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This book is dedicated to my mom and brother Scott…
 
Mom: Like it or not, you were the one that got me bitten by the horror bug by showing me all those Hammer horror films when I was a kid! 
Scott: Thanks for not only taking me but paying my way to all those cheesy horror films of the 80s that I begged to see!
 



 
I wanted to acknowledge some of the great authors that not only influenced me, but gave me hours of entertainment while reading their collections. I’m sure you’ve already read these, but if there’s one on this list that you haven’t, then you should definitely check it out or browse its reviews. 
 
Robert Bloch - The Complete Stories of Robert Bloch: Final Reckonings
Stephen King – Night Shift and Skeleton Crew
Richard Matheson – Collected Stories: Volume 1
Clive Barker – The Books of Blood
Robert McCammon – Blue World
Joe Lansdale – High Cotton and Bumper Crop
Brian Keene – Blood on the Page
Jeff Strand – Gleefully Macabre Tales and Dead Clown Barbecue

 
Enjoy!
 
NOTE:  The Robert Bloch and Richard Matheson collections listed above barely scratch the surface of their vast amount of short story output. But these are the ones that are still available and not out-of-print. 
 
 



CONTENTS
Contents
CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION
BUG BOY
THE THING IN THE WOODS
THE MAN
LUNCH BREAK
WITHIN THE CLOSET
PIGGYBACK
A LITTLE CRAZY
TREE LINE
HOMECOMING
FINGER CUFFS
SOUP BONE
DEADLINE
STORY NOTES
STORY ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
COMING SOON


 



INTRODUCTION
 
First off, I’d like to thank you for purchasing this book. Although the stories within have been previously published in various anthologies and magazines, I consider these tales to be some of my favorites. 
Now who is this Monkey, you ask? He must be a character in one of the stories since the collection bares his moniker, right? 
Well, not really. Monkey is just my id. Hyde to my Jekyll. A sort of sinister simian muse. A writing partner that whispers in my ear (with his rancid banana breath) all the scary bits needed to tell these tales. Every horror author has their own version of Monkey, one that allows them to dream up ghoulish things while pecking away at the keyboard. And, eventually, when the time comes to step away from the computer, the beast is caged and we return to our normal selves. 
For the sake of my own sanity, I keep a tight grip on the chimp’s leash to make sure he never permanently escapes. But occasionally, I do let him out to play unchaperoned. And that’s when he lopes off into the darkness to release the tales we’ve written for others to read.  
So please sit back, relax, and allow the damn, dirty ape to tilt his filthy box of the macabre in your direction. 
Let’s see which horror crawls out first.  
 
Matt Kurtz
January 1, 2015
 
 



BUG BOY
 
Bug Boy’s real name was Stanley Tibbets. The residents of the small Texas town that he belonged to thought of him in two ways: the old folks thought he wasn’t right in the head and the young ones thought he was creepy. But Stanley didn’t care what either group thought because he didn’t like people. 
He liked bugs. 
The insects weren’t a surrogate for his childhood friendships. You don’t collect friends only to torture them when you tire of their company—at least not if you’re a functioning member of society. But then again, John Wayne Gacy was a functioning member of society.
 
* * *
 
With thumbs hooked tightly around the straps of his bulging knapsack, Stanley walked past the cemetery that kissed the property line of his house. There was another commotion going on within the rusted metal fence that surrounded the large lot. He stopped to get a better look, pushing his head between two iron rods of the fence, his large ears preventing his noggin from popping all the way through. In the distance, a small platoon of men armed with shovels surrounded a bulldozer that was digging up another grave. 
There must have been more sink holes in the cemetery. 
The settling of earth was normal for freshly-dug graves, but this was happening more frequently to the older ones. It got well beyond the point of the caretaker shoveling in additional dirt to make up the difference. These graves were sinking several feet into the earth—and steadily continuing their journey downward. The youngsters told stories to spook one another about the reason for the collapsing earth: the dead were clawing at the lids of their coffins, making it through the splintered and rotting wood, only to have the six feet of earth from above cave in upon them. These zombies were tenacious, and it was only a matter of time before they crawled their way up through the freshly sifted earth to devour living flesh—starting with the children of the town as their appetizers. 
But taking into account all the storms the area had been pounded with lately, the adults had a less fantastic and more practical theory: the oversaturated ground was finally dissolving a limestone bed located somewhere underneath the cemetery, causing one sink hole after another. The only problem with that theory was that every time an area of the collapsed earth was dug up, there was no limey muddy slop found underneath the coffin. Only loosely packed, dry earth. 
The bulldozer still had a way to go before hitting the jackpot. Stanley didn’t have time to wait since he couldn’t be late again for school. As he went on his way he took comfort in knowing that at the rate the coffins were being dug up, he’d see a dead body sooner or later.
 
* * *
 
As dusk approached, Stanley sat on the grass in his backyard, shaking a glass jar above his head. The lot surrounding the backyard proper was wildly overgrown with brush and trees. It was this mini-forest that ran up to the cemetery’s fence, providing a vast array of insect species, much to the delight of Stanley’s eleven-year old heart.
Holding the jar between the setting sun and one squinted eye, he studied a slug recently found in a rotting log. Its slimy secretion looked funny on the glass when the sun shone through it. Stanley wanted more slime so he shook the jar rapidly. The slug slammed back and forth like a pinball at full tilt. When his scrawny arms started to burn from so much motion, Stanley stopped and held up the jar again.
After all that work, there wasn’t much additional slime.
“Stupid,” he huffed, the word whistling out from between his huge buck teeth.
The slug bored him, which meant only one thing. Stanley reached into his open backpack and pulled out another metal lid—one without ventilation holes.
He switched the lids on the jar and set the container on the grass. Rolling over onto his stomach, he stared at the slug. It didn’t move. Knowing it would take way too long to suffocate, he opted for his second means of disposal. He pulled out a magnifying glass and held it up to the sun. Crapola. It was almost dark and not nearly intense enough to incinerate anything.
Snatching up the jar, Stanley walked to the edge of the foliage. He searched around until he found his third and most thrilling method of disposal. 
A mound of fire ants. 
He kicked the pile with his shoe and stirred up hell. In a matter of seconds the ants were swarming the mound, looking like fiery snow on a television screen. Stanley unscrewed the jar, flipped it upside down, and shook the slug loose. It fell out, landing dead center on the swarming mass.
The ants were instantly upon the intruder that disturbed their nest, making it pay dearly. The slug moved now, wincing in agony as the ants stung, pinched, and tore. 
Stanley smiled, grunting in exhilaration at the sacrifice he offered to the living fire. 
A clicking noise, insect in nature, rose from the foliage a few yards in front of Stanley. By the time his head whipped in its direction the noise had already ceased. Stepping forward to investigate, Stanley’s black, beady eyes shifted back and forth, scanning the bushes and trees. 
The peach fuzz slowly prickled on the back of his neck at the odd sensation that he was being watched. A classmate hoping to play a trick on him? He smiled and welcomed it, knowing that they’d be sorry—just as they had in the past. 
“STANLEY! DINNER TIME!!!” his mother’s screech echoed in the distance of the front yard.
Stanley continued his scan through the shadowy tree line, not even acknowledging his mother’s call. She could wait. So could dinner.
“STANLEY!!!” the harpy shrieked in a tone that meant business.
Stanley didn’t move. His black eyes, like beetle shells, continued to shift without blinking. 
“Some other time…,” he whispered and finished up in his head, I’ll get ya. I’ll get ya real good. He turned and headed toward the house.
From the dark brush, something large and ancient watched Stanley scoop up his knapsack and disappear into the back door of the house.
 
* * *
 
The next day in the school cafeteria, Billy Smithers was recounting a tale that his father (who was in charge of the investigation and excavation of the strange happenings in the local cemetery) had told him the previous night. 
“And when they opened the coffin, there was Old Man Steele laying there with his arms folded neatly over his chest. He had worms danglin’ out of his ears as a beetle popped out of his nose.” 
All the kids at the table let out a collective EEEEWWWWWWWW!  This brought more children, curious about the commotion, over to Billy’s table. 
Stanley, who sat alone on the other side of the cafeteria, took enough notice to put down his liverwurst and pimento cheese sandwich. 
“Oh, but that ain’t nothing,” Billy continued telling the growing crowd. “The old dude’s suit was all moving around, like popcorn poppin’ under tin foil. So, my dad took his shovel and knocked back his jacket to see what was causin’ the movin’…” 
The group leaned in. Loving every second of it, Billy had them waiting on his every word. “The jacket was pulled back and…his body was crawlin’ with…” Billy scooped up his cold spaghetti and meat sauce with a plastic fork and wiggled the hanging noodles back and forth “…huge maggots and worms!” 
All the kids exclaimed in unison, EEEWWWWWWW!  Some kids pushed their plates of pasta away in disgust. Billy had them exactly where he wanted and was about to continue when he noticed all eyes shift over his shoulder. Some kids slowly turned, going back to their lunches. Some looked down at their shoes and walked away. Billy thought it was probably Principal Natson about to warn him to stop with the spook stories. But when he turned around, it was Bug Boy he saw over his shoulder. 
“Oh, hey Bug…” Billy croaked then cleared his throat. “Hey, Stanley.”
“Were they crawling all over him and feasting on
him?” Stanley asked in a flat whisper. “And how big were they?”
Billy gulped and dropped the pasta. He liked attention from the kids, but not from Stanley. 
He had bullied Bug Boy once and almost got bit from the monstrous tarantula that had mysteriously appeared in his backpack after gym class. When he accused Stanley of the act to Principal Natson, a scorpion the size of a large crawfish crawled out of his backpack later at home.  After that, Bug Boy wasn’t just ignored, he was avoided. And not just by Billy, but all the kids.
“I asked how big they were.” Stanley said, staring at Billy with his unblinking, black eyes. 
“Ah…pretty big, Stanley. Pretty big,” Billy replied, hoping that was the answer Bug Boy was looking for.
 
* * *
 
It was the perfect answer and it got Stanley’s imagination reeling as he passed the cemetery on his way home from school. Wouldn’t it be cool to have in his collection some bugs that fed on human flesh? It would be even cooler to bring something like that to the next Show ‘N Tell and watch his classmates squirm as they tried to figure out the mystery of whose flesh the bugs had consumed. Stanley couldn’t help but snicker at the thought of making his entire class feel so uncomfortable with only a single bug. 
 
* * *
 
Stanley heard the weird clicking noise again as he was watching a sacrificial grasshopper being torn apart by the ant mound in his backyard. He stepped into the weeds to start investigating. 
Heading in its general direction, he saw the bushes move in the distance. By the time he sprinted over to them, there was nothing there. 
Except for a large trail of slime. 
Only something very big could leave a trail like that! 
Shaking with excitement, Stanley followed the gooey trail around trees, over fallen logs, and through the brush. It brought him so deep into the woods that he lost sight of his house. The trail ended a few yards from the neighboring cemetery fence. It was there that he found a hole in the loose earth about two-feet by two-feet wide; the tall grass surrounding it was swirled and packed flat in a counter-clockwise direction. The slime went over the edge and down into the hole. 
Stanley scuttled over to it and peered down the opening. It looked like it leveled off a few feet under the surface, heading directly into the cemetery. 
Without hesitating, he jumped into the pit, his feet sinking into the muddy mixture of slime and loose dirt. He crouched down to get a better look. Anyone else in their right mind would fear that whatever dug that hole might be waiting there, pissed off or hungry. But not Stanley. There was no fear, only excitement at where it might lead. 
Frayed roots hung down on all sides of the tunnel, which faded to a wall of darkness. The slime trail started on the floor, then crept up the walls to the ceiling and back down again, repeating the pattern as if whatever had done the burrowing rotated 360 degrees like a drill.
Stanley had to see where it went. But first he needed a flashlight and his collection jars. 
Climbing out, he looked back to where the underground passage led: directly under the cemetery! A crooked smile (unsheathing those crooked buck teeth) crept onto his face and kept growing until his nose wrinkled and his black eyes got beadier. By going into that hole he’d be the talk of the town. He was either going to have those bugs that dined on human flesh for Show ‘N Tell or he was going to solve the town’s mystery of what was causing the graves to sink. 
And the answer was waiting at the end of a two-foot by two-foot hole. 
 
* * *
 
Stanley finally heard his parents’ footsteps in the hall trailing off toward their room. He had been dying for them to go to bed; the anticipation of his little adventure caused him to nibble on his lower lip to the point of nearly drawing blood. When he heard their door shut, he crawled out from under the covers fully clothed, slid on his shoes, then grabbed the flashlight and glass jar off his nightstand. He stared out into the dark woods from his open bedroom window. As the sheer curtains flapped around him from the incoming breeze, he bit down hard on his bottom lip. A salty, coppery taste filled his mouth, reassuring him that this was for real. 
Then out the window Stanley went. Like pupae to imago, the metamorphosis from boy to town legend was underway.
 
* * *
 
He shone the flashlight into the hole, checked the perimeter around him one last time to make sure he wasn’t followed, and dove right in. Within seconds, he was burrowing through the earth toward the graveyard. The passageway was tight, even for Stanley’s scrawny frame. With the flashlight in one hand and the glass jar in the other, he grunted and snorted as he worked his way deeper and deeper. Much like the way a cat uses its whiskers, Stanley knew that if his bony shoulders could get through, the rest of him could. Continuing on through the cramped space, he prayed that the tunnel would widen soon. He wasn’t pacing himself and was already getting tired. His heart raced at the realization that if he hit a dead end where he couldn’t turn around or if it got much narrower, he might not have the energy to crawl backwards to get out of the tunnel. 
He’d be stuck. 
Suffocate.
NO! 
This was all a test. A trial to see if he was worthy of the transformation. He’d make it to the other end. He just had to keep going forward. 
After a few feet of mindless movement based solely upon instinct, the walls seemed to back away from him. Through the flashlight’s beam he could make out that the tunnel was opening into a larger area. A welcoming breeze blew against his face, slicing the thickness of the hot air around him. When he finally reached the opening, he lunged forward, pushing out of the dirt tube. Like a baby being shot out of the womb, he landed with a hard thud onto the dirt floor and lay gasping for air. When the dust cleared and he was able to catch his breath, he scrambled to his knees, shining his light around. 
He was in the hub of an underground system. Like a beating heart, its subterranean passageways acted as arteries flowing through Mother Earth in all directions. Numerous tunnels lined the walls, ceiling, and floor; some bigger and wider than others. Frayed roots hung and jetted out in all directions like an intricate pattern of veins. 
He went to one of the tunnels and shone his light inside. It seemed to be blocked by an avalanche of rotting wood and dirt. Something metallic reflected in his light. Something gold…no…brass…a brass rod surrounded by ornate designs. Stanley was curious how the tarnished brass got wedged in there. Then it hit him. His face scrunched up with a big smile, giving him a rat-like appearance in the gleam of the flashlight. 
It was the brass handles on a crumbled and rotting coffin. Which meant that a little further beyond the coffin was a crumbled and rotting corpse. And within that corpse might be the plump and juicy bugs for Show ‘N Tell. The coffins were probably sinking not from what the stupid townsfolk thought was some stupid dissolving limestone, but from whatever was digging these tunnels. Stanley shone the light around the cavern again and, for the first time in a long time, common sense prevailed. He was dealing with something much, much bigger than what he was used to. This thing was huge. Could probably gobble him up in one gulp. Maybe he should leave before— 
No! Dang it! He was going to collect some bugs. He just had to do it quickly.
He unscrewed the lid of the mayonnaise jar and climbed into the tunnel to go root around in the rotting coffin.
A familiar clicking noise came from behind him. 
Stanley froze for a moment, than scurried back out of the hole. His flashlight frantically searched around. The beam stopped in the corner of the cavern at a mound of loose earth. Stanley stepped forward, expecting to find a large hole beyond it. His beady eyes expanded (as best they could) and his brows shot upward. 
It wasn’t a hole. But a nest. 
The mound was shallow in the center like an enormous bundt cake. Dead center was a mess of leaves and roots with five of the largest worms he’d ever seen resting on top—just like a cherry on a sundae. The worms were white, veiny, and glistening; each resembling (and the exact size of) a peeled banana. 
Stanley stepped up to the nest to get a closer look with the flashlight. The worms squirmed and flopped away from the bright light, leaving a stringy trail of snot behind. 
They were awesome. They were perfect. 
Stanley grunted, bouncing from his excitement like a chimp in heat. Though he didn’t find these things feasting on human flesh, he’d embellish a little to his classmates. 
Planting the flashlight in the soft earth so the beam shone into the nest, Stanley grabbed a stick and started pushing the worms into the jar. Four of them just barely fit. The sole remaining worm flopped back and forth, sensing its abandonment. Stanley screwed the lid on tight and turned back to the solitary worm in the nest. He placed the stick in the center of its squirming body. 
He just had to see what it was made of. 
Stanley jabbed downward. As the stick pierced its body, the worm twisted in agony. Stanley laughed and pushed harder. It let out a screeching noise and one end of it split open, revealing sharp mandibles. Stanley held it up to gawk over its pinching maw and revel in its agony. The shadow on the wall disguised the cruelty taking place, making it appear as innocent as a camper blowing on his skewered hot dog fresh out of a campfire. But hot dogs don’t scream out like this, unless microwaved for way, way too long.
Stanley couldn’t believe the size of the thing’s…mouth. A mouth that was full of sharp teeth just beyond flapping pinchers. A worm the size of a banana? And with teeth! The kids at Show ‘N Tell were going to make lemonade in their pants for sure! 
The jar in his hand vibrated. He held it up to the light and saw the four captive worms moving back and forth. They sensed the suffering of their sibling, flopping so hard against the glass in response that Stanley thought they might shatter the jar. The thing on the stick screeched louder, its agonizing cries echoing throughout the cavern. 
Then, to Stanley’s horror, from deep within one of the tunnels, something screeched in response. Something with a lot more bass and sounding a heck of a lot larger.
He threw the impaled worm on the ground and stomped it with his tennis shoe. When he still felt it moving under his sole, he pushed down hard, rotating his foot back and forth just like his grandpappy does to snuff out a cigarette. Clutching his worm-packed jar, Stanley snatched up the flashlight and backed away with a muddy mixture of blood and slime stuck to his shoe. 
The ground began to rumble and a booming roar came from the opposite wall of tunnels. 
Stanley ran to the opening that he thought he originally came from. He wasn’t sure. But it didn’t matter. There was no way he could get away crawling on his belly at a snail’s pace from whatever was coming for him. He had to escape through a tunnel large enough for him to scurry on his hands and knees and just hope that it was the quickest way back to the surface—and one that didn’t lead to a dead end. 
The rumbling became heavier and a cloud of dust burped out from a hole directly over his shoulder.
Stanley jumped into the largest tunnel available and crawled as fast as he could. The worms in the jar flopped around, faster and faster. He thought about leaving them but this find was too large to abandon. He was going to make it out of the labyrinth and take the worms with him. 
He kicked up a cloud of dust behind him. If he stopped and the dust shifted, he’d choke on it for sure. He had to constantly be moving forward. 
The trail snaked back and forth. He heard a deafening roar from only a few turns back. The worms in the jar screeched in response.
Mother was closing in. 
He didn’t look back and tried to move faster on legs and arms that were already burning. His left knee slid across the dirt and slammed against a rock, knocking him flat. The flashlight flew from his grasp. The beam spun and flipped, shining back on him like a spotlight. Stanley looked behind him and saw it illuminating the cloudy tunnel beyond his feet. 
The dust shifted like a riptide, sucked back for a moment, then bellowed toward him. The force from something extremely large approaching pushed the air forward.
Flipping over onto his back to search for any immediate way out of the tunnel (and the oncoming juggernaut’s way), Stanley saw the hole in the dirt ceiling. He reached up into it and felt quickly around. It was a large enough for him to hide in. He had no choice since the thing was almost upon him.
He grabbed the flashlight, jarring it against the wall in the process. The bulb flickered and went out. Before everything fell to darkness, Stanley saw two things that burned in his brain like a ghost image from a camera flash: the exact location of the hole above and an enormous open mouth with mandibles that filled the entire tunnel, approaching from around the corner by his feet, ready to swallow him whole. 
Still clutching the jar and flashlight, he felt for the hole, lined up his path and pushed his body upward into it. Not taking into account how much headroom there was in his new found safe haven, his skull slammed into its hard, flat ceiling. A white-hot pain ricocheted around his brain causing his muscles to go limp for a second. The flashlight and jar fell to his side. Stanley pulled his feet safely through the hole then raised trembling hands to his aching head.
The rumbling below grew more intense.
The vibrations caused the jar to roll toward his feet. It came to a stop against something that sounded like wood. A tree root, perhaps? 
The rumbling immediately halted and all was calm. 
Stanley waited until the spinning stars in his head subsided, then flipped over in the tight quarters and felt above him, finding that he only had about a foot of headroom to deal with. It wasn’t a way out but it was a good enough hiding place until the thing below moved on. He needed to find the flashlight to see exactly where he was and if it led to an alternate path.
He caught a whiff of a nauseating stench and figured he probably made fudge in his britches out of fear. His clothes were drenched in sweat so he couldn’t tell if he had wet himself, too. Probably so. Didn’t matter. When he got out of here, he’d just bury his clothes somewhere in the woods where nobody would find them and sneak back naked into his bedroom while it was still dark. 
He flipped over on his belly to search for the flashlight. His hands felt something soft that reminded him of his mama’s bedspread. Then they felt something that was hard in some parts and squishy in others. He continued to feel around in the dark until he found the cold aluminum shaft of the flashlight. 
The floor vibrated. Stanley froze. 
A slow, steady, pulsing rhythm filled his ears.
Stanley waited another moment, then smacked the flashlight with his hand. 
The bulb flickered and a grinning skull flashed in front of him.
Then it all went pitch black again.
In the dark, Stanley’s beady eyes widened (as best they could) with horror. He smacked the bulb again in hopes that what he saw wasn’t real. He jiggled the flashlight and gave it another whack.
The bulb shot on and illuminated his hiding space. 
He was inside a coffin. Six feet under the ground.
The rotting, half-consumed occupant smiled at him, welcoming his newfound bunkmate to stick around for a bit. 
Stanley shrieked in horror as he realized that the hole he thought he crawled into for safety was actually the bottom of a rotting casket. He looked down at the opening that he made the mistake of crawling through, but saw that it was blocked by something—something resembling a slimy and veiny balloon. Stanley pushed on it to clear the hole but his hand slid off the slick surface. He pushed harder, then pounded on it but to no avail. The balloon pulsated and a deafening roar from below shook the floor he laid upon. 
The thing was blocking him in with its enormous body. 
Stanley flailed around, his legs kicking within the cramped coffin. His fists pounded on the lid. His sweating increased. His eyes stung from the dust he stirred up. The deep breaths he took expanded his chest and made the walls of the casket tighten around him like a boa constrictor. The air felt thicker. Harder to take in. His lungs started to burn. His watering eyes, runny nose, and spittle became disgusting muddy streams that ran down his face. His pounding and kicking become more frantic. He was going to suffocate. He couldn’t die like this! 
His foot kicked out.
Shattered glass echoed in his ears. 
Stanley shone the beam down to his feet.
The four worms were surrounded by the broken shards of the mayonnaise jar. They flipped over, facing Stanley in perfect unison. They screeched out. The booming response below rattled the coffin again, raining a layer of dust and choking the air Stanley desperately needed to breathe. Like snakes ready to strike, they rose up. 
Mandibles split apart. Rows of razor teeth gleamed in the light. 
Stanley screamed right before they struck.
 
* * *
 
As the full moon shone overhead, Billy Smithers was cutting through the graveyard on his way home from a friend’s house. Rapping a stick against each tombstone he passed, he froze when he heard the muffled, agonizing shrieks coming from below his feet. The ground he stood on shifted and dropped about six inches. Before the dust the earth had just farted upwards could settle, Billy ran out of the cemetery gates and down the farm road, squealing louder than a piglet separated from its mother’s teat.
 
* * *
 
The next day the crew of workers, led by William Smithers Sr., dug up the grave that had sunk in the night before. Billy Jr. stood by his father’s side and peered down into the six (and one half) foot hole in the ground. When the lid was lifted, the white velvet lining was wet with crimson. The half-eaten remains of Stanley Tibbets lay next to the rightful resident of the casket. The shattered jar with a Hellman’s Mayonnaise lid lay at both their feet. 
The workers were stumped at how the boy had got into a coffin that was buried under six feet of earth. It was like a magician trying to pull off some whacky trick that went horribly wrong. Though most of the men staring down at the double-occupied grave wouldn’t admit it, they all shared a collective thought: Yep, that boy was a strange one. Damaged goods and never right in the head to begin with. Guess the Lord finally took pity and showed His mercy. Mysterious ways, that’s what this is.
Billy Smithers, Jr. stared at his half eaten classmate and former school bully with a slightly different view. Don’t know how, but looks like the Bug Boy just got his butt exterminated, he thought, and hid the smile that wanted to shine. 
 



 
THE THING IN THE WOODS
 
After having yet another fight with his mother, he ran into the dark woods, allowing the hungry shadows to devour him completely. He figured staying out all night would worry the woman enough that she’d think twice before ever yelling at him again. Oh, yes...the sole intention of this action was to cause even more grey hairs to sprout atop her head before the break of dawn. 
About a mile into the murky forest, he paused to take in his surroundings and find a place to sleep. Although the full moon was unable to penetrate the thick canopy of tree tops, his eyes were already fully adjusted to the darkness. 
He moved deeper until discovering a circular clearing. Its center contained an enormous log and boulder that would provide adequate shelter throughout the night. 
Although he’d be more exposed in the clearing, it would be much easier to spot any approaching threat in direct moonlight. 
After scanning his perimeter once more, he stepped out of the tree line and into the open area.
He lay next to the log and nestled his spine into the V formation where the horizontal tree trunk met the ground. It was a snug fit, one where earth and lumber protecting his sides and a thick log covered his back. His attention could now be focused directly in front of him. Keeping watch.
Gazing into the shadowy tree line, he wondered what might be staring back from within its darkness. Any security he felt minutes earlier quickly vanished the moment he remembered the horrific legend that was said to stalk these parts of the woods. 
It was here that the ghastly things roamed. 
A knot of dread slid tight in his pudgy belly. The others had warned him of their existence. He’d heard the terrifying tales passed from generation to generation regarding their bloodthirsty ways. If they found him out there, alone and separated from his family, they’d either kill or capture him. Death would probably be favored since it might come swift and God only knew what horrors they did to their prisoners. 
The hair prickled along his nape. He shook his head, fighting to clear all thoughts of the hideous creatures. If he was going to stay alone in the dark woods all night without fraying every nerve, he needed to think of something happy. Something fun.
Going hunting with his Pa made him happy. That was definitely fun. They’d hang out in the woods for days on end, just the two of them, hunting and fishing and—
The sudden crack of a tree branch startled him. Even worse, it sounded very close…like it came from the other side of the log. 
Then he heard the grunts and approaching footsteps. 
He lay frozen with his heart drumming in his chest. His bulging eyes shifted back and forth in their sockets. It had been drilled into his head from an early age that if he were to ever encounter one of these creatures while alone in the woods he should either quickly flee or stay hidden until the threat passed. Unable to decide the best course of action in his current predicament, he stayed put and trembled. 
He wished he was at home now, safe and sound with his mother. Her demands hadn’t really been that unreasonable, had they? It was stupid to run away. And now that foolishness was going to cost him his young life. 
The thing lightly bumped the log then suddenly slammed against it. 
He flinched and bit his lower lip to stifle a scream.
The beast’s heavy breathing became uneven.
He cautiously glanced over his shoulder to a slight opening where the fallen tree wasn’t quite flush with the ground. It provided a limited view of the thing on the other side. 
It must have been crouching on all fours since that’s how many limbs he saw planted in the dirt. Two of them suddenly rose into the air and landed heavily on the log above. It squealed. Huffed. The two legs planted in the soil started to rock back and forth, kicking up a small cloud of dust.
Oh, God! Was it trying to roll the log on top of him?   
The beast’s breathing suddenly became a rhythmic panting. It sounded thirsty. Did it desire to quench that dehydration with his blood?
The disturbing sounds in such proximity became maddening. He shuddered as every hair on his body—no matter how minuscule—stood on end. His mind raced with possible images of the monstrosity that sat perched above, mere inches from his head. 
A thought suddenly clamped over his screaming brain. If the thing leaned forward, mere inches, it would discover him. And in his current prone position, he’d be defenseless. Completely vulnerable to an attack. Those familiar warnings of death or captivity echoed in his mind. 
He drew in a quick breath, knowing what had to be done. 
It was time to take a stand and face the beast. 
He sprung to his feet and posed in a formidable stance, stretching his long, muscular, fur-covered arms high above his head. Baring his razor-sharp canines, he roared at the thing on the log…at its nasty, hairless, glistening entanglement of limbs spread across the bark.
The sweaty, half-naked couple having sex suddenly looked up at the towering ape-like beast and shrieked in terror. Scrambling off the log, they ran in the opposite direction, toward the light of a distance campfire he apparently failed to notice earlier. 
The young woman, naked below the waist, took the lead from her boyfriend after he tripped over the jeans balled around his ankles. Rolling to his back, the man kicked off his shoes and shed his pants. Springing up, he ran like hell away from the creature, squealing in terror like a stuck pig. 
Standing in the middle of the clearing, he was in complete shock at the beast’s reaction. Had the vile thing just split in two and scampered away in separate directions?
He shivered at the thought. 
He decided to return home immediately but tell his mother nothing about the encounter with the thing in the woods. If she were to know how close the creatures were encroaching on their homestead, she’d never let him play in the forest again. 
Starting his trek home, he made sure to step lightly as to not leave his large footprints embedded in the earth. It had been drilled into his head from an early age that one or two prints were perfectly acceptable, but never a trail that could easily be tracked. That was one of the ways—since the dawn of time—they eluded both capture and death by the hairless, pink, fleshy things that dwelled outside the safety of the forest.
 



 
 
THE MAN
 
Bill stood at the phone mounted on the kitchen wall. As he punched the last few digits of the number, he looked down at his two wide-eyed sons. Five-year old Davey already had a full-blown case of snot and tears; he was sniveling and shaking his head in fear. Peter, three years older, struggled to keep his air of defiance as he eyed his dad with suspicion. But the boy was scared. Very scared.
Bill cleared his throat. “Hello? Yes, is this The Man?” 
That was all it took to send Davey over the edge. His sniveling turned into a wail. That wall of defiance that Peter was clinging to quickly started to crumble. 
“Yes, I’ve got two boys here that have been very bad.” 
“No, Daddy!” Davey dove onto his father’s leg, clutching it tight. “Please! Please don’t!” 
Bill ignored him. “Yeah, since they’re not listening to me or their mother we really don’t have much use for them anymore. So…when would be a good time for you to come by and take them away?” 
Peter finally lost it. “Dad! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!!” 
“Wait a minute,” Bill said into the phone then covered the mouthpiece. “What was that?” he asked Peter.
“We’ll be good, we’ll be good. I promise!” 
Bill looked down at his youngest, who stared up with tear-filled eyes, nodding in agreement with his brother’s pledge.
Bill removed his hand from the mouthpiece. “Actually, there’s been a change of plans. Your services won’t be needed…at least not this time. Okay…goodbye.”
Both boys stood frozen, afraid to breathe, until their dad hung up the phone. 
He placed it back on its cradle and looked at his two sons. “Now, you two go to your room and clean it like I told you. And I don’t want to hear another peep from either of you until dinner. Got it?”
They nodded. 
“Well? Go on!” 
Both boys scrambled out of the kitchen and Bill heard the thump-thump-thump of their tiny feet ascending the stairs to clean their messy room.
Joanne entered through the back door with her arms full of groceries. She noticed the smirk on her husband’s face. “All right, what’ve you been up to?” 
“Oh, just teaching the boys a lesson.”
 “The Man again? Really?” She rolled her eyes.
Contrary to his wife’s opinion, Bill was pretty damn proud of the method of persuasion he used on Peter and Davey when they misbehaved. He didn’t believe in that “time out” crap. When he acted up as a kid, he got whipped with either a forty-inch leather belt or a size thirteen sneaker. But nowadays, if a child mentions to his teacher that they were disciplined with a leather strap, there’d be a swift knock on the door from Child Protective Services. 
So Bill used an alternative: The Man. Like every good boogeyman, The Man was a punisher of bad little boys and girls. If a child was being naughty, a phone call (or even the threat of one) was made to The Man, a mysterious and malevolent outsider who collected all the bad children and stored them away in an old, abandoned warehouse on the industrial side of town. God only knows what he would do to them, but one thing was for certain—no family member ever set eyes upon the discarded child again. They simply vanished from the face of the earth. 
And…and it was all utter crap. A bluff. Bill held down the button on the receiver as he dialed his childhood phone number, one that had been disconnected long ago. When the last digit was punched, he released the button and talked over the dial tone. 
The idea was born out of desperation when he wasn’t able to find Peter after the boy had brained his younger brother with a toy fire truck. While loading Davey into the car to take him to the emergency room for stitches, Bill called out for Peter, not wanting to leave the boy alone in the house while Joanne was at work. When Peter didn’t answer his frantic calls, Bill began to panic, thinking that maybe he had snuck outside and run away out of fear of being punished. With one child bleeding out from a scalp wound and the other one missing, Bill questioned his parenting skills. Frustrated and desperate, he stood in the middle of the house, shouting that if Peter didn’t appear by the time he counted to ten, he was going to call a man to come take him away…for good. 
“…five!…six!…”
Peter appeared before the count of seven. 
Getting such dramatic results, Bill’s creativity soared in regards to this mysterious “Man”, expanding his story from myth to legend over the years. 
“What type of car does The Man drive?” Peter would ask.
Hmmmm. “He doesn’t drive one…because he can fly.”
“If he flies, can people in airplanes see him?” little, wide-eyed Davey would question.
“Nope. ‘Cause he wears all black. To help camouflage him since he only comes out at night to take the children.”
 As messed up as it was, it finally made Bill feel like he had regained control, finding some sort of unique shortcut on how to be a better and more efficient parent. With The Man only a phone call away, there wasn’t any need for spankings or groundings—or even for Bill to raise his voice. 
At least not for now. 
He sensed it was only a matter of time before Peter, being the oldest, would call him on his bluff. It used to be just the simple, “Hello? Man?” that freaked Peter out the way it did Davey. But Peter was hitting that inquisitive age where he seemed to sniff out his old man’s bullshit. 
“What about the people without phones? How do they call…him?” 
“They burn a black candle on their front curb at the stroke of midnight.” Not bad, especially the black candle bit.
“What if it’s raining outside?”
“Well…if it’s raining…they just buy waterproof candles. Kinda like the trick ones that Mommy put on your birthday cake last year. Remember how ya couldn’t blow them out?”
Bill waited for the next question. After a few moments, the boy signaled his surrender with a simple shrug and went back to his comics. 
Victorious…once again! 
He put the last of the groceries away and kissed Joanne. 
“You hear that?” he asked, pointing to the second floor.
She shook her head. The house was completely silent.
“Exactly,” he said, smiling. 
 
* * *
 
Two weeks later, the boys were standing in the kitchen as their father punched the last digit of The Man’s phone number. Both sons watched and waited. Bill noticed that something in them seemed a little different; they weren’t as scared. Maybe it had something to do with the nod that Peter gave Davey when the latter looked at the former. 
Bill read it as, “Wait. You’ll see I’m right.” 
He only wanted them to pick up their mess in the living room after he almost broke his neck tripping over a toy. When they refused, the threat of a phone a call was made. Davey went bug-eyed until his big brother put a soothing and protective arm around him. 
The little sons of a gun are calling my bluff, Bill thought. Okay, fine. We’ll see how long they last… 
They followed their father to the kitchen phone, Davey with Peter’s arm still tightly around him for support. Joanne sat at the table, balancing the family checkbook.  She looked away from the ledger long enough to shake her head at the ridiculous proceedings. 
“Hello? Man?” 
Davey began to tremble. Peter held him tight. 
“Yes, I’ve got two boys here that aren’t listening to me.”
Davey whimpered. Peter squeezed tighter. 
“Yes, I’d like you to take ‘em away ASAP.” Bill glanced at his sons and waited for the snot and tears to erupt. 
But the boys only stared at him, without any of the waterworks.
Okay, just stall a bit. They’ll crack. “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. That’s right. Yeah, they’ve been bad. Real bad,” he said, glaring at Davey. If he could get him to break, Peter would surely follow.
Davey looked scared but he wasn’t close to losing it. And that ticked Bill off even more. 
The dial tone was cut short by a series of clicks, followed by complete silence. He only had about thirty seconds before that annoying siren sounded from the earpiece announcing a phone was off the hook.
All right, let’s go all the way with this. “So you’ll come and get them both? Okay, good! Our address is 1009 Field Crest Court. Just south of Bloomfield Avenue. Yeah, I’ll have them all packed and ready for ya.”
Bill’s eyes suddenly widened. 
He did a double take at the phone then put it back to his ear. “Hell-Hello? Hello?!”
“Dad?” Peter was the first to ask as his arm slid off his little brother. 
Ignoring him, Bill’s eyes shifted to the second floor. He slammed the phone on its cradle and pointed at the boys. “Keep them here!” he told Joanne, then bolted from the room in a mad dash. Seconds later, his thunderous footsteps could be heard flying up the stairs. 
All three silently stared at the kitchen ceiling, following—in unison—the sound of the heavy steps running from room to room above their heads.
The two boys looked at one another.
Turning to his mother, Davey’s eyes filled with tears. “Is The Man already here to take us away?” 
“No, honey. Daddy’s only playing a silly game, that’s all. Just forget about it and go clean up your toys in the living room.” 
“But, Mom? What about The Man?” Peter asked.
Before Joanne could answer, Bill barged through the kitchen’s swinging door, giving his family a start. He snatched the phone from the wall, listened for a moment, and hung it back up with a trembling hand. 
“Go on boys,” she urged them, shooting Bill a look. “Mommy and Daddy need to talk.”
Both boys shuffled away in silence, glancing back to their father before disappearing through the door. 
With a terrified look in his eyes, Bill leaned on the counter and stared at his wife. 
“Oh-my-God!” Joanne hissed, pushing away from the table. “What the hell is wrong with you? Have you gone completely insane?”
“I heard a voice,” Bill muttered.
Joanne shook her head, waiting for him to elaborate. 
“After the dial tone stopped,” he whispered. “It said…tell Davey and Peter I’ll get them tonight.” 
 
* * *
 
Bill pounded his fist on the kitchen table. “I’m telling you I heard the words, plain as day! I’m not makin’ it up and I didn’t imagine it!!”
Joanne held up her hands. “Okay, okay. I’m not calling you a liar. But there are only two ways that anyone else could’ve been on the phone. You’ve already ruled out someone being upstairs on one of ‘em. Which means that it could only be some sort of bleeding going on between the phone lines with the other houses in the neighborhood. It was probably a kid who was waiting for someone to pick up so he could have a little fun at their expense.” 
Bill bit his lower lip. He wasn’t buying what she was selling.
Joanne took a deep breath for the both of them. “Okay, Bill. I need you to relax.” 
“I can’t! You didn’t hear that voice. It wasn’t some neighborhood kid. It barely sounded human! And it knew the boy’s names, Joanne. I’ve never used their names before.”
“But you gave out our address. So it probably is someone in our neighborhood that knows us and—”
“Goddammit, Joanne! I’m tellin’ you it wasn’t some kid on our street!”
The last exchange of words was hard for Peter and Davey to make out as they listened from the other side of the kitchen door.
Davey looked up at Peter. “I thought you said that The Man wasn’t real,” he whispered.
“He’s not,” Peter told him with little assurance. “Besides, even if he was, do ya think Mom and Dad would let someone take us away?”
Both boys looked at one another in silence, afraid of what the answer might be. 
 
* * *
 
Inevitably, night had fallen.
Bill watched from the doorway as Joanne tucked the boys into the large full-sized bed they shared. 
It had been a long night, all leading up to this. Their dinner was the quietest it had been in years. The boys mutely picked at their food, not believing that pork chops and applesauce could possibly be their last meal. Bill ate his dinner in equal silence. 
Afterwards, when they all gathered around the television, Joanne was the only one watching the movie. The three males just stared blankly at the glowing screen. Davey got off the floor to go sit in his dad’s lap, clinging to the large arms that wrapped around him. Peter went to his mother on the couch, lying down beside her, putting his head in her lap. Brushing her hands through his hair, Joanne was too engrossed in the movie to notice her oldest son eyeing the front door. Only Bill had, thinking that the boy sensed something out there that maybe he, himself, could not. 
As Joanne finished tucking them in and headed to bed herself, she whispered something to Bill in the doorway. He nodded, hearing her but not listening to what she had said. He was too busy staring at the bedroom window, never noticing how large it really was. 
After double checking its lock, Bill went to Davey’s side of the bed and sat beside him. 
“Get some sleep, kiddo.”
“Daddy? Do the beds really smell like pee-pee?” Davey asked.
Bill’s face scrunched up. “What?”
“You told us that the mattresses the kids sleep on in The Man’s warehouse smell like pee,” Peter elaborated. 
“No,” Bill whispered, unable to believe his own cruelty. “Daddy just made all that up to scare you into being good boys. And it wasn’t a nice thing to do.”
“If ya made it up than why are you so scared?” Peter asked.
Bill forced a loud guffaw. “Daddy’s not scared. I just feel bad for playing such a mean game on you guys. And I’m sorry for what I did and will never do it again.”
“Promise?” Davey asked.
Bill nodded. “I promise.” He leaned over and kissed them both. “Now, get some sleep because I’m taking you guys out for donuts in the morning. Okay?”
Both boys perked up, but not as much as they usually would have done. They still had to make it through the night before they could get a bellyful of chocolate milk and jelly-filled donuts.
Bill kissed them once more, then left their door slightly ajar. 
Entering the master bedroom, he found Joanne propped up against some pillows, reading her latest true crime novel. Bill immediately crossed the room and peered out the window to the front lawn below. 
Joanne lowered the book and exhaled. “Would you just come to bed?”
Bill slowly sat on his side of the mattress and slid off his sandals. He placed them neatly beside the bed, laying down fully clothed on top of the comforter.
“You’re actually gonna sleep with your clothes on?”
Bill grunted and closed his eyes. 
Joanne snapped her book closed, not bothering to mark her place. “Christ, Bill. You need help! You’re acting like a scared, little child.” She tossed the book on the nightstand and leaned over for the lamp beside it.
“You love me?” he asked with eyes still closed. “Then humor me.”
She clicked off the light and flopped back on the bed, refusing to face him even in the darkness.
 
* * *
 
Bill eye’s snapped open when he heard the creak. With his head raised off the pillow, he scanned the dark room. Joanne was still sound asleep beside him.
A squeak came from above. Bill’s eyes clicked up. His breath stopped. 
Someone was on the roof. 
Or in the attic.
His heart accelerated in his chest, pounding against his ribcage.
Another creak—this one just above their bedroom door. Whatever was up there was definitely on the move. The final creak came from somewhere in the hallway. 
Toward the boys’ room. 
Bill slid off the bed and ducked behind the bedroom door, snatching the baseball bat hidden there. By the time he got a firm grip around the bat’s handle, he was already in the hall. 
The door to the boys’ room was still ajar.
He raised the bat and slid up to the opening. Peaking inside, Bill caught the upper half of their bed. The boys were asleep under the covers. His eyes shifted to the closed and locked window with its drapes seemingly starched still. 
Finally able to use his lungs again, he exhaled and took a step back, waiting in the hall, listening to the utter silence of the house.
This is crazy. Joanne’s right. You’re acting like a scared little—
The boys’ door creaked from the gust of wind that blew from somewhere inside their room. 
With a chill snaking up his spine, Bill slowly turned back to the door. Stepping closer, he peered through the opening.
Peter and Davey were now awake, staring wide-eyed toward the foot of the bed. Although Bill’s view of what they were looking at was blocked by the door, he could clearly read the terror on their faces. 
With the knot of dread tightening in his gut, he raised the bat and slowly pushed against the door. 
As it creaked back, Bill’s eyes widened with fear.
The window was open; its curtains dancing wildly from the incoming breeze. 
Some thing sat at the end of the bed, watching the boys. Although humanoid in shape, it was perched—bird-like and balanced—on top of the thin edge of the oak footboard. It appeared to be wearing a leather overcoat or cape, loosely draped over its shoulders with the tail of the garment almost touching the floor. Its dark face was smooth and void of features, except for the two glowing eyes under a bony brow. 
Davey looked at his father in the doorway and whimpered, “Daddy…?” 
The dark shape slowly turned its bald head toward Bill, the movement sounding like an old piece of leather being twisted. Its fiery orbs burned brighter, more intense, as it glared at him, apparently sizing him up.
The baseball bat trembled in Bill’s hands.
Sensing his fear, the intruder snickered. 
Bill rushed forward with the weapon, his face exploding from the only emotion capable of evaporating his fear: a father’s protective rage. “GET THE HELL AWAY FROM MY—” 
Enormous leathery wings sprung from the thing’s back—revealing that it was no overcoat or cape that it had been wearing. 
Bill jumped back as the wings flapped wildly, stretching from wall to wall until fully expanded. One wing shattered the mirror on the dresser and the other sent a bookcase crashing to the floor. 
As petrified as he was, Bill raised the bat again, determined to protect his family.
The creature leapt from the footboard and flew at Bill, slamming against him and knocking the bat from his grasp as they both crashed through the closet’s sliding doors. Bill took the brunt of the impact, his back smashing against the far wall of the closet, cracking the sheetrock and scattering toys and clothes in all directions. 
Struggling to climb to his feet, Bill gasped when the enormous hand clamped over his throat and pinned him on his knees. It squeezed tighter around his windpipe; he hissed out the precious air he’d need to fight.
He heard his name being called from both sides of his spinning head. Joanne was yelling for him from somewhere outside the room while his two sons were crying for him within it. 
The thing looked in the direction of Joanne’s calls, her footsteps quickly approaching from down the hallway. With a slight tick of its head, the bedroom door slammed shut, vibrated, and crushed itself deeper into its frame, sealing off any further intruders. 
Grossly overpowered from the clawed hand constricting his throat, Bill could only stare at Davey and Peter as they clung to one another on the bed, shaking and sobbing in terror. 
Joanne pounded the other side of the bedroom door, screaming to be let in. 
The thing crouched lower to stare into Bill’s bulging, bloodshot eyes. With the life being slowly squeezed from him, Bill could only gurgle out a whimper. 
It inched even closer and let out a guttural growl in response. 
Too afraid to gaze into the very face of the beast that was about to end his life, Bill looked away. He stared at his sons, the image of their terrified faces forever seared on his brain, eventually haunting him whenever he closed his eyes for the night. 
The thing glanced back to Peter and Davey cowering on the bed, then returned to Bill. Its smooth face split apart horizontally, revealing rows of sharp incisors. “They’re…perrrfect…” it whispered. “Thank you...”
Bill shuddered at the familiar voice. 
The creature removed its grasp from Bill’s throat. Leaping through the air, it snatched Peter in its clawed hands and Davey with its taloned feet, then all three flew out the open window. As the gigantic wings clipped the panes, an explosion of glass and wood filled the room. 
Bill stumbled over to the window, completely numb to the broken shards of glass under his bleeding, bare feet. Although he saw nothing but the full moon in the clear night sky, it was what he heard that haunted him until the day he died. 
Enormous wings, flapping in the distance.
The fading screams of his children.
And Joanne, wailing for her babies, clawing her way through the bedroom door with shredded fingertips where her nails used to be. 
 
* * *
 
Bill sat on the floor of his dingy loft. He was gaunt, pasty, and pale; his clothes wrinkled and dirty, his hair long and greasy. The place was a mirror image of its tenant. 
The five years that had passed had not been kind. 
Although he told the police everything that happened (as unbelievable as it was), they had never found the boys. He and Joanne had been the prime suspects in their sons’ disappearance but the authorities couldn’t find any evidence to link them to the crime. 
Joanne left her husband three and half years after the incident. Though it was ruled an accidental overdose, Bill knew better. She was never the same after her initial breakdown. 
Bill never gave up on his sons. When he lost Joanne, he quit his job and sold the house. Cutting everything loose gave him a fresh start, made him more focused on what needed to be done. The first step was getting the loft apartment in the industrial side of town.
It made looking for the warehouse easier. 
When he wasn’t roaming the streets by day, breaking into and searching the abandoned warehouses, he was on the phone at night. “Hello? Man? Hello?” He repeated the words again and again over the dial tone, desperate to discover what it might take to get his sons back. 
Although Bill tried to find hope that one of his calls would be answered, deep down he knew why The Man wasn’t picking up…
He didn’t have any more of what The Man wanted. He had already taken them. Both of them.
But maybe…just maybe…if Bill could get some more…
No! That could only be his final option. 
Until then, he prayed that The Man would tire of his calls and eventually answer like he did five very long years ago. 
So he tried again. And again.
All the while, in the back of his mind, he attempted to recall where all the playgrounds were in his old neighborhood…in case he needed to steal the bait for that final option.
 



LUNCH BREAK
 
Richard Benklins looked at the blonde that lay next to him, moist in sweat. He couldn’t believe that he had just made love to such a woman so out his league. He stared at her supple body, half-covered by the white sheet. One of her shapely legs stuck out as if in the process of being excavated from a dune of pure, white sand. 
Oh, if only he could brag to his fishing buddies about this one. 
Or rub it in his wife’s face that other women still found him desirable. 
But it had to remain his little secret. Because if the word got out, not only would his wife leave him, it could be extremely bad for business. 
Checking his watch, Richard saw that his lunch break was just about over. 
He stealthily slid away to get dressed. After taking one last peek at his unbelievable conquest, he snuck out the door and left her alone in the dark room to rest in peace.
Walking down the hall, he shrugged his black jacket over his shoulders and double checked his appearance in the lobby mirror, straightening a cuff that wasn’t perfectly aligned across his wrist. 
He went to the door and flipped the sign attached to the glass by a suction cup and string. 
And with a simple turn of the deadbolt, Benklins’ Funeral Home was back open for business—and Richard had to begin preparing the beautiful blonde for her funeral, taking place two days from now.  
 



 
 
WITHIN THE CLOSET
 
Before climbing into bed earlier that night, Timmy checked, and then rechecked, to make sure the closet door was closed. Even his mother made sure after tucking him in by pushing hard against the door just in case. Though Timmy thought she was doing it to protect him, she only fulfilled the request from her pleading son so he could get a good night’s sleep. So they both could. 
She’d remind him that the Scary things only live in our heads. If we don’t believe, then they can’t get out. They aren’t real. It’s all just in our head.

He agreed until she left the room and flipped off the light. He would lay with his back against the wall, the bed strategically placed there for his assurance. He’d stare at his closet door, afraid to blink until his tiny lids started to droop. After about a half hour, exhaustion trumped fear and only then was he finally able to pull the covers up tight…and sleep. 
Until now.
Facing the wall, he awoke from the sound of creaking hinges. His eyes snapped open; the rest of his body refused to move. 
Movement would draw Its attention toward him. 
Timmy waited and heard what sounded like bare feet slapping across the wooden floorboards, their heavy steps working their way closer to his bed. He wanted to pull his 200-thread count force-field over his head but couldn’t risk moving the sheet. He had to lie still. Only his eyes moved, squeezing shut. With each approaching step, he heard the clacking noises that could only be Its toenails--or possibly talons--tapping across the oak floor. Its breathing was labored and wheezy. The noise made Timmy’s skin crawl and forced the blonde hairs on his head to prickle. There was the pitter-patter of either slime or saliva dripping on to the wood below.
Timmy bit his trembling lip and held his breath. His heart thumped faster in his chest, slowly forcing its way to his throat. The beats thundered in his ears. Surely It
would hear the pounding from within his tiny ribcage.
A bump against the mattress violently shook the bed, almost causing Timmy to scream. 
The thing pushed again to see if the boy was awake. 
Timmy’s heart was beating faster, his breath running out; he was drowning in his own pool of dread. It was too much for his little mind to take. The shadows stretched across the walls and over him until all went black.
 
* * *
 
Timmy bolted upright, throwing the sheet off his head and gasped for precious air. The closet door was closed. How long had it been like that? How long had he been asleep? Was he waking from another nightmare, or had he fainted from fear and was now coming to?
It’s all in our head. If we don’t believe, they can’t get out. 
They aren’t real. They aren’t real!
But it sure as heck felt real and was too vivid in his mind to stay alone in the room any longer. He had to brave the darkness in order to reach the only sanctuary in the house: his parents’ bed. 
The problem was getting there in one piece. 
Trying to avoid a single squeak from the mattress, Timmy carefully slid to the other side of the bed. His bare foot lowered to the cold floor, planting directly in front of the dark abyss that existed under his box spring. Timmy shivered at what might be hiding there, waiting to reach out and drag him into the darkness. He jumped off the bed, pulling the blanket with him, and scuttled to the center of the room. It was only there that the balance existed between the two darkest places: under the bed and within the closet.
He padded across the floor, shifting his gaze from the open bedroom door to the closed closet door. Finally making it to the bedroom’s entrance, he peered out into the hall. 
It was dark. 
Shadowy. Why did the light switch have to be on the opposite end of the hallway? 
He took a deep breath that filled his tiny trembling chest, exhaled, and pushed off the ground. 
As Timmy ran, he heard the cackles and growls coming from the shadows under the hall table, around the clothes hamper, and from the attic hatch in the ceiling directly above his head. He raced toward the two open doors on each side of the hall; one to his little sister’s room, the other to the bathroom. As he sped past them, he ducked in case a set of rotting hands jutted out to snatch him by neck or blanket. 
He finally made it to the open doorway of his parents’ bedroom. Grabbing the doorframe, he skidded across the carpet to a stop. 
The two lumps on the bed were covered by the duvet. Timmy tried to catch his breath before asking permission to enter (a rule established long ago by his father). 
“Mom?” he whispered, fighting to hide the terror in his voice.
The lump closest to him rolled over, peeling down the covers to reveal his mother’s face. She wiped enough of the sleep from her eyes to give him a puzzled look.
“Were you…just in here?” she croaked, then immediately cleared her throat.
Timmy looked around the room and shook his head.
His mother saw the blanket he was holding. “Oh, boy. What now?”
There was his invite. He stepped forward, stopping inches from their bed. He tried not to shiver from the frigid air that seeped from below the bed skirt and lapped against his bare toes. Timmy kneaded at his blanket to distract the rising goose bumps, as well as the scream that wanted to leap from his throat.
“I had another bad dream.” 
His mother rolled her eyes. “Timmy…”
“Can’t I please sleep in here? Just tonight?”
She didn’t answer, which was good. He knew he had to act fast before she spoke again.
“Please, Mom. It was really scary.”
She exhaled slightly and forced a smile. “The scary things live only in our heads. And as long we don’t believe, then they can’t get out. Right?” 
“I know. But it was really, really…really scary.” 
Now wasn’t the time for a lecture on logic. She just wanted to go back to sleep while she still could. “Only for tonight,” she told him, then nodded to the bed. “Don’t wake your father.”
Timmy pranced across the carpet to the foot of the bed, carefully climbing onto it. He wedged himself between his father and mother, tightly pulling his blanket around him. 
It took only that slight movement to make his father groan. 
Timmy winced then quickly pretended he was already asleep. 
His father rolled over and shifted his bloodshot eyes to see which kid was in bed with them. 
“Grrrreat,” he grumbled at the sight of Timmy. 
“He had another bad dream,” his wife told him.
“So?!”
“So, he’s sleeping here tonight.”
“You’re turning the boy into a bigger sissy than his little sissy. Even she doesn’t sleep in here anymore.”
Timmy kept his lids closed. He knew if he locked eyes with his father it would antagonize the old man even further. Avoid eye contact, just the way you do with stray dogs. They’ll eventually give up and go away.
His mother helped shoo the stray away. “Just hush and get some sleep,” she told her husband.
“Can’t he just sleep in his own bed? You know I’m meeting with the investors first thing in the morning. I don’t wanna show up looking like hell.”
“You won’t even know that he’s here.”
“The hell I won’t. The kid snores. Twitches in his sleep.” 
“Then go sleep on the couch.”
Husband and wife stared at each in a stand-off above their sleeping boy. Mama Bear wasn’t going to back down. “For all your talk of trying to get some sleep, ya do realize that you’re the one keeping us up now, right?”
Dad exhaled. “Fine. Whatever. If I lose that account because I show up looking as rough as your Uncle Sal, then I don’t want to hear another word about having a swimming pool in the backyard by next summer.”
“Just go to sleep.”
Dad huffed and rolled over with his back to them. When the coast was clear, Timmy looked over to his mom and smiled. She pulled him closer and wrapped her arms around her baby. After kissing the top of his head, she whispered, “Remember, this is just for tonight.”
Timmy nodded. He was willing to accept that. After all, tomorrow night seemed a lifetime away.
“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she continued. “Right?”
Timmy shrugged. 
“They’re just bad dreams. Everyone has them.” 
Timmy knew what was coming next, so he joined her in repeating it.
“The scary things only live in our heads. If we don’t believe, then they can’t get out,” they both whispered in unison.
Dad let out a groan. 
Timmy’s eyes snapped shut.
“I can hear you two!” Dad huffed. “If you guys are gonna keep this crap up, would you please go in the other room?”
Timmy and Mom smiled at each other. Then she closed her eyes and Timmy followed her lead.
 
* * *
 
Timmy woke to the sound of creaking again, only this time it came from his parents’ closet. The bedroom was dark, much darker than when he first entered only hours earlier. 
He lifted his head and saw the outline of the moving door come to a stop. It was wide open, beckoning him like a carnival barker daring him to ride the fun house. Timmy first looked to his dad for protection and then to his mom for answers. Dad had his back to him with the covers up over his head and was sound asleep. Only his mother seemed to be awake. Or so he thought. The combination of her long dark hair and the shadows concealed her face.
“Mom…?” Timmy whimpered. “The closet…”
Mom lifted her head and gave it a quick glance. “It’s nothing,” she croaked out in a hoarse voice, letting her head drift back down on the pillow.
Timmy wanted to see her eyes but it was too dark. He had to determine whether she were serious about it being nothing or was just humoring him so she could go back to sleep. Did she really look at the closet? See that the door had just opened by itself? How could that be nothing? He turned back to the closet. The darkness seemed to be oozing across the walls.
“Go look,” his mother told him. “You’ll see it’s nothing.” 
Timmy studied her. Her voice seemed different. Coarser. He knew it was only because she just woke up and was probably growing a little impatient with him, but he desperately wished she’d clear her throat. He needed her words to be soothing. Familiar. They were anything but.
“Just don’t wake your father,” she croaked.
Timmy glanced to the closet then back to her. He really wished it wasn’t so dark in the room. He needed to see his mother’s face.
“Go…” she said, her inflection made it sound more like a command than suggestion.
Timmy nodded. He didn’t want to go, but he really didn’t want to upset his mother. She might be done with this whole mess and tell him to go back to his room. Then he’d be back at square one: alone and terrified. Besides, he trusted her. If she said it was nothing then it was nothing. She was a grown-up. She knew. And if she happened to be wrong, his parents were just a few feet away. They could jump up and protect him from whatever might attack from the dark depths of the closet. 
Now was the perfect opportunity to face his fear.
Timmy carefully slid off the bed, making sure to not disturb his father’s slumber. His bare feet shuffled across the frigid carpet, working their way to the open door. The room grew colder the closer he got to the closet. His eyes stared into the black. He swore he saw shapes moving inside. It must be his eyes, adjusting to the dark. He rubbed them, then squinted to see if it made a difference. It didn’t. Timmy looked back to his mother for reassurance. She was still lying there under the covers.
“Go on…” she told him. Her voice seemed even more different.
Timmy stood before the abyss and stuck his trembling hand in. He waved it back and forth looking for the string that hung from the bulb above. He clutched the doorframe for support and leaned into the shadows a bit more. His hand sliced through the cold air in the closet. He prayed it would only find the string.
Timmy looked back once again. He was shaking. This isn’t what he wanted to do. His mother should be doing this. 
She was sitting up now, visible only as a shadowy outline against the white wall behind her. 
“Mommy…please,” he whimpered to her, hoping she would take pity.
She raised her hand and pointed to the closet in an overly dramatic fashion.
“Flip it on. See that there’s nothing there…” 
Her fingers didn’t look right. They looked longer. Thinner. Dread was beginning to flood over Timmy from both sides. He was beginning to fear what commanded him on the bed just as much as what might be in the closet. 
“Nothing there…” the voice that vaguely resembled his mother repeated. 
A dripping sound came from the closet. Timmy whirled back to it, coming face to face with the wall of black. He couldn’t tell if his eyes were open anymore. 
His hand brushed against something. 
The string!
He grabbed it, yanking down hard to end the madness that was seeping into his brain.
“Nothing there…” his mother repeated again.
The bulb lit up. Timmy winced from the blinding light.
“…that will save you,” she finally finished.
His parents lay slumped over and entwined on the closet floor. Their heads were nothing but fleshy petals with jagged edges of white, broken skulls. It looked as if something had bitten the tops of their heads off. 
Timmy stood frozen, staring at the horrible crimson mess.
No, not bitten--
Broken out of.
He heard the bed creak and what sounded like the duvet fall to floor. Before he could whirl around, long, spindly fingers reached over his shoulders and squeezed him tight, forcing him to stare at the bodies of his slaughtered parents. Timmy squeezed his eyes tightly shut before the horrible sight in front of him had a chance to sear into his mind, haunting him forever. 
An icy breath, directly behind his ear, caused a shudder to race up his spine. Timmy’s lips slowly parted, and the little air that was left in his lungs visibly exhaled from the growing coldness around him.
“The scary things do live in your heads,” It hissed. “And whether you believe or not…sometimes…just sometimes…” It tightened its grasp on his tiny shoulders, cementing him to the floor. Timmy gasped, trying to reload his lungs for a scream. 
“We get out,” It finished. 
 
* * *
 
Suzy woke to her brother’s bloodcurdling scream. Before she could even sit up and wipe the sleep from her eyes, the shriek had been cut short by the sound of a door slamming.
Suzy looked around and waited for a commotion in the hall. If Timmy was in trouble, Mom and Dad would be running to his room right now. 
She waited for the hall light to flip on to signal the beginning of a rescue. But the hall stayed dark. Timmy must be fine. She realized that she must have been having another one of those scary dreams. 
She stood in the doorway to her parents’ room, clutching her blanket, and squinted into the darkness. There on the bed, she spotted the smaller lump between the two larger ones, all covered by the duvet.
Timmy’s scared too, she thought, taking slight comfort in the fact that she wasn’t the bigger baby right now. 
“Mommy?”
The lump closest to her moved. 
“I had a scary dream,” Suzy continued, now noticing her breath in the air. She shivered from how cold the room was.
A hand poked out from beneath the covers and beckoned her closer. Even in the darkness, Suzy could see that the hand was larger. Thinner. 
“C’mon in, baby,” a voice croaked out that resembled her mother’s. Only it sounded odd. Deeper.
Suzy hesitated but the hand continued gesturing for her to come closer. 
Permission granted.
Suzy stepped forward, allowing the darkness to swallow her completely.
 



 
PIGGYBACK
 
Hank glanced at the glowing clock on the car’s dash, exhaled, and accelerated the vehicle an additional five miles per hour. The dark, winding, single-lane road was too dangerous to be traveling at such a speed. Any faster and he risked losing control. But he had to make it to Jack’s birthday party. Not only be there, but be there on time. He’d promised as much. After all, the party had been specifically scheduled for the evening in order to give Hank the chance to attend. 
His eyes shifted to the immaculately gift-wrapped box on the passenger seat. He smiled, unable to believe that his son was already turning six years old. Time sure had a way of flying by. It broke Hank’s heart that he’d been forced to spend over half of that time on the road because of work. As grateful as he was to his parents (Jack’s grandparents) for watching the child while he was away, Hank couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy toward them. While he—now a single parent—was trying to make ends meet and provide for his son, it was his own Mom and Dad that was experiencing all the joys of Jack’s childhood. 
Apparently, not Hank. Not anymore. 
Checking the clock again, his foot fell heavier on the gas pedal. The dark woods and overgrown weeds lining the rural road whipped by faster. His heartbeat quickened. He cursed himself for not leaving the sales convention early as planned, opting to stay until the end to pursue a lead that turned out to be dud. But if he had scored, it would’ve meant a nice bonus (which he would have used on a short vacation with Jack for some much needed—and long overdue—quality time). 
The speedometer rose another five notches. Hank knew he was tempting fate traveling so fast. It was reckless. Stupid. He’d surely miss the party if his car suddenly lost control, shot off the path, and wrapped around a tree. As deserted as the stretch was, it was a great shortcut to avoid the highway construction on his way back into town. But the last thing he needed was to have any sort of car trouble or accident out in the darkness. In the middle of nowhere.
His foot rose from the pedal, allowing the speedometer needle to lower. He took a deep breath and exhaled, trying to loosen the tightening in his chest. 
That’s it. Just calm down, big guy. The last thing Jack needs is to lose another parent. 
It was grim thought, but, unfortunately, something that crossed his mind frequently because of all his traveling. First, Mommy to cancer. And now, Daddy in some car wreck? 
Nope. Not a chance.
Hank slowed the car even more. He reached for the radio dial for a soothing tune when something large
scuttled out of the brush and into his high beams. Barreling toward it at fifty-miles per hour, Hank gasped, jerked the wheel to the right, and stomped the brake pedal. 
With tires screeching, the car lurched on its frame as Jack’s present—and everything else not tied down—shot to the dark floorboard. The car fishtailed. Hank white-knuckled the wheel and fought for control, somehow remembering to steer into the slide. The vehicle spun around one-hundred-eighty degrees, finally coming to a stop, diagonally, half off the road with the front portion of the car swallowed by the overgrowth. 
When all became still, Hank finally sucked in a breath and allowed his heart to start beating again. He unbuckled his restraint and sunk into the seat. Then with trembling hands, he quickly leaned over and grabbed Jack’s present off the floorboard, checking to make sure it wasn’t smashed. Luckily, it appeared fine.
He sat back then swore he smelt something burning. Fearful of the dry brush pressed against the engine’s hot undercarriage, Hank reached to kill the motor…then paused. What if he shut it off and the vehicle didn’t restart? He’d be stuck out there. 
And miss Jack’s birthday.
No, it was best to back the car onto the road and check out the vehicle there. Then quickly be on his way. 
As the car reversed, its headlights swept across the road and stopped on the body lying dead center.
Hank’s heart leapt to his throat. What he had initially thought to be a stray dog or deer running across his path turned out to be anything but. 
It was a man. 
And now he was lying on his side, in a fetal position, facing Hank. 
His stomach dropped. Dear God, had he actually hit a person? 
He climbed from the vehicle on rubbery legs and stumbled across the road toward the prone figure. 
“Hello…?” Hank called out. It felt like a stupid thing to say, but the guy’s eyes were closed and Hank didn’t want to frighten him by sneaking up. Hank cleared his throat and then, “Are you…are you okay?” He winced over the asinine question then decided to quit critiquing himself over what to say or do in such an extreme situation. 
With palms raised in a gesture that showed he meant no harm (even though he might have just hit the guy with his car), Hank moved closer. 
The man, pale and shaking, must have been in his late sixties, wearing khaki pants, hiking boots, and a heavy camouflage jacket. The dark, curly hair crowning his pate was in complete contradiction with his wrinkled and liver spotted face, making his locks either a complete dye job or bad toupee. 
Hank stepped closer. The man’s bloodshot eyes snapped open and he howled in pain. Hank jumped back then froze with hands raised again. “It’s okay. I just wanna help.”
The man’s bulging orbs rattled in their sockets. “Get…get it off me. Please!” 
Hank stared at the man. Was he talking about the heavy jacket? Before he could find out, a strange, insect-like, clicking noise sounded from under the man’s coat. He wailed in agony then rolled onto his back, wobbling off-kilter as if a basketball had been shoved underneath him.
“Please…” the man said, pitifully staring up at Hank, “see if you can get it off me.”
Any blind man could see that the guy had something on his back. But what confused Hank was, by turning over, the man seemed to be hiding it—protecting it—instead of exposing the problem. He knelt beside the man. “Okay. Okay. What’s your name?”
“Ph—Phi—Phillip. Phillip Smithson.”
“Hi, Phillip. I’m Hank. Now I might have to turn ya over to see what the problem is. Is that okay?”
Phillip nodded then fought to roll over, exposing his backside to Hank.
Hank’s jaw went slack. 
An enormous pair of jointed and barbed, crustacean-like legs stretched from under the man’s coattail and hugged each hamstring, appearing to end at the back of his knees. Hank looked closer then shuddered. No, the hard appendages didn’t stop behind Phillip’s knees…they pierced his torn pants and continued into his flesh, threading through the calf muscles of each leg. A similar segmented member protruded from the jacket’s collar, running flush with Phillip’s nape and into his dark hair. At the base of his skull, the limb branched into smaller, spindly extremities, almost like skeletal fingers cradling the back of his head. Two more appendages protruded from each cuff and penetrated the back of his hands, piercing his wrinkled flesh and pulling his skin taut. 
Hank gawked at the bulging mass under the coat. There was no way that he was going to lift the jacket with his bare hands to view whatever those rigid legs were attached to. Spotting a small branch on the side of the road, he snatched it and used it to raise Phillip’s coat.
A large, dark colored, segmented protuberance was embedded just above the small of his back and stretched to his shoulder blades. It looked equal parts slick exoskeleton and soft, tumorous mass. As deep as it appeared to be embedded in the man’s flesh, Hank didn’t know if he was staring at simply its head or the entire body of the creature. In any case, he slowly lowered the coattail, returning the thing to its cloak of darkness. He took a few steps back. “Phillip, what the hell is on you?”
The man grimaced and shook his head, fighting back tears. “I was just walkin’ through the woods when it jumped me from behind. Knocked me down. When I woke up—” He winced in pain. “Oh, God! I can feel it movin’! Inside me!!”
Hank could only gape at the large mass until he was finally able to babble, “Okay, let me call 911 get some help out here I really don’t wanna make things worse. Okay? Okay.”
Phillip nodded and closed his eyes then lied motionless as if someone had powered him down. 
Hank searched various pockets for his cell phone. No, wait…he remembered tossing it on the passenger seat after calling Jack to tell him that he was on his way home for the big party. 
“I’ll be right back,” Hank told Phillip, unsure if the guy was even listening, let alone conscious. “Just gotta get my phone from the car. Okay? So, just try to relax and I’ll—”
The segmented limb cradling Phillip’s skull flexed and squeezed tight. With a sharp turn that made a cracking sound at the man’s neck, it forced his head to the night sky and Phillip cried out as a strand of drool ran down his cheek. 
Yeah, the poor bastard was definitely still conscious.
Hank ran to the vehicle and dove in. Brushing aside Jack’s birthday present, he searched the passenger seat’s cracks and crevices. Nothing. He leaned and raked his fingers across the carpet of the floorboard until touching the phone. He snatched it, sprung up in the driver’s seat, and fumbled with its buttons. 
They weren’t lighting up. Neither was the LED display. The cell must have broken when it slammed against the glove compartment during the abrupt stop. 
Hank repetitively slapped it against his palm, hoping it would spring back to life. “C’mon-c’mon-c’mon-c’mon! Not now!” He stopped and checked again, but it refused to power up. Defeated, he dropped it in his lap and stared ahead at the man in the middle of the road. 
Then to Jack’s gift on the passenger seat. 
He looked back at Phillip and couldn’t help but shiver while witnessing the bulky mass shift under his jacket. 
Without a working phone, he had no choice but to load the poor guy into the backseat and drive for help. 
But did he really want to be enclosed in a moving vehicle with that gigantic insect-looking thing? 
I didn’t hit him, popped in his head. Hank sat there, somewhat stunned over the callousness behind the thought. 
Then a voice whispered into his ear…
If you were to take off, it wouldn’t be hit and run. If ya just split now, you could probably find help much faster then trying to take the time to load him into the car. Just find a payphone, make an anonymous call explaining where the guy is and how he’s got some huge bug attached to him, then book it to Jack’s birthday bash. Don’t be late. Remember your promise? Poor, lil’ Jackie. Mommy can’t make it to the shindig. Is Daddy going to skip it, too?
Hank nodded, trying to forcefully swallow the lump of bullshit. 
Yeah. I really shouldn’t load him in the car. Moving him might screw him up even more. Kinda of like when someone’s in an accident. Ya keep ‘em still. If not, you could do something awful like paralyze ‘em. And ya saw how painful it was for him just to roll over. 
Hank thought about it a little more. 
Okay, I could grab the blanket in the trunk. Cover him up. Keep him warm. Then fire up a few road flares and place them all around him so no one runs him over. 
I mean…I gotta go get help, right?
He closed his eyes and exhaled in disgust.
 
* * *
 
Digging through his trunk, Hank found the blanket, one he and Sheryl used for romantic roadside picnics before Jack was born. Hell, the little fellow might have even been conceived on it during one of their more adventurous outings. He gently ran his fingers over it, knowing that it was about to be forever ruined once placed over the sick man in the road. But the guy needed something to keep him warm. Not to mention Hank wanted some sort of barrier—even one as thin as cloth—so he wouldn’t accidently touch that thing while helping Phillip into the backseat of his car. 
Slamming the trunk, Hank gasped and jumped back. 
Phillip was crouching on all fours beside the driver’s side door. Eyes bulging. Head cocked. An arthropodic clicking sounded then the bulbous thing under his jacket shifted across his shoulders. He was yanked up into a standing position like a marionette with invisible strings. Phillip cried in pain and took a jerky step forward. The movement appeared awkward. Unnatural. Like he was just leaning to walk. He took another lumbering step. It looked more like the thing was moving Phillip than he was doing so by his own volition.
He waited to see if Phillip was going to move again. When he didn’t, Hank swallowed hard to push down the fear rising in his gut. “C’mon, buddy. Let’s get ya inside,” he said, placing the blanket carefully around him. “Get you some help.”
Phillip nodded. “It feels like…like it knows what I’m thinkin’,” he mumbled while being assisted to the open backdoor. “Sounds crazy, huh?”
Hank glanced at the boney fingers embedded into the back of the man’s skull and shook his head in response. How deep were those digits reaching? Into his brain? 
“’Cause I wanted to come over here,” Phillip continued, “to make sure ya weren’t gonna leave me, ya know? But I couldn’t get up. Couldn’t move. Then I blacked out and a few seconds later, here I am.”
“Yeah. Just be careful,” Hank said, thinking it probably had more to do with shock than mindreading. But who the hell knew what the thing was and what it was doing. “Watch your head when ya get in, okay?”
Phillip’s coat flap snagged on the edge of the door, pulled tightly over his thin frame, and ripped. Agitated, the being on his back shifted and clicked. Both men froze. The contents of Phillip’s torn pocket fell to the pavement in a jingle of keys and tinkle of coins.
“My stuff,” Phillip whispered.
“It’s fine.” Hank said, his eyes shifting to Phillip’s back. “I’ll get it once you’re in.”
They waited a beat in silence, then carefully resumed. While crawling across the seat, Phillip paused upon noticing his hand. He held it up in horror, studying its wrinkled backside. “Jesus…” he said, running his fingers over his lined, liver-spotted flesh, “it looks like I’m an old man.”
Hank’s eyes shifted from the guy’s hand to his wrinkled face. Delirium. Has to be. And yet, he couldn’t help but wonder if that delirium was contagious, because suddenly the guy appeared ten years older than when he had been lying on the road only a few minutes earlier. Must be the way the interior dome light was casting shadows. That’s all.
Phillip slowly raised a trembling hand to feel his face when the familiar clicking from his back sounded again. His arms suddenly sprung out, throwing the blanket off his shoulders. 
Hank scrambled back to the safety of the road.
With outstretched arms, Phillip writhed and howled as if invisible hands were wrenching his limbs from their sockets. His head violently cocked—his left ear nearly touching its matching shoulder in a horrible display of flexibility—then his arms dropped. He collapsed to the seat, landing on his side with his back buried deep in the rear cushion. 
“Oh, Geez…Phillip? Are you…ah…you okay?”
No reply. The man was motionless. But still breathing.
Hank moved in for a better look. Phillip’s eyes were closed. As snug as he was wedged against the rear cushion, he must have been squashing the thing on his back. Hank debated whether to pull him slightly forward as to not aggravate the thing. But surely if it was being smothered it would’ve already moved Phillip. After all, out of the two of them, it sure as hell seemed to be the one in control. And if so, it must have chosen the current position to protect itself, safely sandwiching between the car upholstery and Phillip’s flesh and bones. 
Hank stepped away and gently closed the door as to not disturb either of his backseat occupants. He bent to gather the fallen items from Phillip’s coat. Some coins. Ring of keys. A wallet. Tube of Chapstick. 
Hank stared through the window and into the backseat. He needed to get moving, but his feet refused to budge. He really didn’t want to get into the car. As awful as it sounded, he would’ve felt much better about the situation if he were able to seal Phillip in the trunk. It terrified him to have the man—no, not the man…but the thing that was stuck to him—just over his shoulder, sitting in the darkness while he had to keep his eyes glued on the road ahead. 
Hank glanced up and down the deserted stretch, desperate for the welcome sight of approaching headlights. No such luck. He peered into the car and saw Jack’s birthday present on the front seat. He checked his watch.
C’mon. Move your ass. 
He inhaled sharply and climbed in, clicking the door closed behind him. After placing Phillip’s articles beside the birthday gift, he adjusted the rearview mirror to only reflect the backseat then reached for his safety belt. He paused. Maybe he shouldn’t wear it in case he had to make a quick exit. With radio off and windows up to hear every sound behind him, he shifted into drive and made a slow and careful u-turn. 
As the car accelerated toward its original destination, his eyes darted between road and rearview mirror. Too spooked to simply trust a reflection, Hank turned around to verify that Phillip was still passed out on the seat. He returned to the road and saw the series of sharp winding curves in the distance. Great. A straight stretch was one thing, but now his full attention would be needed to maneuver those turns.
Hank glanced at the wallet and other items in the seat beside him. He fumbled with the leather billfold, turning it over. There was a large raised circle on one side. An imprint…and one not from the wallet’s manufacturer. Hank slightly chuckled, knowing what would usually cause such a mark. Was the old dude really strolling around with a condom? What else did he have in there? As his curiosity got the best of him, he flipped it open. 
He did a double take of the license and immediately slowed the car to a stop. After checking on his passengers, he scrutinized the identification. It was one belonging to a Phillip Roger Smithson all right. Only the face in the picture was some kid barely ripened to the young age of twenty—hardly the frail old guy in the back seat. The only thing that matched, beside the name, was the thick head of dark, curly hair. Hank’s eyes slid to the expiration on the license. It was current. 
Phillip’s recent comment “It looks like I’m an old man” echoed in Hank’s mind.
With mouth agape, Hank blankly stared ahead like the village idiot until the warped reality of the situation sunk in. 
That damn thing must be sucking him dry. Feeding off him like some sort of vampire. And the poor kid had no idea what was being done to him.
Hank gunned the car, figuring if he didn’t get help fast there might not be anything left but a dried husk in the backseat. 
White-knuckling the steering wheel, he checked the rearview mirror again…then screamed and spun around.
Phillip was sitting up. His near-mummified face was directly over Hank’s shoulder. Phillip started convulsing, his features appearing to crack and crumble. 
Hank stomped the brakes to escape his rear passengers but wound up sending them flying over the seat…and on top of him. 
He shrieked and shoved Phillip away as one of the insect-like appendages ripped free from the man’s arm and sliced through the jacket. It lashed out, narrowly missing Hank’s neck. The limb’s razor sharp end impaled the windshield, sending up a puff of glass powder and spider webbing its surface. 
Slamming the car into park, Hank leapt out and ran for his life, blindly racing through the woods in search of a place to hide. 
The creature tore itself free from what was once a young man but now a mangled pile of chalky flesh and brittle bones. In an exploding cloud of human dust, the thing broke free from its host and scuttled out after Hank. As it moved on spindly legs, the jelly-like sack attached to its shelled back flopped from side to side like a turkey’s wattle. 
Hank heard the arthropodic clicking over his gasping breaths and thunderous footsteps. The monstrousity was swiftly approaching. And now just over his shoulder.
He screamed again and his thoughts shot to Jack. He swore that he’d make it back to his son. He’d escape this thing. Lose it in the woods. He was going to be at that party, even if he had to make it there on foot. Sure, he’d be extremely late. But, god-dammit, he’d be there. 
No matter what, he was going to see his son tonight to give him his birthday gift. 
While pushing his legs—punishing them until his muscles nearly ignited—he fought to catch his breath, ignoring the sharp stitch already piercing his ribs. 
Through the overgrowth, Hank spotted the city lights at the edge of darkness. That was his destination. Somewhere within those sparkling lights, little Jack was waiting for him. 
He just had to keep moving.
Hank made it a few more steps before something akin to a wrecking ball slammed into his back, sending him crashing to the ground. He howled and flipped over, swinging and kicking the air, ready to defend himself against the attacker that now straddled his prone body. Hank’s barrage of blows bounced off the thing’s armored underbelly. He spotted the limp, bulbous mass from its back—now hanging at its side—and clawed for it. Grabbing hold, he tried to tear into the slick, gelatinous sack, hoping that was its Achilles’ heel. 
The beast screeched as Hank stretched the soft mass. If need be, he’d pull it to his mouth and gnaw the damn thing apart with his teeth. Before he could do so, the thing struck his arm, making him lose his grasp on the fleshy bag. Two of its legs sprung out and grabbed Hank, flipping him over on his belly and pinning him down in the dirt. 
With his backside now vulnerable, he wailed and continued to struggle for his life. He reloaded his lungs for another scream but the air blew out when a smothering mass fell upon him. He heard the clicking—near deafening in his ear—then all went black.
 
* * *
 
Dreams. 
No.
Remembrance.
The amusement park. One of the happiest times of his life. He, Jack and Sheryl—a month before she found the small lump on her breast. 
With Jack riding atop his shoulders, Hank and Sheryl made their way to the ‘Kiddie Land’ section of the park. Hank held onto the chubby, little legs that straddled his neck. Tiny, soft hands, trembling with excitement, wrapped around his forehead for balance. 
They all paused at the attraction’s entrance.
With Jack perched above, Hank couldn’t see his son’s face but could only imagine the excitement in the boy’s eyes. Then he glanced at his wife and saw her lovingly mimicking the boy’s reaction. 
Hank beamed. Such a beautiful wife and child.
He was truly blessed.
 
* * *
 
The heavy backpack—full of medicine, sleepwear, toiletries, and the books and magazines used to pass the time—slung over his shoulders as Sheryl checked-in to the hospital when the chemo wasn’t working and things took a turn for the worse.
Three weeks later…
The soft, comforting hands of his parents, enveloping him, wrapping over his shoulders as they held him from behind…while he stared, disbelievingly, at the EKG machine as it flat lined. 
 
* * *
 
Playing helicopter with Jack outside in the yard during the child’s first birthday without his Mommy. Slung over Hank’s back, Jack clung to his neck. Hank held him securely and starting to spin, the momentum lifting Jack’s legs parallel to the ground while the boy’s giggling and gleeful screams filled his ears.
A sound Hank hoped to never forget.
 
* * *
 
A promise made to a little boy. 
I’ll be back in plenty of time for your party. I swear, buddy.
Imagining Jack’s enormous smile at the celebration. Grandpa, Grandma, his classmates, and neighborhood friends attending. Dozens of children. All giggling, chasing each other, eating cake, playing games. All there for that special little birthday boy. 
Yes, Daddy promises he’ll be there. 
 
* * *
 
When the veil of darkness finally lifted, Hank saw that he was clutching the torn and crumpled birthday present in his mangled hands. He glanced up at the horrified faces of both parents and children. Kids screamed at the sight of him, rushing inside the house and to the far side of the backyard—away from the withered, hunched man that stood at the open gate near the driveway.
“Daddy?” Jack said, stepping forward. 
Hank shuddered. His hand’s involuntarily sprung out, offering the package. Enticing the child to step closer. 
Yes, a voice echoed in his mind, just a few steps closer.
“Jack, no!” Grandpa said, rushing over and snatching the boy. Stepping back, the old man gawked at his son, shockingly ripened to an almost equal age as himself. “My God, Hank…what…what happened?”
Hank opened his mouth to respond but words didn’t come. 
Only clicking. 
He fell forward and landed flat on the ground. 
Spotting the enormous shelled creature attached to Hank’s back, Grandpa shuffled backwards to a safer distance with Jack tightly clutched in his arms. Other parents, shielding their wide-eyed yet curious children, craned their necks for a better look at the thing.
Was it dead?
Hank moved slightly.
No. Not Hank.
But the thing attached to him.
The bulbous, tumorous sack on the exoskeleton pulsated then dislodged itself and slid to the freshly cut, green grass. The fleshy bag pushed and pulled in opposite directions, then tore at the top. Globs of thick yellow fluid began to bubble over as if boiling from within.
Then a pair of small, spindly legs reached out pushed the lid of the sack down. Without warning, a teaming mass of tiny creatures—much smaller versions of the thing attached to Hank—flowed from the sack and scuttled across the yard toward the cornered crowd. 
Parents tried to rescue their children from the marauding wave of monstrosities. But the tiny things were too fast. Leaping, crawling, attaching and embedding, they sought the young hosts to feed their immense hunger after such an extended time within the womb.
 



 
A LITTLE CRAZY
 
The BMW roared across the desolate road as the surrounding woods whipped by. The full moon shone high above the bare treetops, setting the mood perfectly for the Halloween night and the unseasonably cold weather it brought with it. Precaution was mandatory since a drop of only a few degrees would turn the wet asphalt into a sheet of ice. And with the BMW traveling at such a speed, the driver was either a fool or suicidal. 
A beautiful young woman sat behind the wheel, pecking on the keypad of her phone. Willa split her attention equally between the road, the rearview mirror, and the cell. While waiting for her call to be answered, she glanced at the dark blue duffle bag sitting on the passenger seat. It was stuffed with a few belongings and a little something extra. Since tonight was all about the trick or the treat, that something extra was a little of both. 
“C’mon, Frank. Pick up.” He didn’t, but his voice mail did. “This is great. I finally do it and you’re not answering your phone. Call me back, damn it!” 
Willa closed her cell and wedged it between her purse and the duffle bag for easy access. She stared out the windshield and thought about the risk she was taking to finally be with the only man that ever loved her. The thought made her check the rearview mirror again. She couldn’t help but be paranoid even though it would be hours before her husband would notice her absence. But once he did, the hunt to find her would officially begin. 
She flipped on the radio for the simple distraction and tapped to the rhythm of the song playing. Willa was about to sing along when the music stopped altogether. 
The disc jockey, with his thick southern accent and affectionately calling himself Happy Harry, interrupted with breaking news. Willa reached to click him off then paused. If what he had to report was newsworthy, she’d better listen in case it pertained to or interfered with any part of her plan. As it turned out, it was a little of both. 
“Even though we reported our fair share of fires last night because of Devil’s Night…or Mischief Night to you bible thumpers out there…it seems like someone was saving the grand finale for this All Hallow’s Eve…bwhah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”
Willa rolled her eyes at the idiot and wished he’d just get on with the news. 
Happy Harry finally did, reporting there had been a huge fire at the Anderson County Psychiatric Facility and some of the inmates had escaped during the pandemonium. 
Willa read the approaching road sign outside her window and almost laughed. The BMW barreled past the sign that read: WELCOME TO ANDERSON COUNTRY.
The exact number or description of the missing had yet to be determined. The fire had started in the high-risk ward, a section of the building that housed the criminally insane. Although it was Halloween, the sheriff’s department was asking all citizens in the immediate area to stay off the roads, remain behind locked doors, and not to open those doors to any strangers. 
“Tonight? Really?” Willa guffawed. “Good luck with that one, guys.”
Any Halloween prank that diverted the attention of law enforcement from their immediate priority of rounding up the escaped inmates would be dealt with absolute zero tolerance. An equal zero tolerance policy would also be implemented regarding the refusal to remove a Halloween mask if instructed to do so by the authorities.               
“All this kinda puts of damper in the festivities, don’t it?” Happy Harry said. “But all kiddin’ aside, anybody witnessing any suspicious activity should call 911. Just use some common sense on that one, okay? Don’t be wasting their manpower callin’ them over something like kids TP’ing your neighbor’s trees.” 
Willa scanned the road ahead then practically jumped out of her seat when her cell phone rang. She clicked off the radio, checked the caller ID, and flipped open her cell. “It’s about time!”
“Sorry, I was in the shower when ya called,” Frank said. “So…ahh…is this some sort of trick because of tonight?” 
“Nope. It’s all treat, babe. But you should know that I took all the candy from the bowl.”
“I thought we agreed on half? I mean, that’s what you’d be entitled to if ya got divorced, right?”
“In most marriages, yeah. But relax. I only emptied the safe. Which is chump-change compared to what’s in the bank accounts. Believe me…I’m letting him off easy.”
Frank was silent. 
Willa knew he was scared and figured she’d better do some quick convincing. “This is enough to pay off all your debts. For us to put a down payment on a new life together.”
“I know. I just wish you gave me a heads up. It feels rushed. Sloppy.”
“The opportunity came so I took it. Things are in motion now that can’t be stopped.”
“I know. I know. It’s just that…I have to start makin’ calls to tie up some loose threads on my end.”
“Then start calling. I’m on my way to the airport as we speak. Next flight out.”
“When does your plane land?”
“I’ll know when I get the ticket. I’ll call you then, okay?” 
No answer.
“Frank?” she said, gently. “We have to make sure my trail goes cold once you pick me up at the airport. So be packed and ready, all right?” 
“Okay.”
“We’re gonna be just fine.”
“You and me?” he asked. 
“The way it should be,” she responded, smiling. His innocent tone and choice of words were exactly what she needed to hear. “I’ll call you in a bit. Love ya. Bye.”
Willa shut the phone and tossed it at her open purse. It missed and bounced to the passenger floorboard. 
She checked the road ahead and, after seeing that it was a clear straight line, leaned to find the phone. Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, she went a little lower and searched a little harder. Finally reaching it, she snatched the cell and dropped it into her purse. Willa’s eyes returned to the road and practically exploded from their sockets. 
A man was standing in the middle of the road, raising his arms to shield his face. Illuminated by her headlights, he seemed to shoot toward the car—at seventy miles per hour! 
Willa gasped, jerking the wheel to the right. The BMW swerved, missing the man by mere inches, causing his loose fitting clothes to flap around his skinny frame like a flag in the wind.
The car shot off the road toward the woods. Willa gripped the wheel and stood on the brake pedal, flattening it to the floorboard. Her ass lifted off the seat as far as her safety belt allowed. The BMW slid across the wet grass, plowing deep trenches in the soft earth.
Before she slammed into the large oak tree, Willa only had a heartbeat to register what the man in the middle of the road appeared to be wearing. 
It looked like a hospital gown.
 
* * *
 
When Willa regained consciousness, the car was dusted white—the outside with snow and the inside with the talcum powder from the inflated air bag. With her foot still locked on the brake pedal, the tail lights cast an eerie red glow over the snow-covered windows, making the vehicle appear as if it had been buried under an avalanche of Cherry Slurpee. 
Willa groaned and slid her foot off the pedal. She pushed the deflated air bag away and glanced down at her body, truly expecting the worst.
But there was no compound fracture, no broken bone, no blood at all. Only the friction burns across the inside of her arms from where the deployed airbag slid across her flesh. Other than the nasty bruises she’d get from the seatbelt doing its job, she seemed relatively okay. 
Finding the duffle bag gone, her heart leapt to her throat. Then she realized the bag had only been thrown to the floorboard from the accident. Releasing her belt, she shoved against her door and it opened with metallic pop. She stumbled out into the wooded area on rubbery legs.
The car was totaled. Its engine block was wrapped around the tree trunk and the front driver’s side tire jutted at a forty-five degree angle. 
Willa clung to the open door, lowered her throbbing head, and noticed the footprints in the snow. 
They were twice her size and from bare feet. 
The prints, originating from the center of the road, made their way up to her window and circled the vehicle several times, then led off into the shadowy woods. She stared into the black abyss beyond the immediate tree line and felt her stomach draw in. 
She turned back to the car and the crack of a branch echoed from the woods behind her. 
Willa spun around and scanned the darkness. 
Then she remembered…
The news bulletin. The asylum. The fire. The man in the middle of the road. The hospital gown. The crazies!
Another crack. Only louder. Closer.
Willa ran to the car, jumped into the driver’s seat, and locked the door behind her. Scrambling to gather her stuff in case she had to flee, Willa clawed for the items that had been thrown to the floorboard. She pulled the heavy duffle bag up and pushed it aside. She grabbed her purse strap and yanked on it. The other strap must have been snagged on something under the seat because the purse tore and all its contents flew around the car. 
“Shit!” 
A tortured groan sounded from outside the car. 
Willa popped up like a saucer-eyed gopher and peered out the passenger window. Her eyes widened in horror at the fresh tracks in the snow, coming from the woods and leading directly to her car. 
Someone was crouching just outside the door. 
Willa gasped and lurched back into the driver’s seat. 
The handle on the passenger door jiggled and frenzied grunts came from the other side. The car rocked. 
Even with the doors locked, the vehicle was hardly a safe haven since the windows could be easily shattered. Willa looked back to the road and knew her odds were better out in the open, on well-lit asphalt. 
But if she was going to move, she’d better do it now while the lunatic was still on the other side of the vehicle. She inhaled a deep breath through chattering teeth, slung the duffle bag’s strap over her shoulder, and leapt from the car. 
Running at a full sprint, the freezing air burned her lungs. She slipped on the slushy uneven ground and stumbled (the weight of the duffle bag bouncing wildly didn’t make her flight any easier). Willa pushed forward until reaching the road. She spun back to her car, expecting some bug-eyed, bloodthirsty lunatic to be charging at her. 
But there was nothing there. Except for her wrecked BMW in the distance, partially devoured by the shadowy woods. 
So…where did he go? Maybe the light from the street lamp was keeping him at bay. 
As she fought to catch her breath, a realization struck like a punch to the gut: her wallet, or more importantly, her driver’s license, was still in the car. 
She wouldn’t be able to buy a plane ticket without one. 
Just run back as fast as you can and get it. 
But her wallet could be anywhere from the way the contents of her purse had been strewn about. Frozen, she stood staring at her car, dreading what was waiting for her on the other side. 
Nope! Forget it! Not gonna happen!
Her mind shot into overdrive, brainstorming for an alternative plan:  You can take a bus, right? Do you need an ID to buy a ticket for that? But a bus will take too long. 
Frank! Maybe he can come get me. No. I’d have to wait a day and half for him to get here—unless he flies…but then I won’t be able to fly back with him without my ID. 
What if I find a hotel to stay in and come back in the morning for my purse? Whoever’s here surely won’t still be here in the morning. Especially with the police out looking for them. 
Shit! The cops. They’ll find my car while looking for the escapees. It’ll look suspicious with me missing. Like the crazies got me or something. Then not only will my husband and his goons be searching for me, so will the police! 
Too much was ricocheting around her weary brain. 
Okay, Okay. Just get to a phone and call Frank. He’ll help you figure things out.
She knew the easiest solution to this whole mess was to just go and get her damn driver’s license and cell phone from the car.
She forced herself to take a step toward the vehicle. Before she could take another, an eerie caterwaul rang out from the shadows in front of her. 
Willa froze. Then her heart nearly exploded when a mimicking call came from the other side of the road—directly behind her. She whirled around, praying that it was only an echo, but fearing what it really was…a response. 
There were two lunatics out there.               
Surrounding her. 
Another cry from the front was immediately answered at the rear, both calls…louder. 
They were closing in. 
The bushes in front of her moved. 
Shrieking, Willa took off running down the center of the asphalt road.
Gut-churning grunts and howls surrounded her. Cloaked in the shadows, her pursuers dashed through the woods, flanking her as she fled. 
Willa clutched the duffle bag and sprinted as fast as her legs could move. 
She shrieked in terror. They howled in response, taunting her. 
Pushing ahead with legs and lungs burning, her shadow suddenly shifted, taking the lead from her body. Willa glanced over her shoulder with tear-streaked eyes and saw the two glowing dots from a vehicle’s headlights. She continued down the center of the road, refusing to backtrack or relinquish her lead over the two pursuing crazies. The vehicle would eventually catch up to her. She just had to keep moving!
Hearing the roar of the approaching engine, she spun around and waved frantically into the blinding headlights. 
Oh, God…
What if it was her husband, or one of his goons, out looking for her? How utterly ironic would that be?
Luckily, it was only a van. An early-eighties model, dirty, rusted, with no windows on the body, and a sliding door running along its side that screamed Creepy Kidnapping Pervert Mobile. 
The van slowed to a stop in front of her; its brakes squealed at a pitch capable of shattering glass. 
“PLEASE! PLEASE, HELP ME!” she begged, wincing at the headlights. 
The engine rattled, thumped, and hissed. Willa slid away from the wildlife under the hood and ran to the driver’s window. 
A man in his late-forties poked his head out. He was pale and gaunt with steel-blue eyes piercing from his dark, puffy sockets. Smiling, he revealed a nickel’s worth of gnarly yellow teeth.
“What’s a perty thing like you goin’ all guano in the middle of the road for?”
Willa fought to catch her breath. “Someone…is out here…trying to get me!” 
The man poked his head out even more, bobbing it back and forth like a spooked owl. He looked back at her, eyeing her suspiciously. “This ain’t some sort of Halloween prank, is it?”
“No! Please! Please let me in!”
After what seemed like an eternity, the man shrugged. “Ight then. Hop in”. 
Willa rushed to the passenger side. She climbed in, slammed the door, and locked it. 
As she peered out her window and into the woods, the man gave her and the duffle bag the once over. “Say, was that your Beemer back there smashed all to hell against a tree?”
She turned to him, nodding. “Yes. But can we please go? Before they come back?” The man simply stared at her, causing Willa’s skin to crawl. “Please?!” she begged.
He shot her a wink. “Ight then.” 
The engine chugged and sputtered but eventually accelerated. Once Willa saw the woods flying by she looked at the man and gave him the once over. She remembered the bare footprints in the snow and her eyes dropped to his side of the floorboard. A passing streetlight whipped overhead, allowing her a glimpse of his feet. Dry, leather work boots. 
“Sorry about bein’ suspicious of ya back there,” he said. “Just would’ve been a prime opportunity for some prank. Ya know, you flaggin’ me down, while a couple of your pals hidin’ behind them trees pelt me with a dozen eggs or somethin’.”
“I understand your concern. It’s fine, really.”
“Well, shit. Speaking of concerns…are you okay? I mean for bein’ in a wreck and all?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” She rubbed her pounding temples. “Do you have a cell phone I can use?” 
 The man shook his head. “Never saw the need for one. Say, ya want me to take ya to the hospital? Or police station?” He pronounced it PO-LEESE.
“No, no. I really am fine.” 
“Ya sure? Cause that car of yours was stuck to that tree tighter than a newbie on a tit.” He pointed at his head, “Ya know, maybe somethin’ rattled loose up here. Sometimes ya don’t realize it ‘cause of the shock.”
“I’m okay, really. If you could just drop me off at any place with a phone, I’d be more than happy to pay you for your troubles.” 
“Pay me? Get outta here! This here’s my good deed. If I do this, it means I get to skip church on Sunday and sleep ‘til noon. Don’t ya worry. I’ll get ya to town. No problem.”
“I’d appreciate that. Thank you.” 
“So what was back there tryin’ to get ya?”
“Don’t know,” Willa lied. She just wanted to sit in silence. 
“Well, ya heard about them loonies escaping from the nuthouse, right? Could’ve been them.” 
Willa shrugged and looked out her window. 
“Ya know I got me a brother up at that place?” He suddenly got Willa’s undivided attention, which caused him to puff up a little. “Yes, m’am. Bobby’s his name. Crazier than a shithouse rat that one. But a good guy nonetheless. Most of the time. As long as ya don’t make any sudden movements in front of him. Ya know Kenny Freedlin, the stock boy at Hartman Hardware?” Willa didn’t, but that wasn’t the point. “Well, poor Kenny made the mistake of sneezing while walkin’ past Bobby this one time. Let’s just say all hell broke loose. Took three deputies to pull him off ol’ Kenny and a fourth one to pry open Bobby’s mouth so they could get what was left of Kenny’s nose and left ear. Awful mess it was. And that wasn’t even what got him sent away, if you can believe that?” 
“Do you know if…Bobby…if he’s been…accounted for?” 
“I sure as shit hope so. Sheriff’s department is havin’ a hell of a time roundin’ ‘em all up. And it happening on the one night of the year when it’s okay to walk around with a mask on don’t make things any easier for ‘em. Shoot, I heard they’re havin’ to call in additional cops from surrounding counties to help with things.” He shook his head and turned back to the road. 
After a minute of silence, Willa leaned back in the seat and tried to decompress. Once she got to a phone and called Frank, they’d figure a way out of this. That’s what family does. Being her baby brother and all, they’d always looked out for one another growing up. Of course, there was the time he let her marry a lowlife gangster wannabe and she allowed Frank to lay bets with money he wasn’t good for. They were only human. But once reunited it was going to be them against the world. Just like when they were growing up. Her and her baby bro—
A noise came from the rear, like something scooting across the van’s metal floor. 
Willa turned just as the noise stopped and found the back cloaked in darkness. A passing streetlight allowed her a fleeting glimpse into the cargo area that was haphazardly packed to the roof with a mound of junk. It looked like a funeral pyre out for delivery. 
“What’s back there?” 
“Oh…just this and that. Nuthin’ much.” His eyes stayed glued to the road.
Willa took a deep breath, hoping to calm the squirming in her belly. She figured it was best to give the guy the benefit of the doubt and not aggravate the situation by asking too many questions. Peering back out the windshield, she prayed for any sign of civilization. 
A loud thump came from the back. 
Willa gasped and spun around. The man’s eyes slid off the road and onto her. 
“Are we getting close to some place with a phone?” she asked, struggling to keep the dread from her voice as she stared into the wall of blackness. 
“I’m drivin’ as fast as I can without breakin’ the law.”
“I know,” she said, facing the man. “It’s just—”
Something fell in the back. The loud thud rocked the van and a low groan from the darkness made Willa’s skin crawl. She slid to the front of her seat and kept her eyes glued to the dark pile of junk.
“Is…someone…back there?” she asked the man, her lower lip trembling uncontrollably.
He stared at her and fought back a smile. 
GET OUT! GET OUTTA HERE, NOW!! her mind screamed at her. She shoved her back against the passenger door to keep an eye on the driver and whatever might reveal itself from the back of the van. She glanced to the road and saw that they were approaching a four-way stop. The van started to slow, its brakes screeching. Willa felt for the door lock behind her and pulled the peg up. 
The man shook his head. “You don’t wanna get out here.” 
As the van came to a stop, Willa grabbed the door handle and noticed his piercing eyes beginning to glow. His face lit up from the high beams of an approaching vehicle. 
A car was nearing the intersection ahead.
“Lady…you do not wanna get out here” he repeated more forcefully. 
Another thud and groan sounded from the back. 
Willa’s heart leapt to her throat, blocking a scream from being unleashed—which was a good thing because if she had, she might have missed the cell phone ringing in the man’s jacket.
Willa looked at his coat. 
So did the man. He flashed a guilty smile about his earlier lie. “Ooops. Busted.” 
Willa shoved open the door and leaped from the vehicle. With the duffle bag slung under her arm like an enormous football, she took off in a mad dash toward the approaching car. She sprinted into the intersection, waving frantically at the late-eighties model sedan slowing to a stop. 
The car flashed its high beams, inviting her over. 
Willa rushed to the driver’s window and almost cried at the welcome sight. Behind the wheel wasn’t some creep, but a woman in her late-sixties with a gentle face and warm smile. The woman craned her wrinkled neck to get a better view of the rusted van idling across the intersection. 
“Are you in some sort of trouble, dear?” 
“Can you please give me a ride out of here? Please?!” Willa fired back, not yet able to control her adrenaline. 
Wincing, the old woman raised a bony index finger to her lips and quietly shushed Willa. “My granddaughter’s asleep,” she whispered, pointing to the shadowy backseat. “Please don’t wake her.” 
Willa squinted and saw the small blonde-haired child strapped in a car seat, her face hidden by a bunny rabbit Halloween mask. It was one of those cheap plastic ones that fastened around her head by an elastic band, concealing three quarters of her face except for her exposed mouth. As for the rest of the costume, it was covered by a thick, red and pink, winter jacket. The tiny bunny head stirred slightly then drooped. 
Willa turned back to the old woman with a look of desperation. The woman nodded. “C’mon, dear. Just don’t slam the door when you get in.”
“Thank you. Thank you so much.” 
Running to the passenger side, she glanced back to the creepy van that remained idling on the opposite road. Willa climbed into the car and gently closed the door. She wrapped her arms around the duffle bag, pulling it against her body like a frightened child clutching an oversized teddy bear. 
The vehicle was cozy. Warm air blew through the vents and classical music played softly on the outdated audio cassette deck. 
“So? Where to?” the old woman whispered.
“Anywhere but here.” 
“Well if that van’s trouble, let’s put it far behind us, shall we?” She shifted the car into drive and slowly accelerated, wrapping her arthritic fingers on the two and ten positions of the steering wheel. Hand-over-hand, the old woman turned the wheel until the car pulled away from the intersection.
“So we’re on our way into town. I hope that’s okay with you.”
“It’s perfect.” Willa looked out the back window and watched the van turn, disappearing in the opposite direction. She let out a long exhale that made her feel ten pounds lighter. She glanced at the granddaughter strapped in the backseat, her masked face hung low. “You’re granddaughter’s costume is precious,” she lied, honestly not caring but feeling obligated to say to something since the woman was extending a helping hand. 
The old woman beamed. “We’re on our way back from a Halloween party that a playmate of hers was having. But we left early on account of those crazy people escaping from the asylum. Have ya heard about that ruckus?”
Willa nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. Too much for one night.” She tried to change the subject. “That was nice of you to take her to the party.” 
“Yeah, well I’m watching her while her mother—my daughter—ruins her life with that current boyfriend of hers.” The word ‘boyfriend’ hissed out of the woman’s mouth. 
Willa grunted. Exhausted, both physically and emotionally, she leaned against the headrest and closed her eyes. She loosened her grip on the duffle bag, allowing the straps to fall into her lap. 
The old woman continued babbling, “I only say it like that because she sure knows how to pick ‘em. He’s a real piece of work, that one. Did you know that he—”
Willa’s eyes snapped open. “You wouldn’t happen to have a cell phone, would you?” She stammered the last few words, realizing how she’d rudely cut off the old woman. “I’m—I’m sorry. I just remembered that I have to make a very important call.” 
“It’s okay. I’ve been told I ramble. And I ain’t too stubborn to admit they’re probably right.”
“No. No. You’re fine. It’s just that I’m supposed to call someone to let them know I’m running late.”
“Sorry,” the old woman said, shrugging her boney shoulders, “I don’t have a phone. But I think there’s a diner a few miles up the road that might have one. We’ll stop and check, okay?”
“Oh, that’d be great.” Willa leaned back and closed her eyes again, focusing on the soothing music that played on the cassette deck. 
Unfortunately, the old woman wasn’t done with their conversation. “Ya know, even if I had one of those pocket phones, I probably wouldn’t know how—”
There was loud pop then the car vibrated and bounced wildly. 
Willa went erect and clutched the duffle bag tight. The old woman white-knuckled the steering wheel. The granddaughter let out a faint moan of fussiness. 
Shifting her foot from gas to brake, the woman turned the wheel—hand over hand—toward the side of the road and stopped the car. She shifted into park and checked on her granddaughter. Somehow, she was still asleep. The old woman let out a restrained chuckle. 
“That child can sleep through anything. Got it from her grandfather, God rest his soul. Ya know, sometimes I’d come to bed and find him—” 
“Shouldn’t we be checking for a flat?” Willa said, forcing a smile. 
The old woman nodded. “I think you’re right.” She sat frozen for a moment, then zipped up her jacket and turned the heater dial up a notch. “I’ll go. You stay here where it’s warm. You’ve been out in this cold enough tonight.” 
“No, I’ll give you a hand,” Willa said, reaching for the door handle, “We can take turns—” 
The old woman grabbed Willa’s arm and eased her back into the seat. “Sit. Relax. I’ll take care of it. These old bones need the exercise anyway. And besides, I don’t like leaving my granddaughter all alone in the car. You stay and watch her.” The woman got out, gently closing the door behind her. 
Willa lowered her head and exhaled. This night was never going to end. She glanced at the passenger mirror and saw the old woman studying the rear tire. A cloud of exhaust, tinted red by the brake lights, swirled around her like a crimson fog bank. 
The classical music that seemed so relaxing a minute ago was really getting on her nerves now. 
Before she could turn it off, there was a rap on the glass beside her. The old woman stood outside, motioning for Willa to lower the window. Rolling it down, the frigid air blasted Willa’s face and burned her eyes. 
“Yep, we’ve got ourselves a flat. Big ol’ nail in it.” 
“Is there a spare?”
The woman thought it over for a moment then shrugged. “Roadside emergencies were my husband’s forte. But I’m sure there’s at least one of those donut spares in the trunk somewhere. I’ll check.”
Willa pulled on the door handle and attempted to get out. “Here, I’ll give ya a hand.” 
The old woman blocked her exit. Willa fell back to the seat, slightly startled by the unexpected reaction. 
The woman gently pushed the door closed. “No-no-no. I’ll take care of it,” she said. “All I need from you is to be a dear and pop the trunk release in the glove box.” 
As Willa rolled up the window, the old woman disappeared back into the cloud of red exhaust. The classical music on the cassette deck finished the final song on side A and faded to silence. Willa opened the glove compartment, pressed the button, and heard the trunk latch pop. From the rearview mirror, she saw the trunk rise then heard the old woman root around for the spare. 
Willa checked the time. It was probably too late now to catch any red-eye flight out. Defeated, she looked down at her duffle bag. Oh, Frankie-boy. I guess we’ll have to figure out another—
Willa jumped at the loud pop of the ejecting cassette tape after it reached the end of its spool. The radio came back on, filling the car with a voice drenched in a thick southern twang—Happy Harry had returned with a vengeance! 
Oh, Christ. Just what I need right now, Willa thought. She reached for the dial to turn off the horse’s ass before he woke the little girl.
“And now folks, we got some more info on that body found out in the ditch along Highway 81…” Her hand paused on the dial then lowered the volume slightly. “Seems our Sheriff’s Department thinks it might be the handiwork of them patients from the Anderson County loony bin.”

Listening to Harry, Willa glanced down and noticed an article of clothing sticking out from under her seat. 
“The deceased woman has been identified as Sherry Jenkins from Rowlett. Her four-year old daughter, Hannah Jenkins, is still missing and we know an Amber Alert is about to be issued for her at any moment. When it does, it’ll cut us off the air for a bit, but listen close folks, ‘cause we gotta find little Hannah and bring her safely home to her daddy.” 
Willa tugged at the cloth, slowly pulling it out from under the seat. Holding it up for a better view, she felt an icy constriction attack her bowels.
It was a hospital gown.
“Sherry Jenkins was last driving a late-eighties Buick Regal, which is now missing, possibly with Hannah still strapped in the backseat. The Regal is a dark maroon, four-door sedan with tan interior…” 
Willa looked down at the tan seat, then to the fancy REGAL logo above the open glove box. 
A knot twisted in her stomach.
“Hannah Jenkins is described as being around thirty-six inches tall with blue eyes and blonde hair. Having recently left a friend’s Halloween party, she was last seen wearing a bunny costume that might be covered by a red and pink winter jacket, on account of the freezing weather we’ve been slammed with.” 
Willa turned to the sleeping child in the shadowy backseat. She stared at the rabbit mask. The blonde hair. The red and pink jacket. 
“Now here’s a quick recap for those of you just now tuning in. The inmates of the Anderson County Psychiatric Facility have all been rounded up and locked away with the exception of four that are still on the loose…”
Frozen with dread, Willa stared down at the open glove box. The vehicle’s insurance card was lying on top. Willa took it and read the names of the insured: RICHARD JENKINS; SHERRY JENKINS.
“Authorities warn that these escapees are extremely dangerous and could possibly be armed. Remember they’re crazy, folks. Case in point, the unofficial word we got is that some of ‘em were locked away after acquiring a taste for human flesh. Blech!!” 
The insurance card dropped from Willa’s trembling fingers.
“Oh, hold on, folks. We just received the official descriptions of the missing patients.” Happy Harry cleared his throat. “First up is…ah… Susan Dresden, white female; seventy-one  years old; weighing one hundred and ten pounds and standing five foot-two; no distinguishing marks or—”
The distinct alarm of the Amber Alert began to sound from the speakers, cutting off Happy Harry and snapping Willa out of her state of shock.
She glanced at the passenger mirror.
The old woman was gone. 
Willa fumbled with the button to the automatic locks until all four clamped down in unison. “I’m gonna get us out of here, Hannah,” she said, bucking the duffle bag off her lap. She slid into the driver’s seat, slammed the gearshift down, and floored the gas. 
 “The Emergency Alert System has activated an Amber Alert for four-year old Hannah Jenkins. The child is described as—”
 Willa knew the rest and tuned it out. She would have reached over and turned off the radio but needed both hands on the wheel when she accelerated too fast, causing the car to fishtail on the wet road. 
A loud thumping from the rear violently shook the vehicle, making it near impossible to control. Willa yanked the steering wheel to the right, but overcorrected. When the tires regained traction, the car jerked to the left and skidded off the road, nose first, into a shallow ravine. The engine sputtered and died. Willa turned the key. It cranked but wouldn’t turn over. 
C’mon. C’mon! C’MON! 
Trying the engine again and again, she wrenched the key over and over in the ignition but nothing fired up. Willa screamed and pounded the steering wheel. 
She glanced over her shoulder to the empty road. The old woman could be anywhere. Rather than be trapped in the car, Willa knew—once again—her best bet was to run for it. But this time she’d be weighted down with a little girl in her arms and the duffle bag swinging from her shoulder.
Both would be too much for her to handle. 
One had to be cut loose and it wasn’t going to be the innocent child.
Leaving the key in the ignition, Willa climbed into the backseat as the vehicle’s warning lights dinged and the news alert continued to play over the speakers. She unlocked the child’s restraint. Lifting the little girl up, she was immediately taken back by the child’s heavy weight. Willa groaned and pulled the girl close to her chest, feeling tiny hands wrap around her neck. She buried the child’s masked face in her shoulder and struggled to scoot across the seat. 
 Then from the radio: “And now we return to your regularly scheduled program already in progress…” which was followed by a couple seconds of static.
She moved to unlock the door. The child’s grasp tightened around Willa’s neck like a constrictor. 
Pumping with adrenaline, her mind searing, and her heart about to explode from her chest, Willa fumbled with the lock, psyching herself to run like a race horse out of the gate once the door opened.
“Okay, folks,” Harry continued, “the final patient is a unique one to say the least. Identified as Micah Hopkins, a white female, fifty-one years old, weighing…get this…fifty-three pounds and standing three…foot...two.” 
Willa froze. 
“Now, in case you’re not the sharpest tool in the shed,” Happy Harry said, chuckling, “this Ms. Hopkins is a midget…err…a dwarf…ahhh… little person…oh, Hell’s Bells, whatever the politically correct term is nowadays.”
A maniacal cackle sounded in Willa’s ear.
“And she’s the one that’s an ankle biter. And I mean that literally, folks. She was put away for eating parts of her victims.” 
The hot, sticky breath on Willa’s neck was quickly replaced by a cold piece of steel. A blade.
Willa sat petrified, too afraid to move. Even breathe.
The thing in her arms slowly pulled back. A shaft of streetlight illuminated a portion of the plastic bunny mask and Willa could now clearing see that the hair flowing around the mask wasn’t blonde, but white. A bloodshot orb, set deep in a dark, wrinkled socket, stared back through one of the plastic eyeholes. The chapped lips at the bottom of the mask peeled back to reveal crooked, nicotine-stained teeth. A strand of drool dripped out of the tiny mouth as it groaned with anticipation. 
The straight razor traced its way across Willa’s warm flesh…eventually stopping at her jugular.
She caught movement over the dwarf’s shoulder. Outside the window, the old woman stepped closer and peered through the glass. She pressed her face against the pane, her nose smashed all pig-like as she attempted to get a better view of what was taking place inside the car.
“We ain’t got time for this playin’ around anymore!” the old woman yelled. “Just get on with it already! Then get out here and help me with the flat so can get outta here!” 
The woman disappeared toward the rear of the vehicle.
Willa’s eyes returned to the masked face staring at her. 
“Trick or treat,” the dwarf said, smiling. “Now give me something good to eat.” 
With a single swipe of the blade, Micah did as the old woman instructed…and stopped playing around with her food.
 
* * *
 
The next morning, the man with steel-blue eyes and a rusted van called police after making a gruesome discovery. While on his daily scavenge for unique items dumped along the roadside, he thought he’d hit pay dirt with what appeared to be a department store dummy sticking out of the brush. 
It was no mannequin splattered with reddish-brown paint, but the partially devoured body of a woman. 
After giving his statement to police—and failing to mention that he had previously given the dead woman a ride since it would raise unwanted suspicion against him—he climbed back into his vehicle to leave the authorities to their investigation. 
As he cranked up the sputtering engine, he looked into the rear of the van. Hidden within the mound of roadside collections from the week was Willa’s blue duffle bag. 
He understood why the two homicidal inmates would dump the carcass of a woman into the brush since spoiled meat can smell something awful rather quickly. But to toss a bag full of cash out the window also? 
Why would someone do that? 
Well, hell! Why not? he thought, pulling the van away. Ain’t the answer obvious? 
After all, those two inmates were…slightly insane.
 
 



 
TREE LINE
 
Dan was pulled from a deep sleep by a tiny hand shaking him. He flinched awake with a start, lurching against his wife and scaring her half to death. They were both about to scold their son Robbie, who was standing beside the bed, until they saw the terrified look on his face.
“What’s the matter, baby?” Christy asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
“I heard scary noises in the woods.”
Dan pulled his son onto the bed with them. “You were just having a bad dream, bud. That’s all.”
Robbie shook his head. “No, I was awake. And when I got up to look outside, I heard it again.”
“Heard what?” Christy asked, yawning.
“Pops and cracks. Like bones breakin’ or somethin’.”
Dan and Christy stared at one another over the rather peculiar—not to mention grim—description coming from their seven-year-old. 
“C’mon,” Dan said. “Let’s get ya warm and secure. Back in your own bed.”
While tucking him in, Dan told Robbie that the noises were probably just some of the local teenagers playing in the woods with firecrackers. Or the wind blowing the old branches around, causing them to creak, pop, and groan under their own weight. “Kind of like the funny noises Grandpa makes when he stands up after sitting for too long.” 
Robbie was content with the explanation because in no time, his tiny lids were drooping. Dan kissed him goodnight and double-checked to make sure his closet door was shut and nightlight on. Upon returning to his room, Dan paused at the hallway window facing the backyard. 
The large, well-kempt lot faded to black, devoured by the acres of woods beyond. It was a calm night. There was no breeze. The black trees silhouetted against the grey sky were dead still. 
Well, so much for the theory of wind blowing around the branches.
The following nights were just as calm, but that didn’t prevent Robbie from waking them because of the strange cracking sounds echoing from the woods. 
 
* * *
 
Dan crossed into the tree line that separated his rural two-story house from the surrounding woodlands to search for evidence as to what was spooking his son. After fifteen minutes of wandering aimlessly, he tossed his cigarette butt on the leafy ground and snuffed it out under his boot. 
He glanced around the woods. A gust of the chilly late November air snaked down his collar, eliciting a hearty shiver. 
Ah…screw it. There’s nothing out here. 
He checked his watch and figured there was still time to sneak in a late afternoon nap before dinner. Such was one of the many luxuries of owning a business—extended vacations. Having recently returned home after winning an out-of-state bid on a three month job in Louisiana, Dan racked up enough overtime to not feel guilty about practically taking off the entire holiday season. The construction business was slow during the winter months and the few gigs his company did get could easily be handled by his partner Jeff. 
Dan’s R&R after that job was well deserved, having dealt with all the resistance from conservationists who, understandably, protested the miles of forest required to be cleared for the highway expansion project. It was Dan and his crew that was responsible for stripping the earth with their chainsaws, shredders, and bulldozers so automobiles could eventually travel farther and unleash even more toxic emissions into the atmosphere. 
(To help him sleep better at night, Dan often told himself that more highway meant more businesses springing up along side it, which could only help out the piss-poor economy and high unemployment rate.) 
At any rate, he was more than happy to finally be home. His plan was to relax, work on some minor projects around the house, and—of course—spend some quality time with his wife and son to make up for his absence during the summer months.
Stepping out of the woods, Dan trekked across the backyard, eventually making it to the house’s wooden deck. He sat on the top step, lit a final smoke before his nap, and scanned the tree line that loomed over his yard like an army of wooden giants standing in formation. The line was cut straight as an arrow, running the perimeter of his property—only to return to acres of wooded area, separating him from the nearest neighbor a good mile away. 
With the autumn leaves having already shed, Dan’s view into the woods went pretty deep. 
Whatever’s in there also has a better view of me, Dan thought.
He shivered again, questioning whether this time it was from the chill in the air. Smashing out his cigarette, he stood and headed for the sliding patio door. 
He’d tell Robbie he had only found a bunch of rotting trees that had fallen, which would explain the strange noises the boy had heard. 
A cracking in the distance sounded over his shoulder. 
Dan whirled around. Because of the echo, it was impossible to determine which direction it came from. But one thing was for sure…it came from somewhere deep within the woods. 
 
* * *
 
 “I heard something this afternoon,” Dan said.
Sitting behind the roll-top desk in the living room, Christy was paying the bills, scribbling away in the checkbook’s ledger. “What, babe?”
“I heard something earlier coming from the woods.” 
She looked up to find Dan standing in front of the sliding patio door, staring into their dark backyard. “Oh, great,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Now you’re starting?” 
Dan checked the two entryways to the room to ensure they were alone. “I’m serious. I was gonna tell ya about it before dinner, but I didn’t want Robbie to hear.”
“Well then? What was it?”
He shrugged. “Like Robbie said…bones breaking.” She waited for him to elaborate, but he only added, “I’m goin’ back out there tomorrow. To take another look.” 
 
* * *
 
Dan entered the tree line and continued into the woods, searching for anything out of the norm. About one hundred yards in, just beyond the edge of his property line, he found it. 
He stared with mouth agape at the bare strip of earth. Someone had plowed away all the trees, clearing a fifty-foot wide path through the land. The path stretched ahead at least a half mile, disappearing over a distant hill. He looked behind him to where the clearing abruptly ended. 
If it continued on its present course, it would lead directly to his house. 
“Oh, c’mon. What idiot…?” He paused, looking down at the loose soil. 
If this was a construction site, where was all the equipment? Where were the tracks from the vehicles and bulldozers? The deadfall of cut trees plowed to the side? The enormous piles of wood chips and mulch? And, more important, how come he hadn’t heard any of this taking place when it was happening less than a football field’s distance from his house?
Studying the ground again, he discovered an almost subliminal zigzag pattern throughout the soil, all originating from various positions along the bare earth. 
Stepping back to take in the entire scope of the area, Dan saw where each tree had originally been standing and the paths they’d made to their new locations.
They hadn’t been cut down. They appeared to have moved. 
Slid. 
His heart raced. 
The newly arranged woods leaned at an outward angle on both sides of the parted path, forming a large V as if making way for something. 
Something very tall. Very large.
Dan stumbled over the uneven earth, walking across the clearing and looking up in awe at the towering trees around him. He felt like some dignitary visiting a foreign land that had their gargantuan wooden soldiers lining both sides of his walkway, saluting his arrival. 
Kneeling at one of the trunks, he clawed the dirt around its roots. The wooden tendrils dug deep into the ground as if planted for decades…if not centuries. 
His scalp prickled at the odd sensation of being watched. He sprung to his feet and whirled around. Although there was nothing there, his eyes shifted from tree to tree as a chill crept up his spine and exploded at the base of his neck. He shivered and gasped. 
And knew it was time to leave. 
 
* * *
 
Sitting on the edge of the bed, Christy shrugged. “So…what’s the big deal? Just make some phone calls tomorrow and find out what they’re building back there.” She continued lacing her running shoes.
Dan quietly closed the bedroom door to keep their conversation private. “I’m tellin’ ya, no one tore anything down. It’s not a construction site. Or a land clearing. Don’t you think I’d know if it were?”
“Then what happened?”
Dan shrugged. “The trees…just seemed to have… moved. Shifted by themselves. The soil was all ripped up from the roots pulling and breakin’ free. Which might explain all the cracking noises Robbie’s been hearing.”
Christy stared at him. “Moved?”
“I know. I know. But if ya don’t believe me, how ‘bout we both go out there and you can tell me—”
“Sorry, babe. I want to enjoy this warm spell while it lasts. Get a good run before the rain moves in. They’re forecasting bad stuff, nonstop, for the next few days.”
Dan sat on the bed beside her. He exhaled and rubbed his sweaty palms on his jeans. “I’m telling you, Christy, it was creepy out there. I felt like the trees were looking down at me. Watching me, ya know?” 
“They’ve probably been warned through the grapevine to keep an eye on you. Since your job is to tear down all their brothers and sisters.”
Dan shot her a look. Was that supposed to make him feel better?
She winked then a grin stretched across her face. “Get it? See what I did there? Grapevine? Vine? Plant? Tree? Eh? Eh?!”
“Yeah, yeah. I got it.” Dan rolled his eyes and forced a smile.
“It’s not even our property. As long as they don’t cut down any of our trees or open up a nuclear waste dump, a dirty bookstore, or some strip club, just leave well enough alone. It’s far enough from us that we won’t even notice it’s there.”
Christy leaned over and kissed him. “Remember, this is supposed to be your vacation. So enjoy it, damn it.” She slapped his knee and headed out the door for her jog.
Dan flopped on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Christy was right. The clearing was far enough away that it shouldn’t be any of his business. 
Still.
He remembered how the parted path was heading directly for their home. Yeah, far enough away…but for how long? 
 
* * *
 
For the next couple of days, because of the unseasonably warm weather, the area was pummeled with heavy rain instead of snow or sleet. Dan stayed indoors, which wasn’t all that bad because it kept Robbie inside with him. They made up for lost time by playing games, watching movies, and to avoid going stir crazy, playing catch with a football in the basement. 
Robbie even slept better at night. Besides the occasional clap of thunder, there were no more ‘bones breaking’ in the woods to wake him. He actually seemed a lot more relaxed. 
Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for Dan. He tossed and turned at night with his mind wandering to the clearing beyond his property. When he couldn’t sleep, he’d go outside for a smoke. He’d stare into the yard with his back pressed against the house so the overhang kept him dry from the heavy rain. Even with the flood lights on, his view barely made it halfway across the lawn. Everything beyond its immediate beam was swallowed by a wall of black. The visibility was just as bad in the daylight from the sheets of rain, mist, and the fogbank that rolled in. 
Little did Dan know that all the bad weather was acting as a curtain onstage, hiding its performers as they took their places, waiting for their big reveal at the start of the show. 
 
* * *
 
The elements eventually took mercy on the area, clearing out and allowing the morning sun to shine for the first time in three days. But it wouldn’t last. Another front was approaching fast. 
Garbed in his pee wee hockey gear, Robbie was on the back porch, waiting for Dan to take him to his seven a.m. practice. He was going to be late. Christy had already left for the office earlier than usual while it was still dark and had forgotten to wake Dan. Both of them raced to get ready with Robbie being the victor by a few minutes. 
Dan rushed outside, sliding the glass door closed behind him. “C’mon, champ. Let’s get a move—” He frozen in his tracks, his jaw unhinging.
Robbie stood on the edge of the porch, staring into the backyard. 
In the distance, the trees that bordered their yard had moved. 
Parted. 
The clearing had made its way to their home. 
Dan shook his head in disbelief. What he was looking at was impossible. But apparently it had indeed happened under the cover of bad weather and claps of thunder. Because there it was, his grassy yard funneling into some muddy, wide-open trail through the woods. Just as before, the oaks lining both sides leaned outwards, away from the bare strip of earth. 
But this time, Dan finally got the answer as to why the trees were tilting. 
In the far off distance, a single tree stood dead center at end of the wooden corridor. It was enormous, almost twice the size of the oaks. While the trees around it were bare, their foliage shed since late autumn, the solitary figure was as green as the summertime grass. 
“Dad? What’s goin’ on?” Robbie whispered, fear rattling his words.
Dan didn’t have an answer. “C’mon. Let’s…let’s get you to practice.” 
He put his arm around Robbie and guided him to the minivan. As they both walked to vehicle, they glanced back, almost in unison, finding that the green behemoth seemed to have moved slightly closer.
 
* * *
 
With Christy at work and Robbie playing all day at a friend’s house after practice, Dan had the entire day to himself. His original plan was to get as much yard work done before the new batch of storms rolled in. 
Instead, he found himself cautiously approaching the leafy monstrosity in awe. At its crown, two enormous branches reached up toward the sky, giving the tree its Y-shape and in turn, a human form. A titan stretching to the heavens. Green ivy draped from its limbs and coiled around its trunk, completely concealing its bark. 
It wasn’t until Dan got closer that he realized what he thought were vines hanging from its limbs was actually Spanish moss. 
Walking around its trunk for a look at its backside, he discovered tracks in the mud. Much like the marks left by a sidewinder in the desert sand, squiggly indentions in the wet earth trailed behind the tree the entire length of the clearing. The thing must have slid there from God knows where. 
Actually, Dan had a damn good clue as to its possible origin. 
His head spun just thinking about it. It was too much to take in. Too crazy. He stumbled away from the tree and across the muddy clearing to the safety of his yard. Heading back to the house, he knew that after taking a few shots of whiskey, he’d to make a phone call to bounce his insane theory off someone he trusted.
 
* * *
 
Dan was waiting in the driveway when the Jeep Cherokee pulled in. 
His partner Jeff, a portly man in his early forties, stepped out of the vehicle. “What’s so important ya couldn’t tell me over the phone?” Jeff asked.
“If I told you what it was, you wouldn’t have come. So follow me, I need ya to take a look at something.” 
 
* * *
 
 “Bastard kinda looks like it’s wearing one of those Ghillie suits that snipers wear,” Jeff said. “Only one tailored for King Kong.”
“You don’t find any of this odd?” 
Jeff stared at the parted trees and the green giant. “I think it’s odd that someone plowed a path through your property without you knowing it. Even under the cover of all that thunder and rain.”
“I told ya, nobody did anything. This just happened. By itself.”
“Okay, so you got yourself a sink hole that already filled itself back in?”
“It isn’t some sink hole. Those oaks lining the side just…scooted there…during the storms. And then that big green thing appeared.”
Jeff chuckled. “Yeah, right. I think you got yourself some cabin fever from being cooped in the house too long.” 
“Just tell me something.”
“What?”
Dan nodded at the green monstrosity. “Does that look familiar?”
“Ahh…sure.”
“How? From where?”
“I don’t know…” Jeff said, shrugging, “with all that Spanish moss it looks a lot like those trees in Baton Rouge.”
“Kinda like the ones we cleared for the highway project, right?”
Jeff took a few steps closer and squinted. “Yeah. Sure. I guess.”
“Okay then, for simplicity’s sake, let’s forget all this talk of these trees moving on their own, out of the way. Let’s just focus on what the hell a Louisiana swamp tree is doing right hear in my freakin’ backyard!” 
 
* * *
 
A phonebook sat on top the kitchen table, opened to the local university’s directory. Jeff stood at the kitchen counter and poured himself a steaming cup of coffee while Dan paced with his cell phone. 
“That’s the earliest you can get here?” Dan paused and glanced into the backyard through the kitchen window. “No. Yeah, yeah, I understand. I just appreciate that you haven’t hung up on me already. I promise you’ll see what I’m talking about when you get here. Hopefully you’ll be able to make some sense of it.” Dan nodded. “Okay. Thank you, Andy. Okay, good-bye.” He snapped his cell shut and then the phone book. “Monday is the soonest he can make it out. The head of the department is gone for the winter break, but this Andy kid works at the campus arboretum and said he’ll come out and take a look at it then.” 
Jeff shrugged. “So? That’s it?”
“Who else can I call? 9-1-1? The tabloids? An exorcist?” Dan threw his hands up. “It’s a tree for God’s sake. I don’t need anybody else calling me crazy.” 
“Hey,” Jeff pointed at him. “If it gets any closer, you can always take a company chainsaw and cut the sucker down. Problem solved” 
Dan forced a chuckle. Actually, it wasn’t such a bad idea. 
 
* * *
 
Later that afternoon, the grey clouds returned and the sky went dark. And once again, the rain fell in thick sheets, cutting visibility to only a few feet. 
Right after nightfall, Christy arrived home with Robbie, picking him up on her way home from work. They entered the dark living room and found the blinds closed on all the windows except for the vertical ones hanging in front of the sliding patio door. Those were pulled open, providing a view into the rain drenched, inky abyss that was now their backyard. A recliner sat in front of the door, facing outside as the windswept rain splattered the glass. 
Dan sat in the chair, only the back of his head visible over the top of its cushion. 
Robbie rushed over to him. “Daddy! Daddy!” The boy paused and looked down at his father’s lap, where an ax lay. “What’s that for?” 
“Oh-ah…Daddy’s just playing fireman, that’s all,” Dan said with a smile. 
Christy giggled as she hung their wet jackets on the rack in the hall. “I thought fireman was our game.” She approached her boys.
“Careful, Robbie,” Dan said. “It’s sharp.”
Christy stepped in front of the chair, her back against the window. Looking down at Dan, her eyes widened when she saw the ax on his lap. 
Robbie was running his tiny finger along its metal head, approaching its sharpened edge. Dan took a hold of Robbie’s hand, “I said be careful. That’s the bad end.” 
Both turned and glanced out the window. Into the rainy void. A flash of lightning and crash of thunder made Christy jump.
“Is it for that?” Robbie said, staring outside. 
Dan nodded.
Christy’s cheeks grew flushed. “Robbie! Go upstairs and play. Mommy and Daddy need to talk.”
“But—”
“Go, Robbie!” she said.
“But, I wanna play fireman with—” 
“You heard your mother. Now go. I’ll be up later. After I’m done with Mommy.”
Thunder rumbled and a shiver shot up Christy’s spine, apparently from her husband’s poor choice of words while holding a very large ax. 
Dan kissed Robbie on the forehead. “Go on, bud,” he told his son gently.
Robbie huffed but left the room. His footsteps were heard ascending the stairs. 
Christy studied Dan, who silently stared out the window, ignoring her. She spoke very calmly and equally soft, “Dan? What’s going on?”
“I want you and Robbie to stay at your mother’s. At least for tonight.”
She looked at the ax. “Okay. Fine. But why do you have that?”
“To protect us.”
“From what?”
“From that,” he said, nodding at the window. 
Christy turned. A flash of lightning lit up the backyard, allowing her to see deep into their lot of land. Her mouth fell open. 
“I can’t believe you didn’t see it on your way in,” Dan said.
The yard went black again. She waited for more lightning to confirm what she had just seen. When it finally lit the sky again, she stared in awe at the moss-covered leviathan. 
It was now out of the woods and standing in the middle of the backyard. 
 
* * *
 
With his parents just over his shoulder, Robbie sat on his bedroom floor playing a video game. Christy went through her son’s closet and dresser, packing a bag for him while Dan stared out the window, the ax at his side. 
“Dan, I wish you’d come with us,” she whispered.
“I can’t. It’s here for me. Not you guys.”
“What?”
“It’s like you said. I’ve killed enough of its brothers and sisters in my line of work. Maybe I’ve reached my limit. Maybe something was sent to stop me.” 
Christy shook her head in disbelief. Her eyes dropped to the ax in her husband’s hand. “Okay, I’m not leaving you alone. If you want us to go, you have to come with us. Please.”
“If I run, it’ll only follow. I have to see what it wants. To put an end to all this.”
“It’s a tree, Dan! I don’t know how the hell it’s moving, but for Christ’s sake—”
Dan guffawed. “It just slides. Inch by inch. I mean, think about it? In our hectic lives, who stops to notice if a tree is out of place? Who really notices trees at all anymore?” Staring back out the window, he whispered, “But I’d sure like to know how it crossed all those roads without anybody noticing.”
“Dan, please…”
“You guys need to go now.” He raised the ax, holding it with both hands. It wasn’t a threat, but the action still made Christy shiver. 
She snatched the bag off the bed. “C’mon, Robbie. Let’s go see Grandma.”
“Hold on. I’m almost at level three,” he said, frantically thumbing the controller. 
“Robert,” Dan said, “Listen to your mother.” 
Hearing his father address him by his formal name, Robbie quickly powered off the game console and television. “Aren’t you comin’ with us?” he asked, climbing to his feet.
Dan smiled and knelt before him. He placed the ax on the carpet and hugged his son. “I will when I’m done here.” He kissed Robbie on top of his head and squeezed him tight. “I love ya, bud.” 
“I love you too, Daddy.”
Christy extended her hand to Robbie. “C’mon.” She looked at Dan and nodded. “I love you.” 
“Love you, too,” he said and picked up the ax. “I’ll walk you guys to the car.”
 
* * *
 
Dan watched the minivan roll down the driveway. Even through the torrential downpour, he could still make out Robbie’s little face pressed against the rear window, fogging the glass while waving goodbye. 
When the vehicle disappeared around the corner, Dan turned back to the house and looked up. A strobe-like flash of lightning illuminated the towering tree, now next to the house. His eyes shifted to the open garage—at what sat on the top shelf near his workbench. He nodded, knowing he had to work fast. He knew Christy would return after dropping Robbie off at her mother’s. Her immediate concern, God bless her, was that of the safety of their son. To get him away from the house, the colossal tree, and his crazy daddy with the big ax. But she’d return to try to talk some sense into Dan. To get him to leave. 
But he couldn’t. Not yet. He had one last job to do. 
Dan placed the ax on the workbench and grabbed the chainsaw off the top shelf. 
 
* * *
 
Marching through the blinding rain, he rounded the corner of the house and stopped at the base of the massive juggernaut. Lightning flashed overhead and backlit the tree against the storm clouds. Rain fell in Dan’s eyes as he yanked the chainsaw’s pull cord. Again and again, he ripped the cord until the motor roared to life. He squeezed the trigger on it and the teeth on the metal chain spun at such velocity that they became invisible. Dan held up the smoking and screaming chainsaw. “I’m gonna cut you in—”
One of the top branches swung down and slammed into him, knocking the saw from his grasp. The power tool flew, end over end, into the air and disappeared into the void. 
Dan landed on his back with a wet thud. He frantically wiped at the muddy water blinding his eyes. There was a loud rumble from above—not thunder in the sky, but something within the tree. 
Dan scrambled to take flight. As he rose, the muddy soil around him moved from the tree’s roots, squirming and slithering below the surface. He turned to flee, his heart ready to explode in his chest. Forget all this! Forget even trying to make it to the house or the garage. His plan was to just run—run as fast as he could all the way to the safety of his neighbor’s house miles down the road. 
A few steps into his flight, something sprung from the mud and coiled around his legs, cementing him in place. Dan screamed and clawed at the thick tree roots wrapped around his limbs. With each struggle to break free, the roots only tightened their grasp.
 The sound of splintering wood came from over his shoulder. Dan turned toward the noise and saw a long slit running down the length of the ivy covered trunk. The green gash pulsated and puckered like a hungry mouth. An enormous black tentacle shot out of the opening and flailed wildly in the night sky. Dan stared up at the appendage in equal parts awe and terror. More rumbling, then another tentacle snaked out. Then a third, a fourth, a whole series of them emerged until at least a dozen thrashed around the tree and into the murky sky. 
The roots holding him in place suddenly let go, sucking back into the muddy earth like a fat man slurping up a strand of spaghetti. 
As he turned to run, one of the tentacles from within the tree’s trunk lashed out and wrapped around his leg. Dan wailed in agony at what felt like a million needles tearing through his flesh. It coiled around his leg, encasing it from ankle to thigh. He clawed at the tentacle, digging his fingernails into it. He ripped his hands back in pain, and saw they were swarming with insects. While trying to shake the bugs free, Dan screamed in horror as a series of lightning bursts finally illuminated what the tentacle consisted of…
It was teeming mass of tiny insects and critters, all clinging to one another. The leeches, snakes, ants, locusts, spiders—every imaginable insect, arachnid, and small reptile—stung, pinched, spat acid, and bit deep into his leg. They slithered and scuttled over one another, their segmented and scaly bodies forming an interlocking appendage that stretched back into the quivering tree trunk.
The writhing limb threw Dan up into the air, then slammed him back into the mud. He tried to move but the numbness was spreading in a wave from his leg to his upper body. Was he going into shock? Paralyzed from the crushing blows? Or was the venom that was being injected into his system taking hold?
Lying on his back, Dan could only watch as the other tentacles rose into the air, hovering directly above him. 
A long overdue debt was about to be paid in full for all the trees that Dan destroyed—as well as interest earned for all the living things that once dwelled in those trees and could no longer call them home. 
A web of lightning streaked across the sky behind the flailing mass. It was the last thing that Dan saw before the remaining tentacles came crashing down upon him. 
And with that crushing blow, the first of many debts had finally been collected. 
 
* * *
 
Christy’s mini-van skidded to a stop in the driveway. Running through the pouring rain, she leapt onto the front porch and entered the house. 
“Dan?!” 
Her call went unanswered. She yelled again and again for him, each time more desperate for her husband’s response. She searched every room on both floors, including the attic and basement, her frantic calls echoing throughout the house. 
Rushing into the backyard, she screamed for him. A series of lightning flashes lit the property. 
The yard was empty. The tree was gone. The only evidence of its existence was a rain-filled trench—left from its enormous weight—which led back to the edge of the tree line. 
The other trees were all back in place, having returned to the exact positions they stood for decades. 
Christy fell to her knees and wailed for Dan, knowing that wherever the monstrosity had returned, it had taken her husband with it. 
 
* * *
 
A month later, Jeff lay in bed with his mind racing. The stress of running the construction business without Dan kept him up most nights. 
Eyes closed, he exhaled and flipped over on his stomach, hoping the change in position would help him sleep. 
Then he heard the crack outside, somewhere in the distance. Jeff rose and ripped back the curtains. He peered into the dark woods outside his bedroom window. Another loud crack caused him to lurch away. It sounded like some local punks lighting firecrackers out there. 
He tilted his head and listened closer. Another crack!
No, the noise was more like…that unforgettable sound he heard when he fell off the Jungle Jim as a kid and landed on his arm. 
The crack echoed again throughout the murky woods.
Jeff shivered. 
Yeah, he thought, it does kinda sound bones breaking.
 



 
 
HOMECOMING
 
Awaking in the truck with an inferno ripping through his skull, he stared through the shattered windshield and found the crumpled hood of the vehicle devoured by the hungry earth. The driver’s door creaked open. He stumbled out and fell to his knees. Inhaling the frigid night air that burned his lungs, he rose on rubbery legs and looked around. 
He was in a ravine. The pick-up truck was nose down at the bottom of the embankment.
Whose truck was it? Why was he in it? How did he get there?
Rubbing his aching back, his hands stopped on a piece of cold metal wedged in his belt loop. He withdrew the object and dropped it as if it was red hot. The .45 caliber revolver landed at his feet. 
What the hell was he doing with a gun?
He quickly hid it in some brush, fearing that any motorist stopping to render aid would think him dangerous. How could he explain the gun when he didn’t even know what he was doing there? He stumbled back to the truck, hoping it would provide the answer.
The bed of the vehicle was packed with camping gear, canned goods, and bottled water. A blanket covered something bulky in the passenger seat. He ripped it back and his mouth fell agape. The seat and floorboard were covered with various handguns, knives, an axe, and a sawed-off shotgun. Peppered throughout the arsenal were maps, binoculars, flashlights, and boxes of ammo. Completely dumfounded and more than a little scared, he quickly covered the items back up.
A leather wallet sat in the middle console. Flipping it open, he stared at the picture on the driver’s license, not knowing Thomas Godley or the home address listed next to the man’s picture. 
Rubbing his pounding head, he noticed dried caking blood on his fingers. He rushed to the passenger mirror to check the extent of his injuries and his eyes widened. It wasn’t the scabbing wound along his hairline that startled him. It was what stared back. 
He quickly compared his reflection with that of the picture on the license. It was him.
 
* * *
 
A dark, desolate farm road ran along the top of the embankment. Although there were no streetlights, the road was clear of anything that could’ve caused him to veer off into the ditch. Had he just fallen asleep behind the wheel? 
Tom sat on the tailgate and went through his wallet, finding a picture of him and some woman holding a little girl. His wife and daughter? Sister and niece? He flipped the photo over hoping for the answer. There was only a date: January 2012. And how long ago was that? 
The name Rachel exploded into his mind. He looked at the picture again, his eyes shifting between the woman and girl, trying to figure who the name belonged to. Tom sighed and lowered the photograph. 
Sliding off the tailgate, a rush of white-hot pain assaulted his temples, causing him to collapse to all fours. After the moment of agony subsided, his eyes slid to the picture and something became very clear.
Wife. Daughter. 
“Home…?” he whispered.
Tom pulled out his driver’s license and stared at the address printed on it. Searching the maps, he found one that matched the city on the license and unfolded it. A wall of handwritten X’s covered the map, stopping just shy of his hometown. What did the markings stand for? 
He shook his head. It really didn’t matter. What did was that he had a destination now. 
 
* * *
 
At the top of the hill, Tom used a flashlight to search for any road signs, but found none that could tell him his location. Without a starting point to map his journey home, his best bet was to walk in the direction the pick-up was traveling and hope he’d come across someone that could provide answers. 
He packed a knapsack with extra batteries, canned food, bottled water, matches, and a large hunting knife. After a short debate with himself, Tom returned the .45 caliber to his rear waistband. Sure the gun made him nervous, but he felt worse without it. Apparently, he had a reason for traveling with a small armory in the first place, so maybe it was best to take the pistol and a box of ammo. The rest of the weapons were buried in a shallow grave about a hundred yards from the wreck. After a final check of supplies, he climbed the embankment and disappeared into the night.
 
* * *
 
A few hours into his journey, Tom had yet to either see a farmhouse or the headlights of an approaching vehicle. Although the moon was full in a cloudless sky, the dark abyss surrounding Tom threatened to swallow him if his flashlight went dead. The isolated road reeked of decay for the last quarter mile, the smell permeating the dark fields that flanked his path. 
His beam stopped on a large dark mound, swarming with flies, on the side of the road. It was a cow’s rotting carcass; its throat savagely torn out, its stomach split and hollowed. Turning from the grotesque sight, he shone the beam around the area. The field was littered with dead cows, all gruesomely ripped to pieces.
A chill snaked up his spine. Scanning the dark woods at the edge of the field, he knew whatever was responsible could still be out there. Hiding. Watching. Waiting. It was best to move on.
He pushed forward with his mind racing. What kind of farmer would leave all those rotting carcasses in the field like that? 
A few miles down the road, exhaustion set in. He found a spot to rest and built a fire for warmth and light. With his family’s picture propped against an empty chili can from dinner, Tom dug through his wallet and discovered a business card. HANCOCK SALES. His name was printed below it. The business name failed to ring any bells. Then he looked closer and saw the last two phone numbers listed; his cell and home number. 
He had to get to a phone. He could call his wife to tell her what happened—at least the little he could piece together. Then she and Jenny could come get him and—
Jenny! Little Jenny! Rachel and Jenny. He stared at the picture of his family. At Rachel and little Jenny. A smile crept on his face. 
He repeated their names over and over until his eyelids sealed shut from exhaustion. 
 
* * *
 
In the morning light, he saw the row of telephone poles in the distance and knew he was heading in the right direction. He packed up his belongings and started on his trek to find a phone.
 
* * *
 
The pole’s wires ran to the small farmhouse in the distance. Tom made his way up its long and winding dirt driveway. The utter silence of the area made him uneasy. Where was the sound of a tractor plowing in the nearby fields? Animals grunting or whining for their afternoon feed? Playful calls of children in the yard? None of it existed, only the whispers of the wind blowing through the tall, unkempt grass and bare trees. 
If the farmhouse was abandoned, he knew he could forget about a working phone. But after finishing the last of his water only an hour earlier, replenishing his supply became his new priority. Hopefully there would be a pump out back that still had some in its reservoir.
He walked through the front yard and his stomach slowly constricted around his spine. Although the house looked normal enough, his hands trembled while he carefully stepped onto its creaky porch. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he took a deep breath and rapped on the door. 
No answer. He knocked again, harder. Tom stepped away. After waiting a few moments, he tried the doorknob; it was locked.
He found the hand water pump out back. While refilling his bottle, he heard a muffled groan coming from the direction of the house. He quickly capped the water and placed it in his backpack. 
“Hello?” he said, slightly startled by the sound of his own voice. After a moment of silence, another groan came from the house’s far window. 
Inching closer, Tom peered through the pane of filthy glass. A withered man, ripened to at least eighty-years, crawled across the floor. Only wearing dirty briefs and a black tube sock on one foot, the man was completely caked in filth—even his once white whiskers were stained yellow from dirt and sweat. He reached up for Tom with splayed, bony fingers and babbled something.
“Are you okay?” Tom said through the glass.
The old man shook his head in confusion and collapsed back to the floor.
“Don’t be afraid. I’m comin’ in, okay?” 
The man turned away, mumbling. 
Tom found the backdoor unlocked and entered. Inside was nearly pitch-black. All the windows were covered—some by thick curtains, some with sheets and blankets, and some duct taped with cardboard. The sunlight blasting through the open door behind Tom illuminated the heavy dust in the air. The place look like a cyclone had hit it; everything was either turned on its side or upside down. The actual floor was barely visible from all the trash and clutter. The room reeked of sweat, feces, and urine. 
A hallway led in the direction of the old man’s room. A wheelchair was overturned in its doorway. Tom clicked on his flashlight. Carefully maneuvering around the clutter, he made his way to the man and knelt down beside him.
Tom realized that the old man had drawn the curtains, cloaking the room in darkness. “Are you okay?” he asked, ignoring the obvious.
The man shook his head and wheezed from phlegm-filled lungs. He was struggling to put on his other black sock. “Can ya…get…me…outta ‘ere?” 
“Sure. You bet,” Tom said. He took over trying to sock the man’s pruned and grubby foot. “Does your phone work? Ya want me to call a doctor?” He knew who he’d be calling immediately after phoning for assistance.
The old man shook his head. “Line’s dead. Don’t need help. Just want…outta this room.”
Once the sock was on, Tom shined his flashlight over the man’s body. It was covered in strange circular bruises—two crescent-shaped patterns with dual puncture wounds on top and a single one on the lower half. 
“What happened?” He pointed at the injuries. 
The old man shook his head in equal parts fear and confusion.
A loud thud sounded from outside the room followed by breaking glass. 
They both whirled in the direction of the commotion. 
“Oh, Gawd…,” the old man said, trembling. “Ya woke her…”
Shuffling footsteps approached from down the hall. 
The hair prickled on Tom’s neck. He swung the light to the dark, open doorway and waited. “Who? Who’s coming?” He turned the beam back on the old man and saw that his eyes were squeezed so tightly, they were cutting off his tears in midstream. “Who’s coming, damn it!?”
A cackle emanated from the dark doorway over his shoulder. Tom spun toward the sound, only catching a blur of something lunging at him through the flashlight’s beam. The blow knocked him off balance. He landed flat on his back and the flashlight tumbled from his grasp. 
His attacker jumped on him, straddling his chest. Skeletal hands clamped around his throat and dug into his flesh. Tom grabbed its bony thumbs and snapped them back, cracking the digits to break free of its grasp. He yanked away the withered hands and crawled out from under his assailant. Planting his foot in its stomach, Tom kicked with all his might. The attacker flew back, slammed the wall, and landed on the floor with a hard thud. 
Tom scrambled to his feet, ripping the gun from his waistband. He aimed at the figure slumped in the dark corner where heavy gasps and wheezes came from its shadows. Using his foot, Tom slid the flashlight across the floor and pointed its beam into the darkness. 
A pale old woman, cowering on all fours, hissed and shielded her eyes from the bright light. She was as filthy as the old man but a million times more hysterical. Completely deranged. Like a fish out of water, her gaping maw opened and closed, revealing sickly gums with only the rotten nubs of two teeth on top and one on the bottom, making a perfect match with the marks covering the old man. 
“Don’t you fuckin’ move, bitch!” While his blurted words suddenly caught him off guard, his thumb cocked the hammer. 
What was he doing? Sure, she was crazy, but she was hardly a threat anymore. Still, his finger tightened on the trigger. He closed one eye and drew a bead dead center of her wrinkled forehead. 
Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, a voice ordered him to pull the goddamn trigger, causing his finger to squeeze even tighter.               
“No!” the old man cried, “Don’t ya hurt Mamma!” 
Tom gasped and raised the pistol skyward. 
The old man crawled across the floor to his wife, his boney knees and elbows knocking loudly on the wood. The couple embraced. 
As the old man squeezed her tight, the woman bit at his arm, apparently hoping one of her three nubby teeth would break the soft surface of the old man’s wrinkled skin. The man’s eyes slid over to Tom.
“Go, now!” the old time yelled. “Ain’t need ya no more!” 
 
* * *
 
Tom stumbled across the front yard completely unhinged by the freak show within the house. His pace quickened into a full sprint back to the main road. 
His terror over his apparent desire to kill the old woman propelled him even faster and farther. It wasn’t until a mile down the road that the stitch in his side dropped him to his knees and caused him to dry heave. 
When he was able to catch his breath, he wiped the spittle from his mouth and continued down the road, praying that he’d come across someone who could rescue him from this insane purgatory. 
 
* * *
 
Well past midnight, Tom found a place to rest alongside the road and tossed his backpack to the ground. He was about to plop down when he heard children’s laughter coming from the thicket of murky woods in the distance. 
Running to the tree line, he scanned the darkness, hoping to spot house lights or a campfire. He stepped into the woods, moving stealthily to pinpoint the children’s location. 
“One. Two. Three. Four…” a boy’s voice echoed. 
Tom rushed toward the sound of the voice as the counting continued.
“…Eighteen, Nineteen, Twenty! Ready or not, here I come!” 
Tom stumbled into the clearing and saw a boy—no more than eight years old and dressed in filthy rags—crouching at the shadowy base of a tree. Turning on the flashlight, he accidently blasted the child’s pale, gaunt face. The boy shielded his eyes. 
Tom’s hand trembled. 
The gun. Use the gun! a voice screamed in his head. Shoot the little bastard!
Thankfully, his hand resisted what his mind demanded. Fighting to clear his brain of such horrid thoughts, Tom lowered the light. “Hi,” he said, forcing a smile. 
The boy dropped his hands and eyed him suspiciously. 
“Do you live around here?”
The boy nodded.
“I’ve been in an accident. I need to call for help. Does your mommy or daddy have a phone that I can use?” 
Another nod.
“Can you take me there?”
A scream blasted behind Tom, causing him to jump and nearly drop the flashlight. Spinning around, he saw a young girl standing there. She was also pale and gaunt, her clothes and body covered in grime. 
“Logan! C’mere! Get away from him!” the girl said. The little boy darted past Tom and over to her side.
“Wait! Wait. I’m not gonna hurt you.” Tom pleaded, praying that it wasn’t a lie.
She snatched the boy’s hand. “Run…and don’t look back,” she whispered to him, refusing to take her eyes off Tom. 
The boy nodded. 
They were gone in a blur, running in the opposite direction. 
Tom gave chase. “Wait! Wait! I need help!”
The children were quicker, more agile, than Tom. He was losing them, tripping and stumbling over the uneven ground. 
“Papa! Papa! He’s here!!!” the girl screamed, her cries echoing throughout the woods. “He’s heeeere!”
Tom slipped and went down hard, the weight of the bulky pack crushing him even flatter. He fought to get to his feet, but the heavy knapsack shifted, pulling him on his side. 
His rage boiled over again. He climbed to his knees and ripped the pistol from his belt loop, aiming in the direction of the fleeing children. If he fired a few wild rounds, he might be able to wound them, then find them to finish them off. 
If they get away, they’ll bring the others. Shoot them! Kill them NOW!
Before he could pull the trigger, Tom dropped the gun and clawed at his face, trying to stop the heinous thoughts ricocheting within. Something in his brain must have been damaged in the accident to make him such a monster. He needed help before he lost control and gave in to such hideous demands. 
Tom heard the girl’s screeches fading in the distance and realized that if he couldn’t go to help, than by God, let it come to him.
“That’s right! Tell ‘em where I am!! Tell ‘em I need help!” he screamed, collapsing to the ground. “Help! Help!! HELP!!!” 
Hearing the roar of a distant engine, Tom looked up and saw the approaching headlights through the trees. He scrambled to his feet and shuffled into the clearing.
The vehicle barreled up a road slicing through the woods. Its brakes screeched and tires skidded to a stop across the gravel path, kicking up a cloud of dust.
Tom held up a welcoming hand, squinting to see beyond the blinding headlights. He could make out a large pick-up truck with numerous people standing in its bed. A bright floodlight from the rear blasted his face. Tom shielded his eyes and peeked between his fingers. 
The shadowy figures jumped from the bed, landing heavily as the gravel crunched beneath their feet.
“Hello?” Tom called out. 
Nothing. 
“I…I need some help. I’ve been in an accident.” 
Still no response. 
Tom’s gut squirmed. What was forming beyond the blinding light felt more like a lynching mob than a rescue party. His thoughts fell to the gun in his waistband. 
Use it, the voice whispered. Kill them all, goddamnit! 
“Please. Please help me. I need to phone my wife. I’ve been in an accident.” 
Complete silence except for the chugging of the truck’s engine and muffler.
Tom lowered his hand from his face and carefully moved for his pistol. 
“By God, it is him,” a voice said in awe. 
There was a collective gasp from the group, followed by inaudible whispers.
Tom froze, waiting for someone—anyone—to tell him what the hell was going on. How did they know him?
The dark figures fanned out, flanking the truck, three to a side. 
Then an extremely deep voice yelled, “Get him!”
The truck shot forward, nearly two tons of roaring engine and metal captured Tom’s attention. Using the distraction to their advantage, the six figures lunged at him. Tom went for his gun without hesitation. It was instinct now. Something was coming back—a fury igniting his brain…  
Eight of them. Only six bullets chambered. One headshot each. If I don’t have time to reload, I’ll decapitate the driver and passenger with the hunting knife from my backpack! 
But they were instantly upon him, pinning him down before he fingered the pistol. They rained crushing blows against his body and skull. The last thing he heard before darkness swallowed him was the man with the deep—and now somewhat familiar—voice say, “Welcome back, ya sick sumbitch!”
 
* * *
 
Battered and bruised, Tom awoke with leather straps restraining him to the bed. The room was black. The pain in his throbbing head was made worse with every beat of his racing heart. Lying still, he let his eyes adjust to the dark. 
A bedroom. Familiar. Even its smell. The door to the room was closed. 
“Rachel?!” 
Why was he compelled to call her name? 
“Somebody? Help me!”
The knob turned. The hinges creaked. As the door opened, Tom struggled to raise his head. By the time he looked over, the door was slowing to a stop—wide open but with no one there.
He heard a series of dull thuds moving toward the bed. Someone was crawling across the floor. As they moved closer, he caught glimpses of blonde hair bobbing above the footboard’s wooden horizon. A chill ran up his spine at the clacking of nails, rodent-like in nature, scratching across the floorboards with each slide foreword. Rising, he leaned to one side of the bed (as far as his restraints allowed) and looked at the ground. 
No one was there. 
Turning to check the other side, he jumped at the tiny shadowed face inches from his own. His fear faded to relief. “Jenny? My God…Jenny…” 
Jenny glanced at the open doorway, then held a tiny finger to her lips. “Shhhh, Daddy. Ya have to be quiet.”
His name spoken from her lips suddenly made him remember. Dear God! Her pitiful face…looking up at him with glassy eyes…whimpering his name. Holding her in his arms….she was sick…so cold…
“Jenny!” a woman yelled from across the room, giving Tom a start. 
The memories suddenly halted. Father and daughter looked at the woman in the doorway. 
 “Get away from Daddy. He’s…sick.” 
Jenny scuttled to the corner of the murky room, letting the shadows swallow her completely. His wife slowly sat on the edge of bed beside Tom. 
“Rachel?” His hand rose to touch her. Even before the straps could prevent it, she pulled away as if his touch was poisonous. The rejection was a crushing blow. 
“Everything okay in there?” that very familiar, deep voice asked. 
Tom lifted his head and saw the black silhouette of a large, beefy man standing in the doorway.
Rachel nodded.
“Then be quick about it. Before I change my mind about the sumbitch.” The man huffed and walked away.
Rachel turned back to her husband. “We know what you’ve done. And always knew you’d come back for us.”
“I—I was in an accident. Hit my head. I don’t—remember—certain things…” 
Rachel guffawed, her cold breath smelled rotten. 
Tom glanced at Jenny in the dark corner. “Is she okay? I remember her being…sick.”
Rachel waved Jenny over. The little girl slowly approached, stopping at her mother’s side but out of Daddy’s reach. “She’s fine. See?” 
That was the problem. He couldn’t see. Not in the darkness. “Turn the light on, please. I need to see you guys.”
Rachel held a finger to his lips and shushed him. Tom flinched, not expecting her flesh to be so…cold. 
“It’s time to sleep,” she whispered. “When you wake, you’ll realize how wrong you were. You’ll finally understand that it’s a gift, not a curse.” 
She bent down and kissed him with icy lips, then hovered inches from his face, staring deep into his eyes. Jenny placed both hands on her daddy’s wrist, her tiny grasp frigid. 
“We’ll be in the courtyard with the others. Come to us after you awake.” 
He smiled innocently at her, shaking his head in confusion. 
Rachel beamed. “Just know that you’re forgiven, and more importantly, accepted.” 
“But, I don’t…”
A low, guttural growl escaped from the throats of his wife and daughter. Rachel lunged at his neck and tore into his jugular. Jenny bit into his wrist. 
Tom’s back arched off the mattress as a blinding pain stabbed into his brain. It was a spark that ignited a firestorm, incinerating the barrier that blocked the memories. Once cleared, it all spilled forth…
The news reports…the pandemic…the ensuing chaos…the death of his wife and daughter…Ted, his neighbor, directing him with his deep, powerful voice to burn their bodies…secretly burying them instead…leaving town…watching the world crumble…realizing he was the last…suicidal thoughts…
Their awakening…
Madness…
The visions…the voices ordering him to stop the evolution…now a reason to live…a mission.
Hunting them…Killing every one he found…marking his progress with X’s on the maps…working his way home…able to give Jenny and Rachel eternal peace like the voices told him to…
The deer in the road…the crash…the slaughtered cows in the field…the old couple…the kids playing hide ‘n’ seek at night… 
His mind rewound back to the old couple. 
I’m not the last! 
The old man…he was still alive. There could be others out there. Survivors. Just like Tom.
No. Not like him. Not anymore. 
He felt cold. Empty. He didn’t want their gift. He had his mission.
God damn them! 
He had his mission.
 
* * *
 
He awoke with an inferno ripping through his skull and every nerve in his body igniting. When the pain subsided, he lay gasping for breath. 
Then he felt it. Running through his veins. His stomach tightened in disgust. 
God damn them. 
He wrenched his arms up, snapping free from his restraints. His feet swung up and over the bed, planting on the wooden floor with a loud thud. He looked around the room. Sniffed the air.
They were close. Very close.
They had no idea the mistake they’d made.
He still had his mission. But only Rachel and Jenny would be shown the mercy they deserved. The others weren’t going to be so lucky. 
As he stepped out of the room, he knew he had to be careful from now on. There were survivors out there, just like…
Just like what he used to be. 
Even though he’d still be fighting for their side, the humans would hunt him. He’d been reborn as an enemy to mankind.
Tom saw the axe on the hallway floor and went to it. Kneeling down, he clutched it with his marble colored hands and sized up the blade. 
Yes, it’ll do just fine. 
At least until he made it back to the truck to reclaim his arsenal.
He slowly rose and followed their scent out the door and into the courtyard…to continue doing what the voices in his head commanded. 
 



 
 
FINGER CUFFS
 
 
Wedged behind the wheel of his van, Gene trolled the farm roads for some fresh meat, scouring anywhere a child might play. It wasn’t like in the city where the bright yellow Children Crossing signs advertised their whereabouts. Out here in the sticks, he had to search a little harder for all those country mice.
Driving down the rural highway, he spotted a gas station with a sign out front that read: Girl Scout Cookies. He hooted, more excited over the tiny cookies doing the selling than the ones being sold. 
The van pulled into the parking lot alongside the gas pumps and his eyes zeroed in on the station’s front door, hoping to spot the little ladies sitting behind a folding table covered with Thin Mints and Caramel Delights. 
But the doorway was empty.
Gene tapped the steering wheel, debating whether to go in for a look-see. Then his eyes froze on his review mirror, reflecting the brown and white sedan with red and blue lights on top. 
The sheriff’s cruiser sat idling, inches from his back bumper. 
Just relax. You’re blocking the gas pumps, stupid. Just get outta the way so Smokey can fill ‘er up. 
As the van coasted forward, the cruiser followed. 
Okay then. Get outta his way. Back on the road. Slowly. Carefully. But not too slow and careful. 
The van eased back onto the rural highway. The cruiser did the same.
It was following him. 
Gene broke a sweat from the sudden onset of near-crippling shit cramps. He knew the sheriff was probably itching to pull over an out-of-towner. And, dear God, if Smokey were to do a vehicular search and discover the large black box in the back that contained all the goodies he used… 
No! Kiddie diddlers didn’t survive in prison. If they weren’t just outright killed, they became the cell block bitch and eventually had to wear diapers because their shitters were so stretched out. 
With trembling hands, Gene fought to breathe and keep the van straight and steady. About a half-mile down, he spotted a turn off that appeared to lead deeper into the sticks. 
Okay, this is it. If ya turn and the cop still follows ya… then he’s lookin’ to get ya.
Gene navigated the van off the highway, turning onto the single lane road. Once he straightened out, he held his breath and stared into the mirror.
The cruiser was still behind him. 
Gene groaned, hot panic spread across his chest. 
Please God, if ya get me outta this one I swear I’ll stop, I’ll get some help, I know I’m sick  and I’ve done wrong I swear I’ll change just please don’t let me get pulled over! Please. Please!
He checked his rearview mirror again. With all his blubbering, Gene hadn’t noticed that the cruiser stopped on the side of the road about a half-mile back. 
All at once the air rushed from his lungs, fogging the windshield’s interior. He wiped his sweaty, tear-stained face with the back of his forearm and continued down the road, following its twists and turns, paying more attention to the rearview mirror than to the road ahead. 
Ten minutes later, he realized he was completely lost. Unable to backtrack, Gene pulled over and looked around. He slammed the gearshift into park, killed the engine, and stepped out. The gravel road crunched under his beefy weight. He closed his eyes and listened for traffic in the distance, hoping it would guide him out of there, but heard nothing. 
He grumbled then noticed the wooden sign leaning against a withered oak on the shoulder of the road. Ice Cold Lemenade. Spelling and handwriting clearly a child’s. An arrow below the words pointed up the road. 
Gene glanced in its direction then his eyes slid back to the sign. He grinned, suddenly feeling not as queasy.
The van pulled back onto the road, heading in the arrow’s direction. 
Quickly forgetting his promise to the Big Guy Upstairs, Gene remembered his original plan. 
Be careful. That cop probably got your license plate. If a kid goes missing out here, that could be the end of—
Any rationality flew right out the window when he spotted the two little girls on the side of the road. One blonde, the other brunette. Both sat behind an old crate, using it as a make-shift table for their lemonade stand.
The little girls were all alone. 
Gene kept the van moving at a snail’s pace. The girls waved as he crawled past. He slowed to a stop in the middle of the road and eyed them in his rearview mirror. They waved for him to come back, enticing him like Sirens. He turned around, glanced at his black box of fun, and smiled. 
Think ya can handle two of ‘em, big guy?
Making a three point turn on the narrow dirt road, Gene returned and pulled over. He climbed out and slowly approached the girls, giving them a friendly wave. 
“What ya sellin’?” he asked, ignoring the obvious. 
The blonde, no more than eight-years-old, proudly displayed the pitcher of golden refreshment. “Ice cold lemonade, Silly!” 
The brunette—a year or two older—eyed Gene up and down. Did she sense something? Or was it that she couldn’t believe how stupid the fat man was since there was a big sign right in front of him clearly announcing what they were selling? 
“Ice cold lemonade?” Gene repeated, mimicking the little blonde’s enthusiasm. “Sure sounds good to a thirsty fella such as myself. Did your Mommy and Daddy make it?” 
“No. We did,” the brunette flatly stated. 
“We have to earn our keep,” the blonde added. “That’s what Grammie says. She’s the one that put us out here.”
“Earn your keep, huh? Well, your Grammie sounds like a wise lady.” He was absolutely falling in love with the golden-haired one. The other wasn’t doing much for him, but apparently they were a packaged deal. “So are you two sisters?”
The blonde quickly nodded. “I’m Bridgette. And this is Nora.” 
“Hush!” Nora snapped, shooting her little sister a look. Bridgette immediately glanced down.
Gene hid a smile. Now that he knew their names, he could use it to his advantage. “Sisters, huh?” 
Just keeps gettin’ better and better. 
He scoped out the road. “Kinda isolated place to be setting up a stand, don’t ya think? Did ya pick this spot because ya live close by?”
Bridgette nodded. “Yep. We live just over—”
 “Mister?” Nora interrupted. “Are you gonna buy some lemonade or what?” 
He gave an overly exaggerated look of surprise. “Why sure, Miss Nora. How much for a glass?”
“One dollar,” Nora said. 
“Hmmmmmmm…” Gene playfully stared at them, jutting out his lower lip. “Is it really good lemonade?”
Bridgette adamantly nodded her head. 
“Well, then…I guess that sounds like a fair price if Bridgette says it’s really good.” Gene pulled out his wallet and fished for a single, handing it over to his golden favorite as the older sister poured a glass. Right at the exchange of payment, Gene stuck his index finger out, quickly rubbing it over the back of Bridgette’s hand. He just wanted a little preview of her tender flesh.
Bridgette giggled and pulled back. Gene gave her a wink. Nora shot her sister another look then offered the glass to Gene. 
“Why thank you, Nora.” He held it up to them, smiling. “Cheers.” He swallowed it down. “Ummmm, that’s good. How ‘bout another?”
“One dollar,” Nora demanded. 
The little brunette was already getting on his nerves. He’d make it extra painful for her later. “Then one dollar it is.”
They exchanged items and Gene gulped it down. After returning the glass, he glanced up and down the road again. It was deserted. The entire time he had been dividing his attention between flirting with the children and listening for any noise in the distance, warning him of someone’s approach. But all was silent. 
“Well, Miss Nora and Miss Bridgette, I kindly thank ya and hope business booms so ya can make your Grammie mighty proud.” He nodded and headed back to his van. 
The little girls looked at one another then stepped out from behind the booth, curiously watching Gene walk away.
He paused in mid-step and spun around. “Ya know, I was thinkin’…” 
The girls scurried behind the stand as he returned. 
“You wouldn’t happen to have a glass of regular ol’ water, would ya?” 
Both girls shook their heads in unison.
“Oh, that’s too bad,” he said, hitching his thumb back to the van. “‘Cause Bubba could really use some water.”
Both girls looked past him, toward the vehicle. 
“Who’s Bubba?” Nora asked.
“Oh, he’s my little puppy dog. Got’em right there in the back of the van.”
“Is he fluffy?” Bridgette asked, wide-eyed.
“Like a lil’ bunny rabbit,” Gene said, performing a final perimeter check. “Say, would you little ladies like to see him?” 
“I do! I do!” Bridgette squealed and ran out from behind the booth. 
“Bridgette!” Nora snapped. “Grammie won’t like this. We gotta job to do.”
Bridgette ignored her sister and skipped toward the vehicle. 
Gene’s heart raced. He felt the sweat of excitement dripping down his plump body. Stumbling, he turned back to Nora. His head spun. Maybe he was getting a little too excited. “Don’t ya wanna… take a look also, Sweetie? He’s a real cute little fella.”
Nora stood frozen, watching him. 
The little cunt knows. “C’mon, Nora. I’m sure your Grammie won’t mind if ya leave the stand for just a moment. Bubba will be real excited to see ya. He’s been cooped up in the…” Gene swallowed hard. His tongue felt as swollen as a marshmallow. “…cooped up… all day,” he muttered. 
He turned back to the van where little Bridgette was trying to peek through the tinted windows. “Bubba? Hey, Bubba?” she called.
The horizon seemed to tilt. Gene’s left leg slid out from under him. He stumbled into the road. 
Bridgette noticed and slowly approached as he crumbled to his knees. 
Nora came up behind him. “You okay, mister?” 
He nodded with a strand of drool stretching from his lower lip. “Yeah…just…a little…dizz—” Gene fell flat on his fat ass. After floundering a bit, he went still.
“Yes! We did it!” Bridgette squealed.
“I’ll stay here with him,” Nora told her younger sister. “You go get Pa and tell him we got one.” 
 
* * *
 
Lying on the table, Gene felt like his head was cracked open. He groaned and slowly opened his eyes.
“Howdy,” a gruff voice said. 
Gene’s lids fluttered until he was able to focus on the man standing above. The stranger appeared to be in his late-forties, gaunt, and haggard. An old woman stood at Gene’s feet, studying him with dark, beady eyes. 
Gene attempted to bolt up but his arms snapped back to the wood surface as if his tendons were made of taut rubber bands. He tried to swing his legs off the table, but they were cemented in place. He was pinned on his back, spread eagle, with nylon rope binding his wrists and ankles. 
“Where… am… I?” 
“Our house,” the man said.
Gene needed a little more than that. He struggled against his restraints, attempting to sit up again. The man planted a calloused palm on Gene’s chest. 
“Whoa. Just relax. I’ll explain the need for the ropes in a bit.” 
Gene looked around the bare room in confusion and saw a series of tables—partially covered in a plastic drop cloth. 
“Ya see, Hoss, after I found ya lying in the road, I brought ya here so Mamma could take a look at ya. She used to be a nurse, so you’ve been in real good hands this whole time.”
“How long—”
“Oh, only a couple hours. Just about the time it takes for the drug to wear off.” 
“D-d-drug…?” 
 The man smiled. “The tartness of the lemonade hides it pretty good, huh? Anyhow, I hope ya don’t mind that I fetched your van. Figured ya didn’t want it left out.”
Although Gene was gravely concerned about these people, he was relieved to have his van off the road before anyone discovered what was in back. “Yeah… thank you.”
“No problem, Hoss. I hope ya don’t mind that I rooted around and found this.” The man nodded at Mamma. 
She stepped aside, revealing his black box sitting on the counter. Its lid was open. 
Gene felt a white-hot panic electrify his body. “Look... please… I can explain what all that stuff—” 
The man held up his hand. “No need. I saw them pictures in there. Some of them kids can’t be any older than my two angels. Ya know, those lil’ girls running the lemonade stand?” 
Gene felt his stomach collapse. He fought for breath. “Are you—are you gonna call the cops?”
The couple fought back a smile. “Nah,” the man said. “Don’t think that’ll be necessary.”
“Thank—thank you,” Gene stammered, silently questioning whether he should really be grateful to the pair.
“But I must say that fate’s a funny thing. Outta all the people we’re forced to do this to, none deserve it more than you,” the man said. 
Before Gene could ask “Do what to?” the man patted Gene on the shoulder. “Now you relax while we start preparing ya.”
The woman approached with a syringe, Gene fought to break free from his restraints. The man clamped his fingers around Gene’s beefy neck to steady him. 
“No!” the crone hissed. “Not the throat!!” 
The man immediately released his grip and nodded. 
Gasping for breath, Gene winced when Mamma pulled the hypodermic from his arm, not realizing that she had already injected him during the struggle.
He felt a soothing warmth flow up and over his chest. His lids fluttered. Before all went black, the man leaned closer.
“Sleep tight, ya sick fuck. We’ll get ya all ready in no time.” 
 
* * *
 
Dreams. 
As a boy, standing in the garage of his childhood home. Father working at his cluttered workbench. 
The squeal of the power tool. The tinny smell of electricity, burning saw dust, and sweat. All lingered in the stagnate air. 
Father turned, asking if he wanted to try. Gene stared at the sandblaster in his father’s hands. It looked dangerous. Mommy wouldn’t like that. 
Terrified, he shook his head.
Father shot him a look of disgust then glanced down to the sandblaster. A sadistic smile rose.
“Well, if you’re gonna be scared of it, boy,” he said. “Then I might as well give ya a good reason to be that way.” Father revved the sandblaster and moved close to his cowering seven-year-old son.  
Drenched in sweat, Gene snapped awake. Realizing that he wasn’t in the safety of his own bed, the fear from the nightmare remained. And the sandblaster’s squeal wasn’t stopping. 
His head rose, struggling to look in the direction of the God-awful, nerve-shattering sound. He locked eyes with the man at the foot of the table—the man cloaked in plastic, holding a wailing buzz saw, spitting up blood and chunks of gristle from around Gene’s legs.
The man killed the power tool. “Mamma! He’s awake!” 
A handful of cotton gauze clamped over Gene’s mouth from above. The coppery tang of blood in his throat was quickly replaced by a chemical taste burning his windpipe and Gene’s terror melted away. 
 
* * *
 
Covered by a sheet, Gene awoke to find the cute little blonde from the lemonade stand studying him. Her two hands clutched the edge of the table, her chin resting on top. She eyed his freshly shaved pate and the plastic surgical tubing that ran out from behind the white medical tape stuck to his skull. 
“Does it hurt?”
Gene shrugged, numb from the drugs pumping through his body to even know that there was a large intravenous needle piercing his scalp. 
“You’ve been asleep for a long time,” she said. 
Recalling the vivid nightmare of his legs being butchered, Gene wiggled his digits to verify that all limbs were still rightfully intact. He felt straps across his chest, but nothing restraining his arms or legs. Had they not expected him to wake up so soon? 
Gene moved his lips.
Bridgette leaned in. “What?” 
Gene continued his inaudible whisper. The girl inched closer.
Just a bit more, ya little cunt. If he could get his hands around her tiny throat, he’d take her hostage and free himself from this den of insanity. 
Bridgette hovered inches away.
Gene threw his hands up to throttle her neck.
But the sheet didn’t move. 
He tried again, hissing between clenched teeth.
She giggled at his funny face.
Gene kicked, his legs flailing wildly, and his arms lashed out. 
The sheet remained frozen.
“My arms…?”
“They’re okay, silly,” Bridgette said, pointing across the room. “They’re right over there.”
Gene froze, praying that the little girl was playing a twisted game.
“And so are your legs.”
He stared at the bloody countertop for a moment… until the stumps of meat came into focus.
“Oh Christ Oh Christ Oh Christ…” Gene knew the severed limbs couldn’t be his, he felt his fingers and toes moving. But, for God’s sake, there were indeed somebody’s severed limbs sitting on the counter across from him. 
“Pa had to remove them because It don’t like—”
 “Bridgette!” a girl’s voice yelled from over Gene’s shoulder, startling him. “Get away from there.” 
Gene saw the brunette from the lemonade stand wearing an oversized, brown cowboy hat.
Nora glanced at Gene. “Pa! He’s awake!”
Heavy footsteps clunked on the ceiling then descended a set of creaky stairs around the corner. 
“Why did you drug me?”
“We already told ya,” Nora said. “Grammie wants us to earn our keep.”
“But why?” he shouted with all the strength he could muster.
“’Cause we gotta do our part to catch ya. So It can have you instead of us.”
Bridgette rapidly flicked her finger over the sole of the bare foot on one of the severed legs. “Tickle, tickle, tickle.” She giggled at Gene. 
Nora smacked her hand. “Stop playing!”
“Feelin’ better, are we?”
Gene jumped and looked up at the man, now dressed in a sheriff’s uniform—minus one hat. “You? You’re the—?”
“Sure am,” the man said, plucking the hat off his daughter’s head and crowning his own with it. 
“You—lured me here?!”
“Nah, I just nudge people in a certain direction. If it’s God’s will, you’ll find yer way here. After all, only the ones that really got something to hide go outta their way to slink away from the police. Am I right?”
“I never did anything to you!” Gene blurted in desperation. “Never touched your girls!”
“Nope. But you have touched others.” He nodded to the severed appendages on the counter. “But not anymore.” 
“Those things are NOT mine! I feel my arms and legs just fine!”
“Phantom limb syndrome. I assure you that’s them over yonder. Here, lemme show ya.” The man ripped back the sheet, revealing Gene’s new makeover. He was completely naked. The four areas where his limbs used to be attached were smoothed over and stitched up like the ends of four baked hams. His genitals were grossly missing. As only a head and torso, he now resembled something like a misshapen center piece to a human jigsaw puzzle.
Gene struggled to take in his mutilated body. 
“And since ya ain’t got no need for your nuts and pecker, we fed ‘em to the dog,” the man said. “Hope ya don’t mind?”
Gene wailed in horror. 
Mamma entered, whipping a rectal thermometer through the air. 
The man loosened the straps and shifted Gene on his side. “We gotta make sure ya ain’t running a fever before puttin’ ya out back.” 
The woman plugged the thermometer between his ass cheeks. 
Gene’s blubbering was cut short with a grimace of pain. 
“Oh, c’mon, Hoss,” the man said. “Hope for yer sake yer tougher than that.”
Gene locked eyes with the little girls then looked away, mortified. He had never felt so vulnerable in all his life.
“Ninety-eight point seven,” the crone croaked. 
“Alrighty! You’re good to go.”
“Please! Whatever you’re gonna do to me, please—for the love of God—don’t!”
Nora and Bridgette left the kitchen. Mamma handed the man a knotted handkerchief. “Sorry about this,” the man said, “but we can’t have ya biting us.”
By the time the girls returned with the wheelbarrow, Gene had been gagged and wrapped in a sheet. The man lifted him off the table as the old woman gathered the IV bag—its other end attached to a tube plugged into the thin layer of Gene’s pate. The tubing pulled taut and Gene’s scalp stretched, nearly ripping the needle out. He hissed in pain until the woman rushed forward to make up the slack. 
Using the wheelbarrow, Gene was rolled out of the house and onto the porch, where a thick sheet of plywood was placed over the steps, providing a makeshift ramp down to the yard. 
The man turned to his daughters, who were curiously looking into the woods out back. “Go back inside, girls. Ain’t nothing else to see.” 
Gene stared wide-eyed into the vast wooded yard, desperately trying to figure out his fate. The area was desolate. A neighboring house nowhere in sight. 
As he was rolled down the ramp and pushed along the dirt trail snaking through the trees, the old woman clutched the raised IV bag and silently marched beside the wheelbarrow as if taking part in a funeral procession.
They approached a mound of dirt next to a large pit. The wheelbarrow stopped and the man walked over to the edge of the hole, solemnly staring down. 
Gene shook his head, snot and tears streamed over the gag. 
The man noticed Gene gawking at the hole. “What? Ya think you’re goin’ in there?” He returned to the wheelbarrow, lifting its handles. “You’d be so lucky,” he calmly stated. 
They started rolling again. 
“No, that was supposed be our new drinking well.” He exhaled and gave the old woman a glance. “Biggest mistake of our lives, that was. Should’ve just been happy with that hard mineraled water we was drinkin’ beforehand.” 
The old woman nodded in agreement.
“Ya see, Hoss. That’s where It came from. Out of all these acres of land for It to be sleepin’ under all this time, we had to go and choose the exact spot above it to dig a new well.”
The old woman guffawed.
“Got my wife first,” the man continued, voice slightly trembling. “The girls were the ones that found what was left of her after she went missin’. When they came back to the house cryin’ hysterically, I went out there alone to investigate. And that’s when it showed Itself.” Both he and the old woman shuddered in unison. 
Gene’s bloodshot eyes shifted back and forth, partially trying to figure out where they were taking him, but mostly searching for someone in the woods that might rescue him from this madness. 
“It told me what it needed. How to do it. And that if I refused, it’d get my girls. Even no matter where we went, it’d find them and do something much worse than what it did to their mother.” 
They rounded the bend of the wooded trail and a large, two-story dilapidated barn came into sight. Gene felt a chill snake up his spine. The place simply looked evil.
“Yep, so that’s why we bring folks here,” the man said, nodding to the barn. “Oh, I know you’re probably wondering how I can do such things after taking a solemn oath to uphold the law. Well, some things are greater than any manmade laws.” He inhaled sharply. “And doing whatever it takes to protect your family is one of ‘em.”
They stopped at a large sliding door secured with three padlocks. The man took the IV bag from the old woman, freeing her hands so she could unlock the barn.
“Ya know, let’s be honest for a minute here. Meeting you and finding out what ya intended to do with my baby girls.” He shook his head in disgust. “I’m finally able to take some pleasure in doing something that usually strains my conscience.” 
As the barn door slid back, a gut wrenching wave of rotting meat and feces attacked Gene’s nostrils. 
The barn was dark, except for a single shaft of light from a missing board in the roof. It shone down, like a spotlight, illuminating a large wooden table. Gene was pushed to the slab, leather straps and a blood-stained pillow adorned the wooden altar. The tabletop was stained with practically all the major bodily fluids: shit, piss, puke, and blood. Flies buzzed everywhere.
Lifted from the wheelbarrow, Gene’s head swung from side to side, searching the shadowy barn. Was there movement in the far corner? Gene was spun around and lost track of where he thought he saw something extremely large crouching in the darkness. He was dropped on the sticky table and rolled onto his stomach. The man unfolded the sheet from around Gene’s torso, leaving him naked like a newbie on a changing table. The pillow was wedged under his hips, forcing his bare ass up into the air.
While the man strapped Gene face-down, the old woman hooked the IV on the metal pole beside the table and made sure the tubing stayed clear of its tainted surface. 
“Ya ever play with one of them Chinese finger cuffs?” the man whispered in Gene’s ear.
Gene didn’t respond. He was way too occupied with the surrounding darkness and what lurked within it.
“Ya know how it has one hole in each end that ya stick a finger into? Once they get plugged, your fingers get stuck, and ya pull back and watch the thing stretch? Well, that’s kinda what’s gonna happen here.” He untied the gag and pulled it out of Gene’s mouth. “Face down, ass up. Two openings. That’s what it needs. Anything more just gets ripped off.” He nodded to Gene’s mutilated body. “Hence the little nip tuck job. We can’t have ya bleedin’ out before it’s done with ya.”
“P-P-Please! Please don’t do this. I’ll do anything. Anything you want!”
“Ya already are,” the crone grumbled.
The man stepped back and pointed at the IV bag. “Now the stuff we got pumping through ya will only take the edge off for a bit. But once it’s gone, you’re just gonna have to tough it out.” 
An inhuman snarl sounded from the shadows. All three looked in its direction, staring into the blackness.
The man spun back to Gene and patted his shoulder. “Gotta go. We’re overstayin’ our welcome.” He and the crone scurried toward the exit. 
“Please! No! Don’t leave me!” 
The barn door slammed shut, allowing the darkness to jump closer to the table.
A guttural growl sounded behind him, somewhere low on the floor.
Gene froze. Heard something large crawling across the dirt. Toward him and his naked, upturned ass. 
The front of the table suddenly flew up. Gene yelped and shifted downwards. But the straps caught hold of him, locking him in place.
The table slammed back to the ground, kicking up dust. Gene whimpered. He knew whatever was down there was trying to tip the table, slide him off, and get him to the floor, but—thank God—the straps were holding him steady. 
If he could just stay on top, maybe that thing below wouldn’t be able to reach him and—
A set of large, pale, taloned hands planted on the wood tabletop beside Gene’s bare shoulders. A hot breath cascaded over his nape. Warm drool dripped onto his back. 
Gene shuddered in utter terror. 
The thing wasn’t trying to tip him off the table; it was climbing on top of it. And now it was straddling his backside. 
Something warm and flaccid flopped unto the small of his back. As the appendage slid down to his ass crack, it grew rigid, secreting a warm, sticky trail of fluid. Then the beast sounded a deafening roar as something hard, warm, and extremely large penetrated Gene’s upturned ass. The throbbing phallus snaked up his rectum and through his small and large intestine, searching for the best place to deposit its eggs. Gene squealed in agony and tried to scream for help.
It never sounded. His mouth was immediately plugged with another warm, fleshly rod that traveled down his esophagus until finally stopping in the pit of his stomach to fertilize the eggs that were now being planted through his ass. 
With his belly ballooning, Gene choked and gagged, praying that he’d somehow be saved from this atrocity before it was too late. But any divine intervention had already occurred earlier that day, delivering Gene to a fate that he rightfully deserved: a place where children—once freshly hatched—would be the aggressor and take great delight in preying upon his weak and defenseless state. 
 



 
SOUP BONE
Mamma left him in the car again while she shopped. It made very little difference that the windows were cracked an inch when the sweltering temperature outside read well into the triple digits. Had she even taken into account that his entire body was covered with thick fur? 
Apparently not. Mamma was only thinking about the money she’d save after reading the store’s circular ad earlier that morning over breakfast. In the kitchen. Back at the house. The cool, air conditioned house.
With tongue panting, he peered through the heavily tinted pane of glass that separated him from the world, watching as the people entered and left the store. There was still no sign of Mamma. She had said that she’d only be a few minutes. That was over an hour ago. So where was she?
His wagging tail fell still. 
It was getting way too hot inside the vehicle and who knew how much longer Mamma would be. Although he was told to be a good boy and stay quiet, he thought about crying out to be noticed. He felt forgotten. Abandoned. But drawing attention to himself could prove disastrous. The authorities would be called in and he’d be taken away from Mamma. 
But maybe she needed such a scare. She’d definitely think twice about leaving him unattended in the hot car again. Maybe she needed to be taught a lesson.
He’d show her.
His head raised and back arched, ready to sound out a guttural howl. 
But before he unleashed it, the store’s automatic doors slid open and Mamma stepped out. He paused and looked closer at her. She was pushing a fully loaded shopping cart across the sizzling asphalt and wincing from the bright sun. 
Aw, poor baby. Was Mamma uncomfortable?
Mamma loaded the trunk with all her bags of bargains. The automatic locks popped up, causing the ears on top of his head to do the same. She opened the door and gasped when the heat rose out of the car, blasting her face. “My word!” 
Waiting in the backseat with his head hung low and eyes pitifully staring up, he heard her slam the door, start the engine, and crank the air conditioner to full blast.
After wiping the sweat from her brow, she turned around, finally acknowledging him. “Oh, I’m so sorry, baby!” she said, leaning over the seat. “Mamma took a little longer than expected.” She went to give him a good scratch behind one of his ears. 
He pulled back.
“Oh, baby. Don’t be mad at Mamma.”
He slid across the seat, moving away from her. 
She sighed. “I know it’s hot. And I’m sorry. Tell ya what. How about you sleep in Mamma’s bed tonight instead of your cage? Would ya like that?”
He looked away. Not good enough.
“Okay, okay. Ya know Mamma’s making soup for dinner, don’t ya?”
His eyes shifted back to her. His tail twitched. 
“That’s right. How about you get the soup bone after I’m done with it?”
He licked his chops, his pink tongue running over his canines. His tail sprung back to life.
“So I take it that I’m forgiven?”
After a slight pause, he nodded. “I guess so.” 
She smiled. “That’s what I like to hear. Now let’s get you strapped back into your car seat like a good little boy.”
As they drove home, he thought about his time spent in the scorching automobile. It really hadn’t been that bad. For tolerating only an hour of pain, he’d be the one getting the coveted soup bone tonight, something that was usually reserved for Roscoe…the family dog.
 



 
 
DEADLINE
 
Sydney watched from the darkness as a zombie lumbered across the shadowy street to chase the vampire. She clicked the pause button on the viewer and shuffled the footage back a few frames to trim her edit.  
Alone in the advertising office, she was burning the midnight oil while huddled around her computer in the dimly lit editing suite. The raw footage of the undead monsters had been delivered earlier that day to be assembled for a local costume shop’s Halloween commercial. Unfortunately for her, the person who shot the original footage had no concept of editing, let alone filmmaking. What she had put together so far was nothing but a series of jarring edits—known in her industry as jump cuts—that would completely confuse the viewer as to what was taking place onscreen.  
And to make matters worse, her deadline was approaching fast—nine hours and counting. Since the client’s Halloween sale was only a few days away, they were paying extra to expedite the production and Sydney promised that it would be edited and delivered for their approval first thing in the morning.  
With her foot tapping a mile a minute, she exhaled and leaned back in her chair. Although she had quit smoking cold turkey (six weeks, two days, twelve hours, and forty-eight…forty-nine…fifty seconds ago), she could’ve really gone for one at that moment. It always got her creative juices flowing whenever she hit a road block. But, even if she hadn’t quit, she still would have been too afraid to step outside the office to burn one off since the building wasn’t located in the best part of town. During the daytime, when the guys were all there, the place wasn’t bad. But after hours, the office was downright spooky. Her boss was extremely apprehensive of her staying alone after dark even with her assurance that she would be just fine. He knew that the commercial had to get done and she reminded him that the client was depending on them. She was hoping to rack up enough of these ―take one for the team jobs to ask for a substantial raise (especially since money was about to get real tight in the near future). But presently, she wasn’t afraid to admit that being the only living soul in such a large place made her a little jittery. 
Once a doctor’s office decades earlier, the building sat vacant for years until Paul, the owner of Good Deal Television Advertising, snapped it up for a steal, buying it outright instead of haggling over a lease. The entire one-story complex was far too large for the company’s five employees, who (for obvious reasons) chose to set up shop in the smallest suite while Paul planned to lease the remaining wings once renovated. Sydney had wandered over there a few times while he was cleaning and saw the vast array of dusty medical equipment left behind. It was all outdated stuff that Paul kept confined to a couple of the back rooms. He hoped to make some extra cash selling the items on eBay, figuring there had to be some sort of niche for odd medical nostalgia.

Sydney pushed away from the desk and slowly spun in her chair. She fought her overwhelming desire to fetch a pack of smokes from the corner convenience store. Maybe if she whirled fast enough it would provide the same euphoria she always felt taking the first drag on her morning cigarette. The one that spiked her adrenaline. Raced her heart.  
Spinning faster, she closed her eyes and felt like a kid on a merry-go-round, playing in a time when life was much simpler. Moments later, her lids fluttered open and she caught someone standing in her doorway, backlit by the bright hall light.  
Sydney gasped and leaped from the chair. Stumbling to the opposite wall, she spun back to the open door.  
No one was there. 
She felt a tremor of fear race up her spine and explode along her scalp.  
The front door…? It’s locked, right?!
Yes, you triple checked it after Paul left.  
Could it be one of the boys trying to spook her for a laugh? But the figure she saw appeared bald and all the guys at the office had full heads of hair. 
She snatched the brass letter opener off her desk and held it in front of her. Maybe she should call 911? Maybe— 
She took a calming breath. The only way into the office was through the front door and it was locked. If someone shattered the glass to gain entrance, she would have heard the commotion, no matter how loud she had the audio cranked while editing.  
It’s all in your head. You were spinning around, getting dizzy, and things blurred to form a shape. That’s all. Now go and prove to yourself that no one’s here so you can get back to work. Remember your deadline?

Sydney forced herself to step forward and peek into the hall. It was empty. She continued on until her view became a straight shot into the well-lit lobby. The glass door and windows were completely intact, easing her frazzled nerves considerably. She just had to check, yet again, to make sure the entrance was still locked.  
She cautiously inched her way into the reception area. The lobby’s bright fluorescent lights blocked all visibility beyond the glass and reflected only her frightened image. Outside, a black void pressed against the window panes where anything could be lurking—waiting to grab her—if the door was (somehow) unlocked. Sydney slid forward and pushed on it.  
The door didn’t move. She pushed again, and again, just to make sure it wouldn’t pop open. Staring into the murky abyss outside, her scalp prickled from the odd sensation of being watched. What made it even more unnerving was she didn’t feel it originating from somewhere out in the parking lot, but from just over her shoulder. From within the office.  
Remaining frozen, her eyes quickly refocused on the glass, using its reflection to scan the hallway behind her.  No one was there. 
Okay, you’re totally giving yourself the heebie jeebies.  
To put herself at ease (so she could get back to work), Sydney quickly searched all the rooms, closets, and areas under the desks. While at the rear of the office, she paused in front of the thick metal door with the glowing EXIT sign above it.  
She had been wrong. Apparently, there were two possible ways in.  
Used as a fire exit, the door opened into a back hallway that led to the outside. The other suites also funneled into the same hall used in case of an emergency and acted as hub to the entire building. 

Sydney moved closer and inspected its handle. It was one that had to be pushed for the door to open and locked when shut behind you. Without a handle or knob on the opposite side, it was impossible to get in. An Exit only, just as the sign above stated. 
She pressed against the door anyway, just to make sure.  
When it didn’t budge, she decided that she was done letting her imagination get the best of her, having already wasted enough of her precious time. 
Sydney entered the small kitchen and checked the mini-fridge for something to drink, finding it stocked with energy drinks. Wanting to avoid the caffeine, she remembered seeing a box of decaffeinated tea somewhere in one of the cabinets and found it in the bottom drawer. Closing it, there was a clacking sound like paper or cardboard catching on something. Sydney reopened the drawer and closed it, hearing the distinct sound again. Kneeling, she removed it from its slider and stared into the opening. Finding nothing, she flipped the drawer over and discovered a dog-eared manila file folder taped underneath.  
She wondered what weird item it might contain, obviously left behind by the doctor. While his general practice was in the west wing, Paul informed his employees that the doctor used what was now their suite as secondary living quarters. Once moved in, the Good Deal staff kept discovering remnants of the man’s morbid collection in odd places. Sydney found a wax-sealed Coke bottle stuffed with (what appeared to be) human hair in the tank of her toilet. While running an Ethernet cable above the ceiling tiles, the IT guy Dan came across a series of filthy rag dolls placed in the dark crawlspace. Paul unearthed a pouch full of extracted teeth under a loose floorboard in his office.  
Such disgusting things made Sydney leery to check the contents of the folder but she unfastened it and flipped it open so her imagination wouldn’t go into overdrive. Thankfully, it only contained a few blank pages from the doctor’s prescription tablet. Written on the back of one of the forms was a list of items. Among the many entries that stood out were Belladonna, Mandrake, Nightshade, Toad’s skin…Virgin’s Blood…  
Fetus Tissue. 
Sydney gasped and threw the papers on the counter as if they were diseased. She stared down at the doctor’s name printed on the stationary and wondered what this sicko’s story was all about.  
A few minutes later, while waiting for the water to heat for her tea, Sydney stared at a photograph of Dr. Bowden on the internet. He was even creepier than she imagined with his deep-set, piercing blue eyes, wolfish grin, and quarter-sized port-wine birthmark on top his bald head. For decades, he had been a respected physician in the community, until his scandal broke. Accused of secretly performing abortions on underage girls without parental consent, he was arrested and thrown in jail. Once arraigned on bail—fearful of a conviction and possible prison time—Bowden returned to his office and committed— 
Sydney’s stomach dropped.  
Did Paul know the history of this place before buying it? Or was that the reason he got it for so cheap?  
She returned to what little remained of the doctor’s story. Bowden’s lawyer discovered his body while doing a welfare check on his client after repeated phone calls went unanswered. The police reported various items of an occult nature surrounding his corpse. His method of suicide was never officially revealed, becoming fodder for the local gossip. Even more sensational was the mystery surrounding where the corpses of the aborted fetuses had been discarded, since no remains were found on the premises.  
Fetus Tissue. 
“Jesus…” Sydney said, exhaling. She noticed her hand had subconsciously moved to cover her belly, protecting what was growing inside her for the past eight weeks. “Unbelievable.”  
She wanted to get the hell out of there. Wished that she had never pushed for the rush job on the Halloween spot. Even with all the lights on, knowing that some guy killed himself in the building made being there, all alone, downright unbearable.  
But she had to stay. She had a job to finish. Needed to impress Paul. Needed that raise in order to squirrel away as much money as possible. She didn’t even want to think about discussing a maternity leave yet, which was really going to put Paul in a quandary. With Sydney as the company’s sole editor, he would either have to suspend production, not accepting any more gigs (not likely), or he was going to hire someone else to do the job (temporarily, she could only hope) in her absence. Sydney prayed that he’d be understanding, especially when informed that she planned to raise the baby alone, without the father (whom she hadn’t heard from since he was first told about the pregnancy).  
Look, stupid, she thought, tearing her eyes away from the creepy gaze of the doctor’s picture on the internet, the sooner you get back to work, the sooner you’ll be outta here and safe at home. 

She minimized the internet window and expanded the editing program. Maybe she’d spent enough time being distracted that she’d have a fresh take on how to make the Halloween commercial work.  
A wet gurgle—like something gelatinous being sucked through a tube—came from somewhere outside her room. Sydney lurched back in her chair then slowly rose and peeked into the hallway, finding it empty. 
She crept forward with the letter opener, ready to slash at any potential threats. Approaching the two rooms nearest the fire exit, she heard the gurgling noise to her left.  
In the kitchen.  
Where the coffeemaker had just finished heating the last of the water for her tea, gurgling it out into the glass pot.  
Sydney lowered her head and exhaled. Oh. My. God.
You’re such a dork. You’re gonna give yourself a freakin’ heartatta— 
The lights in the entire office suddenly went out.  
Sydney gasped; her first instinct was to widen her eyes to make sure they were still open. As if stricken blind, she felt for the wall and slid against it, keeping her back flush to it and raising the letter opener for protection. Being at the rear of the suite (where there weren’t any windows), a wall of black pressed against her from all sides. She would have to maneuver her way through the darkness in order to get to the front lobby where the streetlights outside might provide illumination.  
It’s gonna be okay.

Trying to step forward, her feet refused to budge, telling her that she still needed a moment to gather her nerves.  
It’s probably just a blackout. Don’t overreact. Nobody cut the power. She took a deep breath. Wait…doesn’t Paul have the lights on some sort of timer?  
Because of the somewhat rough area, he had previously mentioned leaving all the lights on to ward off burglars and vandals. What was the time? If it was exactly at one of the quarterly intervals, then it must be some sort of timer. Sydney patted her pockets for her cell phone—to use its light and check the hour.  
She came up empty. The phone was probably in her purse, back in the editing suite.  
Okay. Then maybe— 
There was creak. Then a loud thud. Both noises came from somewhere just outside the kitchen.  
Somebody’s in here! 
Using the wall as her guide, she crouched and duck-walked sideways until reaching a corner and wedged herself into it. She clutched the letter opener in both hands, aiming it into the black void.  
Another thud in the hall. Closer. 
With adrenaline flushing her body and thunderous heartbeats pounding her ribcage, Sydney felt on fire. Without sight, she felt submerged in some sensory depravation tank. Her quickening breaths flooded her eardrums, practically muting all other sounds. The room felt like it dropped twenty degrees. 
She had to move. Now! She refused to sit there and wait for someone to grab her and do God knows what. If she could find some sort of light then she would make a mad dash to the lobby and escape. She racked her brain about searching the drawers earlier, trying to remember if there were any matches mixed with the condiment packages, plastic utensils, and round peppermints. What about a lighter? Damn, if she still smoked there’d be a Bic in her pocket right now.  
The refrigerator! But do mini-fridges have lights inside? She couldn’t recall ever seeing one, but who the hell pays attention to things like that? Maybe it did. It was worth a shot.  
She stuck her hand out into the blackness to feel for it when…something licked her fingers.  
Sydney gasped and jerked back, slamming her spine against the wall. She stifled a cry of pain with a palm over her mouth.  
Eyes bulging, staring into the abyss, she felt a cold caress against her belly. Sydney shrieked and swung the sharp opener back and forth, slicing only the air. Still feeling the touch, she ripped the frigid hand off her stomach and stabbed at the ground in front of her. Someone had to be lying there, reaching up for her. But the metal tip only poked the bare linoleum floor.  
She felt an icy breath against her scalp, raising gooseflesh over every inch of her body. 
Something was on the wall. Above her. 
Then came an exhale of excitement that reeked of rotting meat as it descended upon her. 
Sydney screamed and sprang to her feet. She whirled around to face the intruder in the darkness while shuffling backwards into the hallway.  
A maniacal laugh sounded from somewhere within the void.  
Sydney whimpered and jabbed the letter opener in (what she thought was) its direction. In her blind panic, she attempted to recall which way it was to the front door. With her eyes unable to adjust to the darkness, she still couldn’t see an inch in front of her face.  
Then it hit her. Making it to the lobby was pointless without her keys to unlock the front door. They were in her purse, somewhere in her office.  
She needed to get out now!  
The fire exit. But which way was it? She was completely turned around, lost in an alien setting so familiar during the daylight hours. The green EXIT sign suddenly flickered on.  
Sydney took off toward it. The sign went black again but the door’s location was already seared in her mind like a ghost image from a camera flash. She sliced through the darkness with arms raised.  
Sydney felt the metal door and turned sideways, her hips slamming into its handle. The lock released and it swung open.  
Stumbling into a much colder darkness, Sydney fought to remember which direction the exit was to the outside. A moment later, the door swung shut over her shoulder, making her jump. She spun toward the noise and realized that the intruder could’ve followed her through. Cursing that she hadn’t slammed the door immediately behind her to prevent him from doing so, she could now only pray that he wasn’t silently standing next to her.  
The thought made her skin practically crawl off her bones.  
Shivering in fear, Sydney turned around and slowly shuffled forward, hoping she was heading in the right direction. She was too terrified to extend a hand into the darkness after her last experience, choosing instead to grasp the letter opener tightly against her chest—sharp end pointing out.  
The metallic click of a door opening came from behind her. Sydney froze in her tracks. Then the surrounding darkness dissipated as a faint illumination filled the hall. She spun around and saw a glow outlining her office’s fire exit. The door was slightly ajar. The lights were back on in the advertising suite, beckoning her to return—to get out of the cold darkness and away from what might be lurking within it.  
But Sydney refused to go back. The exit leading outside was only inches away.  
A shadow suddenly moved under her office door, causing the light to flicker. Keeping her eyes glued to the opposite end of the hall, Sydney pushed the handle to the outside exit and stepped forward then…bounced back. The door didn’t open.  
She shoved again. Harder. 
If she couldn’t get outside, she’d be cornered. Trapped in the dimly lit hallway. Sydney slammed against it once more then came to the bleak conclusion that it wasn’t going to open.  
The shadow suddenly swallowed the light under the door at the end of the hall. Someone was just on the other side. And about to come through. 
Sydney ran to the next available door, a fire exit from one of the empty suites. Without a handle to grab and pull, she wedged her fingers into the door’s half-inch seam and tried to pry it open in order to escape. Clawing at the metal, her fingertips turned white. 
Her nails started to bend. 
Then she lost her grip. Her taut muscles snapped her arms back to her body. Whimpering, Sydney glanced toward her office. 
Its door started to slowly open, spilling light into the hall. 
As Sydney clawed at the seam again, a shadow fell over her. A bald man, silhouetted by the bright office lights, stood at the end of the hallway. The only discernible feature of his shadowy face was his piercing blue eyes that seemed to glow in their sockets.  
Dr. Bowden. 
Sydney screamed and wedged her fingers deeper into the door seam, pulling so hard her nails started to split and peel back.  
The door suddenly released, swinging open with such velocity, it knocked Sydney into the wall behind her. She bounced off and crashed to the hard linoleum floor. With her adrenaline racing into overdrive, she scrambled to her feet and glanced at the man standing in the distance at the end of the hallway.  
The lights went off, encasing her in a pitch black void. A heartbeat later, she felt a cold breath in her ear.  
“The Doctor is in,” the man whispered. 
Sydney screeched as icy hands clamped over her shoulders, pushing her forward into the abandoned suite. She blindly swung the letter opener through the air, hoping to stab her attacker, but only impaled it into the plaster wall. As she was pushed, her feet drug across the polished floor then left the ground completely. She landed on hard tile then was yanked across it by her hair.  
Pulled through the pitch-black corridors, she zigzagged back and forth across the linoleum, kicking and screaming.  
When she finally skidded to a stop, her attacker released her hair then clamped his frigid grasp around her throat. Lifted into the air, Sydney gasped and attempted to claw at the hands throttling her but only swung at empty space. She reached behind her and felt nothing. Where was he, God damn it!? How was he holding her? 
Before her windpipe could be crushed, she was thrown through the darkness, landing face down on some sort of bed; its cool, slick surface made of either leather or vinyl. The cold hands flipped her onto her back and choked her again.  
Fighting for breath, Sydney’s scream transformed into gargling gasps. As the hands squeezed tighter, the blackness around her somehow grew darker.  
 
* * *
 
When she awoke, she was lying on her back, naked below the waist. Her legs were spread and held up in the air by the stirrups attached to the end of the exam table. Although the domed examination light blasted her face, she was still able to make things out beyond its intense beam. Things like the old medical equipment. And the familiar style and layout of the cabinets.  
She was next door in the west wing. In one of the rooms containing the doctor’s abandoned items.  
Wincing, she fought to break free from the leather straps restraining her wrists, ankles, and chest.  
“Struggling accelerates the heartbeat,” the voice from the murky corner told her. “Which will only make you bleed more.”
Sydney turned in its direction and watched the man with the port wine-stained scalp materialize from the shadows.  
Stepping closer, he lifted the exam light and repositioned it. 
Sydney failed to notice that the beam was now aimed at her crotch. In fact, she was too terrified to notice anything except for the piercing blue eyes that stared down and, seemingly, through her.  
“You-you-you….you’re…” she babbled. 
“Dead?” he said then shrugged. “In due time…” Dr. Bowden placed his frigid hand on her warm belly, “…that will all change.”  
Sydney recoiled at his touch. “Please! Please let me go!” 
Bowden smiled, ignoring her pleas. “I’ve been watching you. Patiently waiting.” 
Sydney shook her head as tears streaked her face. 
“And now that the lunar cycle is right…” he said, walking to the end of the exam table, “and you carry child…” he positioned himself in-between her spread-eagled legs, “the time is absolutely perfect.” 
“Please don’t! Please don’t hurt my baby!” 
“Not my plan at all…Mommy,” he said, smiling. His face looked more canine than human. He disrobed until completely naked. 
“Oh God! Please don’t do this!”  
Bowden simply shot her a wink then stooped lower, moving closer to her exposed pubic area. 
At first mumbling, Bowden gradually spoke louder, then more defined, chanting something in another language.  
Sydney winced and felt his index finger violate her. “Please! No! No! No!!” 
Bowden seemed to be glowing, illuminating from within.  
Then his middle finger penetrated. Sydney wailed in agony as he kept adding more fingers. Then his thumb. She passed out once his entire hand was inside her, snaking its way toward her womb.   
 
* * *
 
Sydney woke with a start, bolting up and out of her desk chair, sending it crashing on its side. Heart racing. Gasping for breath. Drenched in sweat. She shuffled in reverse, slamming her back against her office wall for some sense of security.  
Her hands wrapped around her stomach. She was fully clothed. The lights were on—dim in her suite and bright in the hall. The letter opener sat on her desk. The sun was rising outside her window, its warm rays penetrating the mini-blinds.  
She leaned against the wall and fought to catch her breath.  
Her hands moved between her legs. There was no pain. She caressed her belly. All was fine. She just fell asleep. That was all. 
Dissolves. 
Her head slowly rose.  
“Yeah, dissolves,” she said, chuckling. She could get around the jump cuts in the commercial by using a series of dissolves between the edits. Its cutting wouldn’t be nearly as jarring.  
Why hadn’t she thought of that earlier? As horrible as that nightmare was, maybe she needed the sleep in order to clear her mind and find the answer. 
The clock on the wall read six a.m. Her deadline was three hours away. She could still pull it off if she got moving. Sydney picked up her chair at the editing bay and plopped into it.  
She exhaled a slight sigh of relief. Everything was going to be just fine. 
 
* * *
 
But less than eight months later, Sydney realized things were far from fine when she caught the first glimpse of her baby boy in the delivery room. Although he was strong and healthy, it was the mere sight of the port-wine stain on his peach-fuzzed head that made her stomach drop. It sunk even further when the boy’s lids fought to open and what stared back were the most piercing blue eyes.  
“Not my plan at all…Mommy.” 
Knowing that most newborns had light blue eyes before turning slightly darker over time, Sydney could only pray that the child’s eye color would eventually transform to brown or green…anything besides that cold blue that stared up and, seemingly, through her. 
 



STORY NOTES
Bug Boy: While visiting my beloved Grandpa’s gravesite, I noticed a freshly filled plot where the soil had sunk about a foot deep into the ground. It was creepy because it was a perfect rectangle—the exact size and shape of a coffin. Of course, it was only the loose earth on top settling and compacting from a recent rain. But what if it was because the coffin had collapsed? Or what if something burrowing under the coffin (and its occupant) had caused it to sink a little deeper?
 
The Thing in the Woods: Wanted to do a little twist on this one about being alone in the woods at night. My favorite short story author is Robert Bloch, who is infamous for his twists that occur in the last paragraph (or, sometimes, the very last line) of his brilliant tales. Tried to do something in the same vein here and just have fun with it. It’s short enough to get away with being your basic joke—a setup and a punchline. One of my few “cute” stories that my mom would probably like. 
 
The Man: This is exactly what my father used to do to me and my brothers when we misbehaved as kids. We’d be screaming, with snot and tears running down our faces, begging not to be taken away. Looking back on it now, it was a pretty f’d up mind game to play on small children, but I guess it gave me some good material for a story decades later. 
 
Lunch Break: Again, a setup and punchline. When I wrote this one to submit to a certain anthology, its guidelines stated it couldn’t be more than 500 words. Short and sweet. Hopefully gets a chuckle.
 
Within the Closet: My basic fear as a kid. During the day, I’d be brave and watch any scary movie or read a stack of horror magazines, but once night fell…I was a nervous wreck. Even when I was allowed to sleep in my parents’ bed (two twin mattresses pushed together), I was still terrified because I had to lay on the seam where mattresses met…and what if something from under the bed reached up between that seam and dragged me down into the cold darkness?
 
Piggyback: The location for this was based on these twisting, isolated, back roads that I used to ride my bike at while I was a kid. Long reeds of grass blowing on both sides, where anything could be hiding… watching... waiting… to jump out at you. Also, the fear of losing control of your motor skills to some disease or even a (gigantic) parasite is a terrifying thought.
 
A Little Crazy: This was the first short story I ever wrote. It was intended to be a short screenplay that I wanted to shoot as a part of a feature-length horror film anthology (like Creepshow). Eventually, I gave up on that idea and focused more on the prose. Although it’s one of the longer tales in this book, I hope it’s still a fast-paced, spooky read. 
 
Tree Line: Going to work one day, the same route I drove for years, I took my eyes off the road and noticed a large tree that stuck out from all the others. It was autumn and all the trees were bare, except for this one that had these hanging vines covered in large green leaves. It stood out so much that I pulled over to the side of the road to study it. It just didn’t fit at all. Of course, it had always been there, I’d just been too preoccupied to notice it. But what if…
 
Homecoming: Long after reading the infamous novel I Am Legend by Richard Matheson, a thought hit me out of the blue…what if Robert Neville, its protagonist, had suddenly been stricken with amnesia during one of his treks to get home before sundown? 
 
Finger Cuffs: Driving through a not-so-great part of town, I saw two little kids selling lemonade on the side of the road. My first thought was Where the hell are their parents? Who would allow their kids to be out there all alone? What if some sicko approached them, wanting more than just the sweet beverage they were selling? Then my mind flipped gears. What if those adorable kids weren’t so innocent after all?
 
Soup Bone: Once again, setup and punchline. I really liked writing this one. Hopefully, you found it cute.
 
Deadline: Like the character in the story, I had put in many late nights at the office as a video editor, trying to meet some commercial’s deadline for its air date. The building was exactly as described in the story, a huge complex where only one suite (our office) was being used. It creeped me out being there late at night, all alone. I used to wonder what might be lurking in the empty wings—listening to me work—just on the other side of my office wall.
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