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Few artists thrive in solitude and noth-
ing is more stimulating than the conflict 
of minds with similar interests.

—Arthur C. Clarke
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Going to Eat You — Chlo’e Camonayan

Stealing Roses from a Grave
Scott Thomas Outlar

 I think about death all the time.  It is my calling.  It is all I know.
 I think about death because of its mysteriousness.  Truly the 
most misunderstood topic known about by man.  That’s the genius of the 
thing.  Is it even real?  Do we die?  Or are we simply transubstantiated 
to another layer of reality?  Does Karma play a role?  Are there- here 
it comes- gods involved?  Or a God?  Is there a source from which life 
blooms and then returns to after what we perceive as death occurs?
 I think about death because I know about life, and it, except dur-
ing rare occasions, is quite a disappointment.  So death offers a mystery 
that at least has the potential of being better than life.
 I think about death in terms such as these: pain, hatred, jealousy, 
greed, bigotry, fear, guilt, shame, and other such nasty emotions that must 
be dealt with during life.
 I think about death with a question such as this: Why, during 
Autumn, do the leaves turn shades of the most brilliant yellow, purple, 
blue, orange and red while they are in the act of dying?
 Is it that death is the beginning of something brighter, sharper, 
more colorful, more sensational, than life?
 Is it that death hurts, yes, but life hurts even worse?
 I think about death when it takes someone that is loved and rips 
them away from life into a mysterious, unknown region that has abso-
lutely no meaning for those still alive.
 I think about death at night, shovel in tow, blisters covering my 
hands, as I dig into the soil of the earth.
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 I think about death in the graveyard after hours of macabre relat-
ed consciousness rites performed with incense, candles, and a cigar that I 
puff on while slumped against a tree taking a breather before, tossing the 
cancerous thing to the dirt, I hoist and heave the body (sometimes they’re 
just small babies and quite light, while other times they’re monstrous 
brutes weighing in at 300 pounds) down into the hole that my work has 
led to.
 I think about death during the winter while the wind scars my 
face with its intense ferocity as I drag a new shipment of tombstones 
along a cobblestone path toward where the newly deceased are being 
prepared for burial.
 I think about death because I am surrounded and numbed by it.
 I think about death when I watch a mother and her two young 
children visit the site of her husband and their father, a shipman was lost 
at sea during a war where thousands of other people bring about more 
death by the minute. 
 I think about death when I am mowing the grounds on a spring 
day with a warm, sparkling blue sky above, not a cloud in sight, as the 
full intensity of the sun fuels life to continue through its revitalizing 
energy.
 I think about death during the raging storms of summer, when 
levees break, towns flood, and families are torn apart, as water, one of the 
most important chemical compounds to sustain life on earth, is not being 
drained from a glass for hydration, but is instead draining the life from 
the living through heavy doses of torrential downpour and the primal 
power of hurricanes that murder the innocent and cause catastrophic 
chaos.
 I think about death while dressed in black, fedora hat pulled 
low to cover my eyes, beard and hair grown long, shoes caked in mud, 
the foul stench of sweat combined with the putrefied odors of dead flesh 
combing to create the fragrance which drips from my pores.
 I think about death long after the moon has arrived, all my holes 
having been dug, as I howl and moan dark lamentations to the black sky.
 I think about death while showering in cold water to rinse away 
the grime which represents what was once living, but now, by witness of 
my own eyes, is very much dead.
 I think about death while eating meat.  The animal flesh my 
teeth gnaw into tastes of skin, muscle, tendons, blood vessels, and some-
times even trace amounts of shit from inside the organs of that which was 
once living.
 I think about death because death is my job, my work, my sol-
ace, my only comfort in a life that has left me with nothing but the vague 
promise that one day I, too, will die and get a glimpse of what comes 

after.
 I think about death because every family member and friend 
I’ve ever known is dead.
 I think about death because I saw both my parents shot to death 
by soldiers on our front doorstep moments before my brothers and sisters 
were hunted down and killed by savage slices received from a blade 
across their throats.
 I think about death because the first time in my life that I was 
confronted with it, when all I had to do was come out from under the 
floorboards and die alongside my brethren, I remained hidden below.
 I think about death as I toss another body in the hole.  
 The hole is where I hid as a scared six-year old child.
 The hole is the one place where death was not able to grasp and 
clutch me to its mysterious bosom.
 The hole is where I make sure, for it is my life’s duty, that what 
goes in to be buried truly is dead.
 I think about death because the crow is black and the raven 
hunts at night and the eagles have talons that can easily crunch the bones 
of even the heaviest corpses I deal with.
 I think about death because the world is a lonely place for a man 
who can not sleep at night due to traumatically induced insomnia, and 
so goes out into the graveyard guided only by the light of the moon, or 
sometimes just the stars, or, if cloudy, with a flashlight in tow, and digs 
graves for dead people.
 I think about death a lot.  For fifty-nine years I have considered 
the subject in earnest.  The first six, before the murder of my family, are 
not spared in the calculations, for I was taught from my first days in the 
crib about those in the world who hated us and wanted us dead simply for 
who we were.
 Dead?  What does this word mean, I wondered at such a tender 
age.  Being the youngest child to parents that had raised five others 
before I was even born meant that I received the gathered wisdom and 
instruction they had accumulated about the awful things done to them 
and my older siblings, and how those people in the world who hated us 
would not spare me the rod, either.
 I think about death because, years later, at fifteen, after escap-
ing my hometown, traveling through the country with hair and facial 
disguises, upon reaching a recruiting station, I enlisted in the armed ser-
vices.  I signed up to kill.  I signed up to deliver death.  I joined the very 
people and forces that I’d been taught hated my kind.  I fought alongside 
them and murdered anyone that the general, sergeant, or high commander 
ordered me to.
 The same type of bullets that went into the brains of my parents 
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were those which I now used to perform similar tactics that brought death 
upon others.
 I think about death with a rake in my hands as I clear away the 
leaves from a plot and consider the orderliness, cleanliness and tidiness 
represented by the ceremonial atmosphere above ground, while below the 
worms eat upon rotting flesh, and formerly tough bones turn brittle.
 I think about death when a young couple, recently married, after 
the burial of the wife’s great-grandmother has been completed and I’ve 
moved off to the side and set my tools down, approach me in tears and 
thank me for my part in the process and for helping the final stage of the 
funeral go so smoothly. 
 I think about death because the sky turns gray, the waves crash 
against harbors, the oil-tankards spill, the fossil-fuels burn, the widows 
cry, the children grow up orphaned, the tractors tear down rainforests, the 
weapon stockpiles mount, and the atom sits ready to be split.
 I think about death because, at nineteen, still fighting on the 
wrong side of a war I didn’t even understand, I mutinied against my regi-
ment during a mission in a small village near where I grew up as a child.  
Men who I had fought beside in the act of mindless slaughter for three 
years, I now turned against, revealing myself for who I truly was, and 
shot dead each and every one of the thirty-seven soldiers.  I then, over the 
next several days, went about the task of dragging each of their bodies 
into an open area of the nearby forest where I could build a makeshift 
cemetery and bury them into their holes, lighting incense and a candle for 
each dead body in a performance of the same ritual that I continue to this 
day.
 I think about death because, as I turned thirty-one, the wife that 
I had married when she was brilliant, young, beautiful and full of energy, 
after only two months of matrimony, became terribly sick with tuberculo-
sis and suffered in bed for three weeks before dying. 
 I think about death because of anger and sadness and depression 
and a sense of not understanding the meaning or purpose of life at all.
 I think about death, finding no reason or logic.
 I think about death when I see flamboyant women dressed in fur 
coats, silk scarves, and satin dresses.
 I think about death when I see men trading pieces of paper 
money, bargaining over wages, and barking orders down along the peck-
ing lines.
 I think about death during the period before I’ve dumped the 
body in, when the hole has been dug and I crawl down into the earth, 
biding my time awhile before, after finishing a meditation of my favorite 
subject, I climb back out, hoist my bundle in, cover it over with dirt and 
finish the job.

 I think about death while I am walking the streets of the grave-
yard city underneath the skeleton branches of trees which are naked and 
exposed, and I see the red lights of taverns are lit up for the action of 
booze, gambling, whoring and the like.
 I think about death when my back aches and the shovel breaks 
and the ceiling of the small church leaks.
 I think about death because of life feeding on life all around.
 I think about death because of smashed insects on the ground.
 I think about death through the blank, black, bleak visions of 
numb nothingness that come when my mind attempts to think about any-
thing else.
 I think about death when red spiders crawl on my arm as I walk 
through a large, intricately woven web near to where my digging is to be 
done.
 I think about death while masses of copper and yellow-tinted 
snakes with diamond-shaped heads slither around my boots as I light my 
candles and incense, preparing to sing my sorrowful song to the universe.
 I think about death when a freshly deceased body, still in the 
stage of rigor mortis, smells of the shit released from the body’s colon, 
and the wrist and finger bones snap like twigs no matter how carefully 
the process of preparing the dead vessel for the next stage is managed.
 I think about death when I recall the day I signed up for my cur-
rent position.  Thirty-nine years old, no relatives, no friends, no money, 
and no shelter other than a small nook beneath the overhanging gutters of 
the church located in front of the graveyard.  The spot where I was found 
by the pastor who preached to the small congregation and took care of 
the business of handling the plots on the grounds.
 I think about death because, as I accepted the job the pastor 
offered me in exchange for a small weekly wage and a tiny room in the 
workshop located between the church and graveyard, I also, in that mo-
ment, accepted the responsibility of dealing with the one line of work 
(having no proper education) that I am sufficiently versed in: harvesting 
death and playing the part of its groom.
 I think about death as my wife.  She can not die on me as every-
one else in life has done.  No, with death as my mistress, it will be she 
who must wait on me.
 I think about death because of pumping organs, flowing veins, 
and beating rhythms within the body that, like the gears of any machine, 
break down, tear apart, malfunction, and eventually die.
 I think about death when flames leap from the wrathful tongues 
of righteous men who spit cursed sermons about brimstone and a fiery 
apocalyptic conclusion to this world that ends with much dying.
 I think about death when the pastor who houses, feeds and pays 
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me speaks about, “ashes to ashes, and dust to dust.”
 I think about death as a momentary spasm of life begotten 
through sex and lust.
 I think about death as I place formations of rocks and floral ar-
rangements around the tombstones of those who are deceased, respecting 
the wishes of family members who pay for the upkeep to remain as pretty 
and pristine as possible.
 I think about death when I hear the numbers sixty-three (the 
number of men I killed at war), eighteen (the number of loved ones and 
friends who have been taken from me), or two hundred and twenty-nine 
(the number of graves currently under my care).
 I think about death as number two hundred and thirty is brought 
to me after the embalming treatment is completed.
 I think about death because of rats and owls and mountains and 
rivers and cancer and championships and wounded warriors and glorious 
works of art and awful paintings and sea urchin and asteroids and money 
and miracles and collection plates and babies and old women and hospi-
tals and sickbeds and blood and holidays and birth and abortion and fear 
and battlegrounds and territories and plant consciousness and molecules 
and hydrogen bombs and luxuries and ghettoes and crosses and com-
mandments and hope and despair and liars and honest men and scorpions 
and bluebirds and gleaming gold and manufacturing facilities and silver 
linings and green grass turning brown and fish eating their young and 
sarcophaguses and caverns and ritualistic ceremonies and holy signs and 
weddings and funerals and music and laughter and literature and wine 
and nature’s whims and karma’s balance and past mistakes and future 
promises and worms and soil and dirt and grime and the stench of rotten 
flesh and the perfume of blooming spring flowers and viruses and infec-
tions and diseases and sickle cell anemia and black-hearted hypocrisy and 
the powerful and the weak and the flock and the sheep and the recently 
passed and the long forgotten and cold shoulders and warm embraces and 
hatred and love.
 I think about death because all these things lead toward it.
 I think about death because, on a cool morning in September, I 
got up  from off my knees after arranging a bouquet of roses and no-
ticed a family about fifty yards away gathered closely together near the 
gravesite of the seventy-seven year old woman I had recently buried.
 I think about death because I plucked one red rose from the plot 
where I stood and carried it with me as I approached the family.
 I think about death because they all wept as I offered my condo-
lences.
 I thought about death as I approached the youngest of the 
children, a little girl who appeared to be around six years old, who was 

sitting off to the side, away from the rest of her family.
 I thought about death as I bent down and handed the rose to 
the girl after she had stopped picking around in the grass for bugs and 
noticed me.
 I thought about death as I said, “This is for you, dear.  I’m sorry 
about your grandmother; I’m sure that she loved you very much.”
 I thought about death as the girl’s eyes grew wide and she 
smelled the flower.  “Thank you.  It’s very pretty,” she told me.
 I thought about death as I stood back up, tipped my hat, started 
to turn away and replied, “It is very pretty.  And it is dying as we speak.”
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Late-night drive
gwendolyn kiste

 I hold my breath and wait for the car to materialize at the end of 
the road. Maybe this will be the time it gets lost. Maybe I’ll stay up until 
dawn, alone in the sapphire silence of the night.  
 But that car never takes a wrong turn. At ten to midnight, the 
lone headlight cuts through the fog like a spotlight searching. Stalking. 
From one evening to the next, the burned out bulb shifts back and forth, 
right to left, left to right, as if trying to divulge some secret message. But 
I don’t know what it says. I don’t know anything except where that car is 
heading and who’s behind the wheel.
 It’s cold. March is always cold here, especially in the moun-
tains. The mountains I escape to because I honestly believe the car won’t 
discover me here. But it finds me the first night. 
 The brakes squeak and squeal and scream outside my front 
porch. I grab my coat, even though there’s no reason. It’ll be warm 
against the leather interior. Rob makes sure of that.
 “How you doing, Darla?” His voice is all honey and smooth 
jazz.
 He’s the Rob I like tonight. His hair isn’t quite so slick. His face 
isn’t so ashen. He smiles more. He laughs too. He’s better somehow, bet-
ter than he was back when we were both real. Or as real as anybody is.
We drive for awhile. We don’t talk much, but neither of us minds. Our 
hours of conversations on past road trips are enough to fill two lifetimes.
The car coasts to a rocky shoulder overlooking the sea. 
 “It’s a beautiful view,” I say, and my cheeks burn because it’s 

such a trite comment.
 Rob grins. “It is beautiful,” he says. “Not as beautiful as you.”
 Of course, he says that. He’s the Rob I like tonight.
 In the backseat, we kiss like horny school kids out past curfew. 
Again and again, we kiss, and I almost believe I enjoy it. Maybe I do 
enjoy it. Or maybe I don’t enjoy anything anymore, and this is just one 
more thing to work through, one more thing to survive.
 He doesn’t take it any further than kissing, and he drops me 
back at the porch before dawn.
 “I’ll see you later,” he says, and I know he’s right.
 The sun rises, and I stare right into it for as long as my eyes can 
take it. Then I go to work. I run numbers. Attend meetings. Go to lunch. 
Come home. I look so normal. I feel so normal. At least until the sun sets, 
and the clock creeps toward twelve. 
 He’s the Rob I don’t like tonight. The passenger door’s already 
open and I’m halfway in, but he yanks me the rest of the way, and his 
grip around my wrist doesn’t relax until the car hits sixty, and we’re go-
ing too fast for me to jump. Not that I would jump. I have nowhere else 
to be.
 “You think you’re so smart,” he says, flashing me grimaces in 
the dark. “You act like you’ve got the whole world figured out. But you 
don’t understand anything, do you, Darla?”
 “I understand more than you,” I say.
 He jerks the wheel, and the car stops short of a cliff. I reach 
for the door, but he’s on top of me, his gnarled hands buried against my 
throat.
 I flail. It does no good, but I flail anyways. I don’t beg. I never 
beg. It won’t help if I do, and I won’t let him enjoy it, I won’t let him 
relish my desperation. My fingers fumble for his eyes. Maybe this time 
I can blind him. But before I can dig my nails into the soft white flesh, 
everything goes gray, a smoky gray just like the fog that brings the car to 
me night after night.

***

 The first time I wake up after dying, I’m sure it’s purgatory. Or 
one of those weird time loops. It’s the same day, I think, and I’ll have to 
live it again and again. But the world pushes on around me, and I can’t 
decide whether that’s comforting or maddening. 
 I try to tell someone. I do tell someone. I tell my mother. My 
sister. My best friend.
 “He was there,” I say. “Him and his car.”
 They laugh and advise I get more sleep. Or better sleep anyhow. 
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It’s a nightmare. Nothing more. After all, I have no scars. No evidence. 
Only memories that seem more real than real life.
 “He can’t hurt you,” they say. “He’s dead.”
 But even before he dies, they have nothing to add but tight little 
smirks and pats on the shoulder.
 “I’d never put up with it,” they say as if there’s some prize at the 
end of the road for those who never meet a palm or a fist.
 “You’re so codependent,” they say. “You need to be stronger.” 
 Once he returns, I survive murder a thousand times over. If 
that’s not strong, nothing is. 
 “I’ve got the perfect therapist to help you,” they say.
 I take three different numbers and recline on three different 
couches. Everything’s smiles and good intentions. 
 But good intentions don’t get you through midnight drives. 

***

 The next time, Rob brings a knife. I struggle for his hands, but 
he’s quicker than me. He cuts my face before he cuts my throat. 
I bleed out slow, and he cradles me while I die, even turns up the radio 
for a sweet soundtrack. 
 “It’s almost like dancing,” he says, and with blood filling my 
mouth, I give thanks I never took him to prom. 
 After that, it’s weeks of roses and poetry. 
 “I love you,” he says again and again. 
 I pretend to believe him.

***

 Someone at work invites me to a Saturday night bonfire. I arrive 
late, and there are still dozens of people, drinking and laughing. 
 I make-believe I’m normal and grab a beer. Everyone talks 
about movies. 
 But as the seconds until midnight evaporate, they invent excuses 
to go home. One by one, the others depart. Most of them don’t want to, 
but something compels them to abandon me. 
 At ten to midnight, there are only me and two other people and a 
fog that appears like an eager prelude. 
 As the single headlight approaches from the end of the drive-
way, I glance to the other partygoers. They’re both unconscious. I shake 
them and call their names, but they don’t stir. 
 The car is for me and me alone. 
 “What are you doing way out here?” Rob asks. “Looking for 

someone new?”
 “What if I am?” I glare at him through the shrouded moonlight. 
“It wouldn’t be hard to find somebody better.”
 He releases the steering wheel and wraps his hands around my 
neck. The car veers, and I’m sure it’ll careen over a hill or off a cliff, but 
as the border of my vision disappears, the engine stops on the side of the 
road as if on its own.
 Because I’ve got nothing to lose, I dig my nails into his neck. 
The warmth of his blood cascading down my arms soothes me as the 
world goes gray again.  

***

 The following night, he’s the Rob I like again. A Rob with a cut 
on his neck, a cut in the same place I scratched him.
 “What happened to you?” I ask.
 He snorts. “You did, silly. Don’t you remember?”
 “Yeah, I do,” I say, though my words are little more than air. I 
breathe quietly, carefully, and wonder what it means. 
 It isn’t his first scratch. But it’s the first one that sticks. 
 Back at home, I tuck a knife into my jacket. And I wait. Some-
times, we go weeks with easy drives. I won’t do anything, not unless he 
makes the first move. I’m not like him. I’m no monster.
 When he’s the Rob I don’t like again, he loses an ear. Then a 
couple fingers. And an eye. I can’t escape his grasp, but I can chip away 
at him like a sculptor before a block of granite.
 On our anniversary, he pulls a tire iron from beneath the seat 
and bludgeons me, but I take his nose first.
 “I don’t understand why you do it,” he says when he’s the Rob I 
like. 
 In the backseat, I caress what’s left of him. “You wouldn’t un-
derstand.”
 Soon, he can barely hold the wheel or see the road. 
 “Does it hurt?” I ask him on a good night.
 “Every single moment.”
 So the next evening, I forego my coat and grab a box of matches 
instead. I carry them tucked in my pocket for a week, all the while wish-
ing I could heal us both. Wishing it could go on forever. Wishing it were 
over already.
 It’s a Sunday when I know it’s time. The car stops in front of the 
porch, and Rob wrenches me inside.
 “I love you,” I say. “I wish I didn’t, but I still do.”
 He scoffs. “You really are a fool.”
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 “I know.”
 The tire iron’s still under the seat, and I grasp it like a hangman 
tying a noose. One blow and he’s out. Out but not dead. The car glides to 
the shoulder, and I kiss his scarred forehead before closing the passenger 
door for the last time. 
 I strike a match and drop it in the gas tank.
 The fire catches like a whisper in the wind waiting to be heard. 
It’s beautiful. More beautiful than me or the sea or anything else. He 
screams inside the car. For almost ten minutes, he screams. Then for ten 
minutes, I think how much louder the world seems without the scream.
After the blaze burns out, I blow a kiss at the wreckage and start down 
the highway, not caring where I go or when I get there. 

Corruption
J.C. Michael

 We look down in unison at the pair of gleaming, crimson, 
gloves. Then raise our eyes to one another.
 I have led the woman before me down that darkest of corridors 
which terminates in the sanctity of sin. A desolate and destructive course 
from which her return is no longer an option. As an angel, she had come 
to me, a wife, a mother, a carer. Unaware of what lay behind the glass 
until her eyes met her own, and let me in.
 Yes, an angel, pure in thought, and in deed. Yet what I see before 
me now reeks of my corruption. Her wings torn from her shoulders, leav-
ing naught but bloodied stumps and soiled feathers upon the ground. A 
carpet of crushed and bloodstained evidence of my unbridled fury at the 
purity she had dared bring to my dominion. An angel, now fallen from 
grace and condemned to Hell, as am I. I have turned my face from the 
glory of God, and now turn the faces of others in the palm of my wicked, 
twisted, hand.
 As I hold her gaze she rubs her hands unthinkingly, like an 
automaton. Scrubbing at stains from which she can never be free. There 
is no spark within her iris, for I have extinguished that kind soul which 
burnt so brightly, dwelling there before coming into contact with me.
 Only now does she look down, but I do not. I already know that 
the blood will have washed away, leaving only microscopic traces be-
neath manicured nails. Instead, I look over her shoulder. Her husband is 
obscured by the sheets of the bed. Uniformly hotel-white, with a dash of 
colour of my own design. He could be sleeping. He is not. Unless, that is, 
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you wish to cavort with the poetic, and regard death as the eternal sleep 
which sees no dawn. The spray of blood across the headboard, the wall, 
the print of some unrecognisable city, announces that she has fulfilled her 
task. 
 It is a shame my confined view prevents me from bearing 
witness to the remainder of our handiwork. The other room where my 
desecrated angel created two angels of her very own. Releasing the souls 
of her children from a life ruined by a mothers crime. 
 Soon, she will turn. Her eyes open to her actions for the very 
first time. When she does I shall wallow in her screams.
 I shall be content. love that don’t quit

eryk Pruitt

 One minute, you’re at the Dollar Store, inspecting cost-effective 
cleaning supplies. Next minute, you’re sitting rigid in a straight-backed 
chair at a table finely dressed. Top-dollar cutlery. Unchipped china. 
The smell of something freshly hunted and roasted from a kitchen on 
the other side of the wall. Brief flashes of the woman cooking, singing 
“Goodnight, My Love,” perhaps a bit off-key.
 Have you been drugged?
 You catch flashes of her as she crosses the kitchen, from one 
side to the other. As she clangs and scrapes and gathers, you check out 
the rest of the room. Look for a quick egress. Door, just over your shoul-
der. Door to your right. 
 But...
 She enters the room. Blonde... once. Holding fast to her figure, 
which long ago abandoned her. You imagine the best of her savings frit-
tered away for the makeup job spackled upon her face. Still, you’d find 
no fault in yourself for fancying her. Not tonight, at least. 
 As soon as you remember how you got there.
 “I couldn’t remember if you liked chicken or ham,” she says in a 
sing-song voice. “So I made both.”
 You blink two or three times. You know her? How much time 
passed between here and the Dollar Store? Sure, you drink your fair 
share, but...
 Speaking of, she hands you a bourbon. Rocks. Splash of water.
 “Just like you like it,” she says, as if reading your mind.
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 You shake off a shiver, sniff the glass, then swallow. Say: “Do 
we know each other?”
 Her lips purse, as if she’d just sucked a lemon, but only briefly. 
As if changing a song on the radio, her smile returns. Dead, distant smile. 
 “Who really knows anyone?” she says. She sets the drink in 
front of you and sip carefully from it. “Especially after all this time.”
 “What, did we used to screw?”
 Not your best joke, sure. You can tell by the way her fingers 
squeeze into fists that maybe she doesn’t appreciate your sense of humor. 
She closes her eyes. She counts to ten.
 “I wish...” She stops herself, before starting again. “I wish...”
 Her fingers unclench. She opens her eyes. 
 Again, she smiles. 
 “You’re being silly,” she says. “Of course, we know each other.”
 “From where?”
 “We’ve got plenty of time to catch up over dinner,” she says as 
she kisses the top of your head. She returns to the kitchen, saying over 
her shoulder, “I’m almost through in here, so enjoy your drink. I’ll only 
be a moment.”
 Windows along the far wall. Curtained. Just beyond, it’s dark 
outside, which strikes you funny, since it was daylight when last you 
remember things. Back at the Dollar Store. 
 “Excuse me?” you call toward the kitchen. “Can you remind me 
where we met?”
 She ducks her head around the corner. She laughs at a joke only 
she understands, then returns to her work.
 You’ve seen that look before. The one in her eyes. That smile. 
Maybe not on her specifically, but in women. Crazy bitches. That mo-
ment a chick goes from something mysterious to something... other. 
When she first realizes that she can’t have you, but why not? She gets 
everything else she wants, so why should you be any different? That look 
that says everything she does is justified. The trips past your house. The 
phone calls well into the night. The following you here and there. The 
key scratches on your car. 
 You’ve found yourself in enough fixes over the years and don’t 
aim to end up in yet another, so you quietly push the chair from the table. 
You stop for just a second, hear her still busying herself in the kitchen, 
then start again for the door. Better safe than sorry, you tell yourself.
 “Where are you going?”
 You freeze. You turn and face her. She’s thirty-one flavors of 
hurt.
 “I have to be somewhere,” you tell her. “I should have—”
 “But I spent all afternoon in the kitchen,” she tells you. “You 

don’t appreciate all I do for you. You never have.”
 “Look,” you tell her, “maybe you and me ain’t such a—”
 “I wish you wouldn’t leave.”
 One minute, you’re standing upright. Next minute, you’re 
sprawled upon the floor. Arms askew, this way and that, and your legs—
 Where are your legs?
 You open your mouth.
 Where the bloody fuck are your legs?
 She’s on top of you, arms crooked below yours. Lifting you 
from the floor and dragging your torso back to the straight-backed chair. 
Mumbling something about how you should have listened, you should 
have loved, should have, should have, should have... All you can hear is 
the screaming from where once were your legs and soon you realize that 
ain’t where the screaming comes from. No, that screaming comes from 
you.
 “You’ll feel much better once you finish your drink,” she tells 
you.
 Funny, she doesn’t look that strong, but she manages you back 
into the chair. Despite the absence of legs, you are seated upright. Kept 
there, thanks to bungee cords. 
 You can’t drink the cocktail fast enough.
 “Will you please tell me what is happening?” Your cheeks burn 
with tears. “Will you please tell me how I got here? Tell me what hap-
pened to my legs?”
 She smiles as she spoons out lumps of mashed potatoes onto 
each of your plates.
 “Three wishes,” she says. 
 “Do what?”
 “I was given three wishes.” She pours more bourbon into your 
glass. “Funny, I know. I didn’t believe it either, but I’ve always been told 
if you want something bad enough. If you can picture it in your head...”
 “But, why...?”
 “I’ve always loved you,” she said. “Even though I knew I was 
just a one-night thing for you.”
 “This is impossible.”
 “Eat your dinner. Enjoy.”
 You fight to remain upright. You are sliding down in your seat.
 “This is insanity. You’re crazy.”
 She smiles. “I really wish you would enjoy spending time with 
me.”
 One minute, you’re moaning and miserable. Next minute...
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Drive
Alyssa Roseman

 The world is broken. I cannot fix it. Not by myself. But I can 
start the process.
 “Charlie Brown?” The secretary looked up from his clipboard.
 “That’s me.” I rose from the uncomfortable red upholstered 
chair, using the black plastic armrests to push myself up. It was one of 
seven identical chairs in the waiting room.
 “Your name’s Charlie Brown?” the secretary asked, raising his 
fuzzy gray eyebrows. The gesture made his brow crinkle in such a way 
that revealed his true age.
 “Yeah. That’s me.”
 “Is that your real name?”
 I blew out breath in a half chuckle, half snort. “Of course not.”
 “Then, what is your real name?”
 “I’m looking for a job as a bus driver. Why the hell should you 
care about my name?”
 The secretary looked at me for a long moment, then said, 
“Whatever. Follow me, Mr. Brown.” The last word was a sneer.
 He led me down a long hallway, turning left and right seemingly 
at random. The secretary was my opposite in appearance – short and 
portly where I was tall and lanky. His receding hairline showed strands 
of gray, though the main body of his hair shone a youthful chestnut color. 
It was probably dyed. Such vanity. I snorted in derision. The secretary 
cocked his head to the left and glanced sideways at me, but said nothing.
 He turned a corner and I found myself outside a solid wooden 

door with a handwritten sign taped to it. Maria Smith, it read. I just live 
in a world of generic last names, it seems.
 “Here we are,” said the secretary. “Go in there. She’ll ask you a 
few questions, tell you to sign a few forms, and then you’re done.”
 The secretary turned and walked away. When he rounded the 
corner, I knocked on the door three times. I always knock three times, 
and never when anyone is looking if it can be helped.
 “Come in,” a voice called from beyond the door.
 I pushed the door open and surveyed the room. 
In front of me was a wooden desk. Behind the desk, a wall sized window 
revealed the urban landscape. In the distance I thought I saw the rare 
green of a tree. I fought back my anger at how humans had destroyed 
the world. A woman perhaps in her early to mid-30s sat behind the desk. 
Another chair was placed in front of it.
 I crossed the room in three long strides and sat down without 
waiting for an invitation. I wanted to be a bus driver, after all. Sitting 
down was going to be my job.
 The woman typed something on the computer to her right, then 
regarded me. “Mr. Brown, is it?”
 “Yes.” The corners of my lips twitched upward in a slight smile.
 “Excellent. I’m just going to ask you a few questions.”
 She looked at me as if expecting a response. I looked back. She 
hadn’t asked a question yet, had she?
 “Have you ever been charged with a felony, misdemeanor, or 
other crime?” she asked, glancing at a piece of paper on the desk in front 
of her.
 “No.”
 “Traffic violations?”
 “No.”
 “No parking tickets, nothing like that?”
 “No.”
 “May I see your driver’s license?”
 I reached into my pocket, pulled out my wallet, and handed her 
my license. She glanced at it, then at me, back at it, wrote something 
down, then gave it back. I slipped it back into my wallet.
 “And your CDL?”
 We repeated the procedure, each of us admirably performing our 
part of the routine. I dropped the wallet back into my jacket pocket.
 “Well, everything seems to be in order. Sign here, please.”
 She slid a paper and pen across the desk to me. I picked up the 
pen and scanned the document. It was the typical terms and services 
contract kind of thing. I assumed. I signed the paper and handed it and 
the pen back to her.
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 “Alright, that’s it. Remember, no pets no weapons, and no drugs 
on the buses. Be at your station Monday at 6 am for training. Have a nice 
day, Mr. Brown.”
 I pushed the chair back, unfolded my long legs from beneath the 
desk, and walked away. I did not return her wishes for a good day. Her 
day would be as it was, regardless of my, or anyone else’s, wishes.
 The next Monday, I endured the endless torment of training and 
the ceaseless monotonous chatter of my trainer. He droned on about rules 
and routes and probably other things I already knew. I stopped listening. 
I was deemed ready to be on my own that Wednesday. I was assigned 6 
am. 
 On Wednesday, I leaned my head against the headrest of my as-
signed bus. My eyelids tried to drift shut, but I fought them open. It was 
5:55 – a good time. It was almost time to start my exhilarating new life as 
a bus driver. I yawned with excitement.
 I glanced at my watch. 5:59. I watched the seconds march to-
wards 6:00. Fourteen more seconds. 47, 48, 49. When 59 faded to 00 and 
my watch read 6:00, I pulled out of the station and began my rounds.
 I drove to my first station and opened the doors. The business-
people filed on – the women in their revealing skirts, their painted nails 
and faces, their ankle-breaking high heels; the men with their perfectly 
styled and dyed hair, their perfectly sculpted muscles or suits to hide the 
lack thereof, their overly expensive fancy leather briefcases. All of this, 
I was sure, to impress someone else. To keep a job they probably hated. 
Despicable. All of it.
 I kept my eyes straight ahead as the sheep in suits clambered 
up the steps, catching only glimpses out of the corner of my eye. I did 
not want to look at the dreary state that humanity had come to. At least 
wolves eat sheep, controlling their population, but who controls the ones 
in suits? 
 A scanner read their bus passes. A machine counted their bus 
fare. There was no reason to watch. Besides, electronics do everything 
these days.
 When the footsteps stopped shuffling past, I glanced to the right 
to ensure no one else was coming, my expression stoic. I closed the door 
and drove to my next stop.
 When the day was done, I drove to the station, dropped off my 
bus, got in my own car, and drove to my house. Maintenance took care of 
cleanup.
 I just described the last ten years of my life in four paragraphs.
 It took that long to get to where I needed to be. Finally, I find 
myself standing where I had to get the job in the first place. 
 “So, Peter, your record has been flawless,” Maria tells me. I see 

the secretary smirk across the room, behind the desk. In ten years, I had 
managed not to reveal my true name to him. Oh well.
 We walk down the hall to her office, where she reviews some re-
cords. “No traffic violations. Never missing a stop. Arriving at each stop 
almost to the minute.” I lower my eyes in shame here. Almost is never 
good enough. “Perhaps a bit impersonal,” she recites.
 “I didn’t know it was part of my job to be personal. I’ll work on 
it,” I reply in a monotone.
 Maria laughs. “Peter Brown, you always were quite the jokester. 
Tell me, when are you gonna drop this whole Vulcan act?”
 “What act?”
 She laughs again. “Well, let’s not stall any further. I know how 
important it is to you to be prompt.” She hands me a piece of paper. “You 
have a longer route and bigger bus now. Your pay will be almost doubled 
from when you started.”
 I examine the map she shows me. My new route takes me along 
the highway.  Perfect. The bigger bus and the highway route are all I need 
to accomplish my goal that I started all those years ago. “I start this route 
on Monday?”
 Maria nods. “6 am.”
 Maria and I stand at the same time. She holds the door open for 
me. I walk out and down the hall.
 “Peter Brown. Your name’s Peter Brown,” the secretary sneers 
as I walk by. I continue past without a glance.
 I sit in my new bus. This is the part where I’m supposed to say 
that it has some magical aura around it. That everything about it just 
seems better in every way. But the truth is that it is just a bus. A bus that 
is marginally bigger than the one I used to drive. A bus that can more ef-
fectively accomplish my goal.
 At 6:00 – exactly 6:00 – I pull out of the station to begin my 
rounds. I stop. I let people on. I let people off. They are all just as vain 
and delusional as ever. I drive on. Surely, this promotion has been the 
greatest thing that’s ever happened to me.
 At 12:00 my new route brings me along the highway. It is under 
construction. Everything is always under construction. The world is bro-
ken. 
 My bus is full. Several people stand in the aisle. Some talk about 
the weather or sports or some other meaningless thing. Most are silent. 
Their chatter is useless. Their silence is useless. These people are useless. 
12:12. The time is right. 
 I check to make sure my seat belt is buckled. Then I jerk the 
steering wheel to the right. For a moment, the wheels catch on the 
concrete blocks and the sun reflects blindingly off the side view mirror. 
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Then, the bus rolls over the barrier and tumbles to the busy street below. 
 Cars honk. People scream. I’m sure some of those screams are 
people swearing at me. I do not care. I am doing this broken world a 
service. I consciously relax my body as the bus falls. If I want to see the 
results of my work and continue my mission, I need to give myself every 
chance I can to survive. I take my hands off the steering wheel; there is 
nothing more for me to do. Now it is all up to nature. Nature, and the 
monstrosities that humankind has created.
 The bus completes its descent with a crunch of metal and a sym-
phony of shattered glass. Some of it is the bus’s own structure. Most of 
it is the cars underneath. The bodies on the bus fly against the windows, 
the windshield, the chairs. One flies straight through the windshield and 
sails into the sun. I wonder if he feels like Superman before he falls in a 
jumbled heap of broken bones and torn flesh.
 Cars crash into the bus. The flames they create paint a beautiful 
backdrop. The screeches that sound mingle with screams in a succulent 
serenade. The sirens that now blare add just the right harmony. I close my 
eyes in satisfaction.
 When I open them again, I lie in a hospital bed. When I try to 
sit up, the soft clinking of chains make my head feel like it’s going to 
implode. It feels like my brain’s fighting to escape its bony confines. I let 
my body fall back to the bed. The handcuff that chains one hand to the 
bedpost embraces my arm in chilly iciness. A knock at the door makes 
my head pound in rhythm with each tap. A nurse – at least, I assume she’s 
a nurse – enters.
 “Oh! You’re awake. How do you feel?”
 “Fine.” My vision blurs with the effort of speaking.
 She may have continued to try to speak with me. I don’t know. 
My eyes feel like lead weights. I let them fall as I reflect on how I got 
here.
 At first, the memories won’t come. My mind is like an old 
television, covered in static. I mentally adjust the antenna. Flames replace 
the static. Screams. Sirens.
 Oh, god. What have I done?
 Over the next few days, I drift in and out of consciousness. I 
don’t remember much from that time. Once, I wake up to a nurse shaking 
me gently.
 “Are you okay?” she asks. “You were thrashing around a lot in 
your sleep. I was afraid you might hit something.”
 I can feel sweat running down my face. I want to respond, but, 
before I can, my eyes close, and I am swimming in the black again.
 I dream of fire. I dream of bodies lying broken, bleeding. 
I dream of cars honking and crashing and sirens blaring and people 

screaming. I wake with clammy hands and drenched in sweat. When I 
dream, I want nothing more than to wake up. But the numbness of the 
deep, dreamless black is the best analgesic.
 I don’t know how long it is before I fully awaken. It must have 
been a long time, because I can barely feel any injuries. Or maybe that’s 
just how much they’ve drugged me. I am still plagued by nightmarish 
visions of what I’ve done. A demon in the back of my brain whispers that 
it was all for a good cause. That I performed my service to the world. The 
demon scares me. I try not to listen to it. Instead, I listen to the voices I 
hear outside my door.
 “How’s he doing?” The female voice sounds familiar, but I can’t 
place it.
 “Physically, he’s recovering remarkably well. Mentally . . .” A 
male voice. It sounds authoritative. A doctor, maybe?
 “Not so well?”
 “Well, it’s still hard to tell. The few times he’s been awake, he 
hasn’t been lucid.”
 “Can I see him?”
 There’s a silence, as if they’re waiting for a third person to 
answer. A female voice, deeper than the first one, says, “I can’t let you do 
that. He’s dangerous.”
 The first female voice says, “What do you mean, ‘he’s dan-
gerous?’ He’s chained to the bed. He probably doesn’t even remember 
anything. The MRIs showed some pretty serious brain damage.”
 There’s another silence, then I hear footsteps leading away. The 
guard at my door must have stood resolute. Memories begin to trickle 
in. The demon voice fights to be heard. I try to silence the voice, but the 
trickle turns into a waterfall; the voice gets louder with each memory.
 The female voice I heard was Maria Smith, my former boss.
 I betrayed her. She trusted me.
 You did your service. You have begun a great journey.
 The voices, my own and – well, I guess they’re both my own, 
knocked loose from each other in the crash – feel like they’ll rip my head 
in half, leaving a jagged, bloody seam down the middle. I settle deeper 
into the bed and close my eyes, praying for the analgesia that dream-
less sleep brings me. As soon as my eyes are closed, though, flames play 
across the backs of my eyelids. I snap my eyes open.
 Embrace it, the demon tells me. You did the right thing.
 I turn as far over onto my side as the handcuff and medical 
equipment sticking out of my arms will let me, as if I can turn my back 
on the demon and, thus, banish it forever. I think I hear it laughing.
 After three days of being semi-conscious most of the time, I am 
allowed out of my room. I quickly learn that the guard outside my door, 
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a young woman about a head shorter than me with blonde hair that curls 
down to her shoulders and a gun at her hip, will become my shadow. One 
of the nurses takes me for a walk. 
 “How are you feeling, today?” the nurse asks as we walk down 
the white hall. It smells of sanitation.
 “Oh, fantastic.” 
He frowns, noting my sarcasm, and possibly, the wince of pain as each 
foot hits the ground. Who knew walking could be so difficult?
 “You’re walking well,” he tells me.
 I don’t say anything. I just look at him. Maybe I lost more of my 
memory than I realize, but the last I remember, I was a lot better at this 
whole walking thing than I am now. I look down at the ground to keep 
my balance.
 The nurse sighs. “Cut yourself some slack. You’ve been con-
fined to bed for months. You’re picking it back up at a remarkable pace.”
 I shrug. “Whatever.”
 Over the next few weeks, the walks get longer. Soon, whom-
ever it is that gets to decide how I live my life now decides I should add 
weights into the routine. It’s torture, but it must be torture for the demon 
voice, too, because it finally shuts it up. I decide I prefer the torture of 
lifting weights to the demon.
 Lying in my bed, room illuminated by starlight, bored and in 
agony after a hard workout of lifting as much as three pounds, the demon 
is at its most talkative.
 You could escape, you know. Silence for a while, then, Just break 
your thumb, get out of the handcuff. Ask a nurse for a sedative. Use it on 
the nurse. Then on the guard, if necessary. Break the window. They make 
it too easy, really.
 I try to ignore the voice. I don’t want to listen to it. But I do 
want to listen. Its way offers escape. Its way offers freedom. I may have 
lasted as long as five minutes before I grit my teeth, bash my thumb 
against the bedpost, and, just to make sure, jerk it up and out as hard as I 
can with my free hand. There’s an audible snap. The demon reminds me 
to check that my hand is actually free. I slip it out of the handcuff; with 
the thumb out of place, my other four fingers glide through. I slip my 
hand back through, so it looks like I’m still confined, before I press the 
red button to call the nurse.
 A few moments later, there’s a knock on my door and the nurse 
enters. “What is it?” he asks.
 “I can’t sleep. I’m in too much pain. Can you give me a sedative 
or something?” The demon coaches me on what to say, how to look, how 
to act.
 “Sure.” The nurse leaves, then returns with a syringe of what I 

assume must be the sedative. 
 The moment he leans down to inject the drug into my arm, I slip 
my hand completely free of the handcuff and grab the sedative, while I 
use my other palm to hit him in the jaw. The demon tells me to spring 
near the door, and now I listen without hesitation. The moment the guard 
hears the thump of the nurse’s unconscious body, she bursts through 
the door, gun ready. I inject the sedative into her exposed carotid artery 
before she sees me. I confiscate her gun and use it to smash a hole in the 
window. I jump out of the second story window and land in a half-roll, 
half-flop. If I live to see the sunrise, I am sure I will feel all the cuts that 
my blood flows from, not to mention whatever it is I must have broken, 
but for now, the adrenaline masks all pain. As I sprint away, I hear the 
hospital’s alarms blaring.
 Teaming up with the demon voice is the Elmer’s glue that seals 
the two sides of my head back together. It feels good to be working to-
gether with someone, even if that someone is myself. Of course, Elmer’s 
glue never lasts long.
 When I get to the highway, I stop running. I walk along the 
shoulder, kicking at a rock. I look down at the rock, then up at the moon. 
It’s full tonight. I imagine the moon and stars would be breathtakingly 
bright, if not for the pollution that hides them from the world. The demon 
is quiet. It’s proud of me. It tells me I’ve done well.
 When I get to the point where the bus fell, I stop. I contemplate 
the skid marks on the concrete blocks. One is still askew. I look at the 
moon. I look at the road below. Despite the late hour, traffic is still plenti-
ful. 
 I jump.
 I relish my brief freedom as the wind rushes around me. I think 
of the man flying through my windshield. Yes, I answer the demon voice 
that asked that question so long ago: I do feel like Superman. I hear the 
shattering of bones marking the end of my descent. The honk of a car 
cuts off as my senses fail.
 It’s just. It’s right.
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breakroom etiquette
G.E. Smith

 Aaron hit the vending machine with the heel of his hand. “Piece 
of crap.”
 He noticed the orange COINS ONLY light. Aaron fed another 
dollar into the changer. He gathered his coins, slotted them, and hit two 
buttons. “Now give me… you gotta be…” Aaron kicked the machine. “I 
hit F3!” He repeatedly pressed the buttons and ignored the blinking red 
light.
 Aaron smashed the little plastic sliding window with a chair leg, 
grabbed his tub of ravioli, and gave the machine the finger.
 A hairy brown cord snaked out from under the machine, 
wrapped around Aaron’s calves, and pulled hard and fast. He bounced off 
the chair and thudded to the floor.
 Another cord snaked out. Within seconds it penetrated Aaron’s 
neck. He convulsed, frothed at the mouth, then lay still.
 The machine tilted back and slowly pulled Aaron’s body under.
 The red LOW FOOD SOURCE light stopped blinking.

Wham-Bam
Nicholas Lee Huff

 It’s a simple crime.
 First you need a woman. One with flexible morals and a body to
die for. That was Janey.
 Then you need the muscle. That was Arlen. A big boy that 
spends every day working out at the gym. Ugly, and carries around a 
sadistic streak a mile wide. Of course he’s the one with the gun.
 Next you need the mark. Janey finds them on the internet. She 
made a profile on a dating site. Writes a made-up bio and puts up pictures 
of herself looking edible. Watch the johnnies hit on that like a dog to a 
bone.
 Another handy thing about the dating site is they keep a run-
down on each mark’s profile. Height, weight, age and everything. Janey 
gets to pick the perfect one from the lot. A little pudge around the middle, 
not too tall and not too young. That way he’s less likely to put up a fight 
if the holdup goes to hell.
 Janey picks her new fish and reels him in. Sends a few sexy 
messages, gets him to cough up a cell number. After that, from a burner 
phone, she sends texts with more naughty talk, maybe a picture or two of 
her wearing something skimpy, showing off the girls. That seals the deal. 
The johnny practically begs her to meet, thinking he can get something 
nice and easy. 
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 “A little wham-bam, thank you, ma’am. Done and done.” That’s 
what Janey calls it. “But the mark is the one getting screwed.”
 Here’s the play:
 Arlen finds a skanky motel by the highway, pays cash for a 
room and registers under a false name. Gets two keys, pockets one and 
gives the second to Janey.
 Janey calls the mark, sets up the meet. Gives him the room num-
ber and tells him to be there at midnight.
 The mark shows up, panting, with his fly already practically 
unzipped. Janey brings him inside, gets his clothes off and gets him on 
the bed. Then she whispers, “Hang on, baby. I need to powder my nose. 
Back in two shakes.”
 From the bathroom, Janey texts Arlen the go-signal. In a shad-
owy corner of the parking lot, Arlen’s been waiting. Now he gets out, 
sticks his Colt Python in his belt and creeps right up to the door. Using 
his key, he lets himself in.
 He goes straight to the bed and sticks the pistol right in the 
mark’s face. While Arlen keeps him still, Janey ties him up with zip-ties, 
gags his mouth and pulls a pillowcase over his head. They gather up his 
clothes, ID, cash, wallet and credit cards. Five minutes later, Arlen and 
Janey are on the highway, heading for the state line.
 Done and done. That’s how it’s supposed to go. 
 But that’s not what happened at all.
 Things started turning to shit when the mark showed up. Janey 
opened the door and knew something wasn’t right.
 It was a different man. According to his internet profile, the 
mark was supposed to be 45, short and dumpy as hell. The man standing 
in the doorway was nothing like that.
 Older. Tall and thin, the muscles that ran across his arms and 
neck rippled like snakes beneath his skin. Spider webs of dark veins 
crossed flesh the color of ancient bone. His eyes were shadows nestled 
in a sleek face of high cheekbones, a jutting chin and razor-sharp nose. 
The hair on his head was glossy black and cut close. It matched the dark 
fabric of his t-shirt and Levis.
 Janey tried to slam the door, but he was fast as lightning.
 Wham-bam.

***

 An hour passed. Arlen was in the parking lot, fidgeting in the 
driver’s seat of his POS Oldsmobile Toronado. Already he had smoked a 
half pack of Luckies while spinning the radio dial past the same classic 
rock station time and again. No word from Janey. He was getting ner-

vous.
 Finally he took the pistol and got out. Moving quietly, Arlen 
crossed the parking lot. Slipping his key in the lock, he pushed the door 
open slowly.
 The darkness of the room was almost complete. Only the weak 
illumination of the motel’s flashing blue neon cast a ghostly light through 
the slits in the window blind. Fumbling for the wall switch, he found it 
and flipped it. Nothing happened.
 In the dim neon glow he saw Janey lying motionless on the bed.
 Arlen discovered the ragged red hole in her throat. Touching a 
finger to her skin, he felt her growing colder. There was no way for him 
to know that every drop of blood had been drained from her body.
 “Fucking hell,” he whispered to the darkness.
 Raising the pistol, Arlen spun in one direction, then another. The 
room seemed empty. He even checked under the bed, then the bathroom, 
brushing the shower curtain aside with his left hand while the trembling 
fingers of his right fought to steady the pistol.
 Nothing.
 There was only one door, like any other room in every fleabag 
motel. Rewinding through his memory, Arlen struggled to recall if he 
had seen the mark slip out while he was outside. It never happened. The 
bastard had simply disappeared.
 Then he heard a long hiss from above.
 Arlen lifted his head toward the ceiling. A creature was suspend-
ed there, upside down. 
 It was a rat’s face and jaw, but with terrible fangs. A jet black 
torso that seemed half-human and half-canine. Feet with talons that 
gripped the tacky acoustic tile of the ceiling. Fingers tipped by six-inch 
claws clenching open and closed. Merciless black eyes.
 It spread its dark wings - seven feet across - and it was upon 
him.
 Wham-bam.
 Under the weight of the beast, Arlen collapsed to the floor.
 Wham-bam.
 Fangs slashed through his neck and blood began to flow.
 Done and done. 
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Silent Night
Searska Greyraven

 Such a pale, pale night! Deathly still, one would say. And I do 
say, if it got much colder, death itself might die. The moon, fat and round 
graced the gleaming metal buildings with its galvanic grin. I walked the 
city streets, the skyscrapers rising above me like an urban version of 
Grimm’s fabled forest. I strolled down the sidewalk, as comfortable in 
my modern wood as a wolf among the trees. I am no werewolf, of course. 
Such things are entirely imaginary. Ah, I wish it were otherwise! Alas, it 
is not. No matter. Among the sheepish civilians of this city, I may as well 
be my canine cousin. As long as the snow is steady and the winter long, I 
can stay here for months, unseen and unnoticed.
 I passed a news stand, hands buried deep in the pockets of my 
brown duster. My eyes flicked to the evening edition on the rack. The 
main article boldly proclaimed, “Full Moon Killer Strikes Again!” Photos 
of a woman, dark of hair and fair of skin graced the front page. Her name 
was Deb, an accountant. She drove a blue Subaru Legacy, loved the band 
Coldplay, and took her coffee with two creams and three sugars. She also 
had this adorable red jacket, filled to blotation with down feathers. She 
wore it the night she vanished under the light of the laughing full moon. 
I caressed the image, black ink coating my fingertips, and sighed fondly. 
Such beautiful music, we two had made…It was a pity, a true pity. The 
nights had been ever so quiet since…

 A flash of carmine snatched my attention, and I looked up from 
my reverie.
 She walked by, her step purposeful and her head high. The edges 
of her long red duster were lined with frosted black fur that flattened 
against the sharp wind. Black boots, tall enough to be fashionable but 
low enough to be practical, wrapped around her feet. Her heels clicked 
against the icy sidewalk, like the ticking of a clock.
 She walked past me, the red of her coat mirrored in my eyes. 
She was like a drop of blood on new-fallen snow. Her hair was hidden 
by a long red scarf, and her face was shrouded in shadow, but as her lithe 
form danced across the pavement, I knew.  
 Christmas, it seemed, came early this year. 
 I was content to follow, for now. The billowing of her coat was 
an entrancement, a thing of crimson that wove through the chill air as if 
alive. I wondered if it would feel as fine beneath me, if the wool was as 
soft as a lamb’s belly or as tough as a ram’s back. Ah, how wonderful it 
felt to be a wolf among these simple sheep!
 I followed closer.
 A cafe finally drew my prey inside. I followed a few breaths 
later, just long enough to say a short farewell to the singing moon. A line 
of clouds gathered on the horizon, threatening to hide the pale orb from 
view. I frowned. What audacity these clouds had, chasing away my mad 
muse. But my quarry was moving on, and I had little time to contemplate 
the fickle mood of the weather. 
 I inhaled air laced with the smell of milk and coffee. The first 
stanza of “Silent Night” began to play, and I found myself singing the 
song under my breath. My girl was talking to the man behind the counter, 
and I surreptitiously leaned in to listen. She removed her scarf, and the 
dark waves of her hair fell across her shoulders. Her hair was silvered 
at the tips, as if frosted in rime, which darkened to a velvety black at the 
roots. Oh how I longed to plunge my hands into that silken wave! She 
was a princess walking the night in total innocence, unaware of the mon-
ster lurking behind her. 
 “You watch yourself, child. There’s a murderer on the loose. 
And tonight’s the full moon.”
 “It’s far too cold! No murderer in his right mind would be out 
hunting in this. It’s weather fit only for wolves.” She said with a flick of 
her silver-frosted hair. Her skin was pale, but with just the barest hint of 
honey to it, like a summer tan nearly forgotten in the dead of winter. A 
chiding smile curved lips the color of holly berries as she fished through 
her pockets for her wallet.
 “Perhaps, but you never know.” The clerk said, taking her 
money and giving her the change. The silver coins gleamed in her palm, 
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reminding me of my marmoreal moon.
 “It’s a beautiful night, and I don’t want to ruin it with talk of 
murderers!” She said. The coins jingled as she dropped them into her 
pocket.
 The man handed her a white cup, steaming. Ahh, espresso and 
cocoa. A treat for beasts and fair maidens alike! The girl brushed past 
me and I stepped up to the counter to order an apple cider. Something 
blood-warm to chase the chill from my hands. And, just as I was slipping 
a cardboard sheath around my cup, the woman turned to me.
 “Are you from around here, sir?” She asked. She lifted her drink 
to her lips and sipped. Her lipstick wasn’t even smudged, so delicately 
did she press her lips to the rim.
 “I’ve lived here for a while, yes.” I replied.
 “Could you tell me where Forest Trail is? I was told it was off 
of Grove Road, but I can’t seem to find it.” She said, her lips forming a 
perfect pout.
 “Really?” I said as I gave her a lupine smile. “It’s just down the 
road, barely a minute or two walk from here. Shall I show you?”
 “I think I can manage. I wouldn’t want to put you out in this 
dreadful cold. Thanks though!” She said, wrapping the red scarf around 
her face before skipping out the door. I took a thoughtful sip of my 
cider, and waited. Wouldn’t do to follow her too quickly now, and be 
noticed. But my fingers fidgeted and my lip twitched. The clock behind 
the register counted down the moments until the ache within me became 
unbearable. I downed the last of my drink, the scalding concoction barely 
touching my tongue, and pursued.
 The night was a masterwork of white and silver. Thick clouds 
had gathered above, their puffy bellies shedding glittering flakes to the 
still, black street. The wind whipped ribbons of white across the pebbled 
surface of the street, blurring the boundary between road and snow bank 
with a band of grey. My girl wandered on, snow collecting on her head, 
her shoulders, on her arms, and she brushed it away gently only to have 
it gather upon her again a moment later. I resisted to urge to lick my lips 
with anticipation. The night was so cold, but soon, so very soon, it would 
be bathed in hot, red warmth.
 I stalked closer.
 A lock of hair bounced just so as she walked, freed from the 
embrace of her crimson scarf. My hands itched to touch her. The storm 
ebbed, and for a moment she was bathed in cool moonlight. The street 
was cold and quiet, not a creature stirring. Even the wind was silent, 
the thick snowfall absorbing my padded footfalls. My Madonna moon 
slipped behind the capricious clouds once more, but I barely noticed.
 Closer, closer…

 She was just a stride away from me. Her breath misted the air 
before her as her lips moved. I paused and tried to listen, but the falling 
snow swallowed the sound until her voice was little more than a whisper 
held in cadence with the clicking of her boots. She stopped, tipped the 
last of her drink down her swan-like throat, and turned to me.
 “My, grandmother, what big teeth you have.” She whispered, 
her voice dripping with frost.
 “Beg pardon?” I asked, startled and confused.
 The blow came without preamble. Suddenly, I was on my back 
staring at the laughing full moon who had chosen just that moment to 
peek from behind the clouds. Her face blocked my vision, and for the 
first time I saw her eyes. Pale yellow, like molten gold. They flashed 
like…
 “The better,” she whispered into my chilled ear, “to eat you 
with, my dear!” Her voice slurred, and a wolfish grin split her face. She 
licked her lips with a tongue long and red between snow-white fangs, her 
silver-touched hair falling past her face and revealing a pair of delicate, 
lupine ears. 
 And suddenly, the pale night exploded into a storm of stars 
and snow, and twin pairs of ivory fangs slid into my throat. The warmth 
trailed down my neck, and the moon turned her gaze away from me. The 
night was so very quiet and cold. Deathly cold, one would say…if one… 
could say…
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Midnight feedings
donald jacob uitvlugt

 Junior’s wails of hunger filled Brandy’s bedroom. She cracked 
her eyes open. The plastic monitor gave the cries a distant sound, as if the 
infant was at the bottom of the ocean or on another planet, not down the 
hall in the nursery.
 She rolled onto her side. These late night feedings were too 
much. It was her husband’s turn.
 At last Evan stirred. He slapped at an alarm clock that wasn’t 
buzzing. He grumbled under his breath and shifted on the mattress.
 “Hon?”
 She said nothing, kept herself completely still, tried not even to 
breathe.
 Evan shook her shoulder. “Honey, the baby’s crying.” He 
paused. “I think he’s hungry.”
 He had to know that she wasn’t asleep. Still she kept her eyes 
closed. Junior’s cries grew more insistent. She couldn’t take much more. 
She kept her voice even and unemotional.
 “I fed him the last three times. It’s your turn.”
 She opened her eyes, preparing for Evan’s accusing look. His 
mouth opened. She waited for the excuses. He hadn’t signed on for this. 
She should have known that things would be like this -- even though he 
was as responsible for Junior as she was. He was the man of the house, 

damn it, and she could take care of her own goddamn child.
 Evan closed his mouth. He looked at Brandy with bloodshot 
eyes. She almost lost her resolve. He patted her hip and gave it a soft 
squeeze. Brandy watched as he stepped into his slippers and wrapped his 
robe around him. He let out a slow breath and combed his fingers through 
his hair.
 They’d been happy, once. Oh, they’d had their problems. Too 
many bills. Fights over stupid shit. Every couple had their issues. Brandy 
thought that the baby was going to fix everything. That’s how it was 
supposed to work, right? It wasn’t supposed to suck the life out of their 
marriage.
 Evan shuffled to the door. He cast a last look back at Brandy. 
I love you. The words caught in her throat. She did not speak them out 
loud.
 He left the bedroom. She heard his slippers slap against the 
hardwood floor of the hall. The sound disturbed her, and it took her a mo-
ment to realize why. Junior was no longer crying. He knew that he was 
about to be fed.
 Brandy turned to the baby monitor. Through its tinny speaker, 
she heard the nursery door creak open.
 “It’s okay. Daddy’s here.”
 Evan was on the same alien world, at the bottom of the ocean 
with their child. Brandy sat up in the bed. Junior gurgled happily. She 
could picture her husband reaching down into the crib.
 Then the screams began.
 Evan’s wails of pain echoed over the speaker and down the hall-
way. Agony in stereo. Brandy trembled and slipped down into the bed. 
She pulled the blankets over her head with bandaged, bleeding hands. 
She wept under the covers and tried to shut out the sounds as Junior fed.
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A matter of perspective
r.k. gold

 It was not the first time that Pepper’s reflection tried 
to kill him. Pepper and the full body mirror in the attic bath-
room had many altercations over the years, often resulting in 
scratched knuckles and broken glass; the mirror miraculously 
repaired itself every morning. But this fight was the first time 
that Pepper’s reflection remotely came close to succeeding. 
 Pepper had turned his back to the mirror for only few 
moments. He laid out a flannel shirt and jeans on the bed. 
His reflection, though terrifying, stood behind the glass like a 
hyena behind bars at the zoo. It would glare, and thrash at its 
confinement but never come close to escaping. 
 As Pepper rubbed stick deodorant under his arms he 
heard a small crack behind him. Turning to see the cause, 
Pepper saw his reflection clawing through the mirror like 
plastic wrap. One hand popped through the barrier; its veins 
were almost popping out of its skin and blood fell to the 
floor. 
 Unable to even scream, Pepper fell back onto the 
hardwood floor; the cracks in the mirror grew and connected 
like a spider’s web about to entangle its prey. Scooting back 

across the floor, Pepper felt an empty beer bottle under the 
dresser. Without a second thought he threw it at the mirror, 
completely shattering it. Still out of breath from the fight he 
grabbed his clothes and ran downstairs in his underwear. 
 Beads of sweat dripped between his cleavage and 
stuck to his shirt. His fingers twitched, and danced around an 
empty pack of cigarettes in his jeans’ pocket. 
 Exiting his house quickly, Pepper turned back to 
make sure nothing followed him. He walked down the street 
to Roscoe’s Bar and Grill for his late morning and early af-
ternoon shift behind the bar. 
 “Que pasa mother fucker?” Diego shouted from 
across the bar. The muscles in his neck flexed as he lined up 
his pool cue. He was built like a GI Joe, and once confessed 
to Pepper that his action figures were his inspiration to work-
out. 
 Pepper almost did not hear him; he was in a daze; 
everything seemed a little blurry and all the noise in the bar 
sounded like a gentle buzz. 
 “Ayo, Pepsi Cola, what’s up?” Diego looked con-
cerned.
“Nada.” Pepper bumped into a sharp corner of the bar. “Mi-
erda!”
 Diego dropped his pool cue, put on his blazer, and 
walked over; Pepper massaged his hip as he limped over to 
collect empty glasses left behind. 
 “I heard there’s going to be a crazy party tonight 
in uptown. We have to go.” Diego grabbed one of the half 
drunk glasses that Pepper had collected and finished it before 
sliding it back across the bar. “Come on Pepsi, it’ll be fun! 
I’m getting tired of going to those BYOB house parties 
around here.”
 “Necesitas estudiar.” Pepper cleaned the three glasses 
and walked to the end of the bar to take an order. A round, 
elderly man with white hair sneaking out of his baseball hat 
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waited with his hands folded on his protruding stomach. No 
one in the bar had ever seen him before. A couple of regulars 
sitting next to him glanced his way every couple of minutes 
as if they were paranoid he would try to rob them.  
 “Anything I can get for you?” Pepper asked. He 
lowered his head a bit to try and make eye contact under the 
man’s baseball cap. The customer was dressed like he had 
just returned from a morning of fly fishing. He stared back at 
Pepper with a look of harsh stoicism. 
 “What are you?” The man asked in a quiet but firm 
voice. 
 “Um, what?” Pepper replied. He gripped the counter 
under the bar for support as he felt himself begin to shake. 
He knew what the man was asking but always felt nervous 
whenever someone new tried questioning him like this. “I’m 
sorry is the Spanish bothering you?”
 Pepper could feel the man’s gaze scratching and 
clawing at his neck. There was a long silence that most of the 
regulars attempted to ignore but failed. It seemed like the en-
tire bar was staring at what they assumed could be a potential 
fight. 
 “I’ll have the lowest calorie beer you got on tap,” the 
man spat. Pepper looked at the small pool of saliva in dis-
gust. He reached over to the stack of newspapers a few seats 
down from him and grabbed a copy of the previous day’s 
journal. Tearing off a corner from the front page and dabbing 
the saliva on the counter with it. 
 Pepper turned and saw that Diego was half standing 
off his stool. His fist was clenched and he glared at the man 
across the bar. The man paid no attention to anyone’s stares 
as he slouched back into his chair and read the paper. 
 As Pepper was about to fill a clean glass with Bud 
Light he caught a dead, black, eye staring back at him. The 
reflection almost appeared to wink before shattering and slic-
ing Pepper’s hand.

 “What the Hell are you doing!?” the stranger de-
manded. He tossed his paper aside; Pepper was half sobbing 
and picking up the broken glass with his bare hands. 
 “Alright, it’s time for you to go,” Diego walked over 
to the man. Though Diego’s head only reached the man’s 
chest, the stranger noticeably flinched. Pepper could see Di-
ego’s fists trembling. It was obvious that Diego wanted to hit 
the man and it was taking all of his effort to refrain. 
 Diego gestured towards the door and the stranger 
made an audible huff before exiting. “Adios pendejo.” Diego 
flicked the back of his hand under his chin. 
Once he left, Diego immediately ran behind the bar to help 
Pepper clean up. 
 “It’s okay, I got this,” Pepper sniffled.
 “I know you do, I just want to help,” Diego picked up 
a few big pieces and tossed them into the garbage under the 
sink. “Don’t let that fucker mess with your head.” 
 “No, it wasn’t him. Honestly.” Pepper took a deep 
breath. “I’m okay.”
 Diego caught the hint and returned to the billiards 
table. Pepper wiped his nose and walked into the men’s 
bathroom, locking the door behind him. The lights flickered 
as the door closed. Pepper sat down in the stall and his legs 
immediately began to shake. He sobbed freely in the comfort 
of white noise provided by the fan. He could feel his breasts 
sag as he slouched and rested his elbows on his knees. 
 All Pepper could think about was the eye he saw 
before the glass broke. He knew that Diego probably thought 
the stranger got under his skin. Diego had always been pro-
tective of Pepper ever since they became friends. 
 When Pepper was 16 he was mugged outside the 
grocery store. Diego found him outside of a coffee shop 
off Main Street; he was gasping and at first Diego thought 
Pepper was having an asthma attack. When he dropped to 
his knees to look for Pepper’s inhaler he noticed the swollen 
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black eye and blood stained teeth. 
 Despite being strangers, Diego waited in the hospital 
for four hours to make sure Pepper was going to be ok. 
 Pepper hadn’t realized that he had dug his nails 
into his thighs and began to bleed through his pants. As he 
reached for toilet paper to clean up he noticed the same eye 
he saw before staring up from the toilet water. A sharp pain 
pierced the back of Pepper’s leg and he fell to the damp tiled 
floor. Crawling to the wall to get as far from his reflection as 
he could Pepper began to sob. If only he were blind he could 
avoid the endless fighting. His enemy truly wanted him dead. 

***

 The previous Halloween was the first time Pepper 
noticed his reflection was changing. It used to hang around 
him like a clingy best friend, but after months of negligence 
its attitude began to change. 
 New Years eve the same year, Pepper was wearing 
his favorite black suit when he noticed a green eyed brunette 
chatting with friends across the room. Though Pepper wanted 
to believe he felt a deep connection he could not help but 
notice how tightly her dress hugged her behind. 
 Before Pepper could catch the nerve to ask her to 
dance he glanced at the mirror behind him; his reflection was 
wearing a similar black suit, but glared back at him as if he 
were at a funeral. Though Pepper was startled he concluded 
that it must be all in his head. 
 The following morning, while brushing his teeth, 
Pepper looked down at the phone number the pretty girl 
wrote for him on the back of his 7/11 receipt. While debating 
whether or not to call her he heard what sounded like thin ice 
cracking on a lake. 
 A pale, scrawny version of himself stood behind 
the mirror with its mouth slightly opened and its shoulder 

slouched. Pepper’s toothbrush fell out of his mouth just as 
his reflection began screaming. It reached for the borders of 
the mirror and nearly shook it off the wall as it continued to 
wail. 
 Pepper fell back, hitting his head on the bathtub. The 
mirror continued to shake violently causing the entire wall to 
vibrate until it fell and shattered across the floor. 
 The phone in Pepper’s back pocket woke him up. It 
was mid vibrating when he answered Diego’s call.
 “Where the hell have you been? I’ve called you at 
least twelve times!” Diego’s tone sounded like he was a half 
a second away from calling the police. Pepper could hear the 
engine of his truck in the background and assumed he was on 
his way over.
 “Lo siento. It has just been,” Pepper froze for a mo-
ment. He looked at the broken mirror and had a chilling sen-
sation; he knew this was not something that would go away 
anytime soon. “Are you on your way over?”
 “Of course I am. I assumed the worst. Are you okay? 
What happened?”
 “Can I ask you for a weird favor.”
 “What?” Diego asked.
 “And do you promise not to ask why?” Pepper 
focused on the sound of Diego’s breathing as he looked at 
the broken mirror. The image of what almost looked like 
the ghost of himself continued to flow into his mind without 
resistance.
 “Depends. Come on Pepsi, please tell me what’s go-
ing on.”
 “Diego, please, just, just, please help. Please.” Pep-
per begged. A couple tears slid into his mouth and he had 
the urge to vomit.  How could he possibly explain what just 
happened to anyone? 
 Diego broke the silence. “Sure. I’m just happy you’re 
okay. I’m turning down your road now. See you in two min-
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utes.”
 Pepper could feel Diego’s stomach rumble as they 
embraced and heard him release a little gas but only held him 
tighter. He was dressed in sweat pants and a t-shirt instead of 
his usual blazer and jeans. His neck smelled like sweat and 
whiskey but it was an improvement over his breath. 
 “Care to start talking?” Diego asked. He collapsed on 
to the black spotted couch that he and Pepper rescued from 
the dumpster by the University the week after they met. 
 “No se. Something is happening y yo no se,” Pepper 
replied. He sat on the armrest. Pepper wrapped his unzipped 
hoodie tightly around his torso to hide his chest and tried to 
slow down his breathing so it would not rise as much. Diego, 
thankfully, did not seem to notice or care. 
 “You’re okay though? You’re not hurt or anything?”
 Pepper shook his head but the rest of his body sat 
completely still.
 “Okay, good. Good, good, good. So what do you 
need me to do?”
 “It’s stupid.”
 “I don’t care.”
 “It’s really, really going to sound stupid.”
 “Just tell me.”
 “I need you to,” Pepper took a deep breath. “I need 
you to break all the mirrors in the house.”
 “What?”
 “I need you to-“
 “No I heard you the first time. I just don’t know 
why.”
 “You said you wouldn’t ask on the phone.”
 “Well I’m asking. What’s going on? Is this some kind 
of joke? Are you high?”
 “No. I don’t think so. I shouldn’t be. If I am someone 
broke in and shoved something down my throat while I was 
sleeping.” Pepper replied.

 “Did you get drugged at the party last night?” Diego 
asked.
 “What?”
 “Just answer the question. Are you okay? Did some-
one drug you?”
 “No everything’s fine! I just. I just need this done 
please. No questions asked.”
 Diego stood up and walked towards the bathroom. “I 
don’t get you sometimes.” He opened the door and saw the 
shattered glass spread across the floor. “I see you got started 
without me.” He cracked his knuckles. Okay one down. 
Where are the others?” Diego asked. He walked past a small 
mirror on a mantle outside of the kitchen and tossed it to the 
floor. “Just like that?”
Pepper nodded.
“Okay then,” Diego walked into the living room and kitchen. 
“The kitchen looks clear. What’s next your bedroom?”
 It did not take long for Diego to clear the entire 
house. He did one last look around before returning to Pep-
per who was still sitting on the couch’s armrest. “All that’s 
left is that wooden framed one in your family’s initials 
carved into the back.”
 Pepper stared blankly at the floor. He was having 
trouble keeping his eyes open. Each time he heard a mirror 
shatter he felt a little more relaxed.
Diego whistled. “Hey! Hello! What do you want done with 
the last mirror?” 
 “Could you take it up to the attic?” Pepper asked knowing 
the answer would be yes. He was not sure why he was so in-
clined to keep that mirror safe. He was not particularly close 
with his family but something about having them in his life 
felt comforting. 
 After Diego moved the mirror, Pepper walked him 
back to his truck. They gave each other a quick hug. “Any-
thing else you need me to do for ya?” Diego asked as he 
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opened his door. 
 Pepper shook his head. “Thanks dude.”
 “No problem. Take care and call me if you need any-
thing. I’m serious.”

***

 Pepper wondered how things might’ve been any dif-
ferent if he just broke that last fucking mirror. That piece of 
shit portal that now haunts his attic. There was a knock on 
the stall door. Pepper recognized the black loafers immedi-
ately. They were Diego’s nicest shoes so, naturally, he wore 
them whenever they would be seen. 
 “Ayo, Pepsi, that asshole isn’t coming back. You 
doin’ alright in there?”
 “I’m fine. Just taking a massive dump. I suggest you 
leave unless you wanna smell it.”
 “I’ll take your word for it,” Diego replied. Pepper 
could tell Diego did not believe him but he left anyway.
 Pepper hated himself for wanting to sob but he could 
not stop thinking about the hand that broke free from the 
mirror. It was the first time that the fighting felt real; the 
blood on the floor was not his own and there truly was a 
monster trying to kill him. Before today, Pepper thought his 
reflection was a contained evil. Though it was constantly 
there, he could escape it by simply turning his back or clos-
ing his eyes. But his reflection crossed a new boundary this 
morning.
 Pepper once debated blinding himself to escape from 
future attacks. He had no idea how to go about doing it so he 
grabbed all the cleaning supplies he could find in his house 
and poured them into a glass. He thought maybe using an 
eyedropper would work but as he stared at the toxic concoc-
tion and inhaled its fumes he could not think of doing any-
thing except vomiting.

 What was he to do now? Pepper worried that he 
would never be safe. In his head, all he could think about 
was his reflection climbing out of the mirror in the attic, 
just waiting for him to come home. It’s pale, almost decay-
ing complexion peeling through red stained shards of glass. 
Slicing through bulging blue veins. With eyes so black they 
almost appear to be voids into oblivion. 
 Pepper could almost hear the winding, wooden stair-
case creaking under the pressure of his reflection’s foot; its 
toenails stained yellow and over grown.
 This is no way to live. In constant fear of another 
half, living life with an expiration date and staring at the 
grains of sand wondering when time will finally run out. 
Where there is light, his reflection will always find its way to 
him.
 How could he ever out run something that’s per-
manently attached to him? “Do I have to fucking kill it?” 
A flush of warmth spread across Pepper’s cheeks. His eyes 
widened. Pepper could see himself swinging a sledgehammer 
through the upstairs mirror, breaking the jaw of his reflection 
in the process. 
 He could do it. He could actually do it. Glass is a 
fragile bone structure, and like a boxer who keeps his chin 
up, Pepper could knock his reflection out for good. 
 Diego nodded towards Pepper as he finally left the 
bathroom. He looked surprised when Pepper waved him to 
the bar for a drink. 
 “You seem to be feeling better,” Diego whispered as 
he sat down in the chair where the fisherman sat earlier. 
 “Just needed to sit for a bit. No biggie,” Pepper 
poured them both a double of 20 year old bourbon. 
 “Christ, is Roscoe gonna let you get away with that?” 
Diego inspected the glass. Pepper couldn’t tell if he was 
admiring the drink or hesitant to consume it. 
 “We’ll see,” Pepper clinked his glass and kissed the 
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burning liquid. “I’ll catch up with you later,” Pepper knocked 
his knuckles against the bar and exited. He was relieved that 
he didn’t hear Diego’s footsteps following behind him.
 It felt as if he were leaving a trail of scorched earth in 
his wake. As King Midas once kicked pebbles into gold nug-
gets, Pepper kicked gravel into ash and sulfur. As if riding 
the tip of a wild fire in a dehydrated forest, Pepper arrived 
to his dark green house in no time. The paint was chipped 
away revealing discolored, white primer underneath. The 
unpainted, plywood porch was covered in black Home Depot 
stamps.
 Pepper expected his reflection to be waiting in the 
doorway for him. He clenched his fists so tightly that his 
nails began to bite his palms. The front door squeaked a little 
more than usual. Pepper quickly looked to his left but noth-
ing was there.
 Though the room was quiet, he could swear there was 
an arrogant hum dangling over him. He caught a dark blur in 
the corner of his peripherals and swung his fist as hard as he 
could.
 The floor lamp crashed and the bulb shattered across 
the hardwood. Pepper immediately ducked; through all the 
shattering he could’ve sworn he heard something pounding 
on the stairwell. 
 Careful not to make much noise, Pepper almost 
dragged his feet towards the stairs; he looked to his left and 
right every couple of seconds as if he were constantly cross-
ing the street. But the paranoia made him feel like he was 
running on a railroad treadmill. 
 The image of the first time his reflection attacked 
popped into his head. The look of complete chaos dressed 
its pale face as it shook the mirror off the wall. Pepper could 
not stop himself from trembling; the fire he confidently rode 
in on was weakening as he began to imagine himself lying 
lifeless on the attic floor. His hands shook and Pepper in-

stinctively reached into his pocket and played with the empty 
packet of cigarettes. 
 A light in the kitchen flickered over the stove. Two 
flies bounced off one another over the pile of dirty dishes in 
the sink. Pepper kept glancing back into the kitchen expect-
ing something to jump out, but the only movement was a 
slow drip from the broken faucet.
 In an attempt to restore some bravery, Pepper took a 
deep breath and swallowed as much doubt as he could. As 
he took his first steps towards the stairs he heard something 
shift behind him and quickly turned, but instead of throwing 
a punch he covered his face and fell to the floor. 
 Though he thought he saw a pale face in a black 
cloak, the room was completely empty. Was death waiting 
outside to escort the loser away? Pepper stared at the ceil-
ing wanting nothing more than to hide but could not find the 
bravery to move. His legs quaked but his arms were weighed 
down by boulders of absolute terror. It felt like he was trying 
to breath through a damp cloth. 
 There was a gentle squeak on the top step. It rocked 
back and forth as if to disclose to Pepper that it was not just 
in his head. The creak crawled up Pepper’s back leaving a 
stinging trail on each vertebra. 
 Pepper’s nostrils stung; he attempted to silently snort 
his anxiety to the back of his brain and continued to walk 
towards the stairwell. The stairs were covered by dirty white 
carpeting. There was a groove along the wall of the stairwell 
where a handrail used to be. At the top of the steps was a 
small square window. Pepper shuffled up each step, keeping 
his feet as close to the ground as possible. He froze when he 
reached the corner at the top of the steps. 
 If there was something waiting for him, he would see 
it as soon as he rounded the corner. He remembered the hand 
reaching out of the mirror earlier that day. It’s blood dripping 
to the floor, marking its arrival to the new world like small 



54 55

pox to Native Americans. 
 Clenching his fists, Pepper lowered his shoulder and 
tightly rounded the corner prepared to strike. But he swung 
at air. The cocky silence seemed to mock his attack. His 
reflection was not waiting for him on the second floor. 
It was a long, thirty foot walk to the attic stairs. Each room 
Pepper passed was laced with invisible spectators. The si-
lence was pushing the walls together.
 Pepper had to side shuffle the last five feet. He could 
not tell if he was beyond terrified or developed a sense of 
callousness. As soon as his foot touched the first step, the 
house disappeared behind him. It was a black backdrop. 
Each step Pepper took was replied with a creak or a step 
from the top of the stairs. 
 The monster was waiting. It had escaped. Pepper 
thought he could hear it breathing at the top of the steps. His 
heart felt like it was attempting to jump out of his mouth like 
a fish in a bowl. His neck began to hurt from the constant 
punching of his pulse. When Pepper was only a few steps 
from the top of the stairs he began to feel light headed and 
dizzy. His body wavered and he had to crouch on the stairs 
or risk falling backward. 
 He attempted to peer over but could only see the top 
of an empty doorway. The memory of the hand began to 
work its way to the front of Pepper’s brain. Before the image 
became vivid enough to relive, Pepper leaped to the top of 
the steps and turned to face the mirror. 
 It stood on its own in the middle of the attic without 
any beams or boards to balance on. Its wood looked freshly 
polished and new. For a moment all Pepper could see was 
himself. He stared back in a combination of terror and confu-
sion. 
 But as the two Pepper’s stared, the reflection in the 
mirror began taking steps towards the barrier. Looking to his 
left for any form of protection, Pepper found a driver that 

Diego stole from the uptown driving range.
 The reflection almost growled at the site of the club 
and clawed at the glass until it began to crack. As chips of 
glass fell to the floor, Pepper could actually see flesh. 
 Pepper cocked the club back ready to strike when his 
reflection flinched. It took a quick step back from the mirror 
at scowled. 
Pepper glared back. His eyes narrowed as he adjusted his 
grip. As soon as his reflection broke free he wanted to break 
it in half. 
 The reflection hesitated to move closer to the barrier 
and began kicking it. The cracks spread but Pepper relaxed 
his shoulders. Could monsters feel fear? Pepper dropped 
the club and took a two steps towards the mirror. His reflec-
tion did not seem to notice and began punching the glass. It 
glanced at Pepper and snarled. The cracks in the glass were 
colliding and growing. 
 Moments before the mirror shattered, Pepper dropped 
to his knees. He could not lift his arms even if he wanted to. 
He lost all will to fight. At that moment Pepper knew he was 
about to die and crossed his chest.
 With his eyes sealed shut, Pepper heard the glass 
shatter and expected to be smashed into the ground or torn 
apart. Something began to wrap around his head and neck. 
Pepper took one last deep breath and began to sob. He fell 
forward, but before hitting the floor, his cheek met a soft 
chest. 
 Unable to open his eyes, Pepper folded into the em-
brace of the stranger. He felt its hands gently scratch his neck 
and back. Still sniffling, Pepper attempted to look into the 
face of his unknown comforter but the tears in his eyes made 
it nearly impossible to make out any details. 
 The person had a familiar smell; he could not quite 
describe it, but it reminded him of mornings with his family; 
rolling out of bed to take a shower while his mother prepared 
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breakfast for everyone. 
As Pepper wiped the last of his tears, his eyes began to adjust 
to the light. He could see locks of black curly hair covering 
part of the teenage boy’s face. His light brown eyes met Pep-
per’s and he cracked a cautious smile. 
 “My old friend,” Pepper said as he pulled himself in 
for an embrace.

the mad one
jeffery scott Sims

 Kerry found the stone. 
 Not that he sought it; rather, it seemed to find him, 
judging from the way it suddenly caught the toe of his walk-
ing shoe. The stone protruded from the muck surrounding a 
shallow, bug-infested pool in the otherwise dry arroyo where 
it looped behind the steep slope of the lonesome, rocky hill, 
the hill which rose in solitary silence above the sere lowlands 
with their scraggly shrubs and stunted trees. To Kerry’s eyes 
it seemed only a black cylindrical lump, veined with gray 
and flecked with green, half buried in the gooey silt and 
ooze. So it seemed, at first. 
 Kerry had wandered away from the summer place 
earlier that morning, when the sun grew hot and indoors 
games became unbearable. His father sent him outside—the 
cabin, cramped and lightly furnished, could not accommo-
date the entire family when awake, and his parents were busy 
writing about some Arizona Indians. Their eight-year-old son 
did not know much about that (his conceptions concerning 
native Americans were formed largely by old westerns on 
television and the original prints his father hung on the walls 
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of their regular home in the city), and momentarily enjoyed 
the thought of exploring the nearby wilds. Soon, however, 
he sorely felt the lack of companionship; all his friends were 
miles away, Mom and Dad had settled into their usual rou-
tine, which excluded him, and even Ralph, the family collie, 
was kept penned behind the house for fear that he might run 
afoul of dangerous animals. The semi-desert landscape, and 
the few tumble-down, abandoned farms from the olden days, 
fueled his interest for a time, but by noon Kerry solemnly re-
gretted, in the manner of all little boys, leaving those people 
and scenes which were familiar and entertaining to him. 
 Shuffling along the precarious banks of the seasonal 
stream, bored to distraction, Kerry stumbled upon the black 
stone. Shrouded in shadow as this particular spot was, with 
the overhanging bluffs thoughtfully blocking the sun, the 
utter blackness contained within the rock nonetheless caught 
his eye and drew a curious glance. After a moments child-
ish contemplation he detected something not quite right in 
its shape and structure, something which hinted at more than 
the natural processes whereby stone gets chiseled and pol-
ished in creek beds. Kerry stooped low on the hard packed 
but crumbling bank, attempting in vain to grasp the object. 
Failing this, he seized a thick branch which had fallen by 
the water, prodded the stone. He could move it with some 
effort—which meant there was not a lot more buried under 
the mud, iceberg fashion—so he began hauling it up onto the 
shore. It slid through the tacky ooze, and when well within 
reach Kerry tossed away the stick to grab for his prize. The 
salvage operation took only a moment more, and he was very 
careful not to get his clothes muddy (Mom would appreciate 
that). He regarded the stone. 
 A strange thing, he discovered. What he had appeared 
to be a carven figure of some kind, about a foot in height, six 
inches across, representing a person with a hideously leering 
face. It resembled a bust, although Kerry did not think of it 

that way; to him it was a head, and not a very pleasant one at 
that. The features were unfamiliar and rather frightening, nor 
had he ever seen an expression like that on anyone he knew. 
The mouth stretched wide, with the lips parted to reveal 
sharp, needle-like teeth, dozens in a row; the nose straight 
and narrow, with thick, flaring nostrils; the blank eyes bulg-
ing from their sculptured sockets a good half inch beyond the 
rounded cheeks. The boy suppressed a shudder, gave thought 
to throwing the thing into the murky water.
 He did not do so. It occurred to him that this must be 
one of those Indian artifacts his father was always on about, 
and which he so desperately hoped to find in this wilderness 
area. Indeed, only days before, when they had just arrived, 
Dad had shown him the old stones on top of the barren hill 
behind him, the stones arrayed in a loose circle and obvious-
ly very old. This head reminded him of those stones; it ap-
peared ancient and weather-worn, chewed by the grit of the 
sporadic stream into which it had fallen—or been cast—ages 
ago. Perhaps it belonged up there. Dad would surely want to 
see it. 
 And yet, as he realized this, Kerry felt an obscure 
compulsion, obscure because it was not normal for little 
boys, and most assuredly not for him. Adventurous young 
men do not, as a rule, abandon their trophies, but this was 
now exactly what he intended to do. He felt the need to 
return the stone, to replace it in the crude circle on the hill. 
How he knew it should rest there was beyond his unformed 
intellect, but it seemed the only thing to do. 
 So he scampered up the hill, pushing through the 
sticker bushes at the base, clutching the black stone as he 
crossed the lifeless and dusty hilltop. At the crest he found 
the broken and scattered circle, a shapeless altar within 
which he placed the forgotten idol. As he did the child heard 
a low humming sound which seemed to come from within 
his ears rather than without; reminiscent, yet utterly unlike 
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the sound he heard in shells at the beach. It meant nothing, 
for Kerry Williams was entranced by the restored head, rest-
ing now on the shoulders of an oblong slab.
 Diana Williams, staring about her with set mouth 
and nervous eyes, paused once again from her labors. Typed 
papers lay on the plain coffee-table before her, on the un-
comfortable old couch to either side, on the floor by the 
empty, disused fireplace. Several sheets bore her heavily 
penciled editing marks, as did those in her lap. Through the 
doorway, in the room which served as their bedroom at night, 
she could detect the constant, muted chatter of her husband’s 
typing at his laptop, now and then breaking off as he leafed 
through his stack of notes for new and precious bits of infor-
mation. Ralph barked throatily, unceasingly, as he dashed to 
and fro across the backyard. 
 Damn that dog! Whatever the source of her grow-
ing distress, she supposed that it involved also the dog. The 
queer tension and the stabbing headache had started about 
the time Ralph began vociferously sounding off, and the 
stupid animal had not shut up since. Such a normally well 
behaved beast, it seemed a shame to allow one infuriating 
outburst to disturb her so, but there it was. Neil ought to do 
something, he knew how to deal with pets better than she, 
and certainly he could take a moment to deal with it, before 
she shut the mutt up permanently...
 Now what did that mean? Diana realized she had 
spoken the harsh thought aloud, and glanced back into the 
bedroom to see if she had attracted Neil’s attention. No, he 
kept banging merrily away, grinding out the learned docu-
ment which would earn him a doctorate if it should please 
his stuffy, godlike department board. Neil struggled so hard 
to meet their demands, timetables, and strictures, facing their 
inevitable carping criticism like a true gentleman. Funny 
thing, but she had never conceived of his historian overlords 
in such a dismal light before. Trying to blot out the thought, 

an inrush of other troublesome conceptions suddenly plagued 
her, screwing up her mild and pretty features in an earnest 
frown, and the pain intensified. It knifed through her ce-
rebrum, actually blurring her vision. Was this a migraine? 
Impossible, she never...
 Knife... 
 She massaged her aching temples, morosely ponder-
ing her husband’s situation. His intentions were grand, his 
passion for the field tremendous. Neil’s Indian studies had 
led him to this deserted region—an unknown and little docu-
mented tribe of north-central Arizona had caught his fancy, 
and she had to admit that the sparse clues indicated some 
exciting possibilities—and forthwith they had set off, family 
and dog, to dwell here for the summer while he perused old 
records and explored the expansive, unpeopled landscape for 
more evidence. His work was important, and she realized it 
could make him a big name in the scholarly halls of history 
and anthropology. Oh yes, he stood on the verge of a major 
find, and he surely needed all the help required. The inter-
minable proofreading, the corrections, the advice she had to 
offer as an English major; that did not appear so much to ask. 
In keeping with her abilities Diana found comfort and plea-
sure in furthering her husband’s career...
 The pain jolted her. There swam into her mind’s eye 
a hideous image, a dreadful dark face which slavered and 
taunted her in a language not her own, yet which managed to 
make itself understood. The hard, black lips exploded forth 
in a torrent of guttural hatred, deluging her throbbing brain, 
bringing together all the disjointed ruminations of the past 
half hour. The knife... the knife... Then the face winked out, 
even the memory borne into sealed catacombs of the mind.
 Her husband’s career? Oh my, his career, his work, so 
necessary, above all else. His career, his work. What hap-
pened to her life, her hopes, dreams, expectations? All that 
lost, the infinite possibilities, the gateways to her own glory 
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slammed shut forever. All for him, with his eternal rat-tat-tat 
on that cheap laptop, the piddling through old and pointless 
papers, the grubbing over bones and useless relics. What was 
she doing in this wretched place? He didn’t care, he couldn’t 
care, so wrapped up in his own plans while she vegetated. 
Had he forgotten that he had a son? Kerry, who wandered 
alone now amidst treacherous ravines, surrounded by vicious 
creatures and lurking pitfalls. What sort of man would desert 
his own son, send him away into the wilderness, an alien 
environment in which he could not cope if danger threatened. 
Even now little Kerry might be trapped in a cave, or pinned 
underneath a toppled boulder, or... Desertion? Diana sud-
denly realized—it struck her, like a shot in the night—what 
the future held in store for her. Neil would climb to the top 
on her back. He would make it, for ruthlessness does have 
its advantages, and in the end he would discard her as he 
discarded a broken arrowhead. Such was her future, indisput-
ably coming; could she doubt it any longer, when Neil was 
willing to consign the child to an early death? It must not 
happen. Options narrowed, but choice remained. She lis-
tened, could hear nothing. More notes, then. She leapt to her 
feet, moving noiselessly, with deliberate tread, into the kitch-
en. Proceeding straight to a certain drawer, she removed the 
long, heavy-handled butcher knife. Diana studied the shim-
mering blade, admiring the sparkles of light in the smooth, 
polished metal. She closed the drawer. As she turned, Diana 
detected footsteps.
 Neil Williams continued to plug away at his rough 
draft, though he was distracted by Ralph’s continuous bay-
ing, the low but persistent buzzing in his ears—an audial 
nerve infection?—and his grinding headache. These irrita-
tions had come upon him rather suddenly, slowing produc-
tion to a crawl, interfering with what began as a fine work 
session. Now he proceeded with extreme difficulty, his mind 
cluttered with hazy images, vague impressions which fused 

into cruel urges when he halted long enough to consider 
them. He endeavored not to, but it almost seemed as if force, 
directed from within, was being applied against him. 
 He shrugged, with an effort returned to work. No 
doubt exists, he wrote, that the legends, lurid as they must 
appear to the casual researcher, possess a basis in fact. 
Recorded tales are numerous, and while many are unreli-
able oral transcriptions, taken down at a vastly later date, a 
baffling amount of agreement and authentic detail seems to 
support these otherwise incredible stories. Natives and white 
settlers alike relate—
 Perhaps he made a mistake in coming here, in leaving 
Flagstaff and the university, hauling the family out of their 
daily lives into this forsaken hole. The work called him, of 
course—his chance discovery of the antique papers, elu-
sively describing the undocumented Indian tribe, had seemed 
a bolt from heaven, his big opportunity to earn fame and 
respect—but now he was not so sure. The county records in 
Prescott told him little, consisting mainly of a collection of 
horror stories, all hearsay. Earlier Neil had dismissed cor-
respondence as inadequate—he wanted to see the place, get 
the feel of the shunned region—but those local accounts 
could not compare with the original reports prepared by the 
then new territorial government. Even those, however, were 
secondhand whisperings; could he build an entire thesis from 
this material? 
 The early tales, handed down from neighboring 
tribes, speak of the Mad Ones, an obscure and horrible cult 
or tribe which inhabited that north-western region of the 
Verde Valley. Considered devils by other natives, the Mad 
Ones (their name for themselves lost to history) engaged in 
wholesale warfare and looting of any peoples who fell within 
their reach. Several references can be found attesting to their 
bloodthirsty and diabolical nature; the dismembered bodies 
of their victims, the severed heads used in mysterious rituals 
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at established periods, apparently connoting some peculiar 
form of worship; and the catalogue of atrocities visited upon 
those unfortunates bold or rash enough to dare enter their 
domain. The truly interesting aspect of these terrible beings 
lies not in what they brought down upon others—
 Half-heartedly scanning the preceding page, Neil’s 
disquiet blossomed in radiating doubts. Not very good, he 
thought; the writing was poor, uneven, the vital points un-
clear, the main thrust wavering as his mood changed. Or was 
it? Except for spelling and other minor grammatical mistakes 
he always felt satisfied with his composition… but not now. 
Diana could clean up the lesser errors, allowing him to con-
centrate on a free-flowing style and concise air, but could she 
rescue a thoroughly bad paper? Would she even try? 
What would she think when she read this rambling, amateur-
ish effort’? Even now, this very moment, she was proofread-
ing the first chapter, probably chuckling to herself, aghast at 
his feeble and mindless technique; with pity or loathing she 
considered her husband of ten years who found the culmi-
nation of his career in this stinking morass of unconnected 
musings and jottings. This, then, the final disgrace, the one 
piled atop the other sad and dispiriting incidents which 
would lead to the final break—
 Neil endeavored to thrust these ideas aside. They did 
not make sense; Diana was faithful, supportive, loyal and 
respectful like his son. He wondered what Kerry was up to 
just now. Earlier Neil had told him to go outside and play... 
or had he forbidden it? Why didn’t the boy mind his father? 
 Neil saw the face. It spread from the limits of con-
sciousness, dark and gibbering, shouting insultingly and 
demanding nameless things. It strangely soothed him, easing 
the pain somewhat. Determination formed and crystallized. 
The thesis receded further from his thoughts; as the unheard 
voice told him, it was of no consequence; why not throw it 
away’? Why not, indeed’? He could not be sure that a strong 

argument did not exist for destroying the paper before it 
damaged his reputation. 
 Destroy it before it hurt...
 Destroy...
 His leaden fingers moved slowly, as if in a dream. 
Alphonse Thompson, a minor federal official, came the re-
gion on a fact-finding mission in 1874, as the first American 
settlers entered that wilderness country. He found the abhor-
rent Indians gone, disappeared, probably wiped out to the 
last man, woman and child. Reports garnered from friendlier 
tribes failed to shed much light on the disaster, nor was he 
able to verify whether the Mad Ones were slaughtered by 
vengeful enemies, or—as was plainly stated by several emi-
nent neighboring tribal authorities—they destroyed them-
selves in a cataclysmic orgy of murder and suicide. The latter 
theory, while realistically unsound, Thompson considered 
quite seriously (evident, since he took such care to gather the 
information), and the fastidious scribe offers his interpreta-
tion of a religious motive. The Mad Ones, he says, worshiped 
a horrible deity which demanded gruesome sacrifices and ac-
tivities on the part of its faithful. This monstrous god brought 
insanity and violence to the Indians, whose oral traditions 
dimly recalled an earlier age of peace and benevolence. How 
they came to worship such an evil being is unknown, but 
once the religion had fastened itself upon them the tribe was 
locked forever in a continual state of fear and bloodshed. The 
reign of terror ended with their downfall, though subsequent 
settlers generally avoided the region as somehow unsafe, or 
haunted. Vorchek’s recent study presents the unlikely claim 
that genuine—
 Neil stopped. Enough; the paper appalled him, the 
labor involved constituting a drain of his energies, a waste 
of his potential. Rapidly, without thinking, he slammed keys, 
blanked out the digital document, saved the emptiness. He 
felt an unusual sense of accomplishment. Rising stealthily, 
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he leaned forward to peer into the living room. His wife was 
there, head back, hands rubbing her eyes. Not working. She 
had given up on him, as he always knew she would when the 
going got rough. 
 He quietly drew open the desk drawer, retrieving the 
revolver kept there—purely as a precaution, one could not 
be too well protected in this lonely spot—but the gun had 
other uses as well. She meant to leave him; he knew that, he 
had seen it in her face many times, found hints in her subtle 
conniving against him. Had she not turned the boy against 
him? Kerry, who even now was out frolicking in the desert, 
disobeying his strictest orders about leaving the premises? 
His own son turned against him, and now she would go... un-
less he could prevent it. It was the only way; as a promising 
young professor Neil had appearances to consider, a career to 
protect. He could not have her ruining everything. 
 She was gone! Glancing through the open doorway, 
he saw the empty couch, the scattered printed sheets. Caught 
in the act of abandonment, the vicious shrew, the slut, her 
damned betrayal laid bare for all to see. Over the inces-
sant howling of the dog he detected furtive sounds in the 
rear of the house. So she hadn’t made her getaway yet. Neil 
chuckled softly to himself. This far, no farther. He advanced 
gingerly across the den, the cold metal grasped firmly, held 
before him as a shield and a harbinger of final judgment. 
As he approached, Neil heard a drawer closing. 
 Kerry staggered into the looming cottage, weakly 
clutching his temples and sobbing from the pain. He wished 
he could make the agony go away; there must be something 
he could do, or if not he, then his parents. They were always 
such a comfort when he injured himself, and this detestable 
throbbing and pounding in his skull hurt worse than any 
previous experience. Ralph’s loud and uncharacteristic bark-
ing did not aid matters. The boy found them in the kitchen, 
sprawled awkwardly on the floor, and what he saw forced 

new and greater tears from his swollen lids. His mother lay 
facing upward, a look of shock and unreasoning fury corrupt-
ing her normally calm and loving features. A thin trickle of 
blood coursed from between her clenched teeth, and her tiny 
hands, fingers tangled and bent, clawed in frozen distress 
at an abdomen exposed, blown open, splashed with crim-
son and seared with ebony burns. His father, spread-eagled 
across her legs, reposed face downward, his body contorted 
in the middle, propped slightly above the floor. Below him 
a widening red pool glistened, while in the small of his back 
a ragged circle of similar color oozed, a narrow, splotched 
point protruding from the wound. 
 Kerry could not comprehend this scene, far more than 
an eight-year-old could grasp; the presence of death, vio-
lent and meaningless, the stillness of eternity. Gazing about 
the gory room, absorbing the awful spectacle, he noticed 
the revolver lying beyond his father’s outstretched hand. 
He picked it up; it smelled funny, and he knew what that 
meant. Kerry did not know what to do, with everything so 
strange and terrible. Call the police—wait, they didn’t have 
a phone—walk to town, then, all that way, and get help, or— 
He must do something!
 He must do something. Later he did, like a good boy, 
but first he shot the dog. 
 On the barren hill, not too far away, within the pri-
mordial ring of stones, the ancient and forgotten idol stared 
sightlessly. The blind eyes bulged, the nostrils flared, the 
wide mouth gaped in what could be described as a grimace… 
or a grin.
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ula
g. n. boorse

 I remember when Ula-tongen first came to me. It was 
in that empty stage of night when the clocks have stopped 
ticking, the mice have stopped scratching, and even the 
moon has dimmed as a thick blanket of silence deeply rests 
upon the blank, dark earth. There was a stifling unquiet of the 
stirring of souls where the dead creep from their silky cradles 
underground and wake the living from their gentle dreams. It 
was in this part of the night that I first heard His voice.
 “Ula, ula, ula…” it began slowly, growing in volume. 
“Ulllllaaaaaaa, tongen, Ulllllllaaaaa.” 
 It was to this that I jerked awake, beads of sweat run-
ning down my chest, my hair wild. The only noise then was 
the pounding of my heart and my lungs, sucking in breath. I 
looked around, and slowly calmed. There was no sound, and 
there was no voice. 
 “A dream,” I almost laughed out loud to myself. “It 
was only a dream.” With a sigh, I put my head down on the 
damp, sweaty pillow and closed my eyes.
 There comes a point, just as one is falling asleep, 
where you are asleep enough to lie still but yet aware enough 
to be awake. It was in this stage that the voice returned, its 

haunting depth calling me in rich, round overtones as though 
from a faraway universe:
 “Ula, ula, ula…” was the same beginning, a set 
three ulas repeated again and again, fading into the distance. 
“Tonnngen, ullllllaaaaaaaa….”
 I did not wake up this time. For I was aware, some-
how, that I could only hear the voice in my sleep. I listened 
intently, in fear and awe, and with respect. 
 “Fatana, Ula-tongen, su…” came the clearest words 
yet, a little more harshly.
 Then came the letters.
 Sometimes, when you close your eyes, you can see 
flashes of light and red miasma as your eye tries to focus on 
the back of your eyelid. I saw them then, the letters, one by 
one, flashing:

M-I-C-H-A-E-L
 
 My name. It was my name. 

***

 And so began my relationship—you might even call 
it an obsession—with Ula-tongen. He comes to me every 
night and speaks the same song, a haunting, glowing song of 
power distilled in His crucible of nether greatness held out 
beyond the stars. I listen, and I heed it. Because He is Ula-
tongen. Ula, ula ula.
 It goes like this:

Fatana tongen sula.
Ula, ula, ula.

Ula-tongen, sula.
Ula, ula, ula.
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 Usually He just sings it to me, like the first time I 
heard Him, with His ancient, boundless voice, singing this 
song of His name. But sometimes He uses the letters, the 
thin, beautiful letters of His abundant song. They tick before 
my closed eyelids, and I write them on my hands and on my 
arm. 
 But I must always write quickly. Never slowly. He 
punishes me for that.

U-L-A, U-L-A, U-L-A…

 He had begun again one night—for He will only 
come when my eyes are closed—typing the song on my hu-
man brain, His soft, ageless hands carefully manipulating the 
fibers of my thoughts, carefully strumming each neural string 
with the delicacy of a violin player.

U-L-A, U-L-A, U-L-A…

 He continued, and I obeyed His commands, reaching 
in the darkness to where I knew the pen would be, keeping 
my eyes closed to avoid losing my connection with Him. I 
clicked it open and drove it across my arm as He ticked in 
my lightless vision:

U-
 It was an easy letter. One stroke. I wrote it. Then:

L-
 Two strokes. And the next came a little faster:

A-

 Three strokes. I did not trace this letter on my arm 
fast enough. He punished me, and His great starlike whip 
came down across my head, with pain and fire and ice. The 
thought of that excruciating moment chills me and burns me 

at the same time. Ula, ula, ula.
 And this would be our nightly ritual, where I would 
stay awake yet with my eyes closed, tracing the letters on my 
skin. He would send the letters faster and faster always until 
I could not keep up:

U----L----A----U----L----A---U---L---A--U--L--A-U-L-AU-
LAULAULAULAULAAAAAA….AHHHHH

 Each night always ends with a scream like that.
 I would wake up every morning with blood cover-
ing the sheets, encrusted all down the length of my left arm 
where I dug the pen in too hard as He made me write too 
fast. Ula, ula, ula.
 But on other nights, He merely sings the song, and I 
listen, enraptured, to His magnificent greatness.

***

 “Mike, you need to talk to someone about this.”
 That was what Sam told me. She was my girlfriend 
before Ula-tongen spoke to me. I loved her dearly. But she 
would not listen to what I told her. She could not understand 
the Higher Things.
 “Look at your arm, Mike,” she would tell me, pulling 
up my sleeve. “Did you do this to yourself?”
 I would nod, always nod, for I did not like speaking 
about the Higher Things to others at that time.
 “You need to stop this, Mike. Stop right now!” Her 
face and her voice told me she was horrified, but I knew that 
eventually Ula-tongen would find her too. I hope He will.
 But I could not stop. 
 One night I went to her house, and as Ula-tongen 
came to me, I began scratching the words into my arm. But 
she tried to stop me.
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 “Not in my house, Mike! Stop this, please!” She tried 
to hold me back. She tried to take away the pen.
 But I did not let her.
 Ula-tongen told me to punish her for Him. So I did. 
 He made me carve the letters into her arm instead.

***

 But last night the song changed.

Eela eela sula!
Ula, ula, ula.

Ula-tongen, sula!
Ula, ula, ula.

 He wants me to be with Him more. No more of this 
waking life. No more eyes open, but eyes always closed. 
Always connected to the Higher Things. Always with Him.  
Ula, ula, ula.
 I want to be With Him too.
 I imagine spending infinite time with Him in His 
Palace outside the Universe. I cannot contain myself from 
joy! This is the end of my days of light, but oh the days of 
soft, silky twilight that are to come! My heart trembles at the 
thought. Ula, ula, ula.
 He showed me how and I have done it. Alone, in the 
bathtub, with the lights dimmed and the door closed. I am ly-
ing down, finally completed. His ulas are written all over me. 
In pen, with knives, with razors. From my head to my toe, 
and I can feel their sticky red penance slowly trickling down 
the drain.
 The world has begun to fade, and I must finish this 
writing.
 I leave this story in your hands so you might find 
Him too.

I am going now.

Ula, ula ula.
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The Mystagogue
arthur staaz

 Ah, I see you’ve come to. This must be very disori-
enting for you I’m sure.
 Hmmm? Where are you? For heaven’s sake, why is 
it always the same question? Let’s just say inaccessible. A 
place where you and I can be alone. Quite alone.
 Oh, no, no. Please don’t scream. Not yet at least. We 
haven’t even begun. You may find you like this. Some have, 
at least for a while. Disciples of the infamous von Sacher-
Masoch, no doubt. And the ultimate result, well, that you 
shall find a numinous experience.
 Yes, that’s it. Settle down. Who am I? My name, you 
mean. Well it doesn’t really matter does it. Some have called 
me YHWH, some Zeus. The Lakota might refer to me as 
Grandfather. There are many names that could be used, you 
see, for am I not like the ancient of days? Do you not tremble 
now, here in the darkness of my dwelling, fearful even before 
my kindness? Hmmm . . . yes. Why don’t you call me the 
Mystagogue.
 I thought I asked rather politely didn’t you think. 
I asked you to call me the Mystagogue. I’m sorry, dear, I 

didn’t hear you. Don’t whimper the name. I would like to 
hear it clearly. Again. Again. Good.
 You struggle against the straps. They are only a pre-
ventative, a prophylactic measure, if you will. Much like an 
unwanted child, unwanted movement is so wasted. Struggle 
only leads to suffering. Buddhism, Christianity, all religions 
great and obscure will tell you that liberation lies in submis-
sion. It is the meaning of the word Islam, you know. Just 
submit. Surrender to the Mystagogue. The Mystagogue will 
liberate you.
 Oh, the screaming again. Tsk, tsk, tsk. You are wast-
ing energy that is best saved for the experience to come. Let 
me check these straps. Tight, you say? Hmmm. No, no, dear, 
actually they appear to be somewhat slack. Just a slight turn 
of the winch. Is that uncomfortable? Really it shouldn’t be. 
I believe you are overwrought. One more turn. It hurts? The 
pain will soon subside.
 There’s no need to call names. A “sicko”? Hardly, 
my dear. I like to think of myself as an instructor, a doctor 
in the old Latin sense of scholar or teacher. I have much to 
offer you. I have plucked you from the randomness of every-
day life. You now have purpose, regularity. You can be sure 
of what to expect here in this, well, study, shall we call it? 
Or perhaps a laboratory in the alchemical sense, a place in 
which we conduct experiments on the nexus between human 
existence and pure existence.
 Surely you had some experience of it already when 
you awoke and realized where you were. For one moment, at 
least, you lost all other concerns, all other distractions. You 
had focus, a purpose. Pure life! Yet, understand your situ-
ation. This is your purpose and no one else’s. My purpose 
is quite different from yours. But the rest of this place, this 
edifice, this locale, this planet? The entire physical universe? 
No purpose, you see. So, enjoy these moments of purpose. 
They are a blessing I bestow on you.
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 Don’t look so frightened, my dear. I assure you this 
is a very precise instrument, a surgical device. It’s a bone 
cutter, not a rough hacksaw. Oh, the screaming again. Can’t 
you see? This is a precision-edged tool, extraordinarily 
sharp. It will all be over in minutes. You might even pass out, 
though I’ve smelling salts to extend consciousness as much 
as possible. You see, the feet have to come off. I’ve taken the 
utmost precautions, but still you might with some level of 
ingenuity get yourself out of these restraints. And then we’d 
be in a fine pickle, wouldn’t we. No, no, can’t chance it. The 
lesson would end prematurely. So, let us begin.
 My child, my child, it’s only a little blood. We’ll 
cauterize the vessels soon. Notice the vibrato of the blade. 
Notice how its pitch changes as we work our way quickly 
through skin and into bone. I find the sound delicate, sym-
phonic. Yes, one could meditate to that sound and hear 
something of all life in it – and death, too. Oh, my, too early 
to pass out. There, there. Take the salts. Good. Yes, we have 
another foot to go. So much time, so little body. We’re nearly 
through this one. Apparently we’re caught up on something. 
Dear? Take the salts. Dear? Oh, I guess you’re out for a 
while. No matter, my work goes on.

§

 There you are. Seeing may present some difficulty for 
a few seconds, but your eyesight will clear. Here are some 
drops to help you. No, don’t look down, it will only upset . 
. . The screaming again. We’ll have to gag you. Let us see. 
Hmmm. This end of the strap goes through this buckle, like 
so, and tightening, tightening. There you go. The sound is 
dampened and your head secured more steadily on the table.
 This is all quite disorienting, I am sure. But I assure 
you this is not meant to send you into despair. No, my friend, 
on the contrary, this process is meant to transform you, to 

open you to the mysteries of existence. Right now, you feel 
as if all is lost, but you must be patient. We must not let your 
temporary despondency carry the day. Tears cascade from 
your eyes. This saddens me, dear one. How to give you re-
lief? Hmm.
 Yes, of course. The psychiatric treatment of last re-
sort – electroshock. I know I have some clamps around here 
somewhere. Ah, here they are, already connected, too. Good. 
Now, one on each of your nipples. Shall we say four on your 
genitalia? No, no, don’t squirm, you will certainly need the 
full effect. And at the extremities, one for each finger, like so, 
and one for each ear. Voila. Let us now apply some voltage. 
Yes, your muscles strain involuntarily, don’t they? A bit more 
voltage. Oh, is that too much. Does it burn? Let me dash 
you with some water. You’ve gone dark again. Alright then. 
Rest awhile, and let the electromagnetic effect work its way 
through your brain. There is so much more to do.

§

 That’s it, breathe deeply, take the salts. Feeling bet-
ter? You tremble so. I fear for your heart. Let me get my 
stethoscope, and we’ll have a listen, shall we? Hmm, your 
heart is racing terribly. Your low spirits seem to have passed. 
You are at least not crying. But I’m afraid the body may be 
overstimulated. I think we’ll need a closer look.
 Ah, the heart! That ancient symbol of the human soul, 
of human emotion, of love itself. Have you given your heart 
to anyone dear? If you have, we must take it back, for it will 
be subject to a much greater offering. The heart should not 
be given to just anyone, especially when one has not yet ex-
perienced the ecstasy of total night, the experience of black 
becoming bright. Yes, that is what lies in store for you. I’m 
sure some part of you will want to thank me when it comes.
 Did you know the ancients believed the heart pumped 



78 79

air through the arteries? Oh, we laugh now and assume we 
know all there is to know about this organ upon which not 
only doctors, but priests, prophets, philosophers, theologians, 
and mystics have speculated for millennia. Trust me, sweet 
one, we know so little. Yes, for me, the heart continues to be 
an object of study and ongoing mystery. It should be for you, 
also.
 Oh, no, the tears again. I know if I unstrap your 
mouth, you’ll be naughty and scream. Sh-sh. Just a little 
morphine to take the edge off. This is something you must 
see. The saw? Oh, I know, it is loud, isn’t it? But so neces-
sary, and if listened to with the correct attitude, an instrument 
as delicate in its sound as a clavichord. Look in the mirror 
overhead. You’ll see that we must cut through the sternum, 
right along this axis. The sternum is the heart’s armor, so to 
speak. This won’t take very long, mon amie. Like unseaming 
a dress. Sorry about the mess, but little good happens with-
out some mess, does it? There we are. Oh, this? It’s called a 
Finochietto retractor. The name puts one in mind of Italian 
puppet-masters. A simply medieval looking device, is it not? 
Yet absolutely necessary. Splitting the sternum takes quite 
some force. Hold on, dear, while I operate the crank. Don’t 
be alarmed by the cracking, it is simply your ribs making 
way for a vision you likely never thought you would have 
the opportunity to contemplate.
 Behold! Your own beating heart. According to the 
sages of old, the seat of your soul, if not your intellect. I am 
amazed every time . . . Oh, goodness. The salts again. There 
– breathe. That’s right. A splash of water on the face. Ah, 
better. Look up in the mirror. Is it not beautiful to perceive? 
Watch the rhythmic beat. It is the source of iambic pentame-
ter. “Batter my heart, three-person’d God; for you/As yet but 
knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend;/That I may rise, and 
stand, o’erthrow me, and bend/Your force, to break, blow, 
burn, and make me new.” Ah, I am afraid that Lethe-wards 

you have sunk. No matter, when you are revivified, you shall 
experience an even greater revelation!

§

 The Zen masters speak of one’s original face. I 
believe it was Eno, the sixth patriarch, who asked one of 
his acolytes, “What is your original face?” Seeing it is a gift 
available to few. And yet now you gaze on it, for already you 
see yourself in the mirror. You are clearly astounded. Here is 
the old face. It hangs so lightly on my fingertips. See, I can 
cover my own visage with it. Is it not like a mask? Truly, we 
all go through life wearing at least one mask. Death is the 
process of unmasking, and the face is the last mask we lose. 
So, you must see, I have given you a great gift. 
 After much practice, removal of the face becomes 
quite easy. Incisions circumscribing the face, as well as the 
lips and eyelids, the gradual easing off with surgical scissors 
of the subcutaneous layer from the fibrous connective bands. 
You will notice underneath the fascia muscles you did not 
even know you had. No, dear child – let go your moaning 
now. A tear? My, my, you are not quite there yet, are you? 
The mystical night is not yours yet, is it?
 Now, where is my auger. Ah, here. Some prefer an 
electric drill, but for the final liberation of the spirit I believe 
that only manual perforation will do. Once I have penetrated 
the front of the skull, you will experience a release, one 
might say an illumination, that was once widely available to 
our so-called primitive ancestors. This procedure is called 
trepanation. True primitives thought it released evil spirits 
from the skull. Such nonsensical superstition. You shall see 
shortly that it is really an opening for the third eye. Many 
have testified to its emancipating effect on human conscious-
ness. I hope I’m not boring you. Mmm-mmm. Mmm-hmm-
hmm. Sorry, I can never keep myself from using that line. 
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Alright, just a few more turns. And – we – are – through. 
There.
 Of course, what is a third eye without an oculus? This 
may sting a little. I’ll use the left eye – sinister. A small pair 
of forceps and a little tug. The optic nerve may cling a bit, 
but a quick scalpaling, like so, and, there we have it. And 
now you are ready to receive the gift. As I place the eyeball 
in the newly-created socket in your forehead, you will see 
clearer than you ever have. There.. Yes! Your mouth gapes, 
your right eye stares in wonder. Do you see it, my friend? 
Has the darkness become illuminated? What true glory, eh? 
Now, while I write in my notebook, you will assuredly de-
scribe for me the mystery beyond the night, won’t you?

punk’d
Leslie Bohem

 Two boys were walking down a city street.  Weston 
and Henry.  Teenagers, maybe fourteen or fifteen.  Baggy 
pant boys, that dopey hip/hop look where you basically have 
to hold your pants on with a hand or a weird walk.   White 
kids, trying for an out of date black fashion.  Wiggers.  They 
were passing a badly rolled joint back and forth.
 “In the future,” Weston was saying,  “they won’t have 
cars, you know, cause we’re running out of oil and stuff. “
 “You think so?” Henry asked.  “I mean my dad drives 
a Prius.  And he works at home.”
 “Does he work online?”  
 “Indeed.”
 “Every time you search something on Google, it goes 
to this giant server that’s like basically the size of Cleveland.  
Takes more power to run than a city.  In the future, man, it’s 
all gonna have to get small.”
Their pants were doing that dopey sag.  A car slowed as it 
passed them.  A woman yelled, “Pull ‘em up!” out the win-
dow.
 “Clearly a woman with no fashion sense,” Henry 
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said, watching her drive off.  But he did pull his pants up.  
They’d have been at his knees if he hadn’t.
They were passing an alley.  Dark, shadowy, winding be-
tween two buildings like an urban river.  Weston saw some-
thing on the ground.  
 “What the...”
 He bent to pick it up.  It was an on orb, about the size 
and shape of a basketball.  It glowed in his hands.  He and 
Henry took a step into the alley to look at it without being 
seen by anyone passing by.  They took the orb into the alley 
and they looked at it and they saw that a woman’s head fill-
ing the orb.
 “I am not a fan of Alaskan Thundercrack,” Weston 
said.  “Bad strain.”
 Then, the woman in the orb began to speak.
 “Hi.  I’m Martha.  If we figured this right, you’ve 
found this somewhere between the years 2010 and 2016.  
That’s four hundred and some years ago to me.”  She smiled 
and waited, for whoever might have found the orb to take in 
what she was saying.
 “So, I’m from the future.  And things are not so good 
here.”
 Weston and Henry looked at each other.  An unspo-
ken “Dude,” in the air between them.
 “We’ve got some fine technology,” Martha said, “as 
you can see, but we’re out of just about everything.” 
 Henry started tapping on the glass.  “We’re being 
punk’d.  There’s a camera in here.”
 “It didn’t happen the way you all thought it was go-
ing to,” Martha went on.  “It wasn’t a war in the Mid East, or 
global warming.  It was the great alien raids of 2015.”
 “Definitely being punk’d,” Henry said.
 “In 2007,” Martha said,  “they sent out a reconnais-
sance party.  Less than a hundred of them.  They lived among 
us, assessing the situation.   They looked just like us.  There 

was no real telling them apart, except for this vestigial bit of 
a tail.  But, you can’t really walk around, pulling everyone’s 
pants down now, can you?”
 Weston said, “Tell that to the lady, just drove by.”
 Martha continued her recitation.  “When they’d as-
sessed the situation, they sent a signal home, and the troops 
came.  There was no stopping them.  For the next fifty years, 
they strip-mined the entire planet.  There was nothing we 
could do to stop them.  They were incredibly strong; they 
had telepathic powers.  We were helpless.”
 Weston looked at Henry.  All he had were teenage 
homilies.  “This is so wrong.”
 “Eventually,” Martha said, “they moved on and 
we’ve spent the last couple of centuries putting it all back to-
gether, but we’re still in pretty bad shape.  Which brings me 
to my point.  We are sending this message back to ask you to 
help us, to help your own future.  As I said, right now (your 
right now) the only ones on the planet are the ones from the 
recon party.  Less than a hundred of them all together.  You 
have to find them.  Stop them.  Destroy them.  You’re our 
only hope.”
 She looked pleadingly out from the orb for another 
moment and then she was gone and the orb was just a big 
black ball.  Weston tapped on it again.
 “Hello.   Lady.  Come back.”
 “Totally wrong,” Henry said.
 “I know.  But it’s a lot of trouble to go to for a joke.  
You want it?”
 “I don’t think so.”  
 “Then I’m gonna take it.  Maybe I can get it to play 
again.”
 “I don’t think you should.”  Henry made his voice go 
mock creepy.  “Maybe it really is from the future and if you 
take it the aliens will know you have it and they’ll come for 
you.”
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 “Right.  I’m so scared.  The tail people.  Save me.”
 “We should leave it,” Henry said.  “Whoever made it 
is sure to come back for it.”
 “I guess,” Weston said.  “No one would believe us 
anyway.  But it is kind of cool.”
 “We have to leave it.”
 “OK.  Whatever.” 
 Weston put it down and started up the street with 
Henry.
 “That would be totally whacked, wouldn’t it?” he 
said.  “Aliens among us and they drink the planet dry.”  
 “Tell me about it.”
 And laughing, the two boys walked off.  But if some-
one had happened to be standing there, if someone had seen 
them walking off, they would have seen that Henry’s pants 
were slipping down again.  They would have seen Henry 
reach behind for them, seen that the slipped down low.  So 
low that, if someone had been there, they would have seen 
the little nub of a tail, sticking out through Henry’s boxers.

Get Off the phone
brian rowe

 “—And then Danny talked to Billy and Billy talked 
to Sarah and Sarah talked to me about it and you won’t be-
lieve how Austin was acting when he walked by Laura at re-
cess it was like super awkward and she didn’t even have time 
to… hey Cass… Cassandra… are you still there… Cass… oh 
you have to be kidding me… Mom!”
 “What?” Wendy’s mother was lost in her own little 
world of pop-infused Top 40. 
 “It cut out again.” Wendy banged her new iPhone on 
her mother’s right shoulder. “Why does it do that?”
 Her mother smiled. “We’re driving over the hill, 
sweetie. The signal’s no good here. You can try calling your 
friend in a minute or two.”
 “But Mom!”
 “Sweetie, relax. Listen to some music.” She turned 
the volume up on the car radio, but Wendy was already slam-
ming her headphones against her ears.
 Wendy peered out the window and tried not to scream 
as she waited for the bottom of the hill. She had been ask-
ing her mother since she was ten for her own cell phone—
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“Everyone at school has one, Mom, even the poor kids,” 
she’d say—and last Saturday, on her twelfth birthday, her 
mother handed her the final birthday present of the eve-
ning—the iPhone 6 Plus. Wendy danced around the room, 
even though no music was playing, and didn’t wait ten sec-
onds before she ripped the phone out of its box. 
 Please, she thought, dialing her friend again from the 
back of her mother’s Subaru. Please work. I haven’t finished 
telling the story. I need to finish telling my story. 
 It took more than a minute for the phone to start ring-
ing, but once it did, Wendy waited with great expectation, 
the next sentence ready to spill out of her mouth. One ring 
became six, and the call went to Cassandra’s voice-mail. 
 Before Wendy could leave a message, however, an-
other call came in.  She smiled, dipped down in her seat, and 
answered: “Hello?” 
 Instead of rapid-fire chitchat starting in mid-sentence 
on the other end, she was only met with silence. 
 “Cassandra?” Wendy asked. “That you on the—”
 “WEEEEENNNNDEEEEEY!”
 The shrill scream caught Wendy off guard, making 
her drop the phone. She watched as it bounced neatly into the 
cup-holder underneath her mother’s right arm. 
 “What—”  
 Wendy picked up the phone and looked at the Caller 
ID. It said, conveniently, BLOCKED CALL.  
 She shook her head and started laughing at a low 
volume, rubbing her pinky violently around her aching right 
ear. “Billy… I know that was you.”
 “What was that, sweetie?” Wendy’s mother asked, 
pulling off the freeway and turning into a quiet shopping 
center.
 “Nothing, Mom.” 
 Wendy’s mother parked the car in front of what ap-
peared to be a Halloween store. Drawings and paintings of 

pumpkins, witches, ghosts, and black cats draped the win-
dows and the entrance door from top to bottom. 
 “What are we doing here? I already got my costume. 
I’m gonna be Elsa.”
 Her mother opened her door and said, “This isn’t a 
costume store, Wendy. We’re here to pick out a present for 
Mary.”
 A surge of disappointment rushed through her veins. 
I’m not here to pick out a present for me? she thought. I’m 
here to pick out some idiotic toy for my cousin’s dumb two-
year-old?
 “Can I just stay in the car?”
 “No,” her mother said. “You need to help me. The 
party’s tomorrow night, and we need to get her something 
nice.”
 “She’s two!” Wendy shouted. She grabbed her phone, 
jumped out of the car, and slammed the door. 
 “I bought you presents when you were two,” her 
mother said, closing her door much softer before walking to 
the front of the toy shop. “Trust me. You would’ve gone nuts 
if I hadn’t bought you your Disney Princess Shopping Cart.”
 Wendy glared at her mother, before dialing her friend 
back and bringing the phone up to her ear. Cassandra an-
swered after the first ring. “Sorry about that,” Wendy said. 
“Now, as I was saying, when Laura talked to me yesterday 
after class she said Austin seemed way too scared to even say 
hi to her…”
 Wendy kept on yakking as she entered the mostly 
desolate toy store, and she almost tripped, against what 
looked like an elderly man.
 “Oh my God!” she shouted. She brought her hand to 
her mouth and leaped back. “What the hell is that?”
 “Wendy! Language!” Her mother was near the back, 
pacing through the aisles for children’s toys. Wendy knew 
her mother, but especially her stepfather, hated when she 
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used language, but she liked to see how much profanity she 
could get away with. She figured by middle school she could 
get away with anything.  
 “Sorry, Cass,” Wendy said over the phone, looking at 
the figure before her. “I just stepped into this stupid store and 
this weird thing in front of me almost made me fall. Anyway, 
I can’t believe it if Austin likes Laura, because I thought he 
knew she only liked Billy, even though he claims he already 
has a girlfriend…”
 Wendy kept talking as she stared into the eyes of the 
male costumed mannequin, dressed in nineteenth century 
attire, with a white cloak surrounding his vest and a red hat 
on top of his head. His face was painted a sickly yellow, his 
eye sockets shaded in dangerous black. Behind the manne-
quin were dolls, picture books, the ninety-nine cent bin—all 
in boxes painted pink. The figure didn’t belong here, and 
Wendy didn’t like that it seemed to be staring at her, giving 
her a dirty look. 
 She shuddered, shaking from head to toe, before by-
passing the mannequin and making her way toward the back.
 “Wendy!” her mother shouted from the front counter. 
 “What?” She spun around. 
 “Get off the phone, please!”
 “Oh, come on, Mom…”
 “Not in the store. You can talk to your friend when 
we get home, okay?” 
 Wendy shook her head and slammed the phone 
against her ear. “Sorry, Cass, I’ve got to call you back but I 
want to hear more about Austin and why you think he isn’t 
good for Laura even though she has never really even had 
a…”
 She looked back at her mother. She was shaking her 
head, clearly upset. “Do you want me to take that phone 
away, missy?” 
 Wendy narrowed her eyes. “I’ll call you back.” She 

hung up and dropped the phone in her jeans pocket. She 
walked up to her mother, trying to feign interest in the search 
for a toy. “You find something yet?”
 Her mother had a few items tucked under her arm. 
“Goodnight Moon, a magic ball, a baby doll…” She pointed 
to a large box in the corner. “…or a cooking utensils play 
kit.”
 “You might as well give her a box of poop.” Wendy 
laughed. 
 “If you don’t want to help me, fine,” was all her 
mother said, before choosing the doll and heading back the 
other way to drop off the other toys.  
 “Sorry,” Wendy said sarcastically, before sauntering 
to the other side of the toy store. 
 She made sure she was out of sight from her mother, 
then dialed Cassandra back. She ran her fingers along the 
spines of books for toddlers, clucking her tongue in annoy-
ance as two rings became four, and then six. Wendy waited 
for the voice-mail, but none came. 
 Instead, she looked down at her phone to see it shut-
ting off.
 “Wait, what? No.”
 She hadn’t been paying attention in the car, but her 
phone had been losing its battery at an alarming rate that 
afternoon. She glanced at the top of the phone to see the 
dreaded 2% icon disappear, the phone going completely 
dead.
 “Nooooo,” she said. “Oh, come on, come on.” 
 Wendy tapped the phone against her leg and looked 
across the way to see her mother heading to the register.
 But she didn’t stay looking at her mother for long. 
Something else caught her eye.
 The nineteenth century mannequin was no longer 
staring out the entrance door to all the incoming customers. 
It was turned around, facing her again, staring at Wendy with 
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a cold smile.
 Wendy screamed, but she slammed her hand against 
her mouth before any sound could escape. She looked at 
her mother, and the young male employee at the register. 
Nobody seemed to notice that the inanimate mannequin had 
shifted position. 
 She shook her head, and escaped the eye-line of the 
frightening figure. “Try to stare at me back here, you creep,” 
Wendy whispered, before she entered the storage room be-
hind her.
 Wendy looked around. She was alone in a crowded 
room packed with books and toys and stuffed animals, and 
not a single scary mannequin. 
 She knew she only had a minute or two before her 
mother would start calling for her. Wendy kneeled down on 
the hardwood floor and pressed on her phone. She thought 
maybe, just maybe, pushing her thumb against it hard 
enough would bring it back to life.   
 “Work, damn it,” Wendy said. 
 She pressed for thirty seconds. Nothing was happen-
ing.
 But then: “Oh my God,” Wendy said. “No way!”
 The phone lit up with life. 
 “Yes,” she said. “I did it! I—”
 When the main menu appeared, all the lights in the 
storage room turned off. But Wendy didn’t scream; her jaw 
dropped.
 Somebody was calling her again. The number with 
the BLOCKED CALL.
 Wendy didn’t want to answer it. But she had to. She 
always had to. 
 She pushed the phone against her ear. “Billy, is this 
you, again? Stop calling me! I know you like me but I don’t 
like you and I already told Cassandra that you’re just a stu-
pid…”

 “WEEEEENNNNDEEEEEY!”
 Wendy stayed put, realizing for the first time she was 
in total darkness.
 She heard a footstep from behind.
 “Billy?” she said. “Is that you? This isn’t funny…”
 Another footstep. She could hear someone snicker-
ing.  
 “I’m outta here,” Wendy said. 
 She grabbed the door handle and pushed forward. It 
didn’t budge. She pushed again. The door was locked tight. 
 “What?” Wendy started pounding on the door. 
“Mom? Are you there? Let me out!” 
 She hit her fist again and again. Where is she? she 
thought. Why isn’t she saving me?
 Wendy tried to find a light switch. Nothing. She 
looked down at her phone and tried to dial her mother. But 
she couldn’t. She still hadn’t entered her mother’s number. 
 The footsteps came closer and closer. Warm breath 
wafted against her face.
 “Mom, please!” Wendy shoved her face against the 
door. “Somebody! Anybody!” 
 Her phone started vibrating. She looked down to see 
an incoming call, this one not from a blocked caller, but from 
her best friend, Cassandra.
 Wendy answered and shouted, “Cass!”
 “Wendy, hey. What happened back there?”
 “Cass, you’ve got to get help—”
 “Wendy, that was so rude when I was trying to tell 
you when Austin and Laura were over near the basketball 
court and Austin was like trying to hit on her even though 
he’s pathetic and Sarah said he wanted to kiss her but I 
wasn’t even close to finding out the real truth until…”
 Wendy was trying to find an opening in her friend’s 
rant, somewhere she could get a word in, but she couldn’t 
find one. She listened, intently, waiting for some kind of 
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hesitation on her friend’s part, when a hand grabbed her 
shoulder.
 Wendy turned around and shined the light on her 
phone into the mannequin’s face, right at his big yellow 
smile, his red hat tipping her way, his eyes turning a bright, 
fiery orange.
 “GETTTTTTTT OFFFFFFFFFF THEEEEEEE 
PHONNNNNNNNNE!” he screamed, and slapped the phone 
out of her hands, down onto the cold ground. 
 His mouth opened wide, and the first shooting pain 
she felt was teeth biting her left ear off the side of her head.
 “Noooooo!” Wendy screamed. “Oh God oh God oh 
God!”
 The last thing Wendy heard from her right ear, before 
that one was bitten off, was her friend yakking at her from 
her brand new phone, the screen now broken, the speaker 
volume turned all the way up. 
 “Wendy I’m trying to tell you a story and now I’m 
starting to think you don’t even want to talk to me anymore 
I thought we were best friends where did you go can’t you 
hear me can’t you hear me can’t you h—”

The Yonder
R. M. Warren

 Dead leaves crunched under Billy’s cleats as he 
backed up to the outfield’s edge, stopping only when he felt 
a branch poke into his shoulder. He didn’t normally play this 
deep but the Smithsburg Wildcats’ best hitter was up to bat. 
As the sun dipped behind South Mountain and long shadows 
fell across the outfield, Billy tried to keep his focus on the 
batter, and not think about what things might be lurking in 
the trees behind him. 
 It’s just a stupid legend, Billy told himself. He pulled 
his cap down tightly over a sandy thicket of hair and fixed 
his gaze on the fat kid at the plate. Keep your head in the 
game. 
 And it wasn’t just any game. Billy and his Hillgrove 
Warriors were playing for their first tri-county champion-
ship in sixteen years. It was tied up at the top of the twelfth 
inning with bases empty and two outs. The rickety home 
stands along the first base line buckled and creaked under the 
weight of anticipation. Men and women on their feet, shoul-
der-to-shoulder, waiting to be redeemed by the nine twelve 
year-old boys on the field. In Hillgrove, post-season baseball 
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was as rare as Main Street traffic.
 The batter didn’t flinch as Pete Holland’s fastball 
whizzed past his extended belly. Billy wasn’t surprised. Jeff 
Rogers never swung on the first pitch. It was the second pitch 
you had to worry about. Rogers always swung for the fences 
on the second pitch. Or as the case may be in Warrior Park, 
the trees. 
 The outfield of Warrior Park was bordered by a deep, 
crescent-shaped cut of woods locals called the Yonder. The 
first trees along its perimeter served as the homerun line. 
When Johnny Atkins nearly poked his eye out making a 
play for a deep fly ball a few summers ago, some of the area 
moms raised money to have a fence built, only to have it 
knocked down by a fallen tree the following winter. Hill-
grove residents saw the offending oak as an omen; there was 
no more talk of putting a fence along the outfield. 
 Holland’s next pitch was low and outside but Rogers 
still managed to get a piece of it. A big piece. Billy watched 
helplessly as the little white ball sailed under the red sky, 
over his head, and into the Yonder, slicing through the trees 
like a cannonball. Another souvenir for the Yonders, Billy 
thought grimly. 
 Hundreds, if not thousands, of balls had been 
knocked deep into those woods over the years, and not one 
of them had ever been recovered. Like every other kid in 
town, Billy had spent many summer days back there fruit-
lessly hunting for them. But never after sunset. He may not 
have believed all of the stories about the Yonder, but he was 
no fool either. The rusty old sign posted in the parking lot 
read PARK CLOSES AT DUSK, but the message wasn’t 
needed. Nobody went near Warrior Park after dark.
 A creeping dread overcame Billy. As the afternoon 
waned into evening, Warrior bats had cooled along with the 
autumn air. They hadn’t scored a run since the fifth inning. 
Back when Billy hit that line drive double to left field in the 

first and sent two runners home, a win seemed inevitable. 
Those happy moments, with the warm sun on their necks and 
blue sky above, felt like a lifetime ago. Coach Mike always 
told his players, “Anything can happen in a playoff game. 
Especially in extra innings.” But standing there in the lonely 
outfield, Billy couldn’t shake the feeling of a bad ending. 
 Wildcat catcher Stan Duffy stepped up to the plate 
and ceremonially tapped it with the end of his bat. Duffy 
didn’t make contact with the ball often, but when he did, he 
almost always pulled shallow right. Billy looked over to the 
Warrior bench and waited for the sign. When Coach Mike 
signaled for the shift, Billy and left fielder Todd Barnes both 
sidestepped left several feet, then moved in closer to the 
infield. 
 Second baseman Matt Rebuth looked over his left 
shoulder past Billy. “What the hell is Belden doing?” 
 Billy turned to see his teammate Tom Belden deep in 
right field, staring into the woods. Typical right fielder, Billy 
thought. Watchin’ the daffodils grow. “Heads up, Belden!” 
he shouted. Tom slowly turned his head and met Billy’s eyes 
with blank stare. Billy gave a “move in” gesture with his 
glove but Tom just stood there, frozen. 
 At the plate, Duffy hastily swung through Holland’s 
first and second pitches, a pair of nasty sliders. Holland fol-
lowed up with a fastball. But this time, Duffy made contact 
with a bullet to right field. For a moment the ball looked as 
though it would stay fair, but ended up landing just right of 
the foul line. Good thing too. Tom Belden was once again 
looking into the woods with his back to infield, oblivious 
to the hit. When Billy saw this he immediately requested a 
timeout, which the umpire begrudgingly granted.
 Billy could feel the heat rising up his neck as he 
marched across the outfield to Tom, grabbed his teammate by 
the shoulder, and spun him around. The expression on Tom’s 
face caused Billy to stumble back. The right fielder looked 
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like he had seen a ghost. No, not a ghost, Billy thought. 
Something worse.
 “I saw one of them, Billy,” Tom said, his voice crack-
ing. “In the Yonder. It’s watching me.” 
 It. The term sent a trickle of cold sweat down the 
back of Billy’s jersey. Like all of the kids who played ball 
in Warrior Park, Billy grew up hearing stories of the “Yon-
ders” who supposedly lived deep in the woods behind the 
outfield. The lore changed over time. Originally, the Yonder 
People were said to be a clan of inbred cannibals. According 
to Billy’s uncle, who played shortstop for the Warriors in the 
early ‘80s, they were actually an animal-sacrificing satanic 
cult. In recent years, the legend had evolved into something 
more supernatural. “Fenway Park may have their left field 
wall nicknamed the Green Monster,” Hillgrove residents 
liked to joke, “but we’ve got real monsters living behind our 
outfield.”
 Not that Billy had really believed any of that stuff. 
Unlike many of the other kids his age, he took a secret pride 
in being unburdened with the kind of overactive imagination 
fueled by video games, comic books, and scary movies, all 
of which he viewed as distractions and a waste of time. To 
Billy, the stories were just tall tales passed down from player 
to player over post-game slices at the local Pizza Hut. 
 “They’re not real, Tom,” Billy said, not sure he be-
lieved his own words. 
 Within moments, their teammates had converged 
upon Billy and Tom. “Are you trying to lose the game for us, 
Belden?” Rebuth said. The second baseman looked as if he 
were about to stomp Tom’s face with his cleats. 
Pete Holland stepped forward and shoved Tom with his 
pitching hand. “Quit daydreaming and get your head in the 
game!” 
 Billy stepped between the two players. “He’s alright. 
Just a little case of the nerves, is all.” He turned to Tom and 

managed a tight smile. “But he’s good now. Right, buddy?” 
 Tom nodded unconvincingly. “Yeah… I’m good.”  
 When the game resumed a few moments later Tom 
was playing so far in, he could have been mistaken for a first 
baseman. Even from centerfield, Billy could see the right 
fielder trying to hide his shaking throwing hand inside his 
glove. I don’t know what Tom saw, Billy thought, but he saw 
something. 
 On Holland’s fourth pitch to Duffy, the batter popped 
high to shallow right. It should have been a routine catch — 
a real bread basket — even for a mediocre fielder like Tom, 
but just as the ball made contact with his glove Tom’s knees 
buckled and he bobbled the ball for a few seconds before 
dropping it altogether. By the time he recovered the ball, 
Duffy had already reached first base. While the rest of Tom’s 
teammates cursed into their gloves, Billy shot the right 
fielder a reassuring nod, as if to say: Don’t sweat it. We got 
this. 
 Billy took about fifteen steps back as Wildcats center 
fielder Donnie Valentine swaggered up to the plate. Like his 
teammate Rogers, Valentine lobbed bombs. Donnie’s last 
name was actually Swanson, but the other players called him 
“Valentine,” due to the small, heart-shaped birthmark on his 
right cheek. 
 Valentine wasted no time and went after the first 
pitch. The hit to centerfield echoed through the park. 
 Billy ran diagonally towards the yonder, tracking the 
ball over his right shoulder. Reaching the wood’s edge, he 
leapt up with arm extended — the force of the ball slamming 
into his glove sent him crashing into a thorny thicket. Some-
how, he managed to hold onto it for the out. As he stumbled 
to his feet Billy could hear the crowd erupt into cheers over 
the hum of crickets. 
 Then — another sound. Snapping twigs underfoot. 
Heavy. Getting louder. Closer. Billy wasn’t about to find out 
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where the noise was coming from, or who (what?) was mak-
ing it.
 As the Warriors made their way off the field, two 
players appeared to be moving with a greater sense of urgen-
cy than the rest of their teammates: Billy Tillman and Tom 
Belden. 
 “Nice catch,” Valentine said to Billy as the two 
passed one another.  As the Wildcat grinned, the little heart 
on his cheek elongated. “Might not be so lucky next time.” 
You’re not kidding, Billy thought. His heart was beating too 
hard to even manage a response. 
 After half-heartedly accepting a few high-fives in the 
Warrior dugout, Billy sat down next to the boy sitting alone 
at the far end of the bench, far away from his teammates.
 “It’s getting too dark to play,” Tom said, looking up 
at the purple sky. 
 For a moment, Billy thought about telling Tom about 
the sounds in the Yonder. Instead, he placed a reassuring 
hand on his teammate’s shoulder. 
 He’s right, Billy thought as he looked out at the sil-
houetted figures standing in the outfield. Unlike some of the 
newer parks in neighboring towns, Warrior Park didn’t have 
lights. It was designed with summer baseball in mind, not the 
post-season. The only artificial illumination came from the 
little snack shack next to the home stands. 
 Both boys turned their attention back to the game as 
Warrior third baseman Ted Flaherty stepped into the batter’s 
box. Jason Young’s first pitch missed the plate by a mile, and 
so did Flaherty’s swing. Not only was Flaherty the tallest 
player on the Warriors, he also had abnormally long arms, 
and as such, tended to chase outside pitches. 
 The second pitch was also outside, but this time Fla-
herty got a big enough piece of it to launch the ball into left 
field, just over the shortstop’s head.
 As Flaherty rounded first base on his way to second, 

the Warriors jumped to their feet and cheered. All but Billy 
and Tom. Tying runner at second, Billy thought ominously. 
He hoped his team could manufacture the two runs needed to 
win the game. But if ending the inning tied up meant having 
to go back out on the field, Billy would have preferred three 
quick outs and going home a loser. 
 “I don’t want to go back out there,” Tom said, as if 
reading Billy’s mind.
 “Me neither,” Billy said quietly. 
 Tom caught the flash of fear in Billy’s eyes. “You saw 
it too, didn’t you?”
 “Let’s wrap this game up, Pratt,” Billy shouted, ig-
noring his teammate’s question. 
 Stepping up to the plate, little Mason Pratt looped 
one into right field on the first pitch. The ball landed shallow 
enough for the Wildcats right fielder to make the out at first, 
but Flaherty advanced to third with ease.  
 “You saw it too, didn’t you?” Tom repeated. “When 
you made that catch.” 
 Billy poked Tom in the ribs with his elbow and nod-
ded his head towards home plate. “Check this shit out.”
 Tom looked up to see the Wildcat catcher standing 
several feet away from the batter with his glove extended. 
“They’re walking Jaskewicz?” he said in disbelief.
 “Setting up for a double play,” Billy said. “Ballsy 
move.” 
 “You should feel flattered,” Tom said, genuine admi-
ration in his voice. 
 Billy smiled sheepishly as Jaskewicz trotted out to 
first base. Despite his natural modesty, Billy knew Tom was 
right. After Sweeney, Billy was on deck. And everyone who 
played the Hillgrove Warriors knew that Billy Tillman could 
hit the ball. “Hopefully Sweeney will finish things up here so 
we can go get some pizza,” Billy said, trying to shrug off the 
compliment. 
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 But Marc Sweeney wasn’t going for the long ball; he 
had a ballsy strategy of his own. His first bunt attempt fouled 
off of his foot, but the second one landed between him and 
the pitcher’s mound. Flaherty, who had a good lead at third, 
made a break for home. The pitcher took the bait. Scooping 
up the ball, Young threw to first. Sweeney was out easily, but 
Jaskewicz — who was a lot faster than he looked — foiled 
the Wildcat double-play attempt by successfully sliding into 
second. 
 “All tied up with two outs,” Tom sighed, looking up 
at the old Harne’s Pharmacy scoreboard. 
 Billy grimaced. “Déjà vu all over again.” 
 Tom watched the Warrior second baseman walk up to 
the plate. “If Rebuth gets on base you gotta bring him home, 
Billy.” He turned to Billy and there were tears in his eyes. 
“You know I can’t.”
 Billy did know. After Billy, Tom was next to bat. And 
Tom hadn’t had a hit since mid-September.  Billy nodded. 
Without another word, he stood up and made his way over to 
the on deck circle. 
 As Billy picked up his bat and gave it a warm-up 
swing, Rebuth took a swing at the plate and missed. Strike 
one. 
 “Wait for the pitch, Buth!” a Warrior shouted from 
the dugout. 
 After a quick glance over his left shoulder to ensure 
Jaskewicz wasn’t going to try and steal third, Young made 
his second pitch. Rebuth made contact and sent the ball soar-
ing high above the third baseline. For a second, it looked like 
it was going to stay fair, but the wind carried the ball foul as 
it came in for a landing. 
 But from the on deck circle, Billy wasn’t following 
the ball. At the moment, he was distracted by the Wildcat in 
the outfield.
 The Wildcat in the outfield who was distracted by 

something in the woods. 
 The fielder was facing the Yonder, but even in the 
twilight Billy could make out the name on the back of his 
jersey: Valentine. 
 Billy looked over at the Warrior bench. Tom had been 
watching the center fielder also. Billy and Tom’s eyes met. 
 As a collective “boo” from spectators suddenly rip-
pled across the home stands, Billy turned his attention back 
toward home plate to see Rebuth hunched over, rubbing his 
calf. Young had beamed the batter on an out-of-control pitch. 
After he gave the umpire a nod indicating that he wasn’t 
injured, Rebuth jogged to first base on the unintended walk. 
 Billy’s journey to the plate seemed to take forever. He 
glanced back over to the Warrior bench and again met eyes 
with Tom — now on his feet — fingers tightly gripping the 
dugout’s chain-link fence. Billy gave a little nod of the chin 
and Tom nodded back.
 Obviously trying to settle his nerves after that last 
pitch, Young was coming up with any and every reason not 
to throw to Billy — adjusting his cap; wiping his hand on his 
uniform pants; flexing his shoulders; adjusting his cap again. 
The pitcher finally settled in. 
 The first pitch — perfectly placed — was in the 
catcher’s mitt before Billy could even think about swinging. 
Strike one.
 Billy tried not to think about returning to the out-
field for another inning. The thirteenth inning. Perfect, Billy 
thought. Take me out of the ballgame…I don’t care if I never 
go back. 
 In a confident, if-it-ain’t-broke move, Young deliv-
ered the same exact pitch — this time with different results. 
Just not different enough. Billy popped the ball foul.
 No balls. Two strikes. Now it was Billy’s turn to 
buy a little time. He adjusted his gloves. Tapped the plate 
with the end of his bat. Knocked dirt from his cleats — both 
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cleats. 
 Before stepping back into the batter’s box, Billy 
gave one last look over his shoulder to Tom, who gave him a 
thumbs up. Then he turned around to face the music.
 And here comes the pitch. Do or die, apple pie.
 Nobody at Warrior Field actually saw Billy Tillman’s 
game-winning homerun that evening. They were too busy 
watching in horror as the top half of Billy’s broken bat sailed 
through the infield like a harpoon, nearly robbing that poor 
Wildcat third baseman of his manhood. If they had been 
following the ball, they would have seen what Billy saw as 
he rounded first base, and what Tom saw from the dugout: A 
pair of long, spindly ash-white arms reach through the trees 
and pull Donnie Valentine into the Yonder.

***

 There was no post-game pizza celebration in Hill-
grove that night. I suppose the sudden disappearance of a 
twelve-year-old boy kind of puts a damper on the win, Billy 
thought. Even if he was on the other team. 
 Billy sat guard under his bedroom window while 
Tom slept restlessly in his bed across the room. The boys 
had decided — given the circumstances — that there was 
strength in numbers. Billy had volunteered to take first shift. 
He rested his eyes for a moment, listening to the police he-
licopters and search dogs in the distance. He knew it was no 
use. Just like Billy’s homerun, poor Donnie Valentine was a 
goner.  
 Billy startled at the sudden sound of breaking glass 
and winced as tiny slivers rained down on his head and neck. 
Although his room was dark and he couldn’t yet see where 
it had landed, Billy knew what a baseball busting through a 
windowpane sounded like. 
 He looked across the room to see Tom sitting bolt 

upright in bed. In the beam of moonlight that cut diagonally 
across that corner, Billy could see that Tom was holding a 
baseball. He tossed the ball to Billy, happy to be rid of it. 
 The baseball’s size, shape, and weight felt familiar 
to Billy’s hand, but the texture — cold and waxy — was off. 
Billy turned the ball over. Even in the dim light, he recog-
nized the heart-shaped mark. The ball made a sickening 
squishy sound as Billy dropped it to the floor. 
 Billy turned around and slowly backed up. By the 
time he reached the side of his bed, Tom was already on his 
feet. Tom reached under the bed and pulled out the one-half 
of Billy’s broken homerun bat. He gripped his fingers tightly 
around the blunt end, aiming the splintered point forward. 
Billy held up the other half of the bat and gave his friend a 
nod. Do or die, apple pie.
 Side by side, the Warriors faced the window, the full 
moon perfectly placed inside the round hole in the glass. 
 Keep your head in the game. A laugh escaped Billy’s 
throat. Even under present circumstances he could appreciate 
the expression’s irony, just as — outside his bedroom win-
dow — the pale, white moon was eclipsed by a pale, white 
face.
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Leaves
Diane Arrelle

 Megan walked home alone.
  Again. 
 It was a long walk through the forest, but Megan 
didn’t mind. She liked the solitude, the sounds of autumn as 
the wind gently rustled the leaves in the trees and the foliage 
crunched under her feet, giving off a musky, slightly spicy 
odor.  
 As she came out of the woods and crossed Cemetery 
Road, she re-entered the forest. She walked a few feet be-
tween the trees then turned left to walk through the strange 
circle of trees where nothing seemed to grow. The other kids 
in her eighth grade class at Harlingtown Middle School had 
told her the space was haunted by the ghosts of an ancient 
graveyard.  No one else used the old rutted dirt road that had 
been nicknamed Cemetery Road, except on dares, and by the 
occasional motorist lost in the Pine Barrens.
 Megan walked into the circle. She found it creepy, 
but in a way, almost comforting as if it was something fa-
miliar.  She was always surprised that the circle was so cold, 
colder than anywhere else and sometimes when the winds 

stopped for a moment, and the squirrels and birds were still, 
Megan could swear she heard voices calling out to her.  
 Although she was being brave just in case anyone 
from school was around, Megan fought the urge to run away.  
The circle only held a hint of comforting, but it held a lot of 
disconcerting.  Shivering, a chill rushing down her spine to 
her knees, Megan walked a little faster than her normal pace 
and as soon as she cleared the bare patch, she bolted through 
the final few dozen yards of trees to her backyard.
 Ella, her cat, was sitting on a tree stump licking her 
paw, as if she knew Megan would come bursting through the 
forest any moment. Megan swept past her pet, swooping the 
feline up in her arms, and rushed into the house.
 “Megan? Is that you?” her mother called from the 
kitchen. “You’re late.”
 “I walked.”
 “Megan,” her mother scolded. “I’ve told you before 
not to walk along the main road. It is deserted and danger-
ous.”
 Megan sighed, feeling a mixture of frustration and 
total annoyance, “I didn’t use the road, I walked through the 
woods.”
 “My God, that’s even worse!” her mother yelled. 
“Why didn’t you take the bus?”
 “Cuz.”
 “Cause what!”
 “Cuz, I can’t stand it here in hicksland. All the kids 
are just a bunch of jerks who spend their time making fun of 
me.”
 “Making fun of you?” Who is picking on you now? 
Megan we moved so you’d get away from those so called 
friends you had back home.  I think it is time for you to make 
an effort to find some nice straight kids to hang out with and 
to get rid of that chip on your shoulder!”
 “Oh, go to Hell!” Megan screamed. “I hate you, I 
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hate this place, I hate my entire life.”  She turned and ran 
outside, back through the woods, back to that place where 
nothing grew,  back to that place surrounded by bent, gnarled 
Halloween trees.  She plopped down on the cold, damp, dead 
leaves that covered the ground and cried. How was she ever 
going to survive living in a place like this, she wondered. 
She couldn’t wait to turn 16 so she could drop out of school 
and quit having to pretend she cared about anyone else.  She 
thought about running away. Even living on the streets of 
the city had to be better than barely existing out here in the 
middle of nowhere.
 She looked up from her reverie. She thought she’d 
heard voices agreeing with her, “Yessss” whispering through 
the leaves. 
 She got up and studied the trees. For probably the 
hundredth time she touched the thick, rough, grayish bark 
that always seemed to have patterns in the ridges. Some 
even looked like faces, faces with mouths opened in frozen 
screams. Suddenly the wind howled through the clearing 
causing the leaves to violently swirl around her like she was 
in the middle of a mini tornado. The bark grew hot to her 
fingers as the wind chilled her all the way through.
 Pulling at her feet which suddenly seemed rooted to 
the ground, she broke free and  ran back home. Without a 
word, she locked herself in her bedroom. 
 A few days later, she started to walk home from 
school when several of the girls from her class followed her. 
“Hey Megan,” the one called Bethany called. “Wait up, we 
want to talk to you.”
 Megan kept walking. She could hear the girls behind 
her calling and giggling. Then she heard their pounding foot-
steps as they ran to catch up.  They walked along side her, 
seemingly unaware that she was totally ignoring them. 
 “So, Megan.” Bethany said.  “We see you walking 
through here every day.  Don’t you know these woods are 

haunted? Don’t you know that for hundreds of years people 
have disappeared in these woods, never to be heard from 
again?”
 Megan muttered just loud enough to be heard, “Well, 
maybe we’ll get lucky today and you guys will just up and 
vanish.”
 The girls giggled again. “Seriously, Meg, you ought 
to not walk home this way,” the short blond one, Rachel 
added. “It’s true about the disappearances. Why, my mother’s 
cousin vanished one Halloween when she was trick or treat-
ing. My mother and all her cousins have told me about it.”
 Megan rolled her eyes. “Oh just give me a break. I’m 
not a stupid kid from the suburbs you know. I don’t fall for 
any of that horror zombie-ghost garbage. Go find another 
new kid to scare. I’m not afraid of anything, especially hick 
stories from a town of losers.”
 “Well we were just trying to be friendly,” Bethany 
snapped. “Besides, you are the only new kid around.”   
“Yeah,” the third girl, Sara piped in. “And you’re always act-
ing like such a bitch. 
 Bethany glared at Sara, “Look Megan, it’s Halloween 
tonight and we though we’d give you one more chance. We 
were going to ask you to join us for the Halloween Bonfire 
Party at the lake.”
 Megan turned to face the three girls. “Another 
chance? For what, to be your friend? Look, no thanks, it just 
isn’t worth my while at all to even talk to anyone around 
here. Why don’t you leave me alone!”
 The other girls stepped back a bit. They started to 
turn away when Bethany signaled them to stop. “OK, you 
think we are just a bunch of hicks who make up stories. 
Why don’t you just prove how brave you are, I dare you to 
come out to the dead place over there through the trees at 
the stroke of midnight. We’ll meet you there and if you don’t 
chicken out, we’ll never bother you again.”  
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 “You got a deal,” Megan said, turned her back on the 
girls and walked home.  
 After dinner she went to her room and locked the 
door. At 11:00 she called to her mother that she was going 
to bed. At 11:45 she opened her bedroom window and crept 
out.  As she hit the ground, something hit her in the legs. 
Megan fought to keep her balance, and fought to keep her 
wits. What had attacked her? She looked down pointed the 
beam of her flashlight into a pair of glowing eyes. The breath 
caught in her throat until Ella rubbed against her legs and 
meowed. 
 Megan blew her breath out and laughed. “Damn, 
Ella, you scared me.”  
 She stood up and flashed her light into the trees. It 
was spooky, just like the pictures from her childhood books. 
The forest was thick and black, but Megan had a point to 
prove. She knew those wimpy girls were going to chicken 
out but she was going through with it. Just in case, and 
besides she wanted to prove to herself she wasn’t scared of 
anything. She wanted to prove to herself that she was tough 
enough to face anything on her own. Alone.
 As she carefully wove her way between the trees, 
the woods were dead quiet. Almost too quiet. There was no 
wind, no animal sounds, only her own footsteps.  Ella fol-
lowed, then ran ahead. Megan neared the clearing where 
nothing grew. She swept her light beam around and saw 
that someone had swept the leaves out of the middle and 
into piles all around the circle. As Megan neared a pile, Ella 
screeched and hugged against Megan’s legs. 
  She bent to pick up the cat, but the wind kicked up 
and the cat arched its back in terror. Ella ran straight into the 
nearest pile of leaves just as the wind made them swirl up-
wards into a wild dance of dark forbidding shadows. Megan 
couldn’t hear anything over the howling wind and the rus-
tling crunching of the dried leaves.  She called out, “Ella!” 

but the cat was lost to her in the swirling, twirling dancing 
leaves.
 Then as if nothing had just happened, the leaves fell 
back into their piles and all was calm. Megan flashed her 
light all around. “Ella?” she called.
  Nothing. No cat. No answering meow. Just darkness 
and silence. And the tiniest sound of crying, so soft Megan 
wasn’t sure she’d heard it at all. 
 “Ella?” Megan called again. Could the cat have run 
home, she wondered. She listened hard, straining to hear 
something, trying to bring that barely audible sobbing into 
range. Suddenly she heard a soft sad mewing. 
 “ELLA” Megan shouted, fighting off a feeling of 
dread in her stomach. “Ella, where are you?” 
 As if in answer, the moon cleared the clouds and the 
woods became streaked with shades of gray. Megan listened 
to the cat’s muffled cries and wildly wove her beam every 
which way. Then she saw it, on the side of one of the gnarled 
trees. In the bark! 
 Megan screamed, tears coursing down her cheeks.  
She went up to the tree and with a shaky tentative hand 
reached out to the rough gray bark. The shape of the whorls 
were still moving but as her hand rested on the hot wood, her 
fingers traced the shape of a cat. A cat caught in mid-yowl. 
“Ella,” Megan whispered then began to back away into the 
middle of the dead circle. “Oh Ella!” 
            The cat shaped swirls in the bark stopped moving, 
solidifying into an eternal pattern and Megan heard a final 
sad pained cry.  As if in answer to the cat’s forlorn yell, the 
wind picked up again and the trees began to sway with a 
violent rocking motion. Megan turned the light on them and 
shuddered as they bent toward her, forcing her to the very 
center of the circle. She couldn’t move in any direction, the 
leaves swirled around and around getting closer to her with 
every breath. Megan spun around trying to find a break, but 
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the swaying branches beat at her keeping her centered. The 
leaves swirled higher and spun faster and faster until all 
the leaves from all the piles that had surrounded the circle 
formed a spinning wall. Megan screamed and pushed at the 
branches. She tried to beat her way out but the leaves closed 
in. 
 Megan was caught in a maelstrom of crunching 
brown that reeked of the scent of musk and spice. It was 
overpowering, she couldn’t breath, she couldn’t speak, she 
couldn’t move. Suddenly she realized she was frozen in 
place. 
 She was paralyzed, but she found her voice again. 
“Help me,” she screamed as the leaves settled once again 
on the barren floor of the clearing. Megan realized she had 
somehow been moved by that leaf cyclone, forced over to 
the ring of trees. She struggled to move her arms, her legs 
to take a deep breath, but she still could not move. Even her 
eyes were frozen in position. 
 She tried to stay calm, It will pass, she told herself, 
ignoring the recent fate of her pet. I’m just passed out. This is 
a dream. I’ll be able to move soon. 
 She waited, after what seemed like forever, she heard 
voices. It was the girls and they brought some friends along. 
Oh good, help is coming, Megan thought.  
 The girls did come and brought friends with them. 
There had to be a dozen kids shining flashlights all around. 
Megan heard laughter.” I knew she was full of it,” Bethany 
giggled.  “A big mouth coward.”
 “Yeah,” Sara agreed. “I knew she’d chicken out. Her 
kind always does.”
 “Help,” Megan called. “Help me; I’m trapped inside 
this tree!”
 Bethany spun her light around. “Did you hear that?”
 “What?” someone asked.
 Bethany shrugged. “Nothing, I though I heard her 

calling.”
 “I didn’t hear anything,” chorused around the group.
 “Come on,” One of the kids yelled. “It’s cold out 
here. Bet that Megan won’t show her face in school tomor-
row.”
 The rest laughed their agreement.
 “NO! Wait!” Megan screamed as the kids started to 
leave. “Bethany, Bethany,
help me!”
 Bethany stopped and shone her light around the circle 
one more time. “Didn’t you hear that, she called my name.”
 “Bethany, you’re nuts,” one of the kids said and 
pushed her out of the clearing. 
 Megan was left alone in the dark. Really alone. 
It was what she had always wanted. Only, she realized too 
late, not this way. Never this way.  She saw the other faces in 
all the other trees and realized that she was as she had always 
been, alone in a crowd.
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Dead Talk
Ace Antonio Hall

 An undead boy sat in the witness stand playing with 
a snow globe, while the lawyers and their clients settled 
in their seats. I spent most of the past night studying for a 
twelfth-grade necromancy test that I took that morning, and 
truly wasn't in the mood for a trial. I raised a thirteen-year-
old kid named Billy Hale, from the grave in a quick ceremo-
ny after school to testify for his own murder. Honestly, it's 
something I've done a kazillion times, but I was hella-tired 
and due for a date with my Hello Kitty covers cuddling me 
as I slept in its warm embrace.
 Judge Kichida, whose hair and mustache was as 
white as rice, tapped his gavel repeatedly. “Sylva Fleischer, 
please step forward.”
 I sighed inwardly, and traded a hopeful smile with 
Mom. She rubbed my shoulder with her warm soft hand, and 
then pat it gently. “Go on, sleepyhead,” she said. “You'll be 
in your bed in no time.”
 My Converses, screeched when I got up, and walked 
passed a frail little man in thick rimmed glasses. His long 
crooked fingers rested on an ancient-looking stenotype ma-

chine as he waited to type up the court's proceedings. I nod-
ded hello to him, and went over to the witness stand. Totally 
brain-dead about having this pretrial when I got ready for 
school this morning, I totally forgot to wear something more 
conservative, and wore a black tee shirt that said BIKINI 
SAMURAI SQUAD in purple letters, blue jeans, and my 
usual black sneaks. 
 So embarrassing. 
 At least, my hair was in a neat ponytail, and the little 
makeup I wore looked cool, but I tried to hide my chipped 
blue nails from the young cute bailiff, standing by the side 
door, as much as possible.
 “This is a preliminary hearing,” Judge Kichida said. 
“What happens today determines if this case goes to trial, or 
not. Do you understand, young lady?”
 Nodding, I cleared my throat. “Yes, your Honor.” 
 Billy Hale was dressed in his favorite outfit: a spot-
less baseball uniform he pitched his first no-hitter in, only the 
day before he died. The navy blue and white striped uniform 
was the youth club replica of the New York Yankees. His 
baseball cap sat on his head with a little tilt, just the way his 
sister said he liked to wear it. 
 According to his mother, he was very shy, and never 
said much to anyone, except his father, which seemed a bit 
ironic.
 I took the globe out of the little deadhead's hand, and 
whispered to him. “Pay attention, Billy.”
 Pointing to the judge, I waited for him to gaze at 
Judge Kichida, and when he finally did, hid the globe behind 
my back so that he wouldn't get too distracted. Billy, unim-
pressed with the judge's sky blue eyes, curly white hair, and 
black judicial robe, turned around, and squirmed in his seat 
searching for the globe. 
 “Billy,” I said, “You have to pay attention, and then 
you get the snow globe back.”
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 He slowly turned his undead focus back to Judge 
Kichida.
 “He's ready, sir,” I said.
 “Son,” Judge Kichida said, “what you tell us today 
can help very, very much. Do you understand?”
 Billy faced me. His large walnut brown eyes asked 
for permission to speak. 
 “Go on, Billy,” I said. “Answer the question. Do you 
understand Judge Kichida?”
 “Yes,” he said, his voice slurred and soft. 
 Billy's lips were badly bruised and was difficult to 
look at—at least to me. One of his front teeth were shattered, 
and his short wavy black hair was matted to his small head 
like dirty crow feathers. 
 “Good,” the judge said. “Information brought to 
my attention yesterday in my chambers by the prosecution, 
called for me to have the boy raised for this trial. I thank both 
sides for making themselves available for this proceeding.”
 Just then, three middle-school boys stumbled into 
the courtroom, laughing, and stumbling into the courtroom 
pews, as if they were being chased. They made such a ruck-
us, everyone in the courtroom; a few online news reporters, 
Billy's mother, sitting by the prosecutor, and Billy's younger 
twin sisters, sitting behind them, Billy's father sitting with 
the defense attorney on the other side of the court room, and 
Billy's three uncles, who sat behind them, all turned around 
to see who bum-rushed the court session. 
 Angry chatter filled the room. 
 Judge Kichida smacked his gavel against his desk. 
 “Settle down, settle down,” he said. “This is a closed 
session boys. You don't belong in here!”
 “Um, yes I do,” Moke said, defiantly. “I lost my keys 
and needed to get them from my brother.”
 Moke Mahelona was a fifteen-year-old rude hefty 
blond boy, also known to be the bully of Billy's middle 

school. He was older than everyone in his class because 
he got left back twice. His father, the town drunk, told the 
principal he would keep him in the eighth grade until the 
boy learned something more than being an annoying failure. 
The other two court crashers were Moke's flunkies; Petey 
and Michael. Petey was a tall skinny kid with a sloppy black 
mop for hair, and rich politicians for parents. The other rebel, 
Michael, a short loud kid with the Napoleon complex was 
the son of Reverend Johnson. I'd knew all three of them well, 
from the many times I more or less threatened to kick their 
butts almost every other week if they didn't stop terrorizing 
kids at the mall on their skateboards in downtown Honolulu.       
 Mano, the cute bailiff and Moke's brother, stepped 
forward, reaching his muscular forearms in his front pockets. 
His pretty caramel skin flashed an apologetic expression. 
“Sorry, your Honor,” he said, and rushed over to Moke. 
 Mano whispered something to his brother that 
seemed harsh by the way his head shook, but was inaudible, 
and then he unhooked a house key from the ring of keys and 
slammed it into his brother's hand. 
 Moke smirked. “No worries, bro,” he said, loudly, “I 
won't lose your stupid key, again.”
 “Now get out of here,” Mano said, obviously embar-
rassed, rubbing his hand over his silky black hair. He looked 
up at the Judge Kichida, who waited impatiently, tapping his 
fingers speedily across his desk. “Sorry for the delay, your 
honor.”
 The judge nodded, and turned to Billy, who hadn't 
taken his undead eyes off Judge Kichida since I instructed 
him to pay attention. 
 “Now son,” he said. “We won't even have to go to 
trial, if you just look around this room, and tell me who 
harmed you so badly, you lost your life.”
I placed my hand down on Billy's cold hard arm. “Go ahead, 
Billy. Look around and point out your killer.”
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 Billy's father jumped up, scraping the table's legs 
against the floor. Both of his hands were pressed tightly 
against his closely-shaven head with his elbows pointing 
forward. He wore a rumpled brown suit with a blue-striped 
tie. “I tell you, I didn't do it!” 
 He looked at his wife, on the other side of the court-
room. “Martha, you know I wouldn't harm our children. I 
said I was sorry for hitting you.”
 Martha was a petite pretty woman in her thirties, 
and had long black hair. She wore a green floral dress and 
dressed her daughters in similar sun dresses. Martha tried 
to ignore her husband, looked back at her children, and then 
with great effort, trained her eyes on Judge Kichida.
 Billy's father pounded his fist down on the desk at 
where he stood. “What is it going to take for you to get that 
through your stupid thick head, Martha?”
 “Order, order,” the judge demanded. “One more out-
burst like that, Mr. Hale, and I'll be forced to take action—
action that won't be in your favor—I can assure you!”
 “I'm sorry, your honor,” Mr. Hale said, and sat down. 
 Tears streamed down his face, and he covered his 
head on the table with his arms. The outburst seemed to 
ruffle his attorney's feathers, who nervously played with the 
knot in his suit tie, moving it back and forth. 
 In one regard, I was sad that the kid had to point out 
his dad, who we all knew had an anger-management problem 
due to the fact, Billy's lawyer revealed that during a quick 
side-bar meeting before we started. In another regard, I was 
happy, because it didn't look like he respected his wife, his 
kids, or his marriage much. As bad as it sounds, it would 
all be over soon, anyway, and I'd be able to get some much-
needed sleep. This case was a dead ringer. No pun intended. 
 I yawned, covering my mouth, hunching my shoul-
ders in embarrassment. “Sorry, Judge,” I said. “Go ahead, 
Billy, look around the court and point out the person who 

caused you to die.”  
 Billy spotted the globe, when I turned slightly to the 
courtroom, and wouldn't break his line-of-sight from my 
hands behind my back. 
 “Alright,” I said, “You can hold the pretty shiny 
globe, while you point out to us who took your precious 
young life away from you.”
 Billy reached his hands out, as if the snow globe was 
corpse candy. He moaned, in his little boy voice, and looked 
up, at me. His face was pale, but somehow his eyes showed, 
not happiness, zombies couldn't express that, but satisfaction. 
Totally confident, that the pre-trial was about to be over, I 
walked back toward the prosecutor, Ms. Lee. 
 Anastasia Lee was a young bleach-blond power at-
torney, twenties; wearing a sharp gray suit, and boasting a 
killer track record of wins. I was two secs away from teasing 
her for blinking her long eyelashes, and watching me do all 
the work, when I heard a loud crash of glass shattering on the 
floor.
 Moke the bully and his band of merry dimwits 
laughed. 
 “Look at the dead dork,” Moke said. “He sucked as a 
pitcher, and he sucks as a zombie. Maybe you should try life 
as a vampire, Billy! At least they suck on purpose.”
 Billy pointed at the three boys. “Killers,” he said.
 My head tilted in confusion. “What?”
 “Drugged dad,” Billy said, “and beat me...with...dad's 
golf clubs. Placed in dad's hands...fingerprints.”
 Moke, who was supposed to have left the courtroom, 
anyway, stood up, and pointed hysterically. “He's lying! 
You're not going to believe him, are you? He talks too much 
and he's a stupid—”
 A large piece from the broken snow globe pierced 
Moke right between his eyes. 
 “Strike one,” Billy said, and reached down for an-
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other shard of glass.
 Moke screamed. His voice had the tone of a ten-year-
old child running from the boogie man.
 Judge Kichida banged on his gavel. “Stop this, now! 
Bailiff! Bailiff!”
 Mano the Bailiff had already shot to action, however, 
moving to assist his injured brother. Billy picked up another 
piece of glass and threw it, hitting Michael in his left eye. 
Blood spattered everywhere. Michael screamed, holding his 
eye, and wailing his free arm wildly. 
 “Ster-rike two,” Billy said.
 Billy's mother and his sisters screamed for him to 
stop. Hearing their voices would do no good because the 
undead would only obey the voice of the necromancer who 
raised him or her. 
 “Billy stop,” I said, calmly. 
 He looked at me, and I swear for an instant, it looked 
like it pained him to stop, like he was about to cry for not 
letting me allow his revenge. I agree that revenge is a drink 
best served cold, but this tall order of irony on the rocks had 
to stop.
 “Put down the glass, Billy,” I said. 
 His small ghostly fingers released the triangular shard 
of glass, allowing it to smash into smaller pieces.
 I walked toward him. “Are those three the ones who 
killed you? Moke, Michael, and Petey? They killed you?”
 Billy didn't answer. He just nodded. 
 I had to make sure. “All three?”
 Billy nodded again, and fell to the floor, trying to put 
the pieces of the globe together.
 “Billy,” I said, lifting his chin for his eyes to meet 
mine. “Not your father? Your father didn't kill you?”
 “Dad, innocent,” he said. “Mo...Mike...Pete killed 
me.”
 The girls cheered, and ran over to hug their father. 

Billly's mother rushed to her undead son's side in a tearful 
dash, and helped him collect all the pieces of the snow globe, 
putting them in her handbag. Mano the bailiff grudgingly ar-
rested his brother, Moke, and his delinquent sidekicks. 
 I glanced up at Judge Kichida, and he smiled beneath 
his thick white mustache. 
 “Good job, necromancer,” he said.
 I nodded. “No worries,” I said, feeling my mother's 
warm hand touch gently on my shoulder. “You can call me 
anytime you need me, your honor.”
 “I'll make a conscious note of that,” he said, nodded 
his head at Mom and me, collected some papers on his desk, 
and went into his chambers. 
 That afternoon, I slept well until after midnight. 
When I got up to brush my teeth, and put on my pink silk pa-
jamas, all I could hear in my head was Moke's voice saying 
that Billy talked too much. I chuckled getting back under the 
warm covers. For a boy who never said much while he was 
alive, it was a good thing he did when he died.
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Freaky
Leon Saul

 The mutants shouted and jeered as I entered the class-
room. 
 A greenish gob of mucus came hurtling at me from 
the front row, exploded wetly on my neck. I wiped the slime 
away, which threaded like yellow glue between my fingers; 
cringed and winced. All around me general snickers, glares, 
whispers. 
 This time it was Rughead. His oblong head juddered 
as he laughed. The tough wormy fibers growing out of his 
pores creeped and bristled like stubby bug antennae. Syphi-
lis Sal gave him a high five, then flicked me off as I brushed 
past him to the back of the room. The only other human in 
the class was April Brown, but she never said a word to me 
and I never said a word to her. That would have been too 
typical. Everyone already expected us to band together in our 
lonely plight against the rest of them. They probably thought 
we’d eventually get married or something. But we weren’t 
interested in each other, not in the slightest. April was 
plain—tall, with long brown hair and pale freckles, which 
was fine, but no boobs and zero ass. How could I have any 

interest in a human like April when sitting right beside her 
was Bethany Blimp? It was like comparing a diseased, abject 
squirrel to a healthy and graceful swan. 
 Bethany was all woman. It would take twenty Aprils 
to make just one of her. Literally. The rolls of gelatinous 
moon-white flesh on Bethany’s thighs seemed to wobble for 
acres, glistening perpetually with sweat in the hard fluo-
rescent lights of the room. She always wore tank tops and 
low-cut shorts to show off as much jiggling flesh as possible. 
It gave all the guys in the class hard-ons. Most of them tried 
to hide it; the only one who couldn’t was Boner, because of 
his unfortunate physiognomy. Since his cock was literally 
hanging off his face—right below his pubic ‘stache—it was 
pretty clear when he was aroused. Like last week, when the 
new substitute teacher, Miss Mar, came into social studies 
class—her glinting third-degree burns contrasting nicely with 
the shiny pink skin grafts on the left side of her face—and 
she called up Boner to the head of the class to reprimand him 
for having his head down … poor Boner just couldn’t help it: 
he splurted twice, came all over his dirty Reeboks in a pearly 
mucous explosion, right at the moment she hauled off and 
slapped him for swinging his massive erection in her face.

***

 My dad was in the kitchen sharpening his knives 
when I got home from school. Crimson sparks leapt off the 
ends of the razor-sharp blades. The hafts of the knives were 
engulfed completely in my dad’s monstrous orange hands, 
the red fur spiking like porcupine quills out of his warty 
flesh. Pausing, he looked up at me. Although I’d been his 
son for the past sixteen years, I wondered if still he wasn’t 
shocked occasionally when he looked at me. 
“Son,” he said, hefting the blade in his hand so that it glim-
mered in the veil of light from the window.
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 “Hey, Dad.”
 Automatically I started moving past the kitchen to the 
hall leading to my bedroom. I glimpsed my mom in the liv-
ing room grunting to her latest workout vid. Her tank top was 
streaked with sweat and clung to her scalloped pink flesh. 
She had her hair knotted up above her head, revealing the 
pale, intestinal coils that constituted her neck. Glancing over 
her shoulder, she smiled at me and waved, gasping, while her 
body mirrored the febrile movements of the mutants on the 
screen.
 I was almost to the hallway when my dad called out 
my name. Fuck. I shambled back to the kitchen.
 “How was school today, Arthur?”
 “Fine.” 
 It was my stock response. I was always fine. Even 
on the days when Acid Andy smeared his chemical-smelling 
balls in my face on the playground behind the school, his 
friends pinning me down; or when Rena and Jeannette Blis-
terburn taunted me in the hallway beside my locker, flicking 
out their forked, obscene tongues; even on the worst days, 
the days when no one at school seemed to notice me at all, 
and I just floated around unnoticed like the Invisible Man. A 
nullity, a cipher.
 “Brady called!” my mother spluttered from the liv-
ing room. She was on her back doing leg lifts now, the coils 
of her kneecaps dangling over her taut abs like suspended 
snakes.
 “Thanks,” I said. Looking at my father: “Guess I 
should go give him a call.” I started moving back toward the 
hall but my dad had his eyes on me. Those eyes pegged me 
to the spot. I froze. 
 “Art…” he began, setting the knives on the stained 
butcher block before him. 
 “Yeah?” 
 I hoped he couldn’t hear the sissy quaver in my 

voice just then. My dad was scary. Literally—a monster. He 
freaked me out, and it made me feel guilty to be so scared of 
him. But there it was.
 He ran a blunt, ochre finger over the tip of the knife. 
His taloned nails gleamed. “Have you given any thought to 
what we discussed earlier?” he said.
 I was sweating now.  I could feel a line of perspira-
tion ooze its way out beneath my wavy, light-blonde hair and 
trickle down my cheekbone.
 “Uh. I thought…” I had hoped he wouldn’t bring up 
the topic again so soon. That morning during breakfast he 
had suggested I try out for the school mumpball team. He 
had been a Varsity mumpball player himself back in the early 
days of the sport, had led his team to the regional champion-
ship. The trophies, depicting small bronze mumps, battered 
and defiled and defeated, were proudly showcased on our 
basement walls. But I just didn’t feel like I would be much of 
a mumpball player. I didn’t have the constitution for it. The 
thought of destroying those vile helpless creatures gave me 
the shivers.
 “…Well, yeah. I’ve been thinking about it. I guess it 
might not be the worst idea.”
 My dad took his eyes off me and sighed, looking 
down at the glimmering knives on the kitchen counter. I 
wondered how many mumps those knives had dispatched. 
Dozens? Hundreds? A moment later he had his squarish, 
horned head in the refrigerator, rummaging around. He 
opened a bottle of beer with his teeth, took a lurching glug. 
“Dinner will be ready in an hour,” he said firmly.
 “Okay.” Seizing the opportunity, I ducked back into 
the hallway and made for the safety of my room. For some 
reason, once I made it inside, I closed the bedroom door as 
softly and quietly as I could, leveraging the knob as I pushed 
in the lock so as not to make a sound.
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***

 “Hey check it out. Mumps.”
  Brady-Balloon and I were hanging out at the trash 
dump, eating french fries out of a greasy paper bag. The 
mumps appeared around the corner of the busted-up build-
ing, two of them, a sorry pair hobbling along on their joint-
less rubber feet. They looked like ugly little penguins, except 
that their skin was dull brown and furred, and their eyes were 
round and creepy. Brady lobbed a half-empty crumpled can 
of root beer like a grenade in their direction. It clattered on 
the trash-strewn pavement, rattled over a sewer grate.
 “Freaky little fuckers, aren’t they?” he said, through 
a mouth stuffed with fries. “Can you imagine how shitty it 
would be if you were a mump?”
 Pretty bad, I thought to myself. Mumps were the 
scourge of the town. They were everywhere, creeping around 
always in groups of at least two or three, never singly—prob-
ably because a single mump was as good as cooked meatloaf. 
Thirty years ago, legislation had passed legalizing the mur-
der of mumps. It was a point of civic pride—doing your part 
to get rid of the disgusting annoying creatures that crowded 
the streets and pissed on the lawns and propagated like bun-
nies in back alleys and home gardens. A sport had even been 
created to encourage and celebrate their destruction. But 
while everyone hated mumps, most mutants were afraid of 
them. They were pretty terrifying to look at up close. They 
had huge, crystal green eyes and tiny button noses. Mutant 
women often screamed if one came waddling up to them, 
often innocently enough, I supposed. The men usually tried 
acting tough and would scare them away, making a big show 
of it. But I sensed that beneath the bravado, they were kind 
of freaked by them also.
 “My dad wants me to try out for mumpball,” I said.
 Brady turned to stare at me, slack-mouthed. His tiny 

eyes blinked in his taut balloon face, made a kind of dry 
squeaking sound. “No shit,” he said. 
 Brady and I had been best friends since fourth grade. 
He was the only mutant who didn’t seem to mind being seen 
with me. Maybe because he felt like kind of a freak him-
self—at least that was my suspicion. Isn’t everyone kind of 
a freak in some way, anyway? I sometimes wondered that, in 
my more philosophical moments.
 “What are you gonna do?”
 The mumps were huddled around a dead pigeon in 
the center of the back lot. Bending over, they started pecking 
at the inert bird’s blood-streaked body, biting off tiny pieces 
of feathered flesh, gagging them down. The sight of it made 
me shudder. My stomach twisted up like a kitchen towel be-
ing wrung out.
 “I dunno,” I said. I snatched the last soggy fry from 
the bottom of the paper bag and gnashed it between my teeth. 
Crumpling the bag, I tossed it over my shoulder into the 
reeking maw of the dumpster.
 “Are you going to Morton’s party this weekend?” 
Brady asked as we hopped off the edge of the dumpster.
 “Party? When’s that happening?” I asked.
 Brady just looked at me; his wide face wavered like a 
piñata in a gust of wind. “Um, yeah. Everyone in homeroom 
was talking about it today, numbnuts.”
 I was so out of touch with mutanity. Of course there 
was a party. And of course no one had mentioned it to me. 
Why would anyone tell the lowlife human about a party go-
ing on at Morton Metalmouth’s house?
 “Guess I wasn’t invited.” I shrugged, playing it cool.
 “Whatever, come along anyway,” Brady said, as we 
skirted around the mumps still pecking away at the dead 
pigeon-meal on the concrete.
 “Eh, I think I’ve got some stuff going on this week-
end,” I lied.
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 Brady blinked at me. His asymmetrical black eyes 
were too far apart on his round, convex face. His thin bluish 
lips curled up into a sneer. “What, you’re gonna be too busy 
whacking it to Beth Blimp’s yearbook photo?”
 At that I shoved him, hard, causing his head to jerk 
sharply like a cheap bobblehead, a buoy on a rough chop of 
sea.
 “She’s gonna be there, you know,” Brady said, nudg-
ing me in the ribs. “Who knows, maybe she’ll get drunk 
enough to let you stick your human shrimpdick in her.”
Bethany Blimp. 
 I’d never been in a real social setting with her. I 
wondered what would happen. Would she talk to me? I pic-
tured her then, her big, quivering thighs enveloping me on a 
couch somewhere, maybe locked away in an upper bedroom 
in Mort Metalmouth’s house. I imagined our lips meeting, 
tongues circling each other’s like wolves around a campfire; 
my hands buried in the slick, hot, melting folds of her corpu-
lent body….
 I felt an erection straining at the denim of my jeans. 
Stuffing my hands in my pockets, I pulled at the material so 
it wouldn’t be obvious.
 “What do you say?” Brady said. “At least do it for 
me. Otherwise I won’t have anyone there to talk to.”
 It was getting late. The sun was dissolving in a 
chemical-pink vat of clouds in the west. We started heading 
back toward our block.
 “I’ll think about it,” I said. 
 In truth, the only thing I could really think about at 
that moment was getting back to the house, locking my door, 
and beating off shamelessly to the fantasy of Bethany Blimp.

***

 Saturday afternoon was hot; translucent molecules of 

heat streamed down my eyeballs like schools of fish. I had 
been out wandering around the neighborhood, a baseball bat 
propped over my left shoulder. I was out looking for mumps. 
 I wondered what it would take to off one—what it 
would be like seeing the tiny ridiculous thing get smashed to 
bits, wondered if it would fight back at all, if it was danger-
ous. Everyone has seen dead mumps before. A lot of them 
simply starve out on the streets. Their bodies decompose 
slowly, so that sometimes you don’t even know one’s dead, 
just assume it’s sleeping like a wino in the gutter. I remember 
my first encounter with a dead mump. It was half-stuffed in a 
metal trashcan, its stubby feet sticking out. A couple of drunk 
mutants up ahead of me on the street must have caught a 
whiff of something, because they shambled over, tipsily, and 
poked the exposed feet. Then one of them muttered some-
thing to the other—a mutant with a triangular, bug-eyed face 
and bristly segmented antennae—and he bent down, huffing, 
gave a pull at the rigid legs. The mump’s body was wrenched 
out of the silver canister, and the two mutants then lurched 
back quickly, their faces greening. One of them barfed on 
the spot. I was coming up behind them and had a quick look 
myself: the mump-corpse’s rubbery head was half dissolved, 
jagged holes in its skin revealing mossy gray decay beneath. 
The musculature of its face had wasted away, so that there 
was nothing holding the skin together. Its eyes were dead 
round pits. Flies orbited the empty cavities like satellites 
around a barren moon. I nearly ralphed myself, swiveled 
around and immediately began marching the other way, try-
ing to put the sorry sight of that thing out of my mind. That 
was the closest I had come to a mump, dead or alive, ever.
 Around five Brady came by my house and we walked 
to Mort Metalmouth’s place. He lived in the next subdivi-
sion, a few blocks away from my house. En route we saw the 
usual neighborhood sights: mutant children running around 
their yards playing blitzkrieg with garden hoses, splashing 
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white, glimmering arcs in the purpling twilit sky. Mort lived 
in a shady cul-de-sac at the end of a tree-lined street. His 
house was blazing with lights and emitting strange and clam-
orous music. 
 I felt odd, as I usually did, being the only human at 
the party. I wondered if Mort would go so far as to throw me 
out once he saw me. Following Brady through a throng of 
milling mutants, I managed to successfully avoid eye contact 
with anyone who went so far as to glance at me. My father 
had always exhorted me to stand tall and hold my chin up—
but that was a little hard to do when you were considered a 
freak by just about everybody. 
 An aberration. 
 That’s what my cousin Guts had called me once, at a 
family get-together. Even though the term may technically be 
correct, the connotation of being so objectionable, so unwel-
come, hurt, badly—worse than just being considered a freaky 
weirdo.
 The keg was on the patio in the backyard. Mort 
was standing beside it, chugging a paper cup and dribbling 
green fluid down his chin. He glanced over and saw us. I 
cringed for a moment, waiting for his reaction. But he simply 
dropped the cup on the patio and shouted, “Art! Dude, what’s 
happening?!”
 Frowning, and feeling a little wary, I came closer at 
his beckoning. Then accepted a brimming drink from him.
 “Glad you made it, Arto,” he slurred, snapping his 
fingers at someone behind me. I spun around, and saw Brick 
Oven and Clown Hat approaching, grins plastered over their 
handsome faces. They each had girls swooning over them 
from behind, sixth-graders giggling into their scaly palms, 
batting their eyelashes. I wondered what that was like—to be 
so physically attractive. Mutant chicks never swooned over 
humans.
 Brick Oven stripped off his shirt, balled it up and 

threw it away, exposing his adobe-pink skin and the missing 
segment of his abdomen—the area where, instead of a belly 
button, he had a fleshy parabolic chamber housing hungry 
orange flames. His abs gave off a strong, fluttering heat. He 
accepted a cigarette from Clown Hat and poked the tip into 
the burning chamber, then brought it up and sucked in a 
crackling drag. I had to admit, Brick was a pretty cool fuck-
ing dude.
 “So Arty,” Mort said, sidling beside me and putting 
his arm over my shoulder. His gleaming metal jaw hung 
down and emitted a sour stink. I held my breath. He raised 
his cup and we toasted. I fought the urge to gag as the cloy-
ing green liquid worked its way down my gullet. The first 
time I drank mutant brew I thought I’d die, had even pleaded 
with my mom to take me to the hospital. But the jovial butt-
faced doctor, chuckling, had assured me it wasn’t lethal, just 
that my constitution was a bit weak. Still, I tried to avoid it 
whenever I could.
 “Word has it you’re interested in mumpball,” Mort 
said after chugging his cup and tossing it to the side, where 
it hit some indignant kid with eight crowding, consecutive 
large eyeballs. 
 “Well, I…it’s more that my dad wants me to try it—”
 “Cell! You’re here!”
 Instantly, I was talking to empty space as Mort wan-
dered off to greet a giant of a mutant I didn’t recognize from 
school. The guy was easily seven feet tall, broad-shouldered, 
ripped, with olive brown skin and a bald iridescent skull. His 
face was frozen in a perpetual frown, which looked kind of 
funny, I thought. He moved in an awkward, lurching motion 
as if he were being hampered somehow; and his gait wasn’t 
helped by the long black overcoat that nearly reached his 
ankles. When Mort got to him, the two exchanged whispers 
for a moment, then the mutant removed his coat. Everyone 
began gathering around. 
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 Tossing off my beer, I followed suit to see what all 
the fuss was about. 
 The large mutant next removed his shirt. And this 
was when people started gasping and, to a lesser extent, 
chuckling. Spanning the length of his torso was a bone-
barred recess—an abdominal jail cell, essentially. 
 Within it, two tiny hands gripped the bars of the cell. 
I stepped closer, and saw what it was. A mump. The thing 
was trying to poke its little brown head through the yellow-
ish, vertical bones of the mutant’s cage, and getting frus-
trated by the looks of it. It occasionally cocked its head and 
attempted to bite down on the hard strips of bone, to no avail. 
It let out a pathetic whimper.
 People were crowding around and squatting on their 
haunches to get a closer look at the thing. Some orange-
skinned girls, who looked a little young to be at the party, 
suggested burning the mump in Brick Oven’s stomach. Brick 
just made a sour face and coolly shook his head. Another 
mutant, who was missing the lower half of his face and thus 
had a slurring problem, suggested feeding it to some neigh-
borhood dogs. Mort shook his head at all these ideas.
 “No, no, no,” he said. Bending down, he held out his 
half-metal index finger and waggled it temptingly in front of 
the mump—close, yet just out of reach. The mump snapped 
its teeth and whelped in frustration. Mort chuckled and with-
drew his hand. 
 “I have a better idea,” he announced. All the mutants 
got quiet. He cleared his throat, clearly enjoying the antici-
pation he was building. Then suddenly he brought up his 
gleaming arm to point at me.
 “We’re gonna let the human handle it,” he said. Some 
people laughed at that, others gasped, others rolled their eyes 
and made to go back inside.
 Speechless, I just stood there like an idiot holding 
my execrable drink and couldn’t think of anything to say. I 

craned my neck to look for Brady, but he was nowhere to be 
found.
 “Uh. Me?” I said. 
 “Art,” he said, in a graver tone now. His arm found 
my shoulder again. I hoped he couldn’t feel it shaking. “I 
think you can use this opportunity, to maybe prove some-
thing to all the ladies and fellas here. Prove them wrong 
about…about you, and your kind. I mean, let’s face it. We all 
know humans aren’t exactly esteemed for their, uh. Bravery, 
or usefulness, or…” he struggled to complete the sentence, 
then waved his arm to dispel the notion as if it were smoke 
blown in his face. “You know what I mean. So I’m giving 
you a one-time chance, right here and right now, buddy. To 
prove yourself once and for all. To show us if you got what it 
takes. What do you say?”
 I gulped. My throat felt dry as a bucket scarred with 
sand. What could I say to that? Glancing away from Mort 
and the giant mutant with the mump imprisoned in its flesh-
and-bone prison, I caught sight of Bethany Blimp just then, 
for the first time that night. She was standing off to the side, 
in a mixed group of male and female mutants. She wore a 
clinging, sheer frock that exposed her gelatinous white arms, 
her barrel-wide torso and mountainous, sturdy legs. 
 She looked stunning. 
 Her red hair was done up and her lips glared with 
envy-green lipstick. And she was watching me. 
 I looked back at Mort, then at the mump, which was 
whimpering again, its little hands trying to shake the bone 
bars futilely. 
 Mort said, “I’m gonna leave it up to you, Art,” and 
bent down so that he was hunched near the abdominal en-
trance. “You can do what you want with the thing. Kiss it, 
kick it, let it go….It’s your show here.”
 Then, he took hold of the leftmost bar in the mutant’s 
cage. After getting a good grip on it, he began wrenching 
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the bone back and forth, emitting a rusty squeal; gradually, 
the retractable bone began to lift up. He followed this with 
the next one, and the next, while the mump cowered in the 
furthest recess of the hollow stomach. When Mort had lifted 
the fourth and final bone, he cocked his head to look over at 
me and said, “I suggest you get over here now, Art.”
 I stood right behind him. Glanced around. People 
were looking at me over the rims of their cups, needling me 
with their derisive stares and morbid fascination. 
 All of them wondering, What will the human do? 
 I looked back at the cell and, before I knew it, Mort 
was stepping aside and the mump was leaping out of the 
open jail, trying to make its escape. It jumped out of that hol-
low stomach and landed with a thud on the stained flagstones 
of the patio, a little disoriented for a moment. Some girls 
screamed. Without delay, it began wobbling forward, trying 
to seek an exit in the maze of milling, gaping mutants. 
 I started after the waddling mump and clumsily 
grasped its slippery, rubbery torso with my hands. I had to 
hold my breath for the stink of it. The thought of touching 
the thing disgusted me. I lifted it up and the mump kicked 
its tiny dirty feet, struggling to get away. I stood for a mo-
ment holding it at arm’s length, clearly repulsed, not know-
ing what I should do. It swiveled its head around and I saw 
its green, globular eyes, which emitted a resinous fluid that 
could have been tears for all I knew. 
 It was shaking as if it were cold. 
 Despite my disgust, I felt a little sorry for the thing, 
and had a moment of jarring empathy. We were both hated 
and reviled things, alien things; beings that were possibly 
just misunderstood. 
 What was I supposed to do now?
 Stalling, I began moving toward the rear of the patio 
with the creature clamped in my hands—past rubbernecking 
mutant teenagers, some of them taunting the trapped thing, 

cursing it, spitting beer in its face. It started thrashing more 
forcibly in my grip now, incensed. I came to the man-high 
fence at the end of the patio and paused. I turned around. 
 Nearly half the mutants from my grade were looking 
at me, the expressions on their faces something I had come to 
expect my entire life. Indifference. Boredom. Contempt.
Bethany was there, too. Standing near the front of the line, 
next to Swino—an eighth-grader who it was rumored had 
already gotten to third base with her. She was looking not at 
the mump writhing feebly in my straining hands, but at me. 
Her eyes sparkling with curiosity. 
 Curiosity—not contempt.
 I looked down at the grubby creature in my hands, 
which was whimpering and struggling. 
 Apologetically, I mouthed a farewell. 
 Then I bashed its squat body on the flagstone steps. 
 With all my strength I began stomping on its slip-
pery torso, trampling it with my steel-toed boots, harder and 
harder and harder till the body ruptured completely and there 
was nothing left of it but a pulpy, brown mass of blood and 
bone and stiffened fur.

***

 The rest of the night carouseled in a dreamlike whirl. 
 The mutants were shocked by my behavior—some 
of them acting affronted by what I had done, others feigning 
mere indifference. But a few of them came up and congratu-
lated me afterwards. 
 After helping Mort shovel up the remains, bag the 
body parts and haul it to the trash compactor down the street, 
he stopped on the sidewalk and considered me with a new 
kind of look in his metal-hooded eyes. 
 “Art,” he said. “You surprised the hell out of me back 
there. I don’t think anyone was expecting you to do that. 
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Definitely not with so much…vigor.”
 I felt my face getting hot.
 “It wasn’t all that bad, man.”
 “Thanks,” was all I could manage to say. 
 I had brown, fetid mump blood all over my jeans and 
boots and sweatshirt, and it was drying already, crusting up 
scablike. I began to follow Mort back to the house when, 
from off to the right, I heard someone call my name. A famil-
iar, husky voice. Level and sweet. I looked. 
 It was Bethany Blimp, standing alone under a weep-
ing willow glossed by moonlight. The diffused light limned 
the myriad rolls of fat under the silky material of her frock. I 
felt a sudden erection in my blood-caked jeans.
 Mort stopped, looked back and saw her enormous 
silhouette bulking majestically in the darkness. He snickered 
and gave me a wink. Then kept walking back toward the 
house. 
 Steeling myself, I gulped and moved slowly, stupidly, 
toward the girl of my dreams. Had she followed us away 
from the party just to talk to me in private?
 “Hey,” I said, approaching her under the tree. It was 
the first time I’d ever spoken to her outside of school. I felt 
instantly stupid. 
 She opened her mouth to speak but then stopped. 
The sagging flesh under her chin hung down like a chicken’s 
wattles, or a gigantic, sweaty ballsack without the testicles. 
Her eyes were quartz-bright, hard and focused. 
 “What you did to that mump,” she began slowly, and 
I thought I sensed a note of reproof in her voice. Was I about 
to get chastised? 
 “I never saw anything like that before,” she said.
 “Well I…I never did anything like that before,” I 
managed to croak.
 “When I saw you just let go.” 
 Her aspic eyes trapped my diminutive human reflec-

tions and seemed to twinkle in the moonlight. She was blush-
ing. 
 “I never thought I could get turned on like that,” she 
said.
 Silence. 
 A moment of blank incomprehension. 
 Then at the same instant wanting to leap into the air, 
to shout and cry with joy. Did Bethany Blimp just tell me 
I turned her on? I wanted to pinch myself; this couldn’t be 
real.
 “Oh yeah?” I said instead. I attempted a cool smirk. 
“Ha ha, thanks. Yeah. Once I started I just couldn’t help my-
self. Those disgusting little freaks.”
 She smiled, and I hoped she wouldn’t look down at 
that moment and see the erection tent-poling my jeans. 
 “Art, would you like to walk me home?” she said.
 We walked the two blocks to her house mostly in 
silence. I spent that time trying to think of interesting things 
to say; but each time a new thought occurred to me, I swiftly 
rejected it. Finally we were at the front steps of a two-story 
tract house, and Bethany was taking my hand in hers. With-
out a word she lifted up the skirt of her frock and placed my 
hand between the warm, buttery folds of her fat. They were 
slippery with perspiration. Teasingly, she eased it further 
and further into the enveloping hollows of her titanic body, 
all the while keeping eye contact with me, pursing her lips. 
Then she withdrew my hand from within her and kissed the 
tips of my blood-pinkened fingers.
 “See you on Monday,” she said, and winked. 
 Then she was lumbering up the front steps and inside 
the house, leaving me alone on the empty street.
 I just stood on that quiet street for a full five minutes 
after she disappeared inside the house. Stood there without 
moving, as a soft wind materialized and moved through my 
wavy blonde hair and brushed up against my gore-stiffened 
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good dog
Llanwyre Laish

 My dog? Yes, she’s pretty–and such a good girl. Only 
problem is that she wants to lead as often as she follows. 
This sweet girl is the reason I died, you know. I haven’t told 
you the story?
 Well, when we brought little Colin home from the 
hospital to die, Elizabeth slept at his feet. Colin grew paler 
and thinner and lost his hair; the dog grew heavier and her 
black coat shone. While his bones jutted from under his skin 
and he cried constantly, she grew plumper and wagged her 
tail. We set up Colin’s bed in the living room where he could 
look out the window, hoping he’d find his familiar surround-
ings more comforting than the hospital, but as his vomiting 
and shaking grew worse, we wondered if we had made the 
wrong decision.
 I lit the fireplace each night, for when Colin had the 
strength, he liked to look at the leaping flames. Elizabeth’s 
eyes glowed unnaturally red in the firelight, and she wagged 
her tail enthusiastically when the wood began to burn. She 
seemed fixated by the fire’s engulfing consumption. I knew 
that a dog couldn’t possibly understand destruction, but 

clothes. 
 At some point a waxy, gibbous moon slipped free 
from behind a screen of cloud. Looking up, I considered it 
a moment. I was stuck in a woozy and vertiginous, punch-
drunk state. Dry leaves scraped past me on the street, hurried 
by the wind. They made a crisp rasping sound. 
 I considered it all.
 The moon, the wind.
 Smiling, I walked home.
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somehow Colin’s impending death seemed to give Elizabeth 
new life and lore. Even as a puppy, Elizabeth understood 
things I didn’t, and now I wanted to know what she knew.
 I’m ashamed to admit that I disintegrated as my wife 
and Elizabeth both fixated on Colin. Helpless and hopeless, I 
watched as my son withered, my wife mothered, and my dog 
protected. Abandoned and unoccupied, I poked irritably at 
the fire for hours on end. Yet the living room felt colder each 
day, so I put on more layers each morning. Whether I meant 
to shield myself from the cold or my family, I couldn’t say.
 One night, I awoke in the armchair next to Colin’s 
bed to find Elizabeth standing over him, teeth bared. She 
gently reached out and took his tiny arm in her mouth. She 
wasn’t hostile, just testing something. When I stood, she 
dropped his arm and wagged her tail happily, settling back 
down as though nothing had happened.
 After that, I kept Elizabeth away from Colin, but he 
cried for her so bitterly that I let her return. I tried to separate 
them at night, but Elizabeth stared at me with her glowing 
eyes until I fell asleep. I had nightmares the color of fire 
from which I couldn’t awake. In my dreams, Elizabeth dug 
in the backyard, hole after destructive hole, as though search-
ing for something. When I did pull myself from the arms of 
misty sleep, Elizabeth fixed me with eyes that now flickered 
and glowed whether I’d lit the fire or not. 
 At the end of the month, Colin started coughing 
up blood. His pale skin faded into his white sheets, but the 
crimson blood shone brightly on the crisp linen, stark and 
horrible. Elizabeth wagged her tail enthusiastically every 
time he had a coughing fit, and I sent her outside. She spent 
her evenings in the fenced yard, howling and scratching at 
the back door. Her nails left long furrows in the splintering 
wood. I trimmed those, but they grew back sharp and long 
each night.
 On the night before I died, I went to the back yard to 

feed Elizabeth. Colin had a particularly rough day. We’d had 
to clear his throat more than once to keep him breathing, so 
I hadn’t come to feed Elizabeth until well after dusk. A soft 
mist had settled over the neighborhood, and in the twilight, I 
couldn’t see her immediately. An eerie quiet had settled over 
the house, and at first, I thought she’d escaped. But then I 
saw a twisted shadow in the back bushes. I couldn’t make it 
out: her shape seemed wrong. Was she hurt? I felt guilty as 
hell. I called to her, and she emerged, bounding toward me 
eagerly.
 When I saw her clearly, I screamed. She was head-
less; her body simply stopped above her shoulders, and shin-
ing black fur covered a flat patch where her neck should have 
been. Yet she wiggled towards me, wagging her tail, raising 
playful paws. Falling backwards, I tried to pick myself up, 
willing myself to wake from this nightmare. 
 “Please, please,” I begged her as she trotted to me. 
She passed straight through me and headed for the back door. 
I felt a chill run through my heart and lungs, as if I’d stepped 
out in too thin a coat on too cold a day. 
 Sobbing and shivering, I burst through the door and 
told my wife my incoherent story. She poured us both a glass 
of bourbon, staring at me as she asked, ”Jonathan, are you 
losing your mind? Elizabeth died a year ago, the day before 
Colin’s diagnosis.” 
 I sputtered and argued like a fool, reminding my wife 
of Elizabeth’s incessant whining, but she insisted that I must 
have dreamt about the dog. She showed me the last picture 
she’d taken of me with Elizabeth, playing frisbee on the 
beach. “The dog died in the back yard, Jonathan. Remember? 
We found her body in the bushes.” We checked the back door 
for claw marks, but the wood was whole and strong.
 That night, my wife insisted that I sleep upstairs so 
I could rest dreamlessly. As I nodded off, I felt the cold air 
fill my lungs and the pain spread across my chest. Gasping, 
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I knocked a glass of water off of our nightstand, trying to 
wake my wife, who slept downstairs with Colin. But I faded 
quickly, turning as white as my dying son, falling away. As 
I sank into the darkness, Elizabeth bounded towards me, tail 
wagging, and I held out my arms.
 In the morning, Colin rose with color in his cheeks 
and air in his clear lungs. My body lay cold and still in my 
bed, but glowing Elizabeth accompanies my spirit here. 
She’s a damn good dog, even if she does want to lead as 
much as follow.

The Witching Hour
Joseph Rubas

 Alexandru Anton watched nervously out the window 
as the car navigated the winding road to the village of Zela, 
high in the steep forests of Transylvania. Since leaving Bu-
charest early that morning, Alexandru had been reading the 
dossier provided by the Securitate, and with each page his 
disquiet grew. Now, the lush green hills and hunkered coun-
try cottages seemed sinister, a façade masking menace and 
magic. The weather didn’t help. In the city, it was warm and 
sunny, but the farther into the wild they got, the darker the 
sky became, so that now, at one in the afternoon, it verged on 
twilight. 
 “How much farther?” Alexandru asked.
 The driver, a large, broad shouldered peasant in 
black, grunted. “Ten kilometers.”
 Ten kilometers. They were close. Alexandru swal-
lowed.
 Despite the reassurances of his handlers, Alexandru 
had the distinct feeling that they would know him when he 
arrived, that the witches would watch him through drawn 
curtains as he pulled up, aware of who he was and for whom 
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he worked. That was ludicrous, of course, for witches pos-
sessed no actual powers, but even though, he couldn’t con-
vince himself otherwise. 
 “Proceed with extreme caution,” the dossier said. 
“Consider them dangerous.”
 From what he’d read, he agreed wholeheartedly; re-
ports of missing persons, harassment, and murder. Was it all 
true? Could it possibly be?
 It all began five months before, when a loyal member 
of the Party wrote a letter to the regional committee com-
plaining of “Witchcraft and Devil worship.” “They meet in 
the woods at night,” he charged, “and practice black magic. 
My own daughter was approached to join them but wisely 
declined. Now we fear for our lives.”
 The committee replied, asking for more details, and 
his next letter was full of them. “I don’t know who precisely 
is involved, but the night before last, I left my house about 
midnight and went into the woods south of the town. Shortly, 
I came to a clearing where a fire roared. In the shadows, 
I saw roughly a dozen people dancing about. They were 
chanting. I couldn’t discern the language, though I thought 
it was Latin. The next day, I found a dead dog lying on my 
doorstep. Its throat had been cut and its eyes were removed. I 
took it to be a warning.”
 Later in the day, he returned to the clearing and found 
bones from multiple animals, along with “Other signs of 
witchery.” Not too long thereafter, another Party member 
wrote to the committee, claiming that an old woman by the 
name of Dalca had placed a spell on him, and now his son 
was sick and his car no longer started. “She’s a terrible old 
woman with no teeth and a puckered face, a prime candidate 
for Lucifer worship.”
 Several days later, authorities were informed that 
both men had mysteriously died and been buried in the local 
cemetery. No other explanation was given.

 “Religion is the enemy,” the director of the Securitate 
said, and that was the Communist Party line through and 
through. “It distracts man from his social obligations and 
diverts his loyalty from the state. Witchcraft is especially hei-
nous.”
 Now, here he was, on his way to see for himself 
whether witches really met at midnight. And if they did, he 
was to report back to headquarters. After that...
 “We are close,” the driver said.
 The road rounded a harrowing hairpin curve and 
there, in the distance, Zela rose on its hill, a tight cluster 
of ancient European buildings along a narrow cobblestone 
street. In the flats lands leading up to it, lone cottages rotted 
in the twilight. An old wooden bridge carried the road across 
a lazily stagnate river; from there, the road began to rise. 
On the right, an old woman in a headscarf forked hay into a 
wooden carriage. She stopped to watch as they passed. 
 His official story was that he was a college student 
from Targoviste touring the countryside. If pressed further, 
he was to profess a love for the novel Dracula, which was 
partially set in Transylvania. That would, the Securitate 
hoped, allay suspicions, as Dracula was banned by the Com-
munist Party. If his favorite novel is one that is banned, they 
reasoned, people will trust him not to be a government agent. 
 But people, even peasants, aren’t so easily fooled. 
Not always. What was one small lie from a government that 
told many, big lies? And would they accept him as a college 
student? Though he was young and fresh by agency stan-
dards, he was still close to thirty. It was true that he had a 
boyish face, but could he pass as twenty-two?
 Presently, the car entered the shadow of Zela. On 
either side, brick and wood structures loomed, blocking out 
the remaining light of day. A few people moved sluggishly 
along the sidewalks, bags of groceries in their arms. Their 
clothes were old and threadbare, their faces hard and weath-
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er-beaten. A few Romanian flags hung over open doorways, 
the red, yellow, and blue bars just as faded as the people who 
flew them. At least one of them lacked the coat of arms of the 
Romanian People’s Republic. A sign of disloyalty.
 The car came to a stop in front of the town inn, a 
quaint two floor building with a pitched roof, its crisp white 
face crisscrossed with wooden beams, reminding him of 
buildings he’d seen on a trip to East Germany. A wooden 
sign hung above the door: INN.
 “Two days,” Alexdanru said as he got out.
 The driver nodded. “Two days.”
 He would return in two days. If, by then, he’d found 
nothing, the government would send another man. 
 Alexandru was afraid that if he didn’t find anything 
he’d be demoted.
 Outside, the day was damp and chilly. Alexandru 
took his bags from the back, and the car pulled quickly away.
 He was alone.
 Sighing, Alexandru went into the inn. Its lobby was 
dim and warm. An archway to the left led into a type of sit-
ting room. A fire burned in the stone hearth. Chairs sat empty 
around it.
 Ahead, a desk flanked the foot of the stairs, which 
turned before disappearing. Alexandru sat his bags down, 
rang the bell on the tabletop, and waited several minutes 
before a short, plump man in a white shirt came in through a 
doorway leading who knew where. 
 “Good afternoon,” he said with a smile. His face 
was red and warm. Alexandru thought he resembled Nikita 
Khrushchev, late leader of the Soviet Union, except Khrush-
chev had never been particularly plump.
 “Good afternoon,” Alexandru said with a nod, “I’d 
like a room, please.”
 The man smiled. “Of course. For the night?”
 “Two nights, actually.”

 The man beamed. “Wonderful. Are you alone?”
 “Yes,” Alexandru said.
 The man pulled out a big logbook and wrote down 
the details. “Would you like dinner? We eat at six.”
 “Are there any cafés around?”
 The man nodded. “Yes. Directly across the street is 
one. The food there is good.”
 “I’ll probably eat there.”
 The man noted that in his book. “Let me show you 
the way.”
 The man (who introduced himself as Adam) led 
Alexandru up the stairs. There were six rooms along the hall, 
and two of them were already taken. Alexandru’s was small 
and Spartan, boasting only a bed, a nightstand, a desk, and a 
single forlorn chair.
 “It’s perfect,” Alexandru said.

***

 The café was busy when Alexandru ordered his din-
ner; though he sat in a far off corner, he could feel himself 
being watched. The waitress, a pretty woman, brought him 
his food with a smile and left him alone. He thought he saw 
something in her eyes, suspicion maybe, but she was gone 
before he could study it. 
 People in the countryside were naturally suspicious 
of outsiders, he knew that, but he couldn’t help feel that the 
suspicion here was different, more profound. Several times 
as he ate, he looked over to find people openly staring at him.
Shortly before he finished, a man slid into the chair across 
from him, startling him.
 “Good evening, sir.”
 The man was in his sixties, thin with a thick gray 
mustache. His eyes were sparkling blue and his lipless smile 
revealed rows of yellow, rotted teeth. 
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 “Good evening,” Alexandru replied. Though he could 
feel the eyes of everyone on him, he resisted the urge to look.
 “My name is Florin.”
 “I am Alexandru.”
 “It is nice to meet you, Alexandru.”
 They shook.
 “Are you on vacation?”
 “Yes. I am touring the countryside.”
 Florin nodded. “I was a traveler as a young man. 
When the Soviets liberated us from the Nazis, I traveled with 
them to Berlin.”
 “I’ve never been,” Alexandru lied.
 “It’s a beautiful city. How are you liking our town?”
 Alexandru swallowed. “To be honest, I feel like a zoo 
animal.”
 Florin laughed. “Do not take offence to it. We rarely 
see anyone from the outside. We have no television, no radio. 
The world is a stranger to us.”
 “What is a stranger but a friend you haven’t met?”
 Florin laughed again. “That is true. What do you do 
for work?”
 “I am a student,” Alexandru said. 
 “So you are a Party member?”
 “Yes.”
 Florin nodded. “Good. It is good to know you are a 
friend. I apologize for interrupting your meal. Have a good 
night.”
 “You too.”
 Later on, back in his room, Alexandru went over the 
encounter in his mind. Had he handled it correctly? Florin 
would most certainly spread the information he had given 
him, thus the entire town (or most of it) would know that he 
was a student and a member of the Communist Party. Would 
that tip them off that he was a government agent? Many 
people were members of the Party, including many people 

who didn’t particularly like the Party; being a member was 
the only way to advance in life. 
 Presently, it was close to eight ’o’clock. At eleven, he 
would leave the inn and set out for the clearing. The dossier 
indicated that it was on the other side of the bridge into town, 
nearly a kilometer into the wilds.
 Now, the wait.

***

 At eleven sharp, Alexandru left the inn and began 
walking toward the edge of town. The streets were empty 
save for a few men staggering home from the tavern. They 
didn’t seem to take any special notice of him as they passed. 
Past the lights of Zela, darkness crashed down around him 
like black sea water. The sky was still overcast, so neither 
moon nor stars lit the way. 
 At the bridge, Alexandru paused for a moment to 
get his bearings. The clearing was to the east, which, after 
a quick calculation, was to his left. The papers said it was 
rather large, and so shouldn’t be too difficult to find. 
 The brief stop lasted roughly ten minutes, and by the 
time he was ready to get back underway, the sound of voices 
in the night stopped him cold. Someone was behind him, 
walking the same route he had. For a beat, he was paralyzed. 
How would he explain being here, at this hour? 
 Just as quickly as it set in, the paralysis broke, and 
training kicked him; moving quickly yet quietly, he ducked 
off of the road and into a cluster of reeds at the water’s edge, 
startling a frog into flight.
 The voices drew nearer. Footfalls came on the bridge. 
Clunk-clunk-clunk.
 “...night.”
 “I know. I know. I hate it too. But we must in order to 
keep His blessings.”
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 Women. 
 Alexandru listened closer.
 “How is she taking it?”
 The second woman sighed. “As well as can be ex-
pected. It is her child being killed tomorrow. She knew this 
day might come, and she’s willing, but she isn’t happy.”
Child? Killed?
 “I wish there was some other way.”
 “So do I, but He demands a sacrifice. It’s for the good 
of the village.”
 God in heaven! They were going to sacrifice some-
body!
 The women were on the road now. They steered left, 
and shortly disappeared into the woods. 
 For a long moment, Alexandru remained where he 
was, digesting what he had just heard. A child was going 
to be killed tomorrow tonight. A sacrifice to the delusion of 
Satan! Righteous anger flooded him. Leave it to religion. It 
didn’t matter who was in charge or who was worshipped, 
they were all the same, kneel at the altar of fantasy and 
render unto the killer-god your children or theirs. Wasn’t that 
the central tenant of all faiths? Death? God smites this group, 
Allah smites that. God commands blood. The vampire in the 
sky needs nurture.
 These beasts...their sacrifice was literal. No crusades 
or fatwas here, just simple, pagan murder.
More voices approached.
 Resisting the urge to strangle whoever else was com-
ing along, Alexandru huddled down and waited. 
 He recognized Florin’s voice.
 “...of him. You can’t trust Communists. They have a 
lot of funny ideas.”
 “No,” a man said, “you can’t.”
 Florin sighed. “If Martin was one of ours, I’d have 
him killed tonight.”

 “Do it anyway,” the other man said. “How can he 
stop you?”
 Florin was quiet for a moment. “We’re not to harm 
him. He doesn’t want it.”
 It was the other man’s turn to be silent. “If he is a spy, 
we have His protection. What’s the worst that could hap-
pen?”
 Florin grunted. “I wonder.”
 They crossed the bridge (clunk-clunk-clunk) and 
disappeared into the woods.
 So, the innkeeper wasn’t in on it. That was good. 
When he got back later, he’d have to talk to him.
Alexandru remained in the reeds for a while longer; several 
more people crossed over the bridge. When his watch read 
midnight, he decided it was safe to move on; they would all 
be at the black mass. 
 The woods were alive with the croaking of frogs and 
the chirruping of crickets. He found a well-worn pathway, 
and followed it through the thicket; around him, trees and 
snarls of undergrowth loomed and sought like undead hands. 
After several hundred yards, Alexandru began to notice a 
flickering light through the branches ahead. Closer, the sound 
of low, monotonous chanting rose into the night; it had the 
quality of a thousand bees buzzing in a hive.
 When he reached the edge of the clearing, Alexan-
dru crouched down, making himself as small as possible. A 
massive fire burned in what he took to be the center of the 
clearing, its light dancing across the shaggy ground; even as 
far back as he was, Alexandru could still feel the heat against 
his face.
 The figures amassed around the blaze weren’t danc-
ing, rather, they were standing, their hands, or so it seemed, 
linked to form a circular chain of Satanism. The chanting 
continued apace. It did sound curiously like Latin. The buzz 
was maddening. His eardrums thrummed with it, and his 
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brain ached. A wave of nausea crashed over him, and he 
fought back the urge to puke. 
 As he watched, the chain broke, and the worshippers 
all took several steps back in unison. In time with each other, 
they raised their arms, and the flames themselves appeared 
to mimic the gesture. When their arms dropped, the fire 
dropped, devolving into a mere bed of embers. When they 
rose their arms yet again, the fire roared back to life, only 
this time it wasn’t red or orange or yellow, it was purple, 
trimmed with green. 
 Alexandru’s breath caught. The revelers began danc-
ing at this point, and the fire kept time. The buzzing intensi-
fied, like tape wound too quickly through a spool, and an ice-
pick of pain cleaved Alexandru’s brain. Clapping his hands 
over his ears, he fled, staggering back down the path. When 
he was out of earshot, the agony in his head disappeared, and 
his eardrums no longer vibrated, though his ear canals itched. 
 Free from that damn oppressive buzz, he became 
aware of a strange, body-wide pins-and-needles sensation. It 
was slight, but pronounced. 
 He had to get back to the inn. 
 He met no one on the way.
 Inside, the shut the door and locked it behind him. 
He pulled the curtain away from the window flanking it and 
peered out; nothing moved. He wasn’t followed.
 At the door to Martin’s private quarters, Alexandru 
knocked loudly and waited, glancing occasionally over his 
shoulder, each time half-expecting Florin to be there.
 Finally, the door creaked open and Martin appeared, 
dressed in a bathrobe and a pair of slippers. His eyes were 
puffy with sleep and his voice was thick. “Mr. Anton? Is 
everything alright?”
 “I need to talk to you,” Alexandru said.
 Martin looked puzzled. “I’d be happy to talk to you, 
but can’t it wait?”

 “No.”
 “Alright,” the innkeeper sighed, stepping out of the 
way. “Come on.”

***

 “I know what’s going on in this town,” Alexandru 
said, concluding his tale. “Or some of it.”
Across the kitchen table, Martin Seczk was pale. He hadn’t 
touched his coffee, and when he moved his hand, he nearly 
knocked it over.
 “I heard Florin say you’re not one of them. I can trust 
you.”
 Martin nodded woodenly. “I suppose. I don’t know 
much. I’m an outsider here.”
 “Tell me what you do know.”
 The old innkeeper shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
“It started when the Communists took over. There were...
shortages of everything. People didn’t have enough to eat. 
They were dying. When Gheorghiu-Dej sent his men to col-
lectivize everything, they were...so brutal. People reached 
their limits. They said “If God won’t protect us, the Devil 
will.”
 “Florin started it. Didn’t he?”
 Martin nodded. “He was the mayor long ago. People 
looked up to him, they respected him. When he said that the 
Devil would do for us what God wouldn’t, people listened.”
 “So he was doing it long before anyone else.”
 Martin nodded. “Behind closed doors. When he saw 
his chance, he spread it. You have to understand why they’re 
doing this. When the Germans invaded us, they took every-
thing. Our food. Our clothes. When the Russians beat them 
back, they came right through Zela. Our buildings were 
burned, our friends and neighbors were dead. The years right 
after were hard for us, but when the Communists took over, 
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it got worse, and they were desperate. They were tired of 
seeing their children sick and hungry. They lost their faith in 
God. They started...doing what they do now, and things got 
better. The Dark Prince watches over his own.”
 “You think the Devil is actually rewarding them?”
 “Yes,” Martin said, “I do.”
 Alexandru sighed.
 “They can still be saved, though. If I can just get 
them... 
  “That’s why you haven’t said anything? You think 
you can save them?”
 Martin only nodded.
 “Well, you aren’t doing a very good job of it. A 
child’s going to be killed tomorrow. If you won’t stop it, the 
State will.”
 Alexandru stood, and Martin did likewise. “Do what 
you must,” Martin said, and Alexandru detected a hint of 
weariness. “God’s Will will prevail.”
 In his room, Alexandru locked the door and wedged 
a chair against it. Still dressed, he sat down on the bed and 
thought about what he’d seen...the strange purple fire and the 
buzzing, the damned buzzing.
 When he slept, his dreams were dark and devilish. 
Florin, clad in a black robe, chased him through the empty 
streets of Zela, a spear fashioned out of bone held high above 
his head. When he reached the clearing, dead bodies began 
coming out of the ground, their faces rotted and their clothes 
hanging in tatters.
 Alexandru woke with a start long past dawn. Pale 
morning light fell through the window. 
 Downstairs, he knocked on the door, and Martin ap-
peared, as if he had been expecting him.
 “Do you have a telephone?”
 “Yes.”
 In the parlor, Alexandru dialed his driver’s number. 

He answered on the third ring.
 “Come get me. I’ve seen enough.”
 “I’ll be there in half an hour.”
 Back in his room, Alexandru gathered up his things, 
and then carried them down the stairs. He was surprised to 
find the car waiting for him; the driver must have drove like 
a madman.
 Back downstairs, he paid Martin for both days, and 
then carried his bags out. The driver helped him put them 
into the trunk.
 “Are you okay?” he asked as they pulled away. Sev-
eral people in the street watched them depart, their mouths 
and eyes wide as though they’d never seen a car before.
 “I’m fine.”
 Thirty kilometers away, they stopped at a police 
station in the town of Kalza. When Alexandru flashed his 
Securitate ID card, the desk sergeant went from gruff and 
suspicious to warm and servile.
 Alexandru’s fingers trembled as he dialed the number. 
When his commanding officer answered the phone, Alexan-
dru said, “We have a problem.”
 “What problem?”
 Alexandru quickly ran through what he had seen and 
heard. 
 “Damn it. Okay. I’ll contact the base of Medvala. 
Proceed there. I want this town razed.” 

***

 The village of Zela huddled darkly against the sky. 
Alexandru Anton turned to the man behind the wheel of the 
armored transport and said, “The orders are to kill every-
one.”
 The driver nodded.
 Behind them, several other armored vehicles plod-
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ded along, each one featuring a wicked machine gun turret 
on top. If they couldn’t gather everyone up nicely, they had 
orders to open fire with the machine guns. “Satan will recog-
nize his own.”
 The bridge was coming up. Beyond it, Zela.
 “I want this...” Alexandru started, but stopped. All of 
a sudden, the buzzing was in his head, stronger than it had 
been the previous night. The driver heard it too, for his face 
contorted in something like discomfort.
 “What the hell is that?”
 “It’s...”
 The driver burst into flames. 
 “Jesus Christ!”
 The fire seemed to come from within, starting at his 
center and spreading forth, creeping along the ridges and 
contours of his body. Within moments, he was fully en-
gulfed.
 Alexandru felt no heat.
 Wailing, the driver jerked the wheel. The transport 
left the road and splashed into the river. Cold water gushed 
into the footwell. Screaming, Alexandru forced open the door 
and half-fell into the water. Behind him, the other vehicles 
were also in distress. He saw flames in the cabs of each. 
 Slack-jawed and wide-eyed, Alexandru watched as 
the last truck in the convoy exploded. The one directly in 
front of it slammed into the one in front of it, and the flaming 
driver smashed through the windshield. Screams of agony 
rose into the day. Troops began piling out of the transport 
directly behind Alexandru’s, and each one in turn erupted in 
flames. Smoke. Screams. The odor of burning flesh. Heat.
 Alexandru turned, toward the town, and there, on the 
bank, was Florin.
 He was holding a pistol.
 Alexandru screamed and threw his hands up.
 The first bullet ripped through his outstretched palm 

and tore through his right eye, exiting out the back of his 
head.
 The second struck him in the nose.
 But he was already dead.

***

 “We have to leave,” Florin said. 
 The townspeople were gathered in front of the inn. 
Below, smoke and fire billowed into the sky.
 “But we’re protected,” someone said.
 “How far?” Florin asked. “How far will He go for us? 
How much of a burden will He allow?”
 No one spoke. 
 “They’ll send more. And more. And He will not ex-
pend his powers etern...”
 Florin burst into flames.
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dark passage
john w. dennehy

 Cortland Mathers hurried toward South Station hop-
ing he hadn’t missed the express to New York. A gust of 
wind impeded his slender frame, blowing his coattails. 
 Mathers plied his way through a crowd, lugging a 
banged up portmanteau and his briefcase. The bags were 
packed light, just enough clothing for a night in the big city, 
and busywork on the train. 
 A shadow cast over the sidewalk, darkness from the 
massive neoclassical architecture. The immense limestone 
building reminded Mathers of an ancient coliseum, except 
brass clockwork jutted from the rounded roofline. 
 Glancing at the clock, he discerned the ornate hands 
and Roman numerals on the dial, as well as the brass cogs 
and platinum gears of the intricate timepiece. He couldn’t 
quite make out the time, and so Mathers couldn’t chart his 
progress. He feared being late.
 His vision was blurred slightly and his head ached 
mighty awful. Mathers suspected the impaired vision pre-
vented him from perceiving the time. A doorman held the 

heavy-brass plated door open. 

§

 Mathers rushed inside the bustling train station. 
Travelers were dashing about for various tracks, while others 
slinked along carefree with time to kill at concession stands. 
They drank coffee and flipped through the London Times 
while seated in iron café chairs at small tables. 
 The sprint from the Hansom cab into the station 
had drained him. He felt winded. And the bags were get-
ting heavy, weighing him down. Mathers could feel his grip 
slacken, as he trundled toward the placard that hung from the 
ceiling; it listed the Arrivals and Departures. Mathers was 
only interested in the Departures. 
 He set his bags down and looked up at the placard. 
Mathers didn’t see the 3:30 express listed. This must be some 
kind of mistake, he thought. A wave of panic swept over him. 
It became difficult to breath. Not believing his eyes, Mathers 
glanced at the placard again, but still didn’t see his train 
listed among the Departures. His head throbbed.
 Mathers peered through the wide doors. He saw a 
number of ornate steam trains hunkered down on the tracks, 
but didn’t see stragglers headed for any particular platform. 
Each departing train was listed with a number that matched 
one on a ticket, and the placard noted which track the train 
was located. 
 Once a Departure was removed from the placard, 
there was no way to tell which track it was on. All the trains 
looked similar. Why couldn’t they leave the departures listed 
for an extra ten minutes, he pondered to himself. They could 
make accommodations for busy people like himself, an im-
portant solicitor, with clients that needed counseling.
 Looking up at the placard, Mathers noted the next 
express heading into Pennsylvania Station wouldn’t depart 
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until 6:30pm, almost the start time for his business dinner 
meeting. This simply would not do.

§

 He dashed through the doors and scanned the various 
tracks. Many of them were filled with steam trains getting 
ready to head in sundry directions. The train cars were ornate 
with polished brass plating and stenciling around the win-
dows. 
 Although the platform was dank, he could see 
through the well-lit windows trimmed by elaborate curtains. 
Passengers were snug in their large leather seats. The over-
heads were paneled in teak, exposed brass racks revealed fine 
leather luggage.
 Mathers lamented not getting to the station sooner. 
He also felt frustration over the train running on schedule. 
He was an important professional, keeping the world of com-
merce headed in the proper direction, legally speaking.
 Panic grew to an outright fit. Mathers had no way 
to determine which train he should board. “Why don’t they 
have signs above each track?” he muttered.
 “Do you require assistance?” a conductor asked.
 Mathers turned to see the conductor standing nearby, 
dressed in a tailored grey uniform of fine spun wool. The 
sleeves were trimmed in black; his hat had a snub visor. 
“Well, my apologies,” said Mathers. “I’m afraid that I didn’t 
see you standing there.”
 “That’s quite all right,” the conductor replied. “Do 
you need help finding your train?”
 “Why, I most certainly do,” Mathers said. “Much ap-
preciated.”
 “Which train are you seeking to board?”
 “The 3:30 express to Pennsylvania Station.”
 The conductor nodded, as though he was expecting 

the destination. “The train you are searching for is right over 
there.” He pointed a few tracks away.
 “Thank you,” Mathers said, scurrying off.
 As he headed down the platform, Mathers heard a 
hiss of steam. His stomach turned, fearing that he’d miss the 
train.
 Then he noticed an angry man arguing with a con-
ductor. They were halfway down the track and didn’t seem to 
notice him. Mathers couldn’t tell which train they were pre-
paring to board. Some dispute about storing luggage beneath 
the train, down in the cargo hold. 
 Mathers noticed a cargo door flung open on the train 
that he intended to board. A moment of relief allowed him to 
ease his breath. They wouldn’t embark without a conductor, 
he thought.
 Trundling down the platform, he scanned the train, 
looking for an open door. Mathers was surprised to see them 
all closed. Dread cut off his breath. He’d finally found the 
train but couldn’t board it.
 Mathers picked up his pace and rushed toward the 
conductor. When he got closer, the angry man turned away, 
and then the conductor began loading the luggage into the 
cargo bay.
 The door just beyond them was closed as well. What 
if he’s not intending to board the train, Mathers considered. 
All the exertion and panic was winding him. Mathers slowed 
as he neared the conductor.
 “Can you tell me if this is the express to New York 
City,” he panted.
 “Sure, this is the train you’re looking for,” the con-
ductor replied, closing the cargo bay door.
 “Anywhere for me to board?” Mathers inquired.
 “There’s an open door, up ahead.” The conductor 
nodded. “Follow that guy.”
 The angry man looked over his shoulder, scowling at 
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Mathers.
 After taking a deep breath, Mathers clutched the han-
dles of his bags tightly, and then scampered down the plat-
form. His wingtip dress boots clacked on the metal decking. 
Mathers raced by each car; the people seated inside appeared 
a mere blur. His focus was on the doors. To his surprise, 
Mathers kept finding them shut, closing him from the train.
 Perhaps this trip is not meant to be, he considered, 
slowing his pace. He neared the end of the line, running out 
of train cars, and still hadn’t found ingress to the train. Sty-
mied. The angry man sauntered ahead, somehow keeping a 
distance without much effort.
 A large steam locomotive was hitched to the front of 
the train. The polished black iron shimmered in scant rays 
of light from intermittent austere fixtures hanging above the 
platform. Mathers noticed that even the coal car was spar-
kling. There was a hoot, and then a rush of smoke chugged 
from the engine.
 Suddenly the huge wagon wheels began to churn. 
The prodigious locomotive lurched forward. Mathers saw the 
angry man break into a trot, then skipped onto the train. The 
man glanced back at Mathers with a sardonic jeer. 
 Mathers knew this spiteful man wouldn’t tell a con-
ductor to hold up the train. Struggling to keep up his pace, 
the train seemed to be surging forward rather quickly. The 
cars began to pass him by. He glanced back at the conduc-
tor and saw the man jump onto a doorstep. The conduc-
tor grasped a handhold and rapped on the closed door, as 
the train began to speed along. If only he hadn’t two bags, 
Mathers knew he could do the same. 
 The effort was futile. He wasn’t meant to catch this 
train; it was becoming obvious. Mathers slowed to a trot and 
then a walk. The train whipped by him. 

§

 Mathers stood on the platform feeling defeated. He 
could see the door that the angry man entered was ajar. If 
only the angry man could have told them to hold up, Mathers 
would have been on the train as well. 
 He watched the train moving away, wishing that he 
could have run faster. The thought of waiting a few hours 
for the next train was daunting. He’d miss the dinner meet-
ing and arrive after his colleagues had already bonded. The 
speaking opportunity would be of minimal benefit. 
 As he started to turn back, Mathers noticed the train 
slowing down. He saw up ahead, the track had been diverted 
to let another train go on its way. The train bound for New 
York sat idling. A whoosh of black smoke emanated from the 
stack.
 Then he noticed a hand protrude from the open door. 
It jutted from a grey sleeve with black trim. A conductor 
waved for him to climb aboard.
 Mathers scampered down the platform toward the 
open door. He worried the conductor was merely taking 
liberties, and grew concerned the train might depart any 
moment, without him. Picking up his pace, Mathers broke 
into a sprint. The moment he neared the door, the locomotive 
hooted, and a wave of sooty smoke wafted over the platform. 
 The train wheels began to churn as he stepped into 
the doorway. By the time he got up the steps, the train was 
moving at a good clip. Mathers swayed, walking down the 
aisle. 
 The conductor that waved him on stood nearby. Ap-
parently, he was a relatively young man with a simple grin 
on his face. “Seems like you were meant to be on this train,” 
the young conductor said, nodding.
 “Well, for a time there… ” Mathers replied, “it 
seemed I was destined to miss it.”
 “The train waited for you, then.” The conductor’s 
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smile grew wider, revealing decayed teeth. The sight caused 
Mathers to look away, unsettled. “Waited for you to board, as 
though you were destined to be on it.”
 “Sure seems like it did,” Mathers nodded, continuing 
on.
 The train picked up speed and steadied itself; Mathers 
found it easier to walk down the aisle. He held the brief-
case out in front of him, and the portmanteau trailed behind, 
bumping the back of his leg. 
 When the train jostled, he didn’t have a free hand 
to grab a seat or the overhead. Instead, he planted his feet, 
swaying, riding out each moment. Before leaving the train 
car, Mathers glanced around, noticing more elaborate décor 
than the cars he’d seen through the windows. The seats were 
larger and the leather seemed finer.
 Mathers realized that he’d entered First Class when 
boarding the train. A door separated it from the Business 
Class cars. Putting his briefcase down, Mathers reached for 
the door, intending to find a seat matching his ticket price.
 A scrawny man sat in the last row, staring at him 
dutifully. Mathers didn’t know what to make of him. “Just 
moving on to my seat,” Mathers said, apologetically. Back in 
Business Class.” 
 “You can take a seat right there,” the man said, point-
ing to an empty spot.
 “Afraid not,” Mathers replied. “I’ve only paid for 
Business Class.”
   “Suit yourself,” the man said, shrugging his boney 
shoulders. “But I’m sure they’d be happy to give an upgrade, 
especially to a man like you.”
 Mathers didn’t know how to respond. Did this man 
know him? He looked the skinny man over, finding him 
somewhat peculiar. Sitting there, the man appeared gaunt, 
and didn’t seem as though he could afford First Class. Per-
haps he was given an upgrade.

 “That your briefcase?” the man said after a moment.
 Mathers looked at his portmanteau. “Yes, this is 
mine. Just setting it down for a moment, while I tried the 
door.”
 The man reached for it. “Mighty fine briefcase,” he 
said.
 Mathers noticed the man had a briefcase tucked 
on the seat next to him. The brass buckle was tarnished. It 
looked so dull; Mathers realized the buckle was likely gold, 
solid gold. His own case had a shiny gold buckle. This man 
didn’t take care of his possessions, or his hygiene.
 “Well, I must be moving on,” Mathers said, reaching 
politely for his case.
 “Sure, sure thing,” the man said. “You go right ahead 
and fetch your seat.”
 But the man made no effort to hand the briefcase 
over. He covets that briefcase, Mathers thought. The greedy 
man just sat fiddling with it, so Mathers reached for his bag.
 “Let go!” the scrawny man yelled.
 People in the car turned to inspect the commotion. 
Mathers noticed the angry man a few rows up. There was 
a scowl on his face, again. Mathers wanted to rush into the 
Business Class, forget about the briefcase. Abandoning the 
case was not an option; it contained his work papers, an out-
line for the lecture, and cost a pretty penny.
  “May I have the bag please,” Mathers demanded.
 “This?” the man said, finally seeming to register.
 “Yes, that’s my bag. And I must get moving on.”
 The man gingerly held up the briefcase, acquiesc-
ing. But when Mathers grabbed hold of it, the man tightened 
his grip, as though he couldn’t bear to part with the brief-
case. Then the scrawny man yanked it away. Tore it free of 
Mathers’ grasp.
 Mathers made a sudden move, jerking the briefcase 
from the man’s tight hold. Turning, he jimmied the door 
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open, and then fled into Business Class. Progress was slowed 
partway down the aisle of the next car. A man trundled along, 
impeding anyone behind him.
 The pace was so slow; Mathers came to a complete 
halt, huffing. His hands hurt from carrying the bags, so he 
put them down and took a breather. A couple was seated 
nearby. Mathers couldn’t help but notice the gentleman’s 
hand under her Victorian dress.
 They laughed and teased coquettishly. Hearing a bit 
of conversation, and watching the intense flirtation, Mathers 
came to realize that they’d only met on the train. This fellow 
works fast, he thought to himself. Shameful. 
 The man poking along moved through the doorway, 
and so Mathers reached for his bags and plodded ahead. 
Shortly into the next car, the dilatory man took a seat and im-
mediately began chatting to the person next to him. 
 Passing them by, something was muttered about hav-
ing lost his job because of laziness. Mathers figured the way 
the man moved along, the sacking was likely justified.

§
 
 By the time Mathers entered the dining car, his head 
was pounding. An excruciating headache. He’d skipped 
lunch, and so his stomach grumbled. Mathers found a spot 
for his bags and then approached the man at the service 
counter. 
 He ordered fish and chips, a bottle of stout, and 
some aspirin. There were small tables with chrome swivel 
stools similar to a diner. Mathers found an empty table by a 
window then dug into his meal. He was a third of the way 
through the fish and chips when he finally noticed a man sit-
ting nearby.
 Digging in with fleshy hands, the man smacked his 
lips, gorging three servings of fish and chips. He draped off 

the stool, and washed down the fare with six bottles of stout. 
The prodigious man was totally consumed with eating and 
didn’t seem cognizant of Mathers. There was no telling how 
much he’d devoured before Mathers arrived.
 Then Mathers noticed the newly found couple near 
the water closet; it was down a slight hall by the end of the 
dining car. They entered together and he imagined they’d 
engage in tawdry acts.
 Sights of the hungry man and the couple unsettled 
him, and so Mathers turned to the window. As the train 
snaked along coastal New England, he watched the coast-
line and noticed snowflakes gently falling from the sky. An 
airship hovered through the flakes, making its way toward 
an airfield, the British Union Jack fluttered from the stern. 
The ship was a large zeppelin with teakwood paneling on 
the passenger compartment. A smaller flag of New England 
whipped below the Royal Union Flag, fine red with a pine 
tree on a white border in the corner. 
 The airship sailed toward a landing plain, where 
it would eventually touch down and be tethered to a mast 
protruding from the field. Descending quickly, the thought of 
a tragic calamity came to mind, how easily the age of steam 
powered machines could lead to harm. 
 Mathers thought about the mishap on the way to the 
train station. A newfangled steam car had cut off the Hansom 
cab that had been carrying him. The horse reared, causing 
Mathers to crack his head against the hard doorjamb. 
 He hoped that when his time came, he’d be lifted 
through the sky toward heaven as gently as an airship. 

§

 Later, he’d finally settled into an available seat and 
engaged in conversation with a jovial young man. Mathers 
was impressed with the lad at first, but after a time the fellow 
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began to wear at him.
 Mathers explained that he was a busy solicitor with 
topnotch clients, and very important business that was al-
ways pressing. The young man seemed intrigued and doted 
upon the bravura of the important work. In time, the poison 
toad of envy began to reveal itself. The young man scoffed at 
Mathers to the point where absolute derision was being had 
upon the train.
 When the conductor appeared, Mathers kindly asked 
how long before they would arrive at Pennsylvania Station. 
The conductor smiled pleasantly, seeming to comprehend the 
situation. He explained that it would be a while, but invited 
the two of them to an upgrade in First Class, perhaps trying 
to assuage the mild feud.
 Mathers knew that there were a few empty seats up 
front, and figured he could ditch the envious little so-and-so. 
Accepting to partake in the upgrade didn’t require a second 
thought. They both accepted the offer and scurried through 
the train.
 When Mathers arrived in First Class, he found the car 
more occupied than when he’d passed through it beforehand. 
He pointed to an empty seat. “You take that one,” Mathers 
said to the envious young lad at his heels. “And I’ll sit up 
ahead.”
 The young man nodded, anxiously, and sat down.
 Mathers worked his bags into the elaborate overhead 
and then nestled into his new seat, a few rows apart from the 
annoyance.
 As the train sped along, Mathers glanced about the 
train car; he noticed that all of the miscreants he’d encoun-
tered during his trip were now seated in First Class. Sitting in 
the posh leather seat, he discerned various foul odors stem-
ming from his fellow passengers: reeking stench of greasy 
food from gluttonous feeding, bodily fluids of lecherous 
carnal knowledge, rank body odor from the scrawny man’s 

covet for gold, fetid breath of the angry man, soiled sweat of 
the envious young man, and foul gas from the sloth too slow 
to rise and relieve himself properly.
 Mathers began to regret his foolish pride. 
 A grey sky set upon the horizon as the day settled 
into dusk. The car grew dim, lighting flickered, and then the 
train entered a dark tunnel. Out of the blackness, fiery jaws 
chopped all around him. Mathers felt himself cascading, as 
though dipping downward on an amusement park roller-
coaster, descending into the pit of hell.
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safe in the dark
andrea lorin

 Once upon a time, there was a little girl named Lucy. 
She was five years old when her mother got the job, a job 
that paid well, but a job that required her to be away from 
home for many weeks at a time. Besides her mother, Lucy 
had one family member left to take care of her: her father. 
 He was a businessman, always clean shaven and 
dressed in sharply tailored suits. He made good money, just 
like Lucy’s mother, but unlike Lucy’s mother, he came home 
every night. He would fix her dinner and watch TV with 
her and play with her, as good parents do. Lucy felt so very 
loved by her father. That is, until she turned six, when her 
mother’s visits home became few and far between and her 
father grew lonely and found love in the liquor cabinet and, 
on some nights, pleasure between the legs of his six year old 
daughter. 
 He told Lucy that he loved her, that this was how a 
father showed how much he loved his daughter. That it was 
a secret love between the two of them. Little Lucy believed 
him, and let him love her the only way he told her he could, 
until it began to hurt. Some nights, when the liquor cabinet 

was consumed until it was nearly dry, Lucy would cry out in 
pain, begging for her father to stop. His rancid breath stung 
her nostrils as he hissed into her mouth, “Don’t you love 
your Daddy, Lucy?”
 Lucy would cry and squirm while her father would 
tighten his grip and continue to hurt her – to love her – until 
he was satisfied, or until the alcohol rendered him uncon-
scious. Night after night this continued, some nights worse 
than others, and still, Lucy never told. At first, the secret 
seemed exciting to keep, but now, the secret terrified her. Her 
father told her once, that if she told anyone that they would 
take her away from him, and then she would have no one to 
take care of her, and no one to love her as much as he did. 
So she kept quiet every day that she would go to school and 
every night when she would go to bed, even when her father 
saw it fit to join her in the middle of the night. 
 After a year of this sick love, Lucy taught herself not 
to cry or scream when he had her. She had learned that pro-
test led to more pain, to objects gagging her mouth, to slaps 
across the face, to a harder grip pinning her down. She had 
learned that physical struggle made it last longer, so she lay 
still when she could bear it. He taught her to thank him for 
loving her so dearly, and she would, with tears running down 
her face, do as she was told. 
 One night, though, it all became too much for poor 
little Lucy to handle. When he was finished with her, she 
ran to her closet to hide, unafraid of whatever monsters may 
be hiding there as well. For Lucy, the real monsters were 
always in her bed, between her sheets. She cocooned herself 
among her clothes, holding herself for what little comfort 
her frail arms could give her, praying for a guardian angel 
to come and protect her. Tears streamed down her cheeks as 
she prayed and cried in silence. Someone, somewhere, had 
to care enough to save this little girl from her father’s sick 
embrace. To offer comfort when the love became too painful 
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to bear. 
 Little Lucy shook like a leaf, causing her clothes to 
rustle around her, as if they too were trying to hold her in 
a comforting embrace. There was something else, though, 
rustling among the dresses and sweaters and shirts. It was 
as if something had crept in from the shadowy depths of her 
closet. Something large and scaly and leathery and fury, all at 
once, brushed against her.
 Alarmed, yet more curious than frightened, Lucy 
turned and backed out of her closet, squinting through her 
teary eyes, trying to identify whatever was waiting in the 
darkness. Unable to see anything, Lucy picked up an old 
baseball from her bedroom floor and clutched it with a shak-
ing hand. After hesitating for another moment, she knelt 
down and tentatively rolled the ball forward. She watched 
closely, curiously, as it disappeared into the shadows. There 
was a low, guttural grunt, followed by the ball slowly rolling 
back out of her closet and directly back into her hand. She 
thought she had seen, for a split second, a claw emerge. She 
blinked, wiping her tear-stained face, and watched quietly 
as the most hideous monster she could have ever imagined 
crept out of the darkness.
 The small girl sniffled, tears still leaking down 
her cheeks, as she stared up at the grotesque creature that 
was slowly making its way toward her. She stood still as it 
crouched down before her, lifted a spindly claw to her face, 
and gently wiped away a stray tear. Its face was scarred and 
animal-like, but Lucy was not afraid. There was a sense of 
humanity in its black eyes, a concern. And Lucy, even at 
such a young age, knew all too well that the truly terrifying 
monsters weren’t always ugly. Not on the outside, anyway.
 This monster made a home of Lucy’s closet, appear-
ing every night when she was alone to comfort her, to play 
with her, to be her best friend and closest family when no 
one else would be. When her father would murmur princess 

in her ear, her monster would growl in the shadows, tainting 
the air with protective malice until the drunken man would 
take his leave. Almost instantly, Lucy would run to her closet 
and into the loving embrace of her new friend. He told her he 
loved her, and yet he never hurt her. And she thanked him for 
it.
 Night after night, Lucy would run to her bedroom at 
earlier hours to play with the monster in her closet. Every 
evening, she would roll the ball into the shadows and wait 
for it to be rolled back, and this became their ritualistic greet-
ing. Some nights, all they would do was roll the ball back 
and forth until little Lucy fell asleep on her floor. Oftentimes 
she would then find herself waking in her bed, smiling in 
quiet thanks to the silent shadow of her closet. 
 Other nights, Lucy would happily sit in the darkness 
of her closet with her monster, telling him all about her day 
at school, her favorite colors, her favorite foods, her mom… 
her dad. He would hold her close at those moments, just as 
he would when her father would leave her room, and give 
her what comfort he could. Lucy always felt safest when she 
sat with her monster in the quiet darkness of her closet.
 She took to calling him Monster, no longer a label, 
but a name, and he never protested or corrected her. In fact, 
he seemed to happily embrace the name, just as he happily 
embraced the young girl whose tears constantly stained her 
own cheeks. This happiness, however, did not last.
 Or, at least, it came at a cost. 
The nights that Lucy’s father would come to her room 
became more frequent, and his actions more aggressive. 
Try as she might to stay still and stay quiet, poor little Lucy 
couldn’t hold back her cries of protest nor could she stop her 
physical struggles against the pain. He became angry with 
her for her non-compliance, “What happened to my good 
little girl?” he spat and slurred. His large hands began to 
rip and tear away at what little clothes were left on her, but 
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Monster’s hands were much larger. 
 Emitting a growl that grew into a deafening roar, 
Monster emerged from the shadows, looking more hulking, 
menacing, and grossly terrifying than Lucy had ever seen. 
In an instant, he was at Lucy’s bed, digging his sharpened 
talons into her father’s arms, ripping him away from his pre-
cious little Lucy, and throwing him with monstrous strength 
across the bedroom. 
 Lucy ran to the safety of her closet and hid, watching 
from between the folds of her clothes as Monster ravaged the 
horrified man on her bedroom floor, making his outsides as 
disgusting as his insides. Her father screamed and struggled 
as Monster tore and clawed and gnawed at every append-
age he had ever used to cause his daughter harm, all while 
Monster muttered and growled and roared and screeched that 
this pitiful horrible man was not fit to be Lucy’s father. Tears 
sprang from Lucy’s eyes as the screams of her father quieted 
and his strength shrank away until there was nothing left but 
blood and stillness. 
 Monster stayed hunched over what was left of the 
man with a sick infatuation with his only child. Without turn-
ing to face her, Monster told her that she was safe now, that 
she would never have to be scared of anything ever again. 
Slowly, quietly, little Lucy crept out of the shadows and 
came to rest at Monster’s side, looking at the bloody mess 
of the father who had always told her that he loved her more 
than anything or anyone. Lucy knew it was a lie, though, as 
she held Monster’s bloodied claw with her small hand. She 
knew, because there was someone who loved her far more 
than her father ever did, and his corpse was proof of that. 
Monster would be her father now, her protector. 
 She only flinched a little when Monster held her hand 
so tightly that his claws penetrated her skin. He said it was 
because he loved her so very dearly.
And she thanked him for it.

face off — Chlo’e Camonayan
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ner undulation, to the experimental approach of progressive musicology, 
the poems in HAIL speak of the psychological depictions of interpreta-
tion and musical ethnocentrism. ISBN-13: 978-0692421321

Thunder In My Home by C. Lynn Carden AKA Happy Daze 
Poet: Take an emotional ride with 25 poems mixed with images to focus 
on the startling effects of domestic abuse. This isn’t mere glamorizing 
or profit for profit’s sake. This collection is here to help those who need 
it; to awaken readers and help spread awareness to a growing problem 
today. ISBN-13: 978-0692303948

Exist in the Moon by Jessi Schultz: First time release for this poet, 
this chapbook is an acheivement of inner balance through meditative 
poetry. ISBN-13: 978-0692254448


