away now—Agnes in Lafayette and Ethel in Fort Lauderdale. When they returned each Easter, he took notice of my attitude adjustment, a raising of the spirits and focus that jumped out.




For that lone weekend, I was young again,

 

we


 
were young again. While the labyrinth-like additions weren’t the least bit necessary, for those few hours each year, we’d been given a colossal playground. I’ll never forget everything that Thomas did for us before and after he fell ill.




Watching him wane away was the most difficult time of my life. He never lost his smile, even as he laid in the utmost pain and discomfort. Although Thomas had left us, he wouldn’t be forgotten. We toasted to him each morning of the weekend, offering our thanks for allowing us that carefree period to continue our inane custom.

The way the game worked was we’d each pick an area; the house, the hedge maze, or the wine cellar. They were all different but also the same. Some left more ground to cover while others offered better hiding spots. It was all probably a matter of opinion but since we always drew straws to determine the location designations, it didn’t really matter.

I supposed I had a minor advantage since I lived on the grounds, but that hadn’t helped me achieve a win anytime lately. Agnes, the outsider, was riding the wave of success. I hoped I could change that this time around.

Once we all had our designated area, we allotted thirty minutes for hiding our eggs. Once each of us had selected our spot, we reconvened at the gazebo and drew straws again to decide which area we would each be assigned to hunt in. The tallest straw got the first pick and could select from either of the two areas that the others had stashed their eggs.

Once that was arranged, the race was on; first person to find the egg within their area and return back to the gazebo wins, and in turn, was presented with the prized Fabergé trophy. In the event one of us couldn’t find the egg, Chauncey, my butler, would locate the shell in question’s whereabouts to confirm it had been placed within the field of play.

When we took our seats at the shaded patio, we were all smiles. That time before the game was always friendly and cordial, but once the timer hit, all bets were off. Chauncey had prepared a splendid green eggs and ham breakfast for us. The pesto was fresh and the meat was juicy. We all dug in while he uncorked the bottle of Cabernet and filled our glasses. He capped off his pouring with a twisting of the wrist as any true wino would desire.

Chauncey was an interesting character that seldom spoke about his own personal affairs to me but always met me with a caring charm and humbleness that seemed genuine. His French accent surfaced at times, something I enjoyed peeking out occasionally as it just felt so appropriate for a butler.

I couldn’t have survived Thomas’s passing without him. I was so entrenched in depression, he did everything for me. I always appreciated his enthusiasm and extra attention to detail when helping me prepare for the Easter brunch. Like my husband, he understood. Although it might appear to be a largely trivial gathering to others, it was the most important congregation to us. 

It was Chauncey who prepared our meals, helped us draw the straws, and most importantly, monitored the meeting grounds. He provided a certain authenticity to the game and ensured its straightness and acted as an impartial presence. After the areas had been assigned and the event began, he started his timer and waited for the first lady to return. He noted each of the individual return times so we could compare them later that night over dinner. We were almost ready to start the game—the excitement was all too overflowing.

“I hope the food and drink is to your liking, Madame Hawthorne,” Chauncey chimed in, pearly grin hovering above his thin mustache.

“Everything is wonderful as usual,” I remarked, praising his always admirable efforts.

“Wonderful, I’ll be back to check on you ladies shortly,” he tipped his head forward as a showing of respect and left, allowing us a more private conversation.

“You’re run of luck is nearing a close. In a matter of mere moments, it should be finished,” Ethel assured Agnes.

“You’ve both been saying that for years now. YEARS!” she rebutted.

“She might have a point, but I assure you, she won’t be the reason your luck is up,” I interjected. We started to hear the rumble and stress of what sounded like a diesel engine off in the distance. It was faint but still distinct being that the property was usually silent, save for the chirping of birds or crickets.

“What the devil is that?” Agnes inquired.

“Trucks, we’ve been hearing more and more of them lately, unfortunately,” I explained.

“I thought the road was basically private though?”

“It is, well, it was. There is one other small patch of land a mile or so down. Thomas had planned on purchasing the plot before he passed but never got around to it. I’m assuming it’s been purchased finally. These last few months, we’ve heard the trucks maybe once a week. The silence is no more.”

The noise left us be, and once again, all we heard was bird-speak. I was shoveling my final wedge of pesto drenched egg-white into my mouth when the barking began. It raised my eyebrows immediately because my Boxer, Wallace, never barked. He was an older, friendlier dog. I’d seen Wallace make friends with (or at least show no reaction to) everything from possums to snakes. Nothing seemed to trouble him, but something was unmistakably bothering him profoundly at that instant.

The girls followed behind me as I headed around the mansion perimeter, closer to where the barking was emanating from. Just as we were rounding the corner to see what the fuss was, the rumpus concluded abruptly. We saw Wallace standing over a little nest of what looked to be baby bunnies. It was difficult to confirm at first glance since he’d ferociously ripped the offspring apart. Their miniature bodies altered to outlines that made existence impossible. He looked up at us blankly with one hanging from his jaws.

“Oh, my lord! What has he gotten a hold of?!” Ethel gasped.

“Are those… rabbits?” Agnes asked.
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“I think so, it’s hard to be certain though. Their eyes, they look a bit odd…” Those with their heads still intact appeared unnatural, but it was more difficult to judge the decapitated. Their faces contorted to a range I’d never known to grace a rabbit, their eyes were like black fluid-occupied marbles, and their noses were drawn back, almost like a pig’s nose would be.

“Why in God’s name do they look like that?” Agnes continued to press.

“I’m not sure, maybe they’re deformed? Chauncey! Chauncey, would you please come here?!” I yelled, feeling a bit flustered. My faithful butler arrived moments later already carrying a black garbage bag. He must have noticed what was transpiring from inside since he approached us wearing yellow rubber gloves and an apron.

“Wallace, come here, boy!” I called out to the dog trying to get him out of the area that Chauncey was aiming to clear up. The dog let the rabbit fall from his mouth and growled with a rancorous tone toward the group of us. Chauncey immediately took a step back from the mood-swung pup to allow him his space. What Wallace did next was highly irregular.

He snagged the “rabbit” carcass again, putting it back between his jaws, and began to chew like you might once you’ve finished pulverizing a bite of steak prior to swallowing. Once he got the first body down, he moved onto the next. We screamed out at him to stop eating but the dog continued, ignoring our reprimands. Each of the bunny corpses garnered a final few bone-snapping chews before disappearing down the dog’s gullet. 

Chauncey looked back toward me and slowly folded up the bag, disbelief gripping his expression. “I suppose we won’t be needing this anymore…” he joked, taken aback.

“I’ve never seen him act like this, have you?” I asked.

“Never, there was something about those rabbits he surely detested.”

“There was probably something he liked too since he ate the little buggers,” Ethel said, still clearly disgusted but making light of the incident.


◆◆◆




Once the whole dog fiasco settled down, Chauncey cleaned up our table and returned to officiate the commencement of the game. We eyed them scrupulously as he took hold of the straws for the first drawing at the gazebo. We then each placed our eggs, which we’d colorfully painted earlier that morning with our initials, in the randomly assigned areas where we felt they’d be the least likely to be discovered. Once we completed that task, we reassembled at the gazebo and drew again to determine who searched where. I held my breath anticipating my location.

The outcome was:




Gertrude:

      
Wine Cellar







Ethel:

 ​
 ​
 
Garden







Agnes:

 ​
           
Mansion










In many ways, I was quite excited not to be outside today. The sun was overbearing, so the cool confines of the wine cellar seemed like a godsend. Also, if I got a little thirsty, being walled in with fine wine would be refreshing. I had a few spaces in mind that might seem attractive to stash the egg, I went for those first. The bookshelf with built-in drawers could be a logical choice. The section was near a sitting area where one could relax in soft leather seating while allowing the aged sweetness to rest on their pallet.

I pulled books off the shelves and dumped out the contents of the drawers carefully since we did have a rule that if you cracked your egg, you were automatically disqualified. This is also why we had Chauncey verify the location before we started. The area yielded me nothing. I’d made a bit of a muddle on the floor but that didn’t worry me, Chauncey could clean up later. The important thing was that I find the egg immediately.

I moved on from the central location and began to follow one of the many paths which brought me through the winding aisles. Despite all my years in the house, I still hadn’t been down all of them, the sheer number of routes was awe-inspiring. I came to the end of the path which was arranged with a square table with a pair of seats. The cookie jar sitting with flowers on its side in the middle of the table and the drawer at its base felt to be likely hideaways.

I opened them both only to find stale cookies, a small cutting board, and a cheese knife. I retraced my steps backward, trying to move onto the next pathway. When I returned to the stacks of books and out-turned drawers, I came face to face with Wallace. Still visibly stirred up by the prior events, the dog was acting odd. Sulking in a mood that I’d never been familiar with.

I’d given a home to the sweet animal just after Thomas had passed. He had always made me feel safe and brought me comfort. A tender pup that enjoyed cuddling up at the foot of my bed who whined childishly whenever I left and spun wildly with excitement each time I returned. In the eight years he’d occupied the grounds, he hadn’t so much as nipped me, but today felt different.

The typically playful and silly dog was representing himself with a more dominant and menacing poise. The young blood discoloring his paw and snout made his growls more fear-inducing. He barked at me with such a volume that it caused me to jump. He wasn’t alright, I wondered if the strange rabbits had made him ill. It took a few minutes but I was relieved to see him take off back up the stairs and out of the cellar. Hopefully, he wouldn’t return. The strange events of the day were taking their toll on the atmosphere. For me specifically, it felt like the fun was draining out of our event and being replaced with unease.

I quickly made my way down the next aisle trying to make up for the time Wallace had wasted. This one I remembered led to a seldom-used fireplace that had another tasting station and was decorated with artwork from an Italian painter we’d come across in Florence decades ago. This was probably the area of the cellar I frequented most and also the most familiar to the competition. I inspected the space from top to bottom but found nothing.

This cycle was beginning to feel endless. The minutes had turned into hours, which wasn’t abnormal. Over the years, the average time it took to finish a game fell on nearly three hours. The hiding spots we selected were always well thought out. When I stumbled upon the whereabouts of the egg almost accidentally, I was surprised. It was hidden inside of a taxidermy deer head. I almost dropped it as I began to extract it. I think whoever hid it in that location was betting on there being a high probability of it breaking upon removal… interesting strategy.





Hopefully, the other two are still looking,


 
I thought while heading back to the gazebo as promptly as I could. Once I made it to the lawn, I could see it slide into my sights, but strangely, Chauncey wasn’t there. Anger gripped my chest. He was supposed to stay there to safeguard the integrity of the game. All he needed to do was sit, yet somehow, he’d disappeared. I needed to find him and make him aware I’d already finished my hunt.




Just as I was thinking about where the best place to look for him first was, I heard a hair-raising scream. The tone of the disturbing groan was anything but playful, it was so frantic that it almost sounded inhuman. It had to be Ethel since it came from the garden (the hedge maze more specifically) and she was the one assigned to hunt there. Then, as quickly as it had begun, it ceased. I placed my egg on the gazebo table and started towards the hedge maze.




“Ethel, hello, is that you? Are you… are you hurt? Is everything alright, dear? I heard some yelling,” I shouted out, hoping to hear a calm response back. Only silence was returned. The absence of a response was more than concerning.

 

Why wouldn’t she respond, was it some kind of strange tactic?





I’d been moving around quickly a decent bit thus far and being older and unaccustomed to that kind of routine, I was losing my breath. The finely trimmed green bushes walled off the edges of the decorative, dark-colored quarts gravel. I continued to call out to her as I turned to my left and right with no impression or idea as to where I was going.    

I stopped calling out for a few moments and reduced my stride, struggling to catch my breath. All I could hear was the quiet movement of my feet kicking and landing on the many miniature rocks beneath them. As I neared the next turn, I overheard an animalistic noise, like a snout pushing out air and heavy grunting. It wasn’t loud but noticeable. My first thought was Wallace—he’d been acting bizarre all day. I felt that he was acting unpredictably enough that I might even classify his demeanor as dangerous. Had he done something to Ethel?   

I dispelled that inkling as I rounded the corner to be confronted by something that was inconceivably more terrifying than what I’d just imagined. Ethel laid still on the ground with an extraordinarily gigantic rabbit clinging to her chest.

A deep red saturated her face and clothing as she remained motionless while the rabbit’s massive peg teeth continued to plunge into her. They gashed her tissue to a point where her nose was now absent and her wrinkled skin had been shredded. A pool of her own warmth expanded beneath, mixing in with the translucent filling and yolk of the broken eggshell that bore my now distorted initials.  

The foul-looking beast appeared to have many of the same physiognomies as the babies Wallace had devoured earlier in the morning. The revolting, enlarged black eyes, curious facial expression, and tugged muzzle led me to believe the incidents were somehow connected. It all clicked, maybe the dog was trying to protect us from these… things?

One thing had become overtly clear: these certainly weren’t your Father’s rabbits. I’d never seen a bunny that looked to weigh as much as a car battery and had the ability to aggressively manhandle a human being. I’d never seen a bunny with a face that felt like a hybrid between an extraterrestrial and a demon. I’d never seen a rabbit that could mutilate someone to the point where it was unrecognizable. I’d never considered the possibility of seeing anything so dangerous.
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These thoughts all battled within my mind as the mutant shifted its focus to me. The panic and loneliness of the moment left me with a feeling of helplessness. Clearly, I needed some support but had foolishly positioned myself alone in the maze. I stared down at poor Ethel’s ravaged corpse as the thing dismounted her. Its tennis ball-sized all-black eyes made it impossible to tell exactly where they were looking, but I was willing to bet they’d locked onto me. 

I took a pair of baby steps backwards, still not taking my eye off the creature. As I reached the corner, I felt a gloved hand wrap its fingers around my wrist and pull me back. The furry fiend began to give chase as I tripped backwards onto the gravel and Chauncey stepped in front of me palming a metal shovel. “Run, Madame!” he yelled as I attempted to grasp for my composure and once again gain my footing. 

As I began to retrace my steps, I looked backward and watched the morbidly obese bunny come around the corner and vault toward Chauncey. It flew through the air at shoulder level to him with ease. He swung the garden tool almost like a ball player might; Casey at the Bat. The tip of the pointed utensil sliced into the rabbit, leaving a gory opening stretching down its tarnished underbelly. That was the last thing I saw before turning the next corner. 

I was fortunate in the madness of the moment not to lose myself in the maze. Somehow, I’d found the exit with little more than luck. I’d avoided another encounter with the beast and made my way back into the house, hoping Chauncey would be on my heels. He appeared after a few more moments, still holding the shovel and covered in blood. I unlocked the door and let him in, the creature was not far behind.

“Go upstairs, Madame,” he instructed, locking the door behind him.

“What’s going on, that thing… what in God’s name is that abomination?” I asked as the words chattered out from my lips.

“I don’t know, I got the shovel when I noticed it on the grounds heading toward the hedges. We don’t have a lot of time. I need you to go upstairs and get Thomas’s gun and the ammunition, okay?”

“But what about you, Chauncey? I can’t just leave you here.”

“Bring everything into the bedroom, I’ll meet you there in a jiffy, I assure you, Madame. I need to keep it out of the house while you collect the weapon.”

“Don’t be long!” I hollered at him, almost not believing I would see him again.

“Just go!” he replied firmly, somehow still well-mannered with his stern commands amid the total pandemonium.

I sprang up the stairs and immediately into the spare room where the firearm and bullets were kept. I took hold of the Ruger and the box of shells with haste; I had no idea how to load or work the device so I could only pray that Chauncey would eventually arrive. I crossed the hall and opened the door of the bedroom—my vocal cords were already hoarse but the sight would call for a lot more screaming.  

Wallace had done a horrible thing. Agnes was laying on the floor which was blanketed with her own mess. She’d been immobilized in a ghastly fashion—her feet separated from her legs, her ankles chewed down to the bone, leaving her raw stumps protruding out, and her face had been mauled to a point where it could only be defined as a warm fleshy chew-toy. Somehow her nauseating facial expression was still visible through the violence. Agnes’s expression forecasted an air that you might think would appear on someone who had seen the face of God, or the Devil for that matter. 

More disturbing was that Wallace had mounted her bent over broken body, his red rocket ripped with exhilaration. The mutt must have eaten through her dress and underwear, it was the only conceivable way that the dog could be penetrating her. Wallace moved in an eccentric motion almost like he wasn’t piloting his next move. His throbbing penis continued running in and out of her unresponsive figure even with my presence injected. He proceeded to rip into her with an inborn forcefulness that was thoughtless.

I remained thunderstruck. What do you say in the event you observed a horror that was outside of your lewdest nightmare? “Bad dog!” I yelled. It seemed goofy but it was the only thing I could think of. The dog still paid me no mind, continuing to thrust away while his climax spilled out into the spots of red below him. “Wallace! Stop it! Stop! Bad dog!” He finally seemed to be winding down but it didn’t have anything to do with my commands.

His body began to shake and quiver. At first, I believed it may have been due to his orgasm but I quickly learned that wasn’t the case. Wallace began to gag and expel drool while his stomach shuddered simultaneously. After a blend of cries and dry heaving, he spat up some chunks of fur and blood as his belly split down its center. The tainted rabbits he’d swallowed had somehow found life again. They were maybe two times larger than their earlier form. Their fall onto the hardwoods was stifled by the many feet of coiled intestines they were entangled within.    

Even the headless ones had grown and were still somehow operational. I ran out of the room and slammed the door behind me. I could hear their teeth already still grinding into the frame as I created more distance between us. I screamed for Chauncey as I once again descended the stairs. He wasn’t in the rear hall so I moved into the living room cautiously. I knew I could escape through the front entrance if I needed to.

For the first time since our Catholic School days, I found God. My prayers were brief and pointed. I needed to find Chauncey and give him the gun. It was the only shot we had at putting these fuzzy nightmares to rest. My prayers were quickly answered but not in the manner I wished. Maybe I should have been a little more specific…

Chauncey was there but he laid almost entirely horizontal, his neck and head (if you could still classify them as such) slumped against the formerly white wall. The face, bone, brains… everything looked like it had been lifted out with a giant ice cream scooper. My kind-hearted butler’s skull had been replaced with a massive egg but not the natural white or tan tone you might have come to expect from trips to the market. The eggshell was a midnight black.

How could this kind of horror have transpired in the mere minutes I was upstairs? The evils of these fiendish furies knew no constraints, be it from mother nature or even father time. It was hard to make sense of it but one thing was certain, these creatures possessed a demonic strength and capability. The bleak casing started to crack. It wasn’t possible for an egg to hatch after only being laid minutes ago, yet it was happening. The fractures turned to holes before the container fell apart completely.

The hell that was housed underneath was inexplicable. The pelt on the wet black hare looked slimy to the touch. It twitched about atop Chauncey’s body sluggishly, comprehending the extension of life. Its spikey, pointed fangs were almost the length of my middle finger and its ears were perked up and doubled. This demon had four ears, two on each side of its skull, which waved up and down madly. Its face and snout had been fixed to the same odd setting as the other freaks, but its eyes were the most unsettling of all. A single color like the others but in lieu of the murky black, they were painted a cardinal red—a color I’d seen far too much of already.

I didn’t want to wait around for the demon hare to find its footing. I looked back to the way I came and the other enormous mother rabbit (presumably the egg layer) blocked any option of backtracking. The front door had always been my primary option, the creatures had now made me realize it was the right decision. I pushed through the door and slammed it behind me hoping the barrier would stall them at least momentarily.

I pulled at the door handles of the car to no avail, Chauncey was a city boy and always locked them regardless of how isolated we were. Even if I got into the car, I’d be a sitting duck. I needed to head for the hills. The frightening sound of the demons breaking through the wooden door crept up from behind me. I ran forward while slightly turning my head. I could see the red-eyed black one already had its head through. It was twisting back and forth manically, frothing about its mouth while using its intimidating teeth to rip away more wood.

The evil had freed itself by the time I was crossing the road. I turned my sights away from the front door and was greeted with the screech of brakes being slammed at the last possible moment.




The elongated boxed trailer-end of the giant truck fast approaching began to twist outward until the semi was coming at me horizontally instead of vertically. I was now at the dead center of the warpath, fate no longer up for debate. The flashes afforded me visions of the people and things I loved most, all at once. I felt otherworldly as the rampaging trailer closed in on me.

 

Damn trucks


 
, the last thing I saw was the warning print on the side of the wide load that read:





CAUTION!



BIOHAZARD INFECTIOUS WASTE






Perfect on the Surface


When Leo’s wife, Alice, passed away, things changed. The death of a partner was the birth of depression. He’d met Alice over forty years ago when they were just kids in their early twenties. A time when the silly fad that was disco spilled out of jukeboxes and bellbottoms and long hair were the norm. Sex and drugs were certainly of a high popularity, but to Leo, that never seemed to change.

The free love movement these days had mutated into something entirely different now. Something that he found difficult to relate to. But then again, the better part of the conservative populous scoffed at what his generation was doing in the seventies too.

Their first date was at the Showtime Drive-In to see Jaws. While it was an epic film that unsurprisingly went on to live in infamy, during their first viewing neither of them paid much attention to it. They were too distracted by each other to follow the storyline. The date turned into them just smoking grass and goofing around before wrapping up with a passionate make-out session amongst other embraces.

Flashing forward through the whirlwind that’s life, they both, for the most part, had fully retired. Alice did have a part-time position at the Grayfield Public Library but that was really more out of hobby than a necessity. She loved being around books, particularly aged ones that had felt the fingerprints of the masses.

They had character. A story to tell, even more so than the one that bled out in black faded ink upon the pages. There were so many diverse perspectives resting on the shelves, any query one could summon most likely could find a response within the old wooden structure.

With technology at the fingertips of everyone from second graders to those in nursing homes, it was easy to overlook the paperbacks and hardcovers. Many of them contained a lost or overlooked knowledge since society as a whole was 99% more likely to Google an answer than do honest research on a topic. Many inquiries have multiple answers, she preferred the old school of thought instead of the simple modern resolution.

The death was unexpected as they were both only at the start of their ‘golden years.’ It was surprising for a number of reasons. To the people who knew them best, Alice couldn’t have seemed happier. She’d been in a stable relationship since she was a teenager.

She was attached at the hip to a loving, handsome, and chivalrous gentleman. To anyone paying attention, it was easy to make note of the bubble of euphoria that seemed to hover around the duo wherever they appeared. That was the principal reason people were perplexed to learn that she’d arranged her own suicide. It was a finality so drastically out of character that it sounded more like a sick joke than a reality.
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While she left no note nor any breadcrumbs that explained her motive behind the grim event, the choice of exit was interesting. She’d locked herself in the library after hours one evening, knowing that she would not be interrupted. She found one of the more cozy and private nooks that the aged building had to offer and settled on the floor. The examiner determined that she’d bled to death based on the two cavernous wounds that she’d left on her wrists.

The carpeting of the area had changed its color by the time they’d found her. From maple to rose with a gradual transition bridging them. At the funeral, Leo had some kind words to share with their friends and family. The attendees were treated to a highlight reel of peaceful images.

The slide show helped those in the group remember just how joyful Alice’s life had been and recall many of the perfect moments they’d all been fortunate enough to share with her. Mid-speech, Leo broke down, noticeably showing that he still couldn’t fathom how this baffling calamity could even be real.

He had stayed by her grave long after the rest of the procession had dispersed. Various friends had approached him to inquire if he’d like to join some of the others for lunch at the Modern Diner and continue the reflections. Leo declined, he was too dejected to eat or entertain company at the time. It took a while but, finally, they all left. Undoubtedly, each of them chatting on their car rides home about what could have driven Alice, one of the most polite, friendly, and orderly people they’d come to know to put herself down.

It was puzzling to everyone… except for Leo. As the last car pulled off, his expression altered swiftly, like it was Halloween and he’d finally gotten to rip off his mask after a long evening of wearing an uncomfortable costume.

His face crinkled up, illustrating how he’d become so wrinkly. The performance was over, the walking cookie-cutter smiley-face had been put to bed. Leo snorted air deep into his nasal cavity, snot revving about. He hocked up a vile clam and spat it over Alice’s turquoise casket.

“Fucking bitch. You don’t quit me! You were useless anyway, I’m glad you’re gone, I’m just sorry I couldn’t put you out myself,” he confessed, removing a Kool from the soft pack and lighting it up. He loomed over her for a while longer, berating his dead wife. He spoke cruelly like an abusive dog owner reprimanding their mongrel. He didn’t believe the corpse could comprehend his words but he reamed it still regardless, for his own satisfaction. 

Anyone still wondering what Alice was escaping from in her pact with death would have understood if they could’ve been there, but they weren’t. Just like in life, Alice was only damaged behind a barrier—one that blinded the masses to her misfortune. One that had required an epic, convincing, and utterly soul-draining performance to disguise. A controlled charade that spanned the length of seven presidents. Within that time, all the bruises, cuts, and moments without consent had transpired in areas a turtleneck sweater or traditionalist outfit would shelter.

Leo was smart about the ways he hurt her, he had his carnal cruelty down to a science and the psychological anguish matched it equally. His profane ridicule and mental abuse were turned on and off like a faucet. Considering how much time Alice spent crying, the metaphor seemed even more appropriate. She’d traveled down a long road with a mean son of a bitch beside her. It was almost like she’d been kidnapped until she’d finally found the courage to accept her means of escape.

She knew for certain Leo would have killed her if she told. Her chest had been so mangled over the years, it looked misshapen and disgusting. Her nipples had been reduced to a faint memory; Leo had slowly chewed those off long before her passing. He gnawed on them viciously, mining a bigger nibble of chewy cells with each progressive session.

The skin texture that he made sure was out of the public eye resembled overcooked meatloaf. A collection of indented cigar burns amongst other carvings was what she ran her fingertips over nightly. The totality of the grim torture had modified more than just her flesh. Alice had grown to hate herself more with each sunrise, meeting her sad reflection had humbled the already humble.

She was a coward, a spineless worm on a hook, and essentially, she was someone else’s property. After nearly sixty years on earth, a life of silence, slavery, and secrets was all she had to show for it. Everything was a lie, even her funeral. She had been forced to live in her head as there was nothing for her outside of the couple of evenings she spent shelving at the library. Going to the police was the only option for escape but fear can cause a powerful sway of opinion. If she squealed, it was a death wish and not a Charles Bronson execution-style death wish. A slow, grueling, and sinister demise would be imminent.

The torment was bad enough for an angel such as she and the thought of it being amplified as well as final due to miscalculation on her side was too terrifying to consider. She wouldn’t allow him that ultimate gratification, that cherry on top of the shit-sundae he’d been building for so long now.

No. She’d decided that for all the joy she’d been robbed of, obedience beaten into her, and submissiveness that weighed her down, she would defy him. Her story would be capped off with one final act of insubordination and the eternal echoing reverb of “screw you.”

It worked perfectly. That’s exactly how Leo interpreted it. She had won. As he lit up a stale cigar still standing over her final resting place, his grief was true. It was just a different kind of grief. After he wandered back through the spiked gates and entered his now hollow household, changes were afoot.

The silence slapped him in the face like a vicious pimp. It dawned on him that he no longer had anyone to bitch at when he arrived. The man that flipped and cut him off amid the blaring of a beeping horn en route home had irked him. He had the overwhelming need to punch something, but Alice was dead…

A variety of incidents could potentially set Leo off—anything from his ball team not winning to a poorly made sandwich. When these things happened, it was important for him to vent, which was an indulgence he’d now been stripped of.

As he considered the theory, it was more than just an indulgence really, it was a necessity. The devil within him that was always obligated to feed, or else. His psychopathic tendencies were no longer being vetted through the proper outlets and he’d only been home alone for a few minutes.

Over the course of the next few days, two doors had fallen victim to his tantrums. The bathroom door had been ripped off the hinges entirely and his bedroom barrier had a hole straight through it. Adding to the list, his favorite ceramic mug and both TV remotes had been smashed to pieces.

He’d have to head to the electronics outlet and pick up a new one if he wanted to watch the Giants play that day. As much as he didn’t want to leave the house, it was the first game of the season and the team seemed relatively promising this year, contrary to years past. They got stuck with the 4 PM game slot, so thankfully he still had more than enough time to amend his destruction.

While he was out, he’d need to try and solve another problem. He’d required a solution to the new issue disrupting his routine. He needed to find a way to get some control back over himself again. He couldn’t be tearing up the house and his hands every time he flipped.

He would need to find a solution of sorts to get by without Alice. He decided that taking a look around the sporting goods store might be helpful. Maybe pounding on a heavy bag would help quash the recent incidents of rage he was dealing with during Alice’s absence.    

It didn’t take him long to snag a new TV control, and minutes later, he was at Modell’s Sporting Goods. The heavy bag would have been nice, but he was an old fart now. Lugging the thing out of there and setting it up would have required help, so instead, he went for the middle ground. A speed bag could be easily screwed into the ceiling of the basement and still achieve its purpose. He settled on the combination navy blue and yellow boxing accessory and headed home.

On the way back, he stopped at the gas station for a coffee and snack. He always enjoyed the French vanilla blend. Drowning the dark bean water in a milky river, Leo was unsatisfied until it was a cream soup. He grabbed a small packet of blueberry muffins to pair with it and got back on the road.

He could still feel the prior evening’s fury inside him, swirling around unexercised. He was so accustomed to dumping it all over Alice for essentially his whole life, but now, that was no longer possible. A new, strange feeling of frustration was suffocating him. He prayed throwing some punches could solve that.

Just a few minutes away from his house, he tore into the plastic sealing of the sugary blueberry treats. While still keeping his eye on the road, he popped one of the half dozen or so mini muffins into his mouth and started to chew.

As he bit down, he knew something was amiss instantly, there was a crunch and graininess that he’d never experienced while devouring the pastry in the past. He grabbed the bag and peered into it suspiciously. The sunlight crept into the package and revealed an undesirable sight.

The muffins were covered in a repulsive, rotten green fungus. He rolled down the window and spat out the expired muffin, cursing the Little Debbie’s. He then twisted the package to find that the muffins were over a year past their ‘use by’ date.

“Those fucking idiots! Useless whores!” he yelled, picturing the pair of chemically hypnotized teens that had sold him the muffins. “You only have one Goddamn job that a retard could nail and you can’t even do that!”

Quivering in disgust, he tossed the muffins out the car window with a velocity that saw them smack onto the pavement. Rage was a powerful enhancer to the normally reserved and timid Leo—uncontrollable but an enhancer nonetheless.

After the spoiled treats sprawled out onto the concrete, he heard it behind him. The sound of sirens blaring out, they were even loud to his age-filtered eardrums. Leo pulled over to the side of the road to make way for the patrol car to pass him. That was a misconception on Leo’s part as he wasn’t passing by him, he was pulling him over.

Now Leo was seething with anger. His teeth clenched tightly, grinding his dentures off his gums and separating them from the bonding agent. When the officer approached the car, he’d prepared his license, insurance, and registration. 

His appearance was quite odd now, the greenish mold was smeared across his top row of false teeth and the bottom set was unhinged as he tried to balance them. He took a look up at the officer, extending his arm with the paperwork.

“What seems to be the problem, officer?” A trail of slobber leaked out from his lower jaw as the officer lowered his shades and locked eyes with him.

“Did I ask you for that, sir?” 

“Well, no but—” Leo’s response was quickly cut short as he got to the point.

“Go pick up your garbage.”

“I bought those muffins from the Shell station and they were—”

“Sir, I don’t give a shit where you bought the damn muffins, when you arrogantly drive through my community tossing garbage out your window, I can’t tolerate that. So, I’m going to repeat myself one more time for you. Get out of your car and go pick up your garbage, NOW.”

Leo’s face reddened, an intermingling of ire and embarrassment bubbling outward. He was a big man while in the comfort of his own home, but out on the streets, it was different. Inside his fortress, he’d been butting heads with a physically weaker and more passive personality.

Alice never so much as muttered a word of disagreement. Now faced with a physically superior and authoritative figure, he melted. He was so startled by the altercation that when he opened up the door and jumped out of his seat, his lower dentures fell down onto the dirty street.

The officer stepped in the middle of the two lanes of traffic, pausing the flow and instructing all oncoming cars to break. Leo bent over and grabbed his loose dentures, the eyes of the other drivers curious as to what the purpose of the pause was.

Ashamed, he set the teeth back into his mouth dejectedly. They hung crookedly, adding a dash of transient trashiness to his appearance. He could feel the coarse sand from the un-swept tar on his tongue and lips while he crossed the street toward the muffin bag. The judgments of the travelers around him weighing on his old bones, watching his every move. The pressure was rising.

When he reached the area, he picked up the scattered contents and wrapper and trotted back to his car. Crinkled eyebrows cropped up in the facing vehicles and shot toward him. They were clearly unhappy with litterbug Leo. He was wasting both their time and patience.

He sat back in his car with the disgusting snack still in his hands and waited for the officer to return. He heard the scribble of a pen followed by the rip of paper. The gloved fingers handed him a yellow slip. “Don’t let it happen again or it’ll be double next time,” he threatened before walking back to his cruiser.

Leo looked down at the ticket, stupefied. The slightly smeared ink read $500. He punched the steering wheel a few times before speeding off, furious at the turn of events. His skull was hot enough to push steam out.

When he arrived at the house, he couldn’t set up the bag fast enough. He ran down into the basement and headed straight for the power drill. It took him only a few minutes to get it hung at the perfect eye-level position. It dangled in front of him as he readied himself. The next seconds would tell him if his expensive trip was worth it.

As his liver-spotted hand struck the bag, he absorbed the sensation. It was NOT the same. It didn’t feel proper. It didn’t look the same or sound the same. The touch was too inhuman. The material was nothing like Alice’s warm flesh.

He’d been hoping that other aspects of his imagination might be able to modify the activity. Just visualizing it being a person didn’t seem to satisfy the bully inside him and, furthermore, he longed for the sweet sound of the air hissing from Alice’s lungs with each strike. His sickness was not feeding, the demons felt ravenous.

He exited the basement and grabbed a cigar and made his way to the front of the house. As he lit up the tobacco and inhaled, he tried to calm himself. A day of failures with no solutions in sight. He was having more trouble dealing with his emotions than he thought.

He hated to admit it but he missed Alice. If she was here right now, he’d have already beaten her senseless. He’d be finishing up his cigar by stubbing it out on her garbled chest. He wanted to push past the unfortunate events of the day. He longed to be the aggressor again, but instead, he’d become a victim of himself, filled with a snobby displeasure for his current way of life.

With his bottom dentures still not totally fixed to his gums, he pulled another drag from the nasty saliva-soaked cigar. His eye caught sight of the mailbox lid partly open with a handful of letters sticking out of it. He opened it to review its contents.

Sales fliers, bills, credit card offers… as usual, it was a complete pile of junk. Then his eyes rested on the final item. It was a pink envelope that looked to contain a card addressed from Grayfield Public Library. Just a tad interested, he opened it up quickly to inspect it. The note read:

“Dear Leo,

We here at the Grayfield Public Library want to extend our deepest condolences to you. Alice was an always refreshing face within our walls of literature and undoubtedly our most passionate employee. We hope you will stay strong during this difficult time and we pray for you. We know Alice is looking down and watching over us all. 

As a token of our appreciation for your wife’s endless contributions to the library, we’ve included a day pass to the Westhouse Healing Center. They will provide you with a full day of relaxations aimed at helping you transition to an individual lifestyle, while reminding you that you’re never alone. We hope that you enjoy your stay.

Again, we offer our deepest sympathies in this difficult time.

Sincerely,

Grayfield Public Library”

Leo didn’t know what the hell a healing center was and he’d certainly never heard of Westhouse. It was probably some new-age thing to help with grieving. People these days even took prescriptions to get through the loss of a loved one. He couldn’t identify with it personally, he’d been doing things the same way for a long time and changing wasn’t something that came easy. He looked down at the single brightly inked day pass with the words “Stress Relief - 1 Day” written across it in a meticulous cursive.

He went back inside and dumped all the mail into the trash before entering the living room. He stepped into the bathroom and fixed his teeth, applying some new bonding paste after rinsing them. He felt drained after the day of aggravation—the earlier events had taken their toll on him. The sandman was calling.

He decided to take a short nap before the start of the game but to be certain he didn’t oversleep kick-off, he set a timer. Beside him sat an old wooden alarm clock with brass hands and sprouting a small hammer in the middle, which bounced off the bell tops when it activated. He set it for 3:30 PM so he had time to take a leak and grab a snack before they took the field.

There were many other timers that he could have used instead of this one but it had a sentimental value associated with it. Alice had given it to him after their wedding and he always viewed it as his favorite timepiece ever since.

Leo had a fascination with clocks, they owned one tall maple stained grandfather clock and another pair of cuckoo-clocks upstairs in their bedroom and the guest room. He loved how they looked and fondly recalled ignoring his education at times just to watch the seconds hand smoothly spin around without fail. Something about their structure appealed to him.

It wasn’t just the design and presentation of the watches and clocks that drew him in, it was the concept of time itself. You only have so much of it, so how will you spend it? Would there ever be a way to bend it? Is time travel truly probable? Is time even real or just some strange man-invented illusion? Is our sense of it all wrong? Where did it begin? When will it end?

Regardless of his questions and their unattainable retorts, to Leo, what people called time would wake him in a couple of hours. It would alert him so he could watch what he hoped to be a season-opening victory. He sprawled out backward in his chair and stretched himself as his aching bones popped. His eyelids became heavier, feeling like small sandbags as they sagged down. The ticking of the clock was hypnotic, rattling a bit fainter with each motion.


◆◆◆




When he awoke, no noise had triggered him, just an illogical darkness clouding his space. Why was it dark when the game started at four? He wondered. Leo gazed over to the old wooden timer to find an alarming sight—the clock was completely destroyed. It seemed like something you might see in a children’s animation, the numerous wheels, dial, hands, and bolts in disarray. The display was unusual to say the least, almost as if the insides had burst outward.

The old man swiftly vaulted up from the chair as if he was late for a job interview and fiddled with the control. As he turned on the set, it slowly dawned on him that the game had passed him by. A gamut of emotions commenced, first the disappointment, then frustration, and finally (of course), the frenzy.

He kicked over the side table, sending the mangled clock and its innards onto the wooden floor. Next, he picked up the ashtray and launched it into the TV screen, cracking and distorting the ad for car insurance that was attempting to persuade him on the screen.

His screams and curses echoed through the house until he felt the pain. A sharp stabbing in his chest, a tingle in the left arm, a loss of breath. Leo fell to the ground paralyzed, the terrible feeling of helplessness descending upon him. As he sprawled out on the floor with his body immobile, a flurry of memories crossed his mind. Anyone outside of Leo’s slanted view of a quality relationship would be appalled by their nature.

All the wonderful memories of the “better times.” When his punching bag was still there as a personal outlet. Flashes of the wild tantrums ending in punishing blows, long bloody slices, or burn marks. It was like a greatest “hits” (no pun intended) reel of his evil abuse. The one constant in all of the clips was Alice.

When the slide show launched, she was shrieking and begging for mercy, but as it continued, she became more stoic and detached. To a viewer, it would be difficult to decide what was more upsetting, the ungodly acts being committed or how unaffected Alice seemed by them.

The trip down memory lane ended with his final abuse, when he ripped open her shirt and rubbed a cheese grater back and forth over the scar-tissue covering her chest. Reopening so many wounds as Alice sat silently, salty water rolling down to the mess her torso had become.

That would not be the only salty water she’d encounter in that memory. Before he started the shredding, Leo had drawn an ice-cold bath and dumped several containers of sea salt in the bathtub. He wanted her to scream, he needed to hear her pain again.

In her final courageous act, after being forced into the tub, Alice sat shaking but still mute. She did not fall to his demands no matter how much he pushed her to. He was stronger physically but Alice was eons tougher mentally and emotionally than her fragile husband could ever hope to be. Her defiance was of a William Wallace breed, historic in its own right, except no one was there to witness her bravery. Instead, her evil captor would be praised by all of her friends and family as they guided him through his grief while Alice rotted and became a long meal for the bugs.

After the sinister recall, he saw himself in front of her headstone, her sub-terrain casket lid coming open, revealing a foulness from the future. The larva-littered, pest-contested corpse of his much better half.

Despite her foulness and superficial shortcomings in the vision, she was still his better half. No one had an opportunity to peel back Leo’s layers and see that for themselves. Still, he knew deep inside him lay a lewd beast long divided from her loving, enlightened remains. His jealousy was replayed as he spat on the creepy-crawlies that blanketed her body. That brought forth the conclusion to his surreal journey.         


◆◆◆




A few months had passed since Leo’s heart attack. His doctor had explained it would be imperative for him to keep a low stress level, otherwise, he could find himself right beside Alice. None of this had ever happened when she was alive. He was able to channel his nastiness and reflect it off of himself, instead infecting and decaying her both in the flesh and spiritually.

She was like a fountain of youth that had been snatched from his clutches. Without her, his health seemed to be deteriorating rapidly. He never realized just how much she actually did for him. Now that he did, he despised her more than ever for robbing him of the vigor he felt entitled to. He’d had a hell of a time avoiding a blowup. He was constantly walking on eggshells—his anxiety was through the roof.

His temper felt like it might trigger at any moment which left him with an increased paranoia about his somatic state. He was treading water but barely. The doctor’s voice murmured in the back of his brain, reminding him that the next time he got worked up could be the last time he got worked up.

He gingerly finished taking a leak in the toilet and washed his hands. When he left the bathroom, he just happened to glance down at the magazine rack, a ritual he usually did only prior to a number two. Sticking out between People and a Providence Journal was a card, almost as if being offered to him. It was the same card that the folks at the Library had sent to him. The day pass to the Westhouse Healing Center that offered an entire day of stress relief. These were precisely the sort of activities that his physician had suggested he participate in.

He vaguely remembered tossing it into the trash bin, yet somehow, it was still here. Maybe he was still a little scrambled from his time in the hospital, it’s possible his mind wasn’t quite up to snuff yet. Either way, now he was glad it was there; it was no longer a lost opportunity. He could use their grief to his benefit and set up a day of relaxation. He called the number at once, not knowing how far they’d be booked out.

The receiver rang a few times before a soothing voice appeared on the line to service him. “Hello, Westhouse Healing Center, this is Bethany speaking, how can I help you?”

“Hello, this is Leo, Leo Wilson. I was gifted a one-day stress pass at your establishment and I was wondering when I could redeem it?” 

“Of course, yes, Mr. Wilson, we’ve been expecting you. First, let me offer my condolences and deepest sympathies, a loss is never an easy thing, particularly when it’s a significant other. I assure you that we will be here to help you through this process. It may seem impossible now, but soon, you will feel differently. Now, about scheduling, we here at Westhouse take your interests and time as our top priority, so tell me, Mr. Wilson, when would you like to come in?” she inquired, her response about as picture-perfect as Leo could’ve hoped for.

“What, anytime? I can come anytime I want?” he seemed stunned, most of the smaller talks in life he found great challenge in, so this was refreshing already.

“That’s right, anytime, Mr. Wilson.”

“What about today? Could I come in today?”

“What time should we expect you, Mr. Wilson?”

“I could be there at, oh say, eleven this morning. Would that work?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Wilson, we’ll see you at eleven then, alright?”

“Wow, yeah. That’s great. I’ll go get ready now and I’ll, ah, see you in a couple of hours I guess,” he replied in disbelief at how easy it all felt.

“Wonderful, we’ll be waiting.”

As the phone line went dead, a grin formed from the wrinkled skin around Leo’s lips. The transaction and conversation were easy. Easy was what he needed, if the interaction and scheduling were easy, then the service must be worth it.

He wasn’t known to surf the internet so he really had no idea what kind of services they offered. He assumed there was probably some massage tables, hot tubs, and a sauna or steam room. The typical kind of relaxation he’d seen and heard about many times but never usually had the desire to arrange for himself. Now it was mandatory, doctor’s orders.

He dressed in a relaxing, easily-to-remove outfit. Shorts, slip-ons, and a t-shirt seemed more than proper for the occasion. When he arrived at the building, it was a bit different than he expected. He was picturing more of a facility, a building like you might see a gym rent which was not at all the case. It was a house. A Victorian-style about the size of a small mansion that was undoubtedly built centuries earlier but restored to the glory that was probably similar to when it was first raised.

Appearing vastly spacious from the outside with an interesting color choice for the exterior. All of the siding and doors were a deep red and the trim for the entire structure was black. The shape of the building was also quite attention-grabbing. An enormous multilevel circular room stood to the left side. A running trail of flat porch ended with a second identical spherical area. It looked more like a castle than a house in some respects.

The location seemed peculiar for a house of this magnitude. It was dead in the center of a heavily trafficked college neighborhood. While there were many athletes in the region that might have been able to take advantage of the bodily rejuvenation aspects, the grieving portion seemed a tad unusual.

The signage at the front of the house was designed extravagantly; it ascended five feet or so before a lantern capped it off. The old metal pole at its peaking juncture bent horizontally and gothic lettering hung, painted upon a rectangle of chipped wood swaying in the breeze. It read: “Westhouse Healing Center. Explore Your Own Cure & Renovations”.

When Leo reached the door, he turned the handle and walked inside. The front desk sat beside a massive staircase that curled its way up to the second level. A giant awe-inspiring crystal chandelier dangled above him. The bulbs glowed with a rich warm yellow, crafting a homey atmosphere.

It was staffed by a pair of well-dressed, ladies clothed in earthy tones and silver jewelry. They smiled, exuding a striking pleasantness, their expressions beckoning his approach. They were both quite attractive with long dark hair and well-groomed eyebrows. The only facet of their looks that helped to differentiate the duo was one had straight hair drawn back and the other had free-flowing curls galore. 

“Well, you must be Mr. Wilson. My name is Bethany, I spoke with you earlier on the phone,” explained the beauty with the corkscrew mane raining around her shoulders.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry, you’ll have to forgive me, I’m new to this sort of thing. What exactly is the process here?”

“Hazel and I manage all of the activities our clients partake in, we’ll be here to oversee every aspect of your stay and to ensure your experience is optimal. Some of our other staff may assist with your stress cleanse but have no worry, we will always be accessible.”

“What kind of activities are we talking about exactly?”

“We have you for a full day pass, which consists of a deep tissue massage, steam room, cryotherapy session, and skin exfoliation… all capped off with a wellness discussion. At the mid-point, we’ll also be treating you to a delicious organically grown lunch. It’s prepared and cooked in-house by our chef and owner of the Westhouse Healing Center, Ms. Nora Westhouse herself.”

Continuing where Bethany left off, a voice traveled down from the above level behind the guest check-in, “And I assure you, it will not disappoint,” Nora crowed perched above the group. Her short blonde hair and tight-fitting midnight dress showed some variance from Hazel and Bethany. The chilly lipstick popped out to Leo even though she was elevated high above them. “If you require anything, Mr. Wilson, please ask. Our only goal is to ensure you leave satisfied and lighter.”

“Speak of the devil,” Bethany snickered.

“Thank you all, you are very kind,” Leo replied as more of a formality than a belief. He didn’t really know what all the activities the girls had outlined actually consisted of but their demeanor made him comfortable and, more importantly, confident. For as uncommon as the place felt, the service seemed timely and well thought out.

“Please, Mr. Wilson, this way,” Bethany gestured to the door on their right.

The first phase was a standard massage, Leo disrobed and tied the towel he’d been given around his old cracking hips before laying down on the cushiony table. Bethany and Hazel had informed him that his masseuse would be arriving momentarily. Leo sat looking through the headrest table opening until the door pushed forward. He turned his head sideways and smiled to kindly greet his tension reliever.

When she entered the room, they first exchanged pleasantries. The girl looked like she couldn’t be a day over eighteen. She was even more beautiful than her overseers, dressed modestly in an elongated red dress. Her head saw a pair of bulky braids that wrapped around the crown of her head with a recently bloomed Hellebore tucked into them.

Hellebore was Alice’s favorite flower, in fact, it was the one she’d requested for their wedding. Leo found it a bit bizarre that the girl would have a spring bloom in early autumn. Nevertheless, it reminded him of Alice which should have prompted a stress blip on his radar, but for some reason, it didn’t.

Alternative to his typical emotions, it was actually a soothing feeling as her always pleasant, positive face entered his thoughts. The girl locked eyes with him, smiling almost robotically before it plunged off her face altogether. Her blankness wasn’t what he expected, she wasn’t much for small talk and got right down to business. Her short, boney fingers pushed down firmly onto various pressure points. Leo closed his eyes and the imagery started to crop up.

He sat comfortably in a field with beautiful Hellebores waving in the cooling breeze. The sunlight felt warm on his skin as her fingers began to knuckle into his lower back. The rhythm of her motions matched the fantasy—where it was coming from, he had no idea. He’d never thought about anything like this before but maybe that was part of the process. He was enjoying it more than he thought he would.

The flannel blanket arranged over the patch of freshly cut grass with a bottle of wine and two glasses. The scene looked very familiar. Of course! It was when he proposed to her! He turned to his right seeing a seductively positioned and youth-infused version of Alice. She was young and happy—it was well before she’d gotten so heavily entangled with Leo.

She took a bite of her soggy deviled ham sandwich and left a little smeared across her lip. When the ring came out, she beamed, her teeth still with a little ham wedged in them. It was the happiest day of their lives. At that moment in time, everything froze.

“Yes!” she yelled out while Leo removed the modest but charming ring from its square box. Everything was perfect until he slid it onto her ring finger. The joy immediately vanished. As soon as the polished loop contacted her skin, the finger began to decay. The decomposition was flowing rapidly.

She screamed and pleaded with him to take it off but he wouldn’t, he couldn’t risk infecting himself. The disturbing shift in events caught Leo by surprise, this wasn’t what he was expecting. She begged for a napkin, screaming, “IT BURNS! IT BURNS!”

A panic-stricken Leo reached into the basket to retrieve them only to find her maggot-riddled head, brain exposed while the squirming vermin fed. He opened his mouth to shout but nothing came out, just a minor high-pitch squeal.
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“Mr. Wilson, sir! Mr. Wilson!” Bethany’s voice interjected, breaking the trance. He awoke to both Bethany and Hazel standing by the table. “Your session was just finishing, you were having some kind of an episode. I’m sorry to ask, but was Alice your wife’s name? You kept calling out for her…”

“Yes, I’m-I’m sorry, I’m not sure what happened there.”

“It’s quite alright, sir, these things will occur from time to time.”

“Not to me they don’t,” Leo replied, disheveled and a little disgusted with himself.

“We’ll get you a drink, Mr. Wilson, and then we can move onto the next activity,” Bethany offered.

“Alright.”

After a glass of ice water, the girls led him to the steam room. The wooden walls of the misty sauna looked more eerie than usual after his prior ordeal. The vision had been strange but he loved saunas and rarely had the opportunity to spend time in them. This particular room was even better because it was secluded, so he wouldn’t have to hang around a bunch of other offensive, naked old men. Out of the day’s agenda, this part saw his ears reach for the ceiling.

Leo took a seat on the wooden bench and then laid a towel over his eyes and stretched out. He inhaled deeply, letting his prior worry rush away with the carbon monoxide he pushed out. His eyelids left a blackness around him that was gradually transitioning. A yellow light spiraled into the darkness, splitting into the rotation like he was watching a silent blender. The intensified sound of water steaming rose to a higher pitch, he felt the temperature increase as the perspiration sapped from his pores. 

It was a much younger version of his now weathered feet beside a pair of pretty maroon toenails. The beach sand absorbing the hot glare of the sun and water crashing down just a few yards away from them. When he turned, he saw Alice’s youthful golden blonde hair partially dangling in front of her oversized sunglasses. It was coming back to him and what a heavenly summer it was. He was reliving their first fourth of July together. Her smirk spread from ear to ear, it was a time when all they needed was each other. When just joining in company created the tranquility that everyone searches for. 

The good old days when Leo was still secure. When he didn’t fly off the handle and call her a whore if she happened to be looking at the television when it had another man on the screen. Before he’d conditioned her to look at the ground the few times they were in public.

The strange sight was always explained away by Alice when they happened to encounter someone they knew. She fed them the idea that her neck issues just made it more comfortable to carry herself that way. In reality, it’s what caused her body pain and had added a slight bend in her posture after decades of obedience. The words that often left his lips, “Don’t look at them,” echoed in the background.

The clear cool sky flashed like the flicker of an old television receiver, fast-forwarding into the evening. Alice stayed in the same pose as the fireworks exploded all around them. Her now irrelevant shades reflected the image of the bursting colors encompassing them.

She yearned for a better look at the lights and her hand stretched up, attempting to free her of the dimmers. As she pulled her glasses down, the blood started to gush out.

She exposed a pair of hollowed-out human flesh caves mounted by the many hypotonic flowing legs within the hordes of the centipedes pushing out. The sight (or lack thereof) both sickened and petrified him.  

He never recalled waking up from his daze, just Bethany’s faint, compassionate voice guiding him into the dining room. Somehow, he’d changed back into his clothes and was ready to eat. She removed a metallic food cover from the plate sitting before him while Hazel filled his glass with water.

“We have to get you rehydrated now, you spent quite a while in there,” Hazel reminded him.

There wasn’t much conversation during lunch. Leo wanted to ask what kind of soup they’d given him, it tasted delicious. He was still a bit cloudy and shaken from the sauna but the soup left him feeling about as relaxed as he’d ever been. He felt quieter and more reserved than ever.

Maybe it was Alice rubbing off on him? He was dazed by the strangest of moods. The hideousness of the memories he’d encountered, while they initially disturbed him, he felt like he was beginning to crave them. The beatings and normalized violence had left a massive void in his life. These sights were somehow restoring the hole in his heart.

Quitting something you’ve been doing for most of your life (cold turkey) he’d learned was impossible. But Westhouse had found a way to bring back the missing sorrow that he’d been leeching—the vitality he’d been thieving from Alice.

Even though it wasn’t in the physical realm, it was working just as well as if it was. He finished his soup quickly, slurping the browned water as a means to reach the next stop faster. He found himself swarming with excitement as he contemplated where the next stop on his vicious trip down memory lane might land him.

Bethany explained he would only require a few minutes in the cryo chamber before closing the door. This would probably be a little quicker than the other therapies. To him, it wouldn’t matter, they all felt the same anyway. He wasn’t even there when they were happening, he was finding his way again.

As the chamber activated, he felt the icy chill attach to his entire body. The goosebumps plumped while his skin grew tighter. He was waiting to drift from the instant he entered the chamber. He would not be disappointed.

When he closed his eyes, there were no mixing colors or distortion this time. He was there in a flash. The thick town snow in the dead of winter surrounded him. He and Alice marched through piles with such depth that they watched their whole shins disappear momentarily with each step taken.

When they looked around to peer toward the goal of the journey, Leo noticed they were in a house. It was their house. They’d been married some time now, Alice’s way of life had evolved, her leash wouldn’t freeze to her neck in the sub-zero winter air. No, her leash was an invisible one.

Now, she was no longer allowed out of the house. Recalling his late wife’s compliance with his unreasonable, inhumane guidelines caused a grin to creep across his sleeping expression. He’d infected her with his agoraphobia. The same shut-in mentality which miraculously disappeared after her suicide.             

As he watched her take each step, circling the living room full of ice and snow like some docile hamster in a wheel, he noticed she was barefoot. The same attractive and maintained feet from the beach were now blackened from the winter’s death grip. Suddenly, she fell backward and the white blanket of snow behind her became the white sanitary paper of the doctor’s table.

Her necrotic dead heels faced him while the strange doctor put the blade to her ankle bone. As he began to saw back and forth, Alice’s blue lips and chattering teeth ripped off a scream that he wasn’t privileged to hear often. Alice had grown so rugged that he’d found himself having to do especially horrific things to break her. The reaction was music to his ears.

After her feet came off, his eyes opened. The cold had left his body, the thoughts of Alice’s symbolic crippling had vanished. He was now mostly submerged in a massive square pool of mud. The muck felt about the same as his body temperature. He enjoyed the feel of its weight pressing against him, it was comforting like a gentle hug.

“After a few minutes inside, we’ll get you a shower and then finish your day off with your wellness discussion. I know the therapy started off a little rough but I’m glad you’re really taking to it now, Mr. Wilson. We want to ensure that you can derive a highly relieving experience here at Westhouse,” Bethany explained before closing the wooden door and exiting the room.

He didn’t care what she was saying, only where he was going. He wanted to dive back to himself while the mud was working out the arthritis from his bones. He closed his eyes and immediately returned.

The calming autumn foliage could be seen in Alice’s window. She hurried throughout the kitchen cooking up a storm, all just for Leo. The wonderful holiday meals that people universally enjoyed around that time of year were something she had to take great pride in. If Leo didn’t think the effort or output was up to par, there would be hell to pay.

While he feasted on the skin of the turkey, meat stuffing, mashed potatoes, gravy, and apple pie, Alice watched on. No wife of Leo’s was going to be jumping up in sizes, he had a very specific weight he kept her at, so she couldn’t consume these types of meals. He needed to make sure she was presentable. She stood by the window in her house gown, eyes sunken into her skull, face stretched to an unnatural range like her flesh was made up of rubber bands.

She lifted the dress to reveal her naked malnourished frame. Each bone was defined; her casing dipped, showing the imprint of her organs. As it raised further, the scars of their past began to creep in. The indicators of his wrath-fueled outbursts carved into her with the excitement of first-time lovers whittling their initials into a tree.

“Feed me, Leo… feed me,” she begged in an exhausted tone.

As the mud trickled down through the shower drain, he felt born again. The salvations of his times with Alice that made it possible for him to function normally had been resurrected. He felt like he’d side-stepped the months of purgatory without her and now she was back, at least in his own twisted mind.

For the moment at least, the Westhouse therapies had brought him back. If he couldn’t have the physical aspects which he survived on previously, maybe they could be his new crutch. Maybe he’d been approaching it all wrong by overlooking the mental aspect.

Once he dressed, Bethany and Hazel led him to Nora’s office for the final part of his stay—the wellness discussion. When he took his seat, he noticed another person sitting motionless in the far corner of the room. A gorgeous girl, a beauty which Leo hadn’t seen the likes of since he could remember.

He felt it odd that another person who wasn’t part of the process would be with them for the feedback portion but decided to remain mum on the topic. His ecstasy was still bubbling, it felt like a challenge to complain about anything.

There were various irregular things about the establishment but their ways had shockingly suited him well enough thus far. The girls shut the door, leaving him alone with Nora and the other woman. She looked up from the well-organized desk to meet his gaze.

“So, Mr. Wilson, did you enjoy your stay with us?” Nora inquired confidently.

“Yes, so much so in fact that I wanted to ask you, when will I be able to come back? The therapy has been valuable for me, I think it would be best if I scheduled another session now.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible, Mr. Wilson.”

“Why? I have the money, I can cover that cost. Hell, I can pay in advance if you’d prefer.”

“It’s not about cost, Mr. Wilson, I assure you. We here at Westhouse function as a private institution, more so like an association than a place of business. It’s referral only. Once someone is referred, they are treated and released.”

“That doesn’t make any sense, how ca—”

“It is not our mission statement to make sense, we are here to evolve and restore. Let me ask you, do you feel better equipped to deal with the loss of your wife after your visit?”

“Well, yes, but I need more. I can’t just do it all on my own, goddamn it, I need help. Why won’t you help me?”

She squinted her eyes back toward Leo as if she were trying to make a difficult decision. “Well, there is one last form of therapy we can offer you. When our clients feel as strongly as you, that the sessions have helped them, but they still don’t have the confidence to be on their own yet, we offer one other experimental treatment.”

“Yes, I want it! When should I return?” Leo begged.

“This is an at-home treatment, Mr. Wilson, again, we don’t do follow up sessions. I must forewarn you though, the price associated with this particular treatment is… steep.”

“I’m retired, investing in my health at this point is the best way to spend a dollar for me,” he assured her.

“This is closer to several thousand dollars.” Normally, if that kind of news dropped on his lap, it would have triggered him. It would have lit a fuse that would lead to disaster. But the sheer impact of the sessions he’d experienced at Westhouse that day had his brain thinking in reverse. The money meant nothing; he would do as they told him.

“Fine. Explain it to me.”

Nora raised herself off the plush purple cushions sewn to her chair and approached the other woman who was still sitting just as she was when Leo had entered. “Please come closer, Mr. Wilson,” Nora requested.

As Leo got closer, Nora removed a large photograph from her pocket and put it beside the head of the woman. “This is the wife of another client of ours, one who’s also decided that he requires additional treatment.”

“Wait, what? This is not a real woman?” Leo hadn’t seen her move a muscle the whole time, but still, she looked connivingly authentic.

“The final step we can help you take is recreating your significant other. If the absence of their presence in your house is too difficult, we create a nearly indistinguishable silicone replica. We capture the most miniscule details of the partner. You’ll be able to do just about everything that you did with them before they died.”

“Everything?”

“Yes, everything. Watch TV, sit down to dinner together, sleep beside them… and to be completely transparent with you, these are not sex dolls, Mr. Wilson, these are what we refer to as grieving companions, but if you feel so inclined to show your love still… that’s also an option.”

Leo stood speechless. He couldn’t believe how realistic the doll looked. He reached out and touched her and there was almost a warmness about the figure. It was soft to the touch, the most realistic replica he’d ever seen. His prayers had been answered, the one who had selfishly taken a bloody exit to escape his clutches would now be returned to him. She would again conform to the puppet master to be abused and manipulated to his pleasing. Leo’s frustration would now have a focus, his depravity would have a direction again.

“This doll… I take it the husband is a younger man by the age of his wife?”

“No, this gentleman is actually in his late eighties.”

“Oh, ha-ha, robbing the cradle I suppose,” Leo found amusement in the age gap.

“No, this client chose to use a photograph from an earlier period during his wife’s lifecycle. He wanted a memory of her in her prime.”

Leo’s eye found an extra glimmer. With each word she said, things kept getting better. Deciding to use his day pass at Westhouse would be the best decision of his golden years. He could hardly hold the question in any longer.

“How, quickly can you get me the doll?” 


◆◆◆




It arrived on a Thursday evening in discreet packaging. The bulky wooden oblong box was lugged into the living room by two men dressed in moving attire. The contents they removed were wrapped in two sections of black silk blanket and laid out on the sofa.

One over the face and the other over the body. The men collected the moving receptacle and loose packaging before leaving Leo’s house without saying a word. Their interaction was awkward but over. Now, it was time for Leo to reap the benefits of his investment.

His aggravation level was beginning to rise again, it had been almost two weeks since his treatment at the Westhouse. The entrancing effects of the therapy had worn off days ago. The buzzkill was deafening. He just tried to remain calm until his toy arrived and that day was finally upon him. He grabbed hold of the blanket covering her face and tore it off belligerently.

There she was, just as he remembered her. Leo had decided to go with a reconstruction of her that wasn’t too young. He wanted her right at the middle-aged interval where her spirits had already been completely broken, when she’d understood that she would need to submit to his darkest desires. It was also at a point when her body was still in good shape—skinny and lean, how he commanded her to be. By going with that time period, he was granted a version of her that was the best of both worlds in his eyes.

The white hair she’d left the world showing was supplanted by a more youthful blonde tone. It hung a little below her finely chiseled chin. Her eyes seemed so authentic, almost as if Alice was there, looking right at him once again. Next, he pinched her carefully rounded lip between his fingers, the texture was heavenly. He couldn’t wait to explore the texture in other ways…

Removing the second, much larger length of silk unveiled her naked body. It was almost identical in shape. It was startling how they could judge a body type with nearly impeccable accuracy merely by viewing a few pictures of the subject.

More disturbing than the exactness of their interpretation of Alice’s body was what he found on the surface. The entire torso was just as he’d left it, adorned with a reprehensible collection of slices, burn marks, and various other mutilations. The sickening, shameful journey outlined in all its evil glory. 

They couldn’t have known this level of detail… the shape of the body was possible maybe, but how would they have known about the marks? The chewed off nipples, the rocky road of bumpiness over her chest, the cigar burn on her abdomen from the playoff loss. Many of the alterations were specific and held sentimental meaning for Leo. How the fuck did they know…

Leo quickly stepped away from his new Alice and lifted up the phone. He then dialed the number for Westhouse and listened intently as it rang. “Thank you for calling Westhouse Healing Center, this is Bethany speaking.”

“Bethany, its Leo, Leo Wilson. I received the delivery from your people today. There seems to be… some kind of defect with Alice—I mean, my grieving companion.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that, Mr. Wilson. What seems to be the issue?”

“Her chest… there are some markings on it, it’s defective, it just doesn’t look like a normal chest should.”

“Well, Mr. Wilson… did Alice have a normal chest?”

“What do you mean?” The other end of the line remained silent. “Listen, I’m not sure what kind of shit you’re trying to pull here but it’s not gonna work. I paid a lot of money for this fucking doll and if anyone is gonna carve it up, it’s gonna be me!” he yelled. The feeling of the opportunity to mangle the doll being pickpocketed away from him was enraging. 

“I’m afraid there are no refunds. This is a detail we specifically outlined for you in our agreement to produce your companion. Contrary to what you say, the doll is an exact replica of your wife at age forty-three, just as you had specified.”

“This thing is a piece of garbage! You gave me a piece of trash!” Leo’s spit flew out from his mouth as he tried to corral his slippery teeth.

Suddenly, Bethany’s slow pulse and calmly-collected discussion points cranked up to a threshold that he hadn’t been anticipating. “You turned her to the trash you see, Leo! It was you who destroyed her, not us! She was perfect when she left us! There’s no more hiding anymore now, Mr. Wilson.” The line went dead along with Leo’s composure. He ripped the phone out of the wall and began to smash the receiver into Alice’s head. It didn’t take long for Leo to regulate her back to her former role.

“Fucking bitches!” Leo yelled, a thick froth now resembling a rabid animal began to dribble.

He pounded her, achieving a tremendous pleasure and satisfaction. With each blow he landed, he regained a measure of his drifting composure. After beating her brains in for a bit longer, he’d left a slash that spread across the left side of her face. The savagery of the strike seemed to finally nourish his appetite. He turned away and threw the phone across the room, watching it brake into a dozen or so pieces.

Leo felt exhausted but good. Like a weight had been lifted off of his shoulders. He walked into his bedroom and laid down. The daylight was still peaking in through the curtains but he was so tired. He was spent, he hadn’t put out that kind of thrashing in what felt like ages. As his eyes closed, Alice’s remained open. She still rested slumped over on the couch, on the receiving end as always. If Leo had looked a little closer amid his wrath, he would have noticed a small teardrop falling from the corner of her eye…


◆◆◆




When the cuckoo bird shot out of the clock, he jumped up out of bed. Normally, he just slept through the hourly bird’s call, but that night, it somehow woke him. It was only Alice who’d ever complained about the noises giving her trouble sleeping in the past, but her gripes were never exactly too high up on his totem pole of priority. It could probably be chalked up to his earlier tantrum, falling asleep early might also have you rising early.

One in the morning was not the time to start his day, but his wee morning wood was telling him otherwise. He was harder than a Rubik’s Cube and only had one idea in his mind. It was time to see how she compared to the real Alice. He was sure she’d be just as acquiescent. He was sure she would be the same dead fuck that he railed ruthlessly on so many occasions. Once again, Alice didn’t have a choice.

He arranged her on the bed, spreading both of her legs, hungry to rough her up. Her lifeless eyes stared back at his wrinkled face. His two front teeth biting down on his lower lip as he entered her. It felt soft and warm, just like the real thing. It was even slimy; how did they get the doll wet?

He was almost feeling bad for the earlier argument he had with Bethany as the “grieving companion” was doing exactly what it was supposed to. Everything was euphoric until he felt the stinging…

In a matter of seconds, it felt like his cock was on fire and a mysterious massaging sensation descended upon it. When he pulled out and looked down, he saw the centipedes. Thousands and thousands of legs wiggling—their long bodies falling to the bed as they scurried about. His manhood was red, the agony in rhythm with the pulsation. 

He couldn’t believe his eyes as she started to move. Leo backed away, unable to comprehend what he believed had to be a hallucination. Alice sat up and set her formerly spread legs on the rug. Another bucket-load of centipedes dropped out from inside her. They fell in a bonding of wiggly legs that rolled around near her feet. Leo was fear-stricken, almost dazed as he slowly backed out into the living room. He bumped up against the fireplace and instinctively reached for the poker.

As Alice closed in on him, he took a swing, catching her on the left side of the face. It was the same area he’d ripped open during their earlier dispute. The silicone-like flesh tore off, uncovering a stiffened, dead gray skin tone. Her blank eye, rotten teeth, and a shriveled nose came into view. The colorless white hair projected out from her deceptive shell. The smell of death released itself into the house. She would get to him by whatever means she could.

Leo now understood that Alice had, in fact, returned in all her rotting glory. The nauseating smell made it more difficult to breathe, he wanted to strike her again but he felt his heart struggle. The rhythm became irregular and his shortness of breath was further exasperated by his upheaval. As he fell to the ground grasping his chest, his wife mounted him.

The oily bugs were now finding their way out of her face too. The flies, maggots, centipedes, and worms poured into Leo’s mouth. The vomit he was trying to purge got sent back in the other direction mixed with the diverse army of filthy, squirming foulness.

He always wanted her to give him a new meal, she had once again delivered for him. Leo was dead, the reaper had reached out. Everything had stopped moving except for the bugs on and inside him. They still had a rather large meal to finish up and each tiny creature’s agenda was consumed with consuming.
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Alice watched them feast on her wicked husband’s carcass before leaving the house. Once she was satisfied with the consumption, she waited for them to crawl back inside her. Slowly, the bugs made their way until it was almost impossible to tell they had even been there.

She left her house, walking down the dark back road before reaching her destination. When she entered the cemetery, three attractive women in hoods stood around the upturned soil beside her grave. Wide lines of powder sat sprinkled in a pentagram behind her resting place.

When Alice reached the ditch, Bethany and Hazel approached her while Nora looked on holding a bulky leather-bound book in her hands. The two ripped off what remained of her shell, exposing Alice’s decaying corpse in its entirety. She stepped back into her grave and waited to be reunited with the dirt.

The girls continued to bury her until the previous piles around the site had all been pushed in and smoothed over. Nora crouched down and read a passage from the text. She touched the soil with her other hand and grass began to appear, pushing its way up through the recently tilled ground.


◆◆◆




The next morning, Nora walked into the Grayfield Public Library holding the same book from the previous evening. She approached the librarian offering her the same caring and warm greeting she addressed her clients with.

“Hello there, returning please.”

“Thank you,” replied the librarian, looking over the book for blemishes. “Oh, what’s this?” she asked, pointing to the red on the corner of a cluster of pages.

“Just got a little paper cut, sorry about that,” she responded, gushing sweetness.

“Ouch, must have been a big one. It’s okay, it’s an occult book anyway. I suppose it adds character,” the old librarian added in the friendliest of ways.

As Nora exited the building, the old lady took the book over to a quiet corner of the library. The same corner where a former colleague of hers had taken their life. There was still an empty space on the shelf that was clearly missing a book. In their small town, the occult area was not a particularly popular or vast section, so when something was missing, it was easy to spot.

She flipped open the cover and located the author’s name as she prepared to alphabetize it. “Nora Westhouse, what a lovely name,” she remarked to herself.

The librarian didn’t think twice about it as she slid the book into the open space on the shelf. She had no reason to check the sign out card inside if a book was being returned. You would only need to check that if a book was late or never brought back. By the time another reader was to stumble upon the book, no one would even remember or find it strange that Alice Wilson was the last name inside.




The Lasting Impressions


When you think of a bomb, you probably think of total destruction, annihilation, and chaos. Buildings ripped right from their foundations, people torn to pieces, and mushroom clouds of mayhem. A warzone where all that remains are a mere handful of hazardous, hole-punched, dilapidated buildings that will collapse in a jiffy. A frightening warzone where life had become a rare commodity.

Or there’s always the biological route too. The option which left people diseased, praying for death, and writhing in agony. It was usually via explosions or tainting of water supply and food in which these highly aggressive bacteria or viruses can be inserted to eradicate a targeted populace. This was a more small-scale approach, often leeched onto by smaller terrorist outfits in comparison say to a country led by a sinister dictator wielding nuclear capabilities.

The only issue was that neither of those results really suited what the Russian Ground Forces had been trying to accomplish. They didn’t want any survivors, for what they had planned, eliminating the most minute potential for rebuttal or retaliation would be mandatory.

They also didn’t want any damage to the buildings—this would allow them to move into an area that was previously inhabited seamlessly. They would take over the structures and continue on as if they’d been living there all along.

For over forty years, they had been busy building an unseen, and (literally) underground population. It started with a mass abduction of their own people, a conspiracy theory that still swirled to the current day, which, previously, I’d only thought to be an internet conversation piece. It was anything but… They were housing well over a hundred million of these people in sub-terrain compounds—prisons.

The whole operation was a hush-hush deal, the kind of place that could get you killed just by knowing it existed. Only a select few of these mad elites were in the know about the project. It was like some giant toy, a human ant farm of sorts.

Over time, I’d learned that the sole purpose of this enormous hidden community was human breeding. Once this new extermination weapon was theorized and attained, the Russians would wipe out the entire planet. Then it would be time for those lifelong members of the underground to seek sunlight.

You may wonder how something as evil, unethical, expensive, and massive as this kind of operation could be possible. How can so many people be a party to such grand enslavement? To answer that question, let me begin with another; when you hear the word conspiracy, what is the next word you think of? Theory, of course.

The reason for this is conditioning. Over time, we as a species have been conditioned to obediently associate the word conspiracy with the word theory as if it cannot exist in a singular sense. Every conspiracy must merely be a theory.

The Russians successfully used this kind of brainwash tactic, high-level security clearances, and compartmentalized even the most minor of details regarding the project’s information. They keep the pieces spread apart just far enough that no one can see the entire picture.

Their Hitleresque vision of the future was partially secured in that respect. They could build up their placeholders in secret before trotting out the programmed droves of the pale-skinned, deliberately limited fillers to inhabit the countries they planned to blow to pieces.

You might also ask how in God’s name could they feed over a hundred million people covertly? Maybe the underground construction which contained this wholly cloaked populous, if arranged properly, could possibly be pulled off if the conditions were inhumane enough (and trust me, they were), but that still doesn’t explain how you would feed them.

That’s where I came in and not just regarding the feeding of this population, I’d already solved the hunger issue long ago. At the time I’d been kidnapped, I was the most decorated scientist in America. My first accomplishment had changed the world. It was something I’d been visualizing since I was a kid—a self-producing food source.

It was no longer a fantasy, it was now a tray that sat in most people’s kitchens filled with several types of easily sustainable plant-life that we’d genetically modified. The modifications ensured that the plants would produce enough vegetables and fruits for a single family each day. Picture a time-lapse of a tomato plant growing. That’s what it looked like in real-time. Also, the vegetation required virtually zero maintenance except for what equated to about a bottle of water a day. Having a resource like this in every house solved more problems than just the obvious hunger issue. It reduced financial strain, garbage, illness, and mass wasting. Problems that had been impeding mankind since it’s conception.

Imagine making a single fairly affordable purchase and being able to feed yourself, healthy, delicious meals every day that never ran out for the rest of your days. I ended up calling this invention the Life-Feed because it conquered all dietary needs for the consumer’s entire lifespan.

I would later find out that it was my creation, the Life-Feed, which was being heavily leveraged by the Russians to keep all of their clandestine inhabitants fed. They’d begun the blueprint to create this mass of humanity before the Life-Feed existed, but once it became available, the numbers of the underground dwellers soared since the overall cost of living dipped.

These people were living with no personal space and being brainwashed into obedience. As they grew, the confines of those shady caves were the only life they understood. They separated anyone who’d been above ground from those who’d been born buried. They wanted the darkness to be all that they knew.

They didn’t want those plucked from the surface becoming storytellers despite knowing they would be ejected from the caverns into the light one day. That is if all went according to plan, of course. They only wanted the stories they crafted to be circulated, they used religion and prophecy as their tools to keep the masses meek. Since the crafting of the prophecy was molded from their own clay with their own hands, once it was proven to be true, they would indeed earn an existence of obedience that didn’t require further supervision based on how they’d been groomed.

They’d been preparing them to be the warm bodies that acted as placeholders in the first ghosted country for decades now. Once they erased an entire culture, they would refill it with their conditioned creations. If they were going to eventually hit the reset button on the whole planet, they needed these man-made slaves to pick up the slack. They were approaching the concept of global supremacy like a game of RISK. Wipe-out, move in.

After the initial triumph of the Life-Feed, I wanted to move onto space. I’d always had a deep urge to explore seeded within me. An excitement about the unknown mysteries that were not so far from us. But to make that next leap, we initially needed to take the first step and set up a base outside of our own planet.

The colonizing of Mars was my subsequent accomplishment that was achieved in part by parlaying my initial self-sustaining food source solution into the colonies. We had five-hundred and sixty-two people thriving within a gigantic structure that was about the size of a shopping mall.

I helped build the colony for the initial three years of its conception. The first journey I’d launched consisted of a group of my most trusted peers. We stabilized the environment and then gradually sent for more of the like-minded volunteers that had agreed years prior to building the post-earth atmosphere. It was a heavenly place—clean, efficient, peaceful. In a sense, we were rebuilding existence as we knew it.

Our screening process allowed us to select only those which we saw as the most noble and humble of humanity. Imagine a city with no crime, confrontation, or violence. We left the evil behind for a new way of life. We didn’t have to concern ourselves with wars, power struggles, weapon manufacturing, or greed. I fell in love with living again while I was there. I forgot about man’s malicious potential, which I’d encountered in every phase of my life. I’d hit the reset button.

I strongly considered staying there for the rest of my days but, ultimately, came to the conclusion that it would be a selfish act. There were still millions of gallant souls on Earth, ones that deserved to join our new civilization. There would be no path for that unless I was to return and create one. Seven months later, I was back to Earth and greeted with a hero’s welcome.

It was all so exciting, helping to create the innovative future some thought might never be plausible. Giving people new targets to live for and prolonging life. That was what my life’s work was solely about before they came for me…

I was giving a presentation in Norway on species invasion and climate when they struck. After the conference, while I slept, they must’ve killed the entire secret service detail that was assigned to protect me since they were able to attain me with no struggle whatsoever.

I’m still not sure if the Norwegians or any members of my detail were involved in the plot. It almost felt like they would have had to have been to pull it off. My security was a real thorn bush, I’d seen them operate with a swiftness and calculated coldness that can only be learned in combat. They were all experienced, privately contracted mercenaries. Someone would have had to pull quite a few strings to get the drop on the lot of them. 

When they broke into my bedroom, they held me down and rendered me unconscious via a syringe with a liquid sleeping agent. When I awoke, I’d already been transported onto the submarine. They wasted no time in explaining why they’d captured me and what they expected.

I was the final puzzle piece to their world rebellion. I would be the one to create the next super weapon, one that was more powerful and stealthy than anything humanities’ prior history could offer. One that didn’t leave bodies, one that would seem more like a day of reckoning than an attack, one that would play on the psyches of the entire globe. The groomer of life would be transformed into the bringer of death.

It seemed like they already had what they believed was required. They’d found a new element on the periodic table. This strange new component was hidden dangerously close to the planet’s core. It took remarkable patience to even reach the area. They’d used a range of billion-dollar extraction equipment which took them great lengths of time to develop to help finally infiltrate the zone.

The Russians had picked up strong readings that an unidentifiable element was present. However, the time required for the development of these tools greatly decelerated their progression. They had already tried countless times with utensils of a more rudimentary nature only to see their investments melted, disabled, or failing to function.
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Everything they attempted to use was ultimately destroyed under the heat of the core until, finally, their long-awaited fruit had been harvested. The robotics had been strengthened and refined enough to withstand the temperature and pressure. The deep-sea excavation saw them reap over one hundred barrels of what they had termed “Yedok.”

Yedok loosely translates to “Eater” in English. They chose that name because, during their preliminary testing, it was discovered that any living organism to contact the Yedok would be consumed by it. It didn’t increase in size upon absorption, it simply just digested life without any after effect.

The non-living or infrastructures weren’t affected by it in the slightest, which is precisely what the Russians had secretly been attempting to develop, relentlessly going back to the initial formation of the Soviet Union. As they performed their surplus of experiments, the Intel gained in their research would see their endgame begin to take shape.

They would create a new weapon of mass destruction—one that preserved the land but exterminated its inhabitants. They seemed to not give a fuck about all the plant life and animal species that would be eradicated by this plot. It was a nearsighted, egotistical scheme that would have countless repercussions for centuries to come, but there was no thought put into that. The energy was invested in finding ways in which to exterminate their peers, it felt more like a pissing contest than anything else. One that would result in doomsday and all the horrors it brought.

Their scientists were intelligent enough to bring them that far but it appeared their minds wouldn’t stretch any further. They were able to grasp the Eater’s basic properties, the potential risks it could present or reactions it might evoke, but they had no idea how to use it to their benefit.

I’m not exactly sure why they believed I could be the codebreaker. I’d never made anything or facilitated a project that was designed to harm. The changes I’d made in the universe would only be life-enhancing for ages to come. My best guess is they had a hunch that when properly motivated, I could conceptualize and bring to life almost anything.

Although it didn’t happen overnight, it seems they were correct. Of course, my initial reaction was to refuse to serve them, which I did. In my mind, I was ready to die for my country and, more importantly, for the betterment of humanity as a whole.

My soul would be a minor sacrifice to ensure that outcome. I didn’t want to be the one to stain history with such a maniacal creation. All the good I’d done would be washed away clean and quick, all it took was one psychopath and the push of a button. I thought I would have the strength to avoid straying from my decision but it surprised me to find out that wasn’t the case.

Any physical torment that they would have tried I could have defeated. But they were intelligent and thoughtful in their outline to break me. They knew attacking a scientist through his body was an oafish attitude, so getting at me in a more cerebral fashion would be a sound and logical route to crack me.

At first, they started with the peasants, the pale-skinned sub-ground inhabitants of their concealed caverns. Every day, they allowed a group of about five or so of these poor children into my cell. In the beginning, I didn’t interact with the kids—I had no concept of their purpose. Were they waiting to terrorize me or where they merely other prisoners of the government? It struck me as odd that they would house one of the most brilliant minds on the planet with a group of strange children at random.

The next day, they tied me to the wall of my cell and forced me to view them as they were quartered. Their suffering offered me a hideous visual as they laid helplessly, squirming about in a reservoir of red limbless, they were almost relieved to be nearing the end. I looked on begging them to stop, they were only children.

I was starting to see what their plan was or at least what I believed it was. They wanted me to build a comradery with the less fortunate that they were infusing into my cell. Then later, I would be forced to watch them be slaughtered like animals and I should know with certainty that their massacre would fall on my head as I could certainly stop it by complying with their demands.

After a few weeks of constant bloodshed and dismemberment, their plan of continuing to pile up the cadavers of innocent children seemed to slow. Maybe they were running out of them or going through more than they anticipated.

Either way, they’d cleared my area of their corpses and moved on. I’d worked hard to try and desensitize myself. While the murder of toddlers can never be overlooked, I was better equipped to handle it by that point. I’d convinced myself that the horrors I allowed to be produced were of minor consequence in relation to how many people would be wiped out if I built them a bomb. 

Maybe that’s why they stopped. They were onto the fact that my mind had retreated like a weary tortoise pulling into its shell. They knew a different tactic would be required to smoke me out. That’s when they brought in Martha.

How the hell did they find my sister? Their influence was more far-reaching than I imagined. Faced with that choice, I’d decided to play ball. I couldn’t sit back idly and watch her be slashed to bits. Once they dismembered her, who would be next? I didn’t want to find out. I couldn’t find out. The entire ordeal made me wish I had just submitted earlier and saved some of the children.

I only agreed to work for them if they would return Martha back home, otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to maintain my focus on the task at hand. They agreed, although being held captive I had no way of validating the legitimacy of their word.

I could now only plead that they would show mercy if I demonstrated that I could produce results for them. They would probably keep her nearby until I’d granted them what they wanted but I hoped that wasn’t the case. It all meant one thing—I just simply had to go to work.


◆◆◆




Developing a one-of-a-kind vehicle for genocide involved the most tedious and drawn-out course I’d ever embarked on. I was leveraging every scrap of my existing knowledge, teaching myself while consulting with some of the most brilliant minds in the world.

It took four years before we were ready to test. I thought about my family for the entire stretch. I constantly wondered if my output was satisfactory enough to appease them and protect my bloodline. As things progressed, I became more confident, the manner in which they were treating me was beginning to evolve.

They had finally found enough faith in me to bring me above ground to begin work. They set up what was in essence a ghost town that we experimented within, deep outside of a citizen’s vantage point. They referred to the area as “Ushel Gorod”, which translates to “Gone City.”

It wasn’t small either, they’d invested a lot into the controlled testing. I was noticing a trend; everything the Russians did, they did all the way. Go big or go home. They wanted to be certain once it was ready that it could eventually be deployed on massive populations. We stocked the buildings within the colossal radius full of a variety of caged creatures.

Most of them were on the smaller side but there were some exceptions. We needed to test the Eater’s snuffing capabilities against a wide assortment of life. Deer, cows, horses, dogs, cats, insects, and reptiles were just a few of the selected.

They began calling me “The Exterminator” after the first successful test. Everything inside the cages had been abolished in its entirety. In fact, you wouldn’t have known that anything was even inside those buildings if it wasn’t for the cages and a black residue that was left where their shadows had been.

This aftermath was similar to what had happened in Hiroshima, where it was riddled with a collection of morbid shadows against the ground, walls, and buildings. While not entirely identical, it was a comparable concept.

The heat from their blast was pushing out the Yedok, but before it consumed or evaporated the life form, the concentrated heat left an eerie imprint. The fusing of the subject’s shadow to the surface set a grim reminder of the area’s prior inhabitants. It was a haunting kind of graffiti that just continued to hang around.

The Russian government and Russian Ground Forces were quite pleased with the initial results. I’d made sure over the years to display that I’d converted over to their thought process. I’d become subservient and was now one of them, at least that is what I had them believing. 

As I crafted the project with great care and excitement, my deceptive eagerness bubbled with the finishing touches only a short distance away from completion. There had been more trust granted to me with successes of my work, they also knew I was well aware that betrayal came with swift, grisly consequences.

I had been delivering them exactly what they wanted and because of that truth and that truth only, our conversations began to unfold more like friends or colleagues than warden to prisoner. I’d given them what they wanted and had wound myself up to faithfully spew their propaganda without pause. After four years of complete obedience and a Hollywood-style projection of false enthusiasm, I’d wormed my way in.

I’d become the prince of “Gone City”, which meant I organized and was independently responsible for the analysis of the data created from our testing. This was ideal timing considering I was beginning to take notice of some strange occurrences in the city. They started out harmless enough but escalated in what was more like a downright mirage.

The first thing I’d noticed was that the shadows of the dead were disappearing. They’d been there the day prior and, suddenly, they were all gone. Animals, insects, reptiles… their shadows were no more. I’d checked myself; I’d already tried power washing them off the concrete and structures but even the most advanced chemicals were unable to raise the creepy outlines.

Now, it was like they were never there. I made private notes on this matter and avoided sharing any anomalies at all costs, leaving it off the reporting radar altogether. I wanted to know more before they knew anything. The information was the only advantage I could secure.

During what would be our final test on non-human species, we got the same results as before, only this time, I decided that I would observe the shadows into the evening. I wanted to be there to see what became of them. If they just dried up like a puddle of water or something else…

I’d set up the post outdoors. Inside the area, there had been a cat and a dog that were placed alongside one another. Their leashes had been tied to a fence post outside of the building. When the Eater stuck, you could plainly see it left outlines of the pair of domesticated companions on the stone. All that was left to do was wait.

I took turns rotating my gaze from the shadows back up to the sky. I wondered how the colony was fairing—if someone had been able to take on the role of the overseer and make sure those people were cared for.

Mars was far away, and more than ever before, I missed what we’d created. The black clouds in the sky shifted, making way for a downpouring of the moon’s glow. I changed my focus back to the shadows, watching them intently. I couldn’t believe what I saw next.

The dog’s pose was beginning to change, he pushed his paws out in front of him and stretched like most pups would in the morning. Then the cat’s tail started to swirl just before it began to lick itself. The shadows had somehow reanimated.

They moved about outside of the shadows created by the other structures, which seemed to act as barriers. Suddenly, the dog went after the cat with the same emotional reaction you’d expect from the living version of the animals. Some things never change.

As they scurried about, one thing I noticed from the short sample-size observation was that they could only remain in the light. At one point, the cat ran into a building shadow and bounced right back off of it. The dog continued its chase until I had lost track of them both. It seemed the shadows had not forgotten their roots or their instincts. I was overwhelmed with thought.

We were dealing with a newly discovered element, so it was largely unknown what the side-effects of molding it into a warfare device might add up to. Watching out for or discovering the impossible sight I was now privy to was the whole purpose of the testing.

I imagine the emotion stirring inside me the moment I witnessed the dark castings of the eradicated animals come to life. It felt like it would have to discover alien life. When an idea or concept that seems like it could only survive in the imagination of a child or storyteller proves its mortal presence, it shakes one’s very foundation.

With the animal testing completed, it was now onto humans. These experiments would be more controlled and targeted, the same as we did when we had first started with the animals. Then, gradually, we would escalate to a larger scale.

I had already determined the equation. I understood how much of a radius a few ounces would cover. Fractional amounts were incredibly powerful, without a doubt they’d secured enough to erase the planet. I still omitted any data from my reports about the strange shadows and avoided any discussion around the markings on the ground. I wasn’t sure how I planned to use it to my benefit yet but I would need to watch how the human subjects reacted very closely…


◆◆◆




They told me we’d be using the criminals which had committed the most atrocious of offenses as guinea pigs. It was hard to believe them though, what they considered atrocious and what I did were obviously vastly different opinions.

What they’d done to “motivate me” to craft this evil method of mass extermination was atrocious, but I’m sure they just thought it was necessary. After the Eater vaporized the two men we’d staged near the center of Gone City, we started our research. Just like the animals, the duo left the same morbid trace.

I recorded the results as normal again, desired outcome achieved, omitting any mention of their dark outlines. My plan was to keep studying them in the evening when I’d last seen them shift.

When I arrived well into the midnight hour, Gone City was only lit dimly by the moonlight and a single flood lamp perched at the dilapidated heart of the decaying metropolis. My eyes remained locked onto the shadows, knowing that they would move, just not when.

“Hey! What are you doing here?” an RGF soldier appeared not far from me. He must have been working security detail, a certain wariness swirled around him.

“We are still gauging some testing… I’m observing the area for any type of unnatural environmental changes that might occur nocturnally,” I lied, hoping he would buy it.

“We were not alerted to expect anyone at this hour. Is Commander Volkov aware?” he asked, stepping past the dead men’s still motionless shadows and closer toward me.

As he asked the question, the shadows suddenly began to shake and tremble. Before I had a chance to feed him another fib, they showed me a frightening power that the animals had failed to. One of the black masses began to interlock its arms around the soldier’s shadow.

At first, I wasn’t sure what it was doing, but I quickly realized that the dead man’s outline had taken control over the soldier’s shadow. Somehow, the influence over the hardened fighter’s shadow and body were intermingled. As it manipulated his outline, in turn, it operated his movements.

“Hey, what the fuck? I can’t move! I can’t move my arms! Help me! I’m stuck!” he pleaded, petrified at the thought of his actions being constrained. He would soon learn that they were more than constrained. The scientist inside me was fascinated, I was utterly flabbergasted.

As my spine tingled, I watched the second dead shadow grab a hold of his arm and force his hand to retrieve his revolver. He cried for me to help but I was frozen where I stood. The shock had paralyzed me and I remained undecided on my next steps as I watched him raise the gun to his head. When he pulled the trigger, a glob of wet tissues sprayed all over one of the walls. It slid down slowly, finding the ground moments after his body had.

The imprints of the test subjects seemed to focus on me next. They got closer and closer. The panic was coursing through my body when it finally came to me. The cat couldn’t seem to break through the other shadows like the ones cast by large buildings. If I was going to survive this supernatural encounter, that would be the first place I’d need to enter.

The imprints pounced and made a swift move for my shadow. I dove into the alley which was completely shrouded in darkness a few yards away. As I laid on the floor looking out into the lighted pavement, I saw them continue forward until they met with the darkness. Similar to how the cat reacted, I noticed them push up against it but they couldn’t pass through it.

When I returned back to my quarters, I was nervous. There was plenty of uncertainty inside me, specifically around how they might react to finding a dead soldier. No one knew I was there, but the area was still my responsibility. His demise seemed to be by his own hand, maybe that would help it to be less scrutinized.

To my relief, the murdered man had a prior history, his was not a name that the psychiatrist looked at with befuddlement. It seems he’d been walking a tightrope for some time now. No one was stunned when they learned that he took his own life and no further investigation transpired regarding the matter. I was thankful that the situation shook out that way. I felt powerful being the only one that truly understood the secrets of the aftermath. Now the question became, how could that change things?


◆◆◆




They were satisfied with the outcome of the human testing we’d done. The results left them little to be insecure about, there had never been a single survivor (man nor beast) to walk out of the explosions. We were now preparing for our first attack. Thinking about my weapon eliminating an entire country made me sick. There wasn’t any other choice though. Sometimes you had to oblige one atrocity to avoid an even worse one. 

Estonia was a convenient and nearby country that bordered Russia. It had a population of about 1.5 million people, which would be perfect to begin with. Russia had been very strategic and public in mending the previously tumultuous relationship with Estonia. The bending was strategic and had been progressing positively for years now. It was all with a greater, grimmer purpose in mind—the annihilation of the entire country. 

If the blast was successful (as all the testing had been), then eventually, Estonia’s allies would be made aware of the phenomenon that had emerged. The mass vanishing of over a million people, literally overnight. It seemed impossible to anyone outside our war room. The Russian’s would be the first to cross the border and investigate and should not be shown in a solely suspicious light based on their peace offerings of years past.

They knew what they would find there but they would still need to verify the outcome before spreading the same fate to the rest of the world. It would be one last test; the largest genocide in the history of the world. Followed by a second and final mass genocide that would dwarf the prior; the extermination of all without Russian blood flowing through their veins.

They were madmen who decided to adorn themselves with their Nazi thinking hats. They may not have been covered in swastikas but the mentality was the same. There was still one thing that they didn’t know and that was my doing.

They’d be leaving 1.5 million imprints. A supernatural army of disturbed, vengeful shadow beings that sat at the border of their country. No wall was going to stop them, no words were going to reason with them. No one would even see them coming.

The choice was to either tell them about the shadows to delay their process, or allow their creation to potentially reverse the damages. Each decision had its pros and cons, I thought about telling them every night for hours but, ultimately, I just couldn’t do it.

I would have to be extremely cautious once we entered Estonia, step on a crack and break your mother’s back was now cast a shadow and die without battle. As far as I knew, there was no combating them, just evading them. I’d have to approach our infiltration mission with that in mind. We had it all lined up a few days later.

Commander Volkov, the head of the RGF, and I each twisted our keys simultaneously to initiate the launch. I felt vile. Nightmares of the shadows possessing me into many suicides revolved continuously. A smothering burden fell upon me, the weight of a million spirits hanging on my shoulders and pressing into my heart.




When I closed my eyes I

 
saw the horror on their faces. In the midst of their daily routines as they were pulled into oblivion. The Eater consumed them and perverted them, leaving a venomous version of who they were prior to becoming a pile of black waste. I couldn’t have visualized a scarier portrait than when they returned to their surreptitious, nightmare forms.  




After my restless night, we didn’t wait long to start heading in. The next morning, they decided we would fly into Tallinn, the capital. They wanted us to observe the post-bombing conditions while they were still fresh and begin our studies immediately. The deadly launch had occurred mid-day and by the time we reached the capital, darkness had fallen upon it. I suppose things were slightly safer after sundown but it would be hard not to be paranoid unless you were immersed in total darkness.

Our stay was scheduled only to last a few days, so our group consisted of mostly scientists and soldiers with the exception of a couple of women that served as our cooks. When I first set my sights on Tallinn, I was captivated. The clean seaside coastal shore was lined with pure blue water and soft sand. The city was comprised of aged but gorgeous architecture—the likes of which I’d never seen before. It all felt very Victorian yet somehow modern still.

As soon as we deplaned, my heart was racing. I was looking for them all around. I still hadn’t pinned down exactly when it happened. The experiences told me it would happen soon. I’d usually seen them begin to move anywhere from 24-48 hours from the time of the explosion. There was no way to know with certainty if they were on the loose or not, so I just assumed they were. The population of Tallinn was almost half a million, so I was sure it wouldn’t take long to answer the question.

We’d been instructed to stay at the Blu Hotel which marked the area that would have been the highest concentration of population. It was also close to the airstrip where we’d landed. As we drove onward through the darkness, a lurking discomfort squirmed inside me. I just wanted to get inside as quickly as possible. The plan for the first day was to do just that; set up in the hotel, eat, then prepare for the morning excursion. If we made it that far…

My uncomfortable feelings were all I had as we barreled down the roads of the abandoned city. I was beginning to see the ghastly silhouettes everywhere. They had not started to travel yet thankfully but the sheer quantity was incredible. I’d tried to picture the number in my head, but looking back, I didn’t do it justice. If I was to escape the deathtrap, it wouldn’t be without a field of four-leaf clovers.

It felt like a movie, the unnatural quiet within a normally bustling city and absentness of all things breathing. Much of that sentiment carried upon our arrival at the hotel. The massive structure was so hollow inside. Lifeless, like a person that had been drained of their blood but a few drops were about to trickle their way back in.

The glass chandelier beamed a light steady down around us, brightening the massive lobby, making it probably the most dangerous room in the building. We all settled into our quarters and agreed to meet in the restaurant for dinner shortly after. There were about thirty of us in total so the girls had to get to work.

They all headed for the dining hall and started preparing dinner right away. I didn’t even want to join but I knew it would raise eyebrows if I skipped supper. I’d come up with sort of a compromise to my conundrum. I explained that I would be taking a shower before eating and might be a little late to dinner. That way, I was still going but cutting down on the time I’d be at risk to the black entities.

I’d noticed on the way in that there was an extravagant theater built into the elegant dining room. It was shrouded in darkness with both the curtains pulled closed. I entered through the back to scope the area out and decided it would be the ideal lookout point, the area I could watch from during the time I claimed I’d be “showering.”

I could observe the group for the first half of the dinner as well as the large number of imprints that had been left in the room. They were everywhere like a filthy house filled with stains. I hoped that everything would get started before I had to join them. In the meantime, I would be in a place of darkness, immune to the clutches of my self-conjured demons.

I crouched down on the floor and peered through the curtain watching keenly as the last of the soldiers took his seat. The room was filling with chatter, and discussion about the strangeness of being alone in Tallinn was rounding the table. The women had arranged a wealth of sides for everyone to choose from. One of them sat at the end of the table using a long, sharp carving knife to slice pieces off the meat.

The men took their plates in hand and started to scoop up the sides and drop them onto their plates. Next, they made their way to the meat station. Her shadow was outlined prominently on the wall behind her, an overlooked detail that meant nothing to anyone else in the room but I knew better. Suddenly, a bulky, ominous and hunched over outline appeared beside her. The men were confused… there was no one standing beside her, yet somehow, a shadow had spread itself beside hers.

The figure pulled her shadow to the side away from the table but crushed down on her fingers which clenched the knife. The darkness ran the tender, lady-like digits back and forth down the now stained blade. Blood poured down and fingertips fell onto the rug. She shrieked, begging those near her for help. They remained in awe of the miraculous sight, too dumbfounded or maybe too frightened to respond. Their brains were still trying to accept how one shadow could be interacting with another.

They watched the shadow guide her arm up, elevating the blade to eye level. She was fighting back but it was clear that the imprint was much more powerful than she was. She slowly plunged the wide blade into her temple and burrowed it chaotically into her flesh. The onlookers screamed as they watched the steel rocking side to side, the red mess bucketing down as her brain slowly started shutting off. The figure let go of her and she fell to the ground, the knife handle in her head smacking against the DNA-drenched carpet, driving it deeper.

Everyone dropped their dishes and started to run like hell but it was bad timing. The other impressions began to stir and crop up around the room. They had every inch accounted for. This now doomed dinner party seemed destined for conflict.
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The exits were there but they weren’t a realistic option from what the research had told me. It seemed that the bomb had disturbed the outlines before they could fill their bellies and their mortal cravings had been replaced with a much darker hunger. They salivated for carnage; vengeance had become their targeted dessert.

What I’d witnessed next, to the naked eye was a lengthy, graphic series of people appearing to kill themselves, but in truth, I knew they were being executed. The other woman had attempted to escape when she was dragged back to her chef station. She clenched a pair of silver soup spoons from the basket of cutlery and drove them in just below her eyeballs before scooping out the contents and dumping it onto the already stained floor below her.

I saw other groups of the imprints cling onto men, twisting their bodies into impossible formations. Bones snapping, joints tearing, and limbs dropping. It was like a massive mob had gotten a hold of a despised criminal and started tearing them apart. They had taken one of the soldier’s hands and stuffed it down his throat. It wasn’t detached from the forearm that was also wedged down his ripped-up windpipe. He was squirming on the ground pathetically with two broken legs, gagging on his own extremity.

Another one had gotten hold of a machine gun that was leaned up near the door they had entered from but what was he going to shoot at really? The shadows made that decision for him as they set his aim toward his many comrades and squeezed down on the trigger.

When the storm of bullets left the barrel, they rotated his body so the spray found several others. I watched dozens of bullets enter into Dr. Alexeyev, a scientist I’d worked with for years. They lurched into his sternum, blowing his lungs and spine completely out of his backside.

All of the others had been fatally struck or severely wounded. In a matter of minutes, a room of about thirty people had been decimated. Our group had been a part of delivering doom to those dining in that room yesterday, which, in turn, had created a retort that was far from the clean swift end that we’d served them. Everyone within their range (except me) was experiencing a suffering of cataclysmic dimensions.

The room was left with a handful of moans and cries swirling incessantly. Those were slowly snuffed out one by one. After the imprints twisted the head off a beseeching soldier and pulled apart the last few that showed the slightest semblance of life, the closest sign of humanity that remained was the infrequent, quivering flesh of the recently departed.

I sat frozen, starting to truly comprehend what I actually released into the world. Tallinn was just where it started, there were millions of these things and there was no telling how far they could travel. Initially, I’d thought they would find a vein of retaliation into those who wronged them but I didn’t consider the thought of what would happen if it didn’t stop there.

What if they weren’t satisfied… or worse, couldn’t realize when their retribution had been achieved? Another part of me wondered if I’d deliberately ignored it in hopes I would find the kind of selfish escape I was currently positioned for. I was the only one who knew…

I could finally be free from the conforming grip of the Russians. I would no longer be a slave to their perverse bidding, but at what cost? The gradual but inevitable extermination of the entire human race? The gory genocide of all heartbeats? I hadn’t even thought about the harm that might come to my own family—the whole reason I’d taken part in this godforsaken conspiracy.

It was possible my ego might be to blame, even if I had a hand in destroying the world, I was confident I could help rebuild it. I’d already proven that with my success on Mars. I reflected for a moment as a sour taste dawned on me.

If I would have just stayed there, none of this would have happened. If I just hadn’t trusted my instincts and calculated the possibility that I could be used as the devil’s puppet. Now, instead of returning to help humanity flourish, I may have kicked off the chain reaction that obliterated it.

My only option was to find a place to hold up until the dust settled. Maybe there was still another way to stop them, there were other great minds outside of my own. It was possible that another man might find a way to understand them better. Hopefully, that man would learn of their existence before they learned of his…

After all, I was tightly restricted in my research of the impressions, bound by secrecy and limited exposure time. If I had been able to study them outside of the handful of midnight evenings I was allotted, while simultaneously avoiding the watch of the Russians, it’s more than likely that I myself would have raised a method to neutralize them.

Back to the reality; there was no telling if these things had a lifecycle or if they were permanent abominations. One thing was certain, it wouldn’t take long to find out. We lived in a highly communicative and viral society, so I needn’t do more than check the news online in a few hours to see if the invasion had begun. Hopefully, there were still open lines of communication present in the hotel, but without the people who managed them, I was hardly confident.

The lobby had a few computers open to its guests at all times, I could stop there to check. I decided first before heading for the computers I would need to make a safe room. The imprints had departed, I hadn’t seen them in hours but if they resurfaced, I would need a place to hide. Preferably, it would need to be somewhere small, so if I was in complete darkness (in my estimation, the only way to avoid contact with them), I could still feel around and find the necessities.

I ventured out through the curtain first, stretching my legs. They were stiff after sitting fixed for so long, eyes monitoring for the slightest activity. I hadn’t seen any trace of the shadows for a while. At some point, I had to make my move. My hopes were that all the sinister silhouettes had noticed they were in an empty city and moved on. As I tiptoed through the river of warmth, I heard a noise. I turned to see the cook still laying but now starting to writhe in extreme discomfort.

The shadows had steered her to scoop out her eyes some time ago, she must have passed out from the pain. Now she’d awoken to a fate worse than death, the molasses paced misery that she would slowly drown in. She couldn’t see me but instead must have sensed me.

She let out a weary groan and pleaded with me, displaying the deepest conviction. She spoke in Russian which I was now fluent in, but even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have required a translator to understand the nature or urgency of her request. The crimson and tears escaping her void orbital cavities was a well-executed charade.

I lifted the stained rifle strap over the crumpled corpse of the soldier beside me. I’d never fired one before but had watched them put down many men in front of me. I aimed the tip between where her eyes should have been and tugged on the trigger.

The contents of her skull made their way to the floor, blending in with the rest of the chunky bloodbath that the imprints had left behind. I felt nothing. I suppose if hours ago you’d helped initiate a launch that boiled over a million people, you might be a bit desensitized too. The lack of reaction was troubling, but more than anything, depressing.

As I returned cautiously to the lobby, I looked onto the small internet café that was comprised of three computers on the far side of the room. They all still appeared to be operational and I didn’t see any of the shadows in this dangerously large, uncomfortable room. I knew first I’d need to figure out the safe room situation before I started to tinker with those. I looked around my immediate zone a bit, knowing a ground-level location would give me the best chances of survival.

I settled on a maid’s closet that was only a short distance away from many significant areas. It was right next to the exit, computers, and the restroom. There would not be many superior candidates and the less I had to look around, the better. I laid down some bedding on the floor of the closet made up of extra blankets and pillows and removed cleaning supplies and any devices that weren’t going to be useful to me.

After I cleared the shelves, I collected a variety of canned goods from the kitchen, as well as a bunch of water jugs. I had enough in there to make it a few weeks before venturing back out if need be, although I hoped that wouldn’t be the case. I was even able to locate a few flashlights in the supply closet which were ideal for the predicament—I could aim them to see areas in the safe room without casting a shadow of my own.  

I was now in better shape than before and knew the next step was the computers. I looked at my watch, it had been almost six hours since I’d seen the first ones move. I had no idea how fast they could travel, so much was still uncertain.  Cracking the door open, I allowed a sliver of light to infiltrate the safe room. The coast was still clear for the time being but I would need to hurry. I rushed over to the chair and sat down at the computer.

Mainstream news would be the best place to check first. This was a huge, cosmos-altering event that affected everyone. If it was spreading, it would be everywhere. I was already envisioning people taking photographs and videos of their neighbors being maimed and disfigured for their own egotistical reasons, not understanding right away that they would be next. So, I wasn’t surprised when I struck the enter key and found out that ignorance was, in fact, the case.

Some of these sites had been framing the phenomena as mass suicides, trying to tie blame to an unknown cult. Others discussed that there were reports of strange shadows cropping up in Finland, Russia, and Latvia—all the neighboring countries closest to Estonia. The reports were too recent for them to go out on a limb and confirm the validity of the videos but there were too many to dismiss outright.

The first video I clicked showed a group of young girls playing on a street. The girl that was jumping rope so athletically for her friends was soon levitating in mid-air, choking as she hung dying from the purple jumping cable. Her two friends had both of their arms held behind their backs while the imprints drove their faces into a chipped telephone pole.

This repeated for minutes, each glimpse of their faces becoming more hideous and ruined. They kept being peeled off the wood, faces stabbed with splinters, only to be rammed into it again. The youth was being ravaged. The creepy clip appeared to end with the kids looking like unrecognizable balls of bone, skin, and wet maroon hair. Then, at the last moment, the imprints pounced on the disturbed individual who’d filmed the ordeal.

It was my doing. I was responsible. My thoughts on rebuilding the world had suddenly disappeared and were replaced with horror, with Armageddon. I’d brought the apocalypse to those children and what would surely be countless others. Their effort was just beginning.

I’d undone my life’s work. I’d turned our world into a colossal graveyard. If I had told the Russians about the imprints, would they have still gone through with it? There was no way to know but I could have at least delayed it. Instead, I opened Pandora’s Box.

Suddenly, a chill shot down my spine, I felt like someone was watching me. When I turned around, I saw them. Five massive shadows lining the entrance, they began to move toward me like a street gang might prior to robbing a citizen. I instantly leapt up from my seat and ran for the safe room.

As I looked back, I could see them on my tail, I pulled the door open and slid inside as fast as possible. My heavy breathing and terror-induced wheezing was the only thing I could focus on. Everything else was black, only serving to elevate the impact of my sounds.

I sat silently for some time trying to calm and convince myself that they had left. I reached over to get some water and moisten my parched pallet. As I lifted the jug and pulled it to my lips, I heard something hit the carpet beside me.

As the flashlight landed, it must have hit just the right way since it activated and the light turned on. Mercifully, the accident didn’t cause it to be pointed at me, which avoided my body casting a shadow but it may as well have. My stomach slumped down, a feeling of fate slipping away. I was no longer in control.

I stared at the circle of light rounding the wall as it displayed the unwelcome sight. One of the impressions from the lobby must have gotten inside with me. It danced about nefariously on the wall knowing it had won. I’d trapped myself. If I left the closet, it would be right behind me and it wouldn’t be long before I looked like the rest of my party in the dining room.

I turned off the flashlight as it began to sink in. My eyes straining and cracking in the darkness. The more I pondered the outcomes, the more insane I began to feel. If I left the room, I’d be ripped to ribbons. If I didn’t, I’d eventually starve to death. There weren’t too many routes I could take under the circumstances.  

During what I believed to be the next few days (it was hard to tell the exact length in constant darkness), I prayed incessantly. I prayed for forgiveness, I prayed for my family, I prayed for the world. I just wasn’t sure who I was praying to exactly. I still felt hollow after it all. I imagined how the whites of my eyes looked alone in the dark, bulging with craze and regret.




My thoughts drifted back to what I had seen on the computer.

 

How many more stories had been added to the string of utter violence I had been witness to after a few searches? Was I responsible for Armageddon? How much blood exactly was on my hands? How much death and destruction were set to befall the unsuspecting public because of my actions?
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The guilt festered within me the next day as I opened up a few of the cans to prepare a final meal. It wasn’t much, the best I could muster was tuna fish and peas, with a few scoops of cherry pie filling for dessert. I’d come a long way from the fancy dinners and recognition ceremonies, or even a burger at the drive-thru for that matter…

After I finished, I washed myself with some water from the jug and a hand towel. I wanted to remove the stench of my own sweat and fear and find peace when I made my departure. I took a seat down on the floor again and closed my eyes (as if it mattered). I thought about the people I loved and those poor souls in the videos repeating the words “I’m sorry” over and over as I reached for the assault rifle.

I felt the long cold barrel touch my lips as I continued to apologize and beg for their forgiveness. I lifted my eyelids and faced the flashlight back toward the wall where I’d last seen the demonic imprint. Without fail, in the blink of an eye, it appeared once again. My message grew louder as I angled the gun to a slant that would position the bullet trajectory in a route that promised me death. Tears rained down my cheeks and dropped onto my hands as I held my breath and pulled the trigger. 





The Seeds of Tomorrow


People that knew Irene said that she had been born with two green thumbs. She perceived her garden as the crown jewel of her existence. A magnificent showpiece for all to enjoy with her. They could gain nourishment and knowledge from it and feel relaxation within it.

Anyone that visited her, like it or not, would get a full tour of the grounds. Even if they’d already seen all areas, there were always new flowers in bloom, always a new fact previously withheld to discuss the genetic makeup or output of each plant.

The array of botanical life she kept was her pride and joy and the only thing at this stage in her life that she was dedicated to. Being a childless widow had pushed her to ratchet up her passion until it had become her only focus.

The garden was a colorful distraction from everything she missed and even though the house was void of life, her home wasn’t. It was the flowers, trees, and shrubbery that surrounded her which held life, they’d become an energy source.

Walter, her late husband, had made certain she was taken care of for the remainder of her days prior to his death. The property was paid in full and Irene needn’t lift a finger again unless that was her intent. Financially, his lifetime of grunt work had secured her that reassurance.

He highlighted an opportunity for her, one that most wives could never be fortunate enough to fall into. Walter was a unique man, he understood that with the stellar paygrade he enjoyed as a foreman, he would have the ability to spare Irene from the mundane trappings of the workforce. Instead, he’d chosen to allow Irene to open the doors of passion.

He knew how much she enjoyed spending her spring and summer in the dirt, creating life in the earth, blessing the soil with her warm loving touch. Those plants responded to her and it showed in the results. The returns she got were borderline miraculous.

One summer she’d developed hundreds of tomatoes that were closer to the size of a grapefruit than any vegetable she or Walter had ever seen. Irene never had a desire to venture into sales, there was a certain dirtiness that she felt in selling her plants.

No, her only aim was to share, break bread with others, and spread the enjoyment. To give their kind friends seedlings of the variety they most enjoyed or keep them fed with the freshest, most wholesome produce. That is how she’d maintained a lively excitement and joy.

Walter had made what would be a dream (for his wife in particular) into her reality. Instead of being chained to a desk all day, doing a job that pushed her out of the sunlight and into contempt, he spared her. He created the opportunity to work in the only place she wanted to be—outside at her own behest, in the center of beauty and nature. That was the one thing she cherished almost as much as their own romantic connection.

It was precisely the reason he’d located the house when it was initially put up for sale. He remembered driving her there and explaining that a friend of his was thinking about purchasing the house. Wouldn’t it be nice that they would be able to come over at times and enjoy the stunning environment?

His friend was even thinking of starting a garden, maybe she could give him some tips on preparing? What about the quiet and remote encapsulated feeling of calm that permeated all around them or the clear, serene pond that capped off the back of the property? Wouldn’t it be great that they would be able to visit and enjoy these things every once in a while?

The ground stretched for acres, winding in and out of trees, creating a more than interesting journey for anyone who had ever seen the lengths of the massive yard. The freshwater was gorgeous, she pictured the two of them having lunch on the calm waters inside a rowboat, fishing rods lingering beneath them.

The yard was so impressive that the house almost didn’t matter, although, in her eyes, it was perfect too. The layout was more than the two could have asked for. The biggest draw in Irene’s mind was the massive screened-in porch that stretched outward, framing itself around a large patch of the garden.

When he told her that it was theirs, all she had to do was give the word, she just about fell over. Tears of bliss would continue to follow as Walter explained that if it was okay with her, moving forward, her main duties would be growing their food and cultivating the garden.

Her dreams had manifested; she now felt forever indebted to him. After everything he’d done for her, she realized that she couldn’t have asked to spend her life with a better man. They spent many tranquil years in the garden and house side-by-side, each evening feeling a love and fondness that never rested or seemed to get old (even though they had).

And with age comes health issues, the inevitable fact of life. When Walter got sick, it was the most trying, depressing time of her life. The colon cancer had sunk its incisors deep into him. For the first time in the dozen years they’d been living there, the garden didn’t look so good. It was telling if a person’s yard wasn’t maintained, typically an indicator that something was wrong.

Of course, this was even more evident in the case of someone like Irene. Walter’s rapid deterioration was wearing on her dramatically. A dark, sneaking suspicion was growing inside her. She was coming to grips with the tragic realism that the love of her life would be dead soon.

He was far too young—they were on the cusp of their 60s and they should have decades left together. None of it felt fair, she was always accustomed to the strong, able to do all attitude that he exuded. Seeing him with misery and defeat stretching his face was unfamiliar and utterly heartbreaking.

Before Walter died, he had a difficult but necessary conversation with Irene. His primary goal being to outline three things he wanted her to do for him and, more importantly, herself. A few final wishes before the sands of his hourglass ran dry. His final task was to leave her on the best of terms with no lingering questions.

“Irene, promise me that you’ll get the garden back to normal. I’ll always be watching and you can imagine I’d be pretty upset if you let it keep looking the way it does.” He tried to laugh but instead let out a violent cough. “And keep feeding our friends.” As much as she didn’t feel like she had the energy to keep that promise, she still assured him. The next request took her a bit more by surprise, although the more she thought about it, the more understandable it seemed.

“I want my plot to be here. I want you to select the area of the garden that you think would best suit me. Preferably away from the veggies… that would just be weird.” They both got a healthy chuckle from the idea and again she agreed to his stipulation. The last request was harder to think about.

“I want you to be happy, even when I’m gone. If you find someone you think you’d be happy with, please be with them. There is no reason a lovely woman like you should spend her twilight years alone.” That was the one talking point she didn’t verbally agree to. It was too difficult to digest a future without him. She just wasn’t ready to conceive the possibility still.

After the talk, she held him close and kissed him. She whispered into his ear, reassuring him that each of his requests would be respected but that she never wanted to be with anyone else except him. Walter passed away several days after their discussion.

He refused to stay in the hospital or hospice and, quite frankly, Irene didn’t want him there either. She took the grim task of keeping him as comfortable as possible until his last day. She did her damnedest to make him as relaxed and pain-free as possible.

Once he was gone, it was challenging. Every change in routine led her to a stinging distress, the constant reminder that he was no longer there. Walter loved Irene so profoundly that he couldn’t bear to be away from her even in death.

Maybe his burial wishes, in a way were a coping mechanism for him (as well as Irene) to feel some comfort, to feel like he was still watching over her. To feel like they were still together in spite of the demands of the reaper himself.

She selected a grassy, peaceful area not too far from the pond to let him rest. His grave would be surrounded by wild bergamot New England aster, Walter’s favorite flowers. The same flowers that he purchased for her when they bought the land and the first thing she’d chosen to plant there.

It was away from the vegetables as he requested but close enough that he was always on her mind. She had a small but comfy bench coiled with a bit of ivy a few yards away from him. She enjoyed reading on it when she got lonely or missed being around him.

It wasn’t just that request she planned to deliver on, she wanted to follow his final wishes indefinitely. She never wavered, all the way up to the current day, Irene kept her promise. Her garden was more brilliant than ever before. Everything had been newly categorized into an obsessive, studious arrangement. They were now broken up and segregated by similarities.

She had a wild showy area for flowering plants, another few beds that were seed-bearing vascular, and one additional region which housed enough different types of ferns and mosses to make a nature reserve green with envy. Those who visited wondered how she got any sleep while caring for so many living things. She performed a constant juggling act with vegetation of which at times required her to follow very specific nurture principles.

The land had sprouted more vegetable beds than seemed necessary. In fact, they grew so plentifully that she’d had to invent a way to use them all without being wasteful. Just as Walter had instructed her to, she’d made sure to feed their friends, to continue sharing the wealth.

Most of the vegetables she’d stacked in baskets like a free farmers market of sorts, others she would pickle using her own recipe. The fruits were usually mashed into jams and pies. Her spicy jalapeno and thinly sliced pickle seasoning were to die for.

It was proven to be so popular that requests mounted from folks offering to pay if she would just sell them more. Irene responded thankfully each time but explained that she wasn’t able to do that. Walter had asked that this be his gift to all of them and that’s how she planned to keep it. He’d seen to it that they all enjoy the spoils of their garden.

Enjoy they did, people blanketed the grass around the various tables she’d started to arrange on the second weekend of each month. It was all free, those delicious blends of vegetables and spices, not growing too far away from each other, FREE. The strawberry rhubarb jam that was such a perfect balance of tangy and sweet, so much so that any toast should be lucky to get slathered in it, ON THE HOUSE.

There were a few other tables that had been dedicated to pastries and pies derived from the garden as well. Folks felt a little odd taking so much, so regularly from Irene that they began to bring their own homemade treats along with them since she refused payment.

The event morphed into a swap meeting, where all joined in together to relish in her scrumptious offerings, and even better, company. The affair became increasingly more popular with each passing month, and now also offered a social element to all its attendees. There was always someone new within arm’s length—a relative or friend of a friend that had to meet the remarkable woman who gave away such savory snacks.

The environment created was precisely the means that led her to meet Adrian for the first time. He was the friend of Louise, a woman in town that had somehow gotten a taste and fallen in love with Irene’s strawberry rhubarb jam. Every month she’d show up, oftentimes before anyone else just to make sure she could secure a jar for herself.

They naturally struck up a friendship seeing that they had a slew of similar interests, it also made Irene smile to see someone else be so enthusiastic about her jam. She’d even taken a particular interest in her Amir daylilies. Louise was so smitten by the flower that Irene gave her a couple of plants from her bed to help build up her own garden.

Her friend, Adrian, however, seemed much more interested in Irene than the free spread of edibles she was offering. He asked more personal questions about Irene rather than what she created. He seemed to admire her work ethic and the exceptional sort of woman she projected outward.

It didn’t take him long to make a move, slyly asking her if she would be open to showing him how to make jam sometime. He promised he wouldn’t steal the secret formula from her and become a millionaire. He did play his hand well though, keeping his approach friendly.

The question took Irene off guard, although he didn’t say it outright, the way he spoke made it unmistakable; he wanted her not the jam recipe. The moral conundrum as she saw it was really anything but. Walter had already given her the okay before his passing to move on, there was nothing to feel guilty about, but somehow, she did. The countless months of silence in the house, the drought of conversation, the lonesome darkness, they had all started to wear on her.

She looked and felt upbeat and content during the days and gatherings, but once dusk fell upon her, so did the gloom of a heavy reality. Adrian was maybe half a dozen years younger than her but his presentation shaved decades off his appearance. He was just the sort of man that she fancied. She accepted the offer, part of her reluctant, the other half wet with awakening.

When they met on the agreed date, they fucked for hours before there was any mention of jam. They found themselves in a variety of positions and in many rooms before the abrupt conclusion. They’d even ventured out into the screened-in porch, the cool feeling of the air breezing through the damp, dripping areas that joined them. Irene’s ass laid on the table while her eyes gazed past Adrian through the screen.

When they happened upon Walter’s grave, immediately she dried up, feeling cheap and selfish about her actions. She tried to act like nothing was wrong but Adrian could tell. He knew it probably wasn’t best to pry, so instead, he played along. She taught him how to make jam that day and when he left, both his bodily and sexual appetites were satisfied.

After a few more days of reflection, Irene finally got over it. She decided she would follow Walter’s closing requests at face value and that it was time to let go of the culpability she felt. Now that she’d found her footing, she decided to see Adrian again. There would never be another Walter, but as he’d suggested, she could still be happy.


◆◆◆




As the days meshed into months, their meetings remained satisfying for a number of reasons. The companionship, loyalty, sex, and common spirited conversation was something she figured she’d never capture again. But it had somehow found her again.

After a little over a year of pure magic, the love Adrian showed Irene could no longer go without a proposal. Of course, she said yes and they had a private wedding at the courthouse, followed by a private ceremony only amongst themselves. Adrian then moved his belongings in permanently and the dream was officially on.

Irene originally felt that things might have moved too fast, but she’d had a similar feeling when she’d first met Walter. Sometimes you just know and you have to trust it. The garden stayed the same and their interactions could not have been more caring.

While she had moved on, she still hadn’t forgotten about Walter either. The day that was etched into his headstone was upon them, the three-year anniversary of his death. A day that Irene always recognized and made clear to Adrian held a great significance.

The first time Adrian witnessed her observe the anniversary had been depressing and somber. She would usually just drown herself in a few bottles of a particular wine they shared often, while sitting on the bench by his grave. He’d found her passed out there and this year looked to be inching toward a similar outcome.

The best part about it was that he didn’t have to do any of the work really, she willingly drank herself into a stupor and complete blackout. Her consistency hadn’t failed him. He covered both of his hands with black gloves before he brought the rowboat out near the edge of the water. He made sure to stock it with a couple of the empty bottles she’d already plowed through as well as a closed bottle with the corkscrew inserted.

He laid her unconscious body down in the bed of the boat and rowed out to the deepest area of the pond. The murky greenish waters disturbed him for unknown reasons but his plan shouldn’t require him to spend too much time submerged in the eerie waters.

Adrian uncorked the bottle and dumped some of it into the boat. He donned a pair of diving goggles and tightened them against his face. Lastly, he picked up Irene’s hand and placed it on the bottle and the corkscrew before setting them back down.

Adrian lifted her into his arms and jumped off the boat without capsizing it. Once they both broke through the water, Irene’s eye’s widened. Looking down at her through the vile liquid, he gingerly used his feet, keeping her angled downward. Each effort to ascend was met with more careful foot placement that didn’t blemish her but kept her sinking down into the abyss.

It didn’t take long before he’d watched the last air bubbles leave her lungs and rush up toward the surface where he was. He continued his swim back to the shore where Louise was now waiting patiently with a black duffel bag slung over her shoulder.
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Adrian stripped down to his birthday suit and threw the wet clothes in the bag. He looked into her eyes and kissed her, sliding his clammy tongue into her warm mouth. The passion they shared wasn’t something that was newfound.

“Burn it,” he commanded.


◆◆◆




Adrian’s time with Irene lasted long enough to worm his way into inheriting the assets that she and Walter worked their lives to attain. Since there weren’t any remaining relatives in the picture, Irene looked to her new companion under the impression that she was building another eternal bond. He’d orchestrated a magnificent façade and not only had he tricked Irene, but he’d tricked their entire circle.

Her death was investigated and police viewed it as a tragic and avoidable accident. Her blood-alcohol level was through the roof and only her fingerprints were on the bottles left behind in the boat on the day of the tragic anniversary. He explained the dark annual ritual in which she liked to spend time by herself reminiscing about Walter while drowning in bottles of wine.

It seemed feasible that she might have inebriated herself to a point where she drowned in more than that this year. Adrian had even made sure to put up a few pictures of Irene in the boat on the fridge so investigators could see she had made solo ventures out onto the lake.

The funeral was a depressing affair which Adrian had decided to hold at the residence. He explained to their friends that being put to rest in the place where she’d been the creator of so much life was the only appropriate choice. In reality, he didn’t want to use a small fraction of the wealth of money he’d stolen from Irene to pay her own funeral costs.

He expanded further on “her” wishes, also announcing that he would be putting her to rest beside her first husband, Walter, who they all knew to be buried on the property. If Walter hadn’t already been buried there, it might have seemed strange, but again, he did a masterful job with his emotion and presentation.

“It’s what she would have wanted. While I loved her deeply, our bond was incomparable to what she’d found with Walter. The two of them will be greatly missed.” It was a great line of bullshit, another way for Adrian to appear in a sympathetic light while cutting burial costs. The bastard was so convincing though.

He ended up digging up Walter’s plot and carelessly tossing her on top of his coffin. He didn’t spring for another headstone to represent her plot, hell, he didn’t even bury her deep enough to keep the animals from getting to her. All he considered in her passing was keeping his pockets fat and soaking wet with blood money.

The group of friends that normally arrived to find the glorious feast of goods every other week dwindled. Adrian canceled the gathering altogether. After a few months of breaking the routine, any suspicion as to his involvement in Irene’s untimely death had dissipated. No one would be coming back to the house again, so it was now safe to have Louise move in.

For Louise, the shift in amenities was next level. She had assimilated herself into the affluent crowd of suburbanites like a chameleon. She manipulated them into believing that she and her “friend,” Adrian, lived not too far away. In reality, they were inner-city dwelling scum who just presented a very convincing and comprehensive set of lies. Rip-off artists, scammers, people who preyed on the less fortunate like bedbugs draining them while their eyes were closed. 

They’d ventured out from the slums and less fortunate to suburbs and unsuspecting. Instead of burglaries, petty theft, and swindling the elderly, they’d conspired to pull a much bigger job. One that would see them sitting pretty until the final sunset.

The sort of come-up they had been eyeing wasn’t achievable in the filthy rat fields and junkie gangland territories that they’d been floundering through for the better part of their lives. Once they’d expanded their range, it didn’t take them long to find the perfect target.

The goal had been reached. Louise sat clad in Irene’s rings and necklaces, her silky bathrobe pressed against her body, while painting her toes with the same cinnamon nail polish that used to be her favorite. Adrian stood looking out toward the lake, watching the dribbles of rain plunge down and cause the water surface to dip.

“I’m going to the market after I finish, anything you want me to get?” Louise inquired, happiness screaming outward.

“Why don’t you get some ribeye steaks and a couple of lobsters? I think surf and turf would be wonderful, darling,” Adrian replied.

“Ugh, you know I hate getting the live lobsters.”

“You love how they fucking taste though, right?”

“Fine, but if I’m getting the lobsters, you have to make the strawberry rhubarb jam you’ve been promising me. That dead bitch is no longer in a position to make it, she showed you how while you were porking her, yet somehow, I still haven’t had any since we moved in here.”

“But it’s raining outside and that’s where all the ingredients are, I don’t want to get all fucking wet,” Adrian moaned.

“Well, looks like we’ll be lobster-less after all this evening. Because I’m not picking up those aliens if you don’t make my jam.”

“FINE,” Adrian finally conceded.

Adrian waited for Louise to get ready and once she started the car, he also headed outside wearing Walter’s waterproof North Face jacket and holding a reusable farmers bag. He waved to her, brandishing a forced smile, making it clear that he was set to uphold his half of the bargain. As the sounds of her exhaust trailed away in the distance, Adrian made his way down the small hill towards the plants.

Part of the reason that he hadn’t made the jam for Louise yet, despite her hounding, had to do with the location of the strawberry and rhubarb plants. While it was still a fair distance from Irene and Walter’s joint marker, it remained in the direct line of vision. Looking at the grave he’d filled by his own selfish actions was something that he’d found himself pushing out of his mind more often than he liked to admit. He was usually successful in doing so, but when you’re standing just yards away in a storm, it’s hard not to think about it.

The garden was no longer thriving as it did under Irene’s watchful, attentive nurturing. The easy to care for vegetables still flourished but the more complex plants weren’t getting the love they required. Nature’s devoted guardian and caretaker was now seeded in the soil beside it, rendered powerless and unable to administer the essential aid. That was because of Adrian.

He crouched down and hastily filled the bag with berries as the uneasy feeling of weighty discomfort latched onto him. He peered over the bushes ahead to the resting place, the fearful thoughts toyed with his imagination. He was thankful that he saw exactly what he expected to and returned his look back down to gather up the rhubarb. He swiftly snapped off a few of the hearty stalks and pushed them into the bottom of the bag.

The clouds that were molding themselves in the sky above Adrian. The airspace began to blacken and bubble as the downpour intensified. The strange electric atmosphere engrossed his gaze, drawing his shadowy fears before him. Without warning, the dingy floating marshmallows swirled, creating a hole in the sky that was similar to a portal. The stream that shot out resembled lightning in its speed and pictorial presentation but different in shade. Instead of the hot white hue with the blue and lavender border, it was closer to neon jade. A tone that was foreign to the skies, one that seemed otherworldly and unnerving.

Adrian jumped as the scare derived from the unexpected spectacle funneled into him. It only exaggerated further as the emerald bolt burrowed into the oak just a few yards away, blackening the midpoint of the trunk.

It burst the log into flames while also coating it with a strange slimy substance. The goo appeared to be corrosive, evidenced by the melting bark that ate away at the wood until the tree snapped in half completely. The top half then came crashing down over the grave, splitting the headstone in half.

Adrian watched stupefied as the burning branches cast over the plot and began to melt into the gravestone. The rock was somehow turning to liquid before his eyes. The water continued to drop as the galactic juices simmered in the soil, the alien visual was anything but expected.

“Holy shit!” Adrian cried, “what the hell?!” He dug his feet into the soggy turf as best he could and took off back up the hill. By the time he reached the house, the showers had drenched him. He slammed the door shut and activated the deadbolt, exhaling heavily like he was in the process of locking out the villain of a slasher movie.

The “lightning” had rattled him, he felt anxious about what he saw. While the event wasn’t wholly paranormal, it felt unusual. But then again, it’s not every day that you see electricity eviscerate a tree. He didn’t really know if what he had seen was an accurate representation of how things should have looked—the confusion had taken control

He decided to lock his mind onto the task at hand and wipe the thoughts of the peculiar outdoor proceedings. The important thing was he had the ingredients and it was time to get to making the jam for Louise. The last sound he needed to hear was her mouth complaining.

He set each of the four Ball jars on the table and retrieved a wooden mixing bowl from the cupboard. The same mixing bowl that Irene had used so many times to mash up sweets for her friends. The one that, in a way, had brought them all together—for the better of Adrian and Louise and for the worse of Irene. 


◆◆◆
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Outside, the split tree and vines had ceased burning at the resting site. The dirt had finished fizzing, the strange fluid had devoured much of what previously filled the grave, leaving a small pit. The vegetation slowly started to reach its way into the depths. The ivy, vines, and branches in unison pushed themselves into Irene’s rigid orifices. They curled around parts of her body—arms, neck, legs, fingers. Her green thumb was no longer figurative. 

They continued reaching further down, slithering into the casket lid before unhinging it. Next, they began to weave themselves into Walter, encompassing him with the same warmth as his wife. The plant life raised them out of the ditch, evolving them—the sticks and leaves now veins and flesh, the branches their bones. Their ghastly vehicles had been restarted.

They stood together, attached at the hip once again, but this time, literally. The garden had invoked them, demonstrated by the surrounding green operating their forms. They wandered over to the flowers that meant so much to them.

They were the plants that had seeded their passion. They both hesitated, frozen beside the patch, unflinching as the plants further fused with them. They became it and it became them as colorful petals of the New England aster unfolded where their pupils once were.


◆◆◆




Adrian began to prep, letting the saucepan full of water come to a boil while he started dicing up the berries and rhubarb stalks into tiny hunks. Once the water was bubbling, he dropped in a few squirts of lemon juice, three cups of sugar, and everything he’d just cut up.

He watched the water steam continuously, trying to keep his mind on the jam and not think about the odd storm outside but he couldn’t help but wonder why he hadn’t heard any thunder, not even a single trace of it. There was only the brief appearance of the abnormal lime light.

Despite his attempts to stray from that line of thought, he couldn’t help but continue on with it. He suddenly got the feeling that he wasn’t alone, the hair-raising notion that he was being spied on. Instinctually, as the feeling arose within him, he spun around instantaneously.

The impossible stood before him—vines and branches following the pair’s gray corpses in from the garden. They guided them caringly, fueling them with an artificial life force. One of them he was familiar with, the other he was certain he’d never meet. He didn’t even know what Walter looked like but he didn’t need to. He was certain it was him. 

The New England aster petals fell from Irene’s face one by one like teardrops. The tens of gliding vines wrapped around her jaw as her mouth began to take action in the most unnatural of manners.

“You betrayed me, thief!” she growled, sounding like something hellish.

Adrian shrieked in a feminine tone that he just learned he was capable of. His efforts to exit were quickly thwarted by the outstretched plant life that left their bodies and curled around him.

Nature’s bondage restricted him; his cries were muffled as a splintering branch the size of a baseball bat snaked down his windpipe. It grated against his wet pink tissue, nature’s prickly wooden spikes stabbing in and tearing the throat track as water flooded over his eyelids. There was no more screaming now.

The puppet master had now become the puppet, at the mercy of the life (or at least the representation of the life) that he’d so deceptively influenced. Irene and Walter outstretched their arms, controlling Adrian’s head, slowly dragging it closer to the fiery pot.

As his face sunk into the boiling water, the pleas quieted. He would have wiggled violently and screamed if it was possible but all he could do was breathe the lava liquid into his lungs. They began to cook from the inside as his hunks of his hair and face melted off into the pan.

The water reddened—his human flesh and fluid mixing with nature’s deliverables. The sickening concoction continued to mix as the water burned through his lungs.

When his face was elevated back up from the jam, much of the meat was missing. Some areas displayed the white skeletal bone at his base while one of his eyes had popped out like it had springs attached to the retina. Red, puffy, and inflamed, they reached outward, still harboring a disbelief but now absent of the most remote form of consciousness.  


◆◆◆




Louise parked the car with the meat and revolting cockroaches of the sea still squirming in the backseat. She ran in from the storm but couldn’t avoid getting soaked. Her hands were full when she entered the kitchen. She was treated to a more than welcome sight. Five jam jars posed before her, each wrapped up tidily. A handful of crackers and butter knife sat invitingly beside them. She set down the steak and tub of wiggling lobsters and put her hand to the jar.

“Wow, cooled off already! I didn’t think I would be able to have any until tomorrow. Adrian, my love, thank you!” she hollered out, still unsure of his exact whereabouts.

Louise slid the jar cover off and plunged the knife into the sticky red goop. She removed a portion, filling the cracker to capacity and then some by balancing the extra gelation on top. She pushed the entire biscuit and wad of redness into her mouth and started to chew.

Straightaway, it was clear something was amiss. For one, the jelly seemed somehow more salty than sweet. Not bitter like there was too much rhubarb or something, just salty. The flavor offered what was instead the opposite of the normally desired outcome.

In addition to the off-taste, the texture was disturbingly unfamiliar. Chewy and gamey to a point where it felt more like she was chomping on a wad of pork fat than mashed berries. It started to make her gag, prompting her to empty the contents of her food cave into the wastebasket.    

“Adrian! What the fuck did you make?! I thought you said you learned the recipe… that is god awful.” She approached the jars again, still unclear if this was a complete bungle or maybe just some kind of joke.

All of her questions were answered with a response that was so dreadful, she couldn’t’ have conjured it in a nightmare. Her jaw slacked wide-open as she twisted another one of the unopened jars back around, performing a brief inspection of sorts. The findings were vomit-inducing.

Louise was immediately sickened by the repulsive sight, upheaving the contents of her gut. Her choice to “eyeball” the product couldn’t have been more fitting. It raised the most obvious of quality control flags as an irritated, dark, dead pupil glared back into hers.

She dropped the jar on the floor and it shattered; coating the tile in a splatter that was a sick mixture of berries, puke, and humanity. The similar reds meshed into the white as if they were ready to reproduce. The nasty concoction looked otherworldly in appearance.

The doors at each end of the kitchen slammed as Louise cried out, horrified as well as confused. “Adrian! Adrian, please! Where the fuck are you?” she wailed out.
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“How was the jam? I know how much you always liked it,” Irene’s voice inquired in a ghostly, drawn-out delivery.

Louise looked behind her in horror as the pair of rotten souls lingered, impaled by their beloved crops. Just as with Adrian, the branches restricted her, pulling her dress and ripping the seams. A wickedness was in the air.

Communication was severed as the lengths of rope-like thorns coiled around her tongue, setting its roots deep before jerking the entire muscle out of her mandible. The blood flow was extraordinary, leading Louise with a helping dirty hand into a deep shock.

Walter stood over Louise’s bound feet and Irene moved above to her upstretched arms. Their mouths began to chatter and unhinge as a rancid and steaming upchuck dismissed from them. The frothing river mirrored that strange brew that had consumed its way through the tree outside. Moments later, the joining segments that were her wrists and ankles turned into a puddle of peachy, crimson mush.

They released her for a moment and observed her while she writhed around in the puddle of herself. Irene manipulated the vines to upturn the lid on the lobsters and followed up by slicing the rubber bands off their claws with a sharp thorn. Walter also used spiked branches to whip her torso, slashing her open brutishly. More of her insides continuing to spill out, mixing into the already stomach-stirring gore pool.

The lobsters made their way toward her as more tears drained. They crawled down the chair until they reached Louise. Their claws ravaged her naked flesh freely, first on her chest, then onto her face. Before long, she’d passed out from the interminable torture session, but still, the ocean dwellers continued. Irene and Walter looked on as each of the remaining petals from the flowers that had replaced their eyes dropped off.


◆◆◆




The next morning was silent. The property was still orderly, although there was no one left to care for the place. Everything still somehow seemed fine, the garden looked as lively as ever. The greens would find a way to get along. In fact, they seemed eerily better off that morning than the one prior.

A single square folding table had been set up near the front of the house by the roadside. A few dozen jam jars sat organized perfectly, all side by side. Their red, gooey insides projected, highlighted by the radiant sunlight. They remained glistening, sitting on display, there for the taking.
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FEEL THE SPLATTER




A SECRECT POEM





BY ARON BEAUREGARD








I think of bad things nine times out of ten



I think of sick things to begin with and end



I think of the violence that there’s no way to mend



It all bleeds from a point, the tip of a pen







My mind is so foul like I’ve got a disease



A nightmare sponge, shock treatment with sleaze



I wait until after the finish to make you believe



Like the old hidden tracks at the end of CDs





The world is rotting, I think it’s obscene



At least once you rot you can no longer bleed



When life is a mess just go back to your dreams



The ones with the rapists and dastardly fiends










So much piss for their graves, don’t burst your bladder





Glad we used our blades to put an end to their chatter





When you can finally conclude that nothing else matters




Just wait for relief when you feel all the splatter
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Aron was born in Central Falls, Rhode Island. He’s been writing horror since the 6th grade when his parents discovered a short story titled “Zombie Child” wedged in the back pocket of his dirty acid-washed jeans. It was about a teenager who couldn’t score the girl of his dreams in life so he decided to kill her and impregnate her corpse… You can imagine where it goes from there. Needless to say, his parents were not thrilled by this tale and rather than acknowledging his creative genius, they suspected he might be a budding serial killer. Regardless of what he did in his life, horror always followed him. After pursuing careers (which ultimately failed) in music, filmmaking, and full-time drug use, he eventually circled back to his bloody bread and butter: writing highly disturbing and bizarre material that tends to explore the human potential for evil. After tooling around for decades, he’s finally started publishing his work (to the applause of a handful of deranged perverts). He also contributes to the Evil Examined Podcast where he explores the most strange and horrifying events in the history of humanity with his lady and friends. He emits a Manson-esque charm through the pathetic platform, peddling his works of smut and violence to any goon willing to listen. When you enter his realm, be prepared to embrace the ugly and FEEL THE SPLATTER!
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TRY THE NEW CANDY






A book may seem like a rather harmless form of escape or entertainment but fair warning, this volume holds a breed of abhorrence most would prefer to escape FROM. The repulsive revelations of a disturbed mind. Ten tales of torment portraying the ghastly and macabre. Outlining the lives of individuals that any sane soul would pray to never encounter, in reality, or otherwise. Prepare yourself for a vile massacre that puts you so close to the carnage, you’ll feel the splatter… Here’s a little taste of what to expect: An imbecilic man is taken advantage of for decades before finally considering an act of sweet revenge. A single, soon to be mother experiences a bizarre sequence of events triggered by her artificial insemination. A budding teenager comes along to house sit with his poor excuse for a father, only to find out the house has some disturbing secrets. A newly married couple enjoys testing the limits of extreme and gets access to a special museum exhibit that is not quite finished. Two girls head out to the club to celebrate a 21st birthday, only to encounter some nightlife they couldn’t have imagined. Your misery awaits…




DIE TOMMY






WHAT SECRETS LIE WITHIN THE FLESH? Brutus and Tommy pick up dead bodies for a living it's a grim but interesting business to, say the least. Their normally nasty gig suddenly transitions into something even more disturbing than usual when they pick up a recently murdered stiff that's been stewing in the blazing Arizona heat just a bit too long. They soon find out this isn't just any ordinary cadaver, this corpse has a dark, horrific secret... A shocking, repulsive, detail oriented odyssey that practically puts you on the coroner's cold definitive slab. You always hear that it's what's on the inside that counts and now it's time to find out. It's time to pick up the bodies...




THE SLOB






SOME STAINS DON'T COME OUT... Raised in a household that was so filthy it was stomach spilling, Vera has become a neat-freak. Her obsession with cleanliness sprouts the concept that her skills can be put to use in a unique way. In an effort to generate some income for her and her disabled husband Daniel just prior to the birth of their first child, she takes aim at the booming door to door sales business of the late 80s. All is going well until she arrives at the steps of a house she wished she never had. The steps of an evil that brings back the ghastly memories she so desperately tried to wash away. Nothing will prepare you for the nastiness, disorder and uncleansable horror brought forth by... The Slob.




SCARY BASTARD






What do a child killer, a hopeful special effects artist, a duo of budding teen psychopaths, a student screwing teacher and a mutated maniac with his lower jaw missing have in common? They're all out this Halloween. How will their paths cross? Who's killing who? Can anyone survive the bloodbath or are they all destined to drown in a pool of warm red? This slasher nightmare gives you a seat beside the killer but don't get too comfortable, there's a Scary Bastard on the loose...




DARK ASSEMBLY






TAKE PRIDE IN YOUR DYSFUNCTION: This assembly of putrid tales will drag you into the darkest regions of humanity. It will push extremes and test the mental and moral boundaries of those who choose to participate. Meet a woman who carries a dead baby inside her womb and also the belief that her stillborn fetus will somehow find life again. Connect with a nomadic punk-rocker who's out to make a quick buck when he's presented with a sickening conundrum. Join two teenage psychopaths as they bring hell to the suburbs on Devil's Night. Follow a child of the streets who finally steered away from a life of crime only to be drawn back by a bizarre new drug. Take part in a gruesome and nefarious ritual that can restore one's innocence, or worm your way into the dark web beside a sadistic pedophile with a bottomless desire to kill and destroy. How should you feel after digesting these admittedly obscene and repulsive stories? Ask yourself if enjoying them makes you a horrible person or if hating them somehow justifies your journey into this storm of violence and perversion. For the sick and willing, please join in our Dark Assembly…
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