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Prologue
 
    
 
   The Northern Ice
 
   Many, many years ago
 
    
 
   The creature sought warmth near the fire. Night had fallen on the ice and this cave in the frozen mountain would serve the monster well as a new sanctuary. His old cavern had been buried that day by an avalanche. He had lost little; a bed he had fashioned from branches and dead leaves and a worn fishing spear. As he sat near the fire, he used a rock to sharpen the end of a thick branch and fashion a new lance. He had snapped the limb from a large tree near the tundra. The fiend with no name had also hauled a parcel of firewood from the timberline to birth flame and warm his new home.
 
    
 
   He was hungry, but the blistering wind at this time of night would cut even his strong hide. He would ice fish at dawn. 
 
    
 
   This frozen hell continued to test him, and the cold always soaked his bones; even near the blaze of a campfire. There was no idea in him of how long he had existed in this bleak place. It could have been weeks, years or centuries, for all he knew. But it was quiet here. Quiet and too dangerous for man to intrude.
 
    
 
   He looked to his hands as they performed their task. Both had been harvested from strangers and sewn to forearms that he merely borrowed. His body was composed of orphaned parts and he often wondered about their origins. The stick was sharp enough to pierce scales, so the monster set it aside and warmed his uneven hands on the fire. 
 
    
 
   When he could feel them again, he ran them gently over his face, feeling the scars that no longer bore laces. They had fallen out long ago but he still felt them, hooked beneath his skin. His long, dark hair rested on his shoulders, warming them. He wore a polar bear skin over his clothes that were irredeemably filthy. At least his reborn flesh didn't promote a beard, so there was a chore he needn't attend, though it might have helped keep his chin and cheeks a bit warmer.
 
    
 
   Here, he had forgotten how hideous he was, how badly his clothes reeked and how frighteningly hellish his face glowed in the fire.  Here he was a man of endless days living in peace. 
 
    
 
   "I have sought after you for months," a voice spoke from the darkness behind him.
 
    
 
   The creature snarled, grasped a burning log from the fire, and twisted upward. He panted angrily.
 
    
 
   "You would be wise to leave this cave," he warned. "I am a murderer stitched from dead men and I will add you to my victims if you do not depart at once."
 
    
 
   The trespasser stepped slowly into the light of the fire. He was an attractive and pale man with dark hair and features. His height rivaled the creature's. Though it was cold enough to kill a man wrapped in several layers of clothing without a fire nearby, the stranger wore a dark greatcoat and breeches that spoke aristocrat and his breath was invisible on the freezing air. The man should have been dead, dressed as he was, in this temperature. 
 
    
 
   "What are you called?" the man said, with a calm smile. "I deserve to know the name of my executioner, yes?"
 
    
 
   "I have no name," the creature said. "I have been labeled demon or monster. Linger and I will show you why."
 
    
 
   "Why do you seek seclusion in this God forsaken place?" 
 
    
 
   "Because I am done with man," the creature said. "This is their world, so let them have it. Now leave, mortal. This is your final caution."
 
    
 
   "But I am not a mortal, my good fellow," the stranger insisted.
 
    
 
   "Then what are you, besides one who places little value on his life?" the creature asked.
 
    
 
   The man's eyes suddenly blazed and fangs grew from his mouth. He hissed.
 
    
 
   The creature drew back. "What are you?" he asked again, his voice fearful.
 
    
 
   The stranger reverted back to a friendly countenance. "I am vampyre. The oldest of my kind. And, like you, I have been unjustly pursued by superstitious mortals. We are kin, my friend. And there are many like us out there, hiding in shadow."
 
    
 
   The vampire slowly came nearer. 
 
    
 
   "I have heard the tale of your creation," the vampire said empathetically. "Your father, he abandoned you. He left you alone the very day of your birth to perish in the night. You arrived naked and unloved and no creature should have to endure such a thing. But you survived. Because you are superior. Like me. We deserve better than caves and coffins and dreary castles to be stormed by angry mobs. We deserve a place of our own. A world of our own."
 
    
 
   "My father died. I hated him. But still I mourned," the creature said. "I have nothing now. My vengeance has been exhausted, and that was my only motivation in this life."
 
    
 
   The creature didn't know why, but his apprehension toward this unexpected guest began to die away. Humanity was his enemy and he had thought himself a tribe of one. But now here was a cousin. And the creation of mad science began to entertain the thought of belonging. It was a dream he had dare not consider before that moment. It was an aspiration that would have driven him mad in the lonely cold.
 
    
 
   "Let me be the patriarch you deserve. Trust in me, and you will know happiness. You needn't be alone. I can guide you to a glorious fate."
 
    
 
   The creature returned the log to the fire and stepped closer to the vampire. "What do you want of me?"
 
    
 
   "I want you to join me. We can build a peaceful world that accepts our kind. But I need soldiers who are willing to fight for this. You are the first I have sought to enlist and I have a place for you high in our new society. But liberation, true liberation, rarely comes with clean hands."  
 
    
 
   "Blood washes away," the creature assured his visitor. "And it isn't a stranger to these hands."
 
    
 
   The vampire reached out and gripped the monster's shoulder. The monster felt a chill. But it wasn't a chill, really; quite the opposite. It was the first kind touch the creature could recall and its tenderness nearly made him misty-eyed. To have such a trivial squeeze of the shoulder elicit such a response.  He was ignorant to a proper reaction so he merely stood there, dumbly.  
 
    
 
   The vampire smiled and removed his hand, breaking the creature's heart. "Then I count you as my first. But I need to call you something other than fiend."
 
    
 
   The vampire thought on it, and then nodded. "Yes, I have it. I shall call you Primul. I see you have no possessions to carry so I can easily sweep you on the wind from this place. Swear your allegiance to me and let us begin our journey of conquest, Primul."
 
    
 
   The creature grasped the beautiful vampire's cold hand. He felt power and destiny in the grip. And he never wanted to let go of that icy appendage. "Then I, Primul, swear by the limbs on this wretched body and my black soul, if it dwells inside, to serve you."
 
    
 
   "Then come, my brother, my son, my friend," the vampire said. "Our future awaits."
 
   
  
 



1.
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City 
 
   Now
 
    
 
    
 
   Darkness fell across the city. The Night Things emerged from their shaded havens. The man who ruled them and most of New York's organized crime of both the human and undead varieties gazed down at the dimming metropolis. He looked through the window of a penthouse few could afford. 
 
    
 
   He stared through his own gray reflection and liked how his face glowed in the purple and black sky above the streets. The mug that stared back at him was one of several masks that he had worn. This one had belonged to a striking enemy he had encountered in Budapest some fifty sixty?- years ago. He had forgotten what his original stitched visage had looked like when he was first lashed to life by the chemicals and lightning. He had been born without a name; created by an indifferent God who rejected the monster as his first mewl still rang from his throat. So the being had fashioned his own identities throughout the years; an endless parade of faces and names and other new parts as he needed them. 
 
    
 
   These days, he went by the moniker of Johnny Stücke. It was a joke, of course, and though only a few understood it, it was still a name that circulated a lot of fear in the city to both the Night Things and the human criminals. To the normal law-abiding day dwellers, he was largely unknown. But anything that schemed and hungered in the night knew who Johnny Stücke was. 
 
    
 
   Tchaikovsky's Symphony No. 6 played on a turntable in the room behind Johnny. The music washed over him. It was his favorite piece and his staff was subjected to it every night around this time.
 
    
 
   Glass, a muscular and quiet African-American man who was currently Johnny's right hand, appeared in the reflection next to Johnny.
 
    
 
   "Who does this one again?" Glass asked, having recently taken an active interest in his boss' music. 
 
    
 
   "Tchaikovsky," Johnny replied. "Symphony No. 6 in B minor. Pathétique. This is Adagio lamentoso- the finale. If this doesn’t stir you inside, you have no soul. It was performed for the first time in 1893. Same year as the Lizzie Borden trial. It was a dark and interesting time. What does your ear make of the music?"
 
    
 
   Glass absorbed the melancholy tune. "Sad, but poetic," he said. "Bittersweet, I guess."
 
    
 
   "Well, this piece was written shortly before Tchaikovsky's death, and many think it was his farewell to the world," Johnny explained.
 
    
 
   "How did he die?" Glass asked.
 
    
 
   "On the books, it was cholera. But some say he killed himself and this symphony was a transparent suicide note. He was a homosexual and prone to depression. And the world has a way of making those who are different believe they are monsters."
 
    
 
   "My cousin works for an electronics chain. I could upgrade your system, so you don't get all of that needle noise," Glass said. 
 
    
 
   "No, I like it better this way. The imperfections give it character. I have no respect for someone who doesn't recognize the value of a scar," Johnny said.
 
    
 
   "We are ready to move Sheila," Glass reported, as if the music had distracted him from the reason he had entered the room but he was back on course now. Johnny understood how the music could sidetrack someone. 
 
    
 
   Sheila Gillings was an adult orphan whom Johnny had taken in as his ward. She was the daughter of Felix Gillings, a camera assistant who had perished on a zombie gangbang movie set. It was an inspired piece of monster porn that had claimed a few causalities, but was his most profitable film to date. Even if it was highly illegal and dangerous.
 
    
 
   So he had taken the girl in, because he wasn't heartless and who else would care for her? Sheila had Down's syndrome, but she was a bright flower and Johnny adored having her around. 
 
    
 
   "Bring her in so I can say goodbye," Johnny instructed. 
 
    
 
   Glass' reflection shrank away and Johnny followed it. He went to the phonograph and pulled the needle gently away from the vinyl record. He went to the bar and made a martini. 
 
    
 
   He finished it just as Sheila bounded ahead of Glass into the room. The usually cold bodyguard always wore a half-grin around the girl. 
 
    
 
   "Uncle Johnny!" she said, rushing up and wrapping her arms around his waist. 
 
    
 
   She released Johnny, bent back up and smiled at him. She wore a very pink and girly sundress and her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Sheila had the most beautiful green eyes. It was nice for Johnny; having a person around him who saw nothing but a trusted benefactor. If Sheila ever spotted a monster in Johnny, she gave no hint. Maybe it was her condition. He didn't know for sure, but whatever it was, it made Johnny feel more human. He tried really hard to keep the creature from her sight. 
 
    
 
   "You ready to go to Piermont for a few days?" Johnny said.
 
    
 
   "Yeah, but why aren't you coming?" Sheila whined playfully.
 
    
 
   "I have some business to settle. But if I finish it early, I'll join you. We'll eat at the seafood place you like," Johnny promised.
 
    
 
   "Pier 701?" Sheila beamed.
 
    
 
   "Yes ma'am."
 
    
 
   "Can we go apple picking, too?" Sheila asked.
 
    
 
   "If there are still apples on the trees this time of year," Johnny replied.
 
    
 
   "Or we could tie some to the limbs if there aren't any," Sheila teased.
 
    
 
   "Where there is a will, there's a way," Johnny said with a chuckle. 
 
    
 
   Sheila motioned with her finger and Johnny smiled and arched down. She planted purple lipstick on his grey cheek, and then she left with Glass. Johnny watched her go and he smiled. He took a handkerchief from his jacket and mopped the lipstick off of his face.
 
    
 
   He had to prepare for his meeting with the mafia. It was time to squelch the beef the human mob had with him. Just as he wondered if the conference room was dressed, his butler, Victor stepped into the room.
 
    
 
   But, of course, Victor was more than a butler. He was one of Johnny's closest friends. He was a mute and feral hunchback. Johnny had discovered Victor in a sewer in France two decades ago. He didn't know the man's real name. Victor had been Johnny's damnable father's name, but it made the hunchback feel like kin to dub him so. 
 
    
 
   "Everything ready in the conference room, Victor?" Johnny asked.
 
    
 
   Victor nodded his head, his light red wisps of hair waving in the air.
 
    
 
   "Good. You can knock off early tonight," Johnny said.
 
    
 
   Victor grunted in defiance and shook his head, parading his stringy hair in another direction. 
 
    
 
   Johnny walked to his man Friday and put a heavy hand on his shoulder. "I can handle this, Victor. I have tripled the security. I can't afford to lose you, my friend. I couldn't tie my shoes without you."
 
    
 
   Victor sighed and turned, reluctantly trudging toward his basement level apartment.
 
    
 
   Johnny felt lighter, taking his family out of harm's way. He would be hosting a sit down with the most powerful mobsters in the city. Chefs from Babbo were preparing a feast in Johnny's extensive but seldom used kitchen. He would either bring these men to his cause or he would bury the fuckers. 
 
    
 
   Glass reappeared. "The car is on the way to the bridge," he announced. "And your guests are in the elevator."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Johnny let the men dine and mingle without him. Johnny appeared just as the caterers poured after dinner drinks. The men stood when Johnny walked into the conference room. He waved them back to their chairs and took his position at the head of the table. He knew they were all armed, and that didn't frighten him. Glass and five other sentries stood like stone at the walls and watched the proceedings. Johnny noticed enough hair petroleum and bad cologne in the room to blow his penthouse to the heavens.  
 
    
 
   "Sorry it took me a bit to join you," Johnny said, lighting a cigar. "I had some business to attend."
 
    
 
   The men nodded, assuring that they understood, and Johnny took them in. He knew the smiles they pointed at him were insincere and that fear and hatred was pulsing just beneath their skin. There was a mixture of family bosses and captains. The older guests weren't as friendly as the younger ones who were no doubt playing catch as catch can. He knew the hungrier ones would seek gains from this meeting, while the elder guard would be more abrasive and hard to rally. 
 
    
 
   A rather sour looking old mobster raised his hand for attention. It was Joseph Caci, the boss of Brooklyn's Caci family. 
 
    
 
   "Please, speak, Joseph," Johnny encouraged.
 
    
 
   "It is a mess out there," Joseph stated, wiping at a food stain on the sleeve of his tailored jacket. "We got Night Things worming their way in on every corner. The vamps claim you back them."
 
    
 
   "That's bullshit," Johnny cut in. "I don't employee Night Things on my crew. Sure, I may hire one or two for a freelance errand, if it fits their skill set. But I don't back fangs, dead skin or fur on the street."
 
    
 
   "You are taking it all," another mobster declared, standing and slamming his hands down on the conference room table. It was Sammy Accardo, another old school thug who was closing in on seventy. Accardo ran the Jersey family. "We were here long before you freaks crawled out of the dirt. And we are willing to fight for what is ours."
 
    
 
   "Sammy, is that any way to start off a pleasant business meeting? Can't we at least act civil? Pretend we are all gentlemen?" Johnny said, in a mock tone of disappointment. "I hear your daughter, Sarah, is getting married. Congratulations. I have a wedding gift for you to take when you leave."
 
    
 
   "I'm not interested in gifts or veiled threats, Stücke," Sammy continued, standing over his colleagues, twelve in all (an even number of seasoned made men and young turks), who watched on in a reserved and interested quiet. "We can barely feed our families out there. We are tangling with shifters, fangs and dead meat everywhere. Now, you say you want us to coexist with you? Then pick a side. Us or the monsters."
 
    
 
   "I want thirty percent of everything you have going," Johnny proposed. "Drugs. Anything off the back of trucks. Prostitution. Thirty percent and I will help you keep the monsters at bay."
 
    
 
   "That is a big bite," Sammy said. "And for what? The privilege of starving?"
 
    
 
   "You know, mafia ranks very low on the spook totem these days," Johnny said. "You are the least scary thing out there. You are lucky I don't squash you completely. I would, at the least provocation, but I feel I can learn from you and your organizations. I have studied your history. You always find ways to pan the gold from the water. Improvise. Find something that will make us all fat. But I get my cut and that price of doing business is thirty percent."
 
    
 
   "What about pornography?" Sammy said. "We used to wet our beaks in that, too. But you been hogging that up for yourself."
 
    
 
   Johnny nodded. "That is where my main passion lies. True. And there is no give there. You aren't getting any of that action. So come to terms with it." 
 
    
 
   "It's a big loss for us," Sammy replied, finally dropping back to his seat.
 
    
 
   "I can think of much bigger losses you could take," Johnny said, with a raw grin. 
 
    
 
   "Don't think we are afraid of a war," Sammy said, heating up. 
 
    
 
   "Wars are unproductive," Johnny said. "And the casualties are hard to live with. You got Sarah. I got a daughter now. Wars get innocent people killed. We all need to think of our families."
 
    
 
   "There it is again," Sammy said, and he looked ready to explode. "The threats. Yeah, I got a daughter. But don't compare her to that retard orphan you took in."
 
    
 
   There was a hush that immediately followed Sammy's words. Apprehension suddenly stank up the room. Johnny left his chair and strolled slowly toward Sammy. Johnny settled next to the belligerent looking man, who glowered unapologetically at his monstrous host. 
 
    
 
   Johnny clamped his big hand over Sammy's head. Frightened eyes peeked from between Johnny's fingers. He knelt down to Sammy's ear. "I am going to pay a visit to your daughter on her wedding night," he whispered. And then he crushed Sammy Accardo's head like a ripe melon. 
 
    
 
   Gore, brains and thick strings of bloodied greasy black hair splashed the men sitting closest to Sammy. When Johnny removed his hand, the mobster's head was gone. A gunshot blast from that range would have done less damage. Someone gagged loudly. Johnny wiped his hand with a dinner cloth and politely covered the remains.
 
    
 
   "I have a thick skin. But you don't attack my family that way," Johnny said to the rest of the men.
 
    
 
   "He was out of line, Mr. Stücke," Joseph Caci finally said. "He had no right to speak to you that way. Especially in your home."
 
    
 
   "Very disrespectful," another man chimed in.
 
    
 
   "Anyone have a problem with what happened here?" Johnny said, his old eyes sweeping the room.
 
    
 
   Glass and his men stood motionless and continued to watch in gritty indifference. Accardo's peers were silent. If there were any grievances, the men were too petrified to air them.
 
    
 
   "I don't expect an answer tonight," Johnny said, striding back to his seat and taking it calmly. "I'll give you forty-eight hours to get your crews on board. Gentlemen, I assure you that your cooperation and loyalty in this matter will yield gains for us all."
 
    
 
   Johnny picked up a champagne glass and toasted his guests. "Salute."
 
    
 
   Before the men could lift their glasses, the conference room door ripped open. 
 
    
 
   A group of vampires stepped into the conference room. Their gray faces stared at the proceedings menacingly. Johnny counted fourteen leeches and there was an even balance of male and female vamps. Their mouths and chins were wet with the blood of Johnny's security.  Behind them, an old gypsy woman leered at Johnny with one good eye- an evil eye, actually. The gypsy smelled human and the vamps seemed to be protecting her, which was unusual. The Night Things hated gypsies.
 
    
 
   Everyone in the room, save Johnny, pulled a weapon. Glass and his men immediately fell back toward their boss. The mafia guests pointed their guns between Johnny and the vamps. The mobsters loudly demanded an explanation. 
 
    
 
   Johnny ignored his invited guests and focused on the Night Things who had crashed his party. "How the fuck did you leeches get in here?"
 
    
 
   "We found the dummy owner you thought we never would and tortured an invitation out of him," a tall and lean vamp with blonde hair that seemed to be the leader of the undead band explained. He smiled widely, resembling a mutant clown, and stretched his fangs at Johnny. "The master sends his regards."
 
    
 
   "You boys packing silver?" Johnny asked of Joseph Caci. 
 
    
 
   "Have to these days," Joseph said, pointing his weapon at the lead vamp. His men mimicked his aim. 
 
    
 
   The vampires charged without warning. Two of the vampires fell as the mobsters in the room shot wildly into the undead crowd. Johnny kept his eyes on the old gypsy, whose lips moved silently. She recited an incantation.
 
    
 
   Just as Johnny was about to warn about the words on her lips, a funnel cloud appeared in the air in front of the woman. The dark mass, at least ten feet high and wide, spun toward him. Its numerous fangs snapped in the air and large red eyes leered evilly from the center of it. The demon split the middle of the massive conference room table as it sped at Johnny. A few vampires and mobsters were sucked into it and spit back out in piles of mangled flesh and bone. 
 
    
 
   "Look out!" Johnny said to his men. He pushed Glass aside, who was firing madly at the demonic cloud, and Johnny punched the thing. 
 
    
 
   His fist made solid contact and it startled back. The red eyes in the wind flinched and fluttered. Then they cleared and grew angry. All of the fanged mouths howled, and Johnny feared their angry song would shatter the bulletproof windows of the conference room. 
 
    
 
   He swung again. This time, the beast caught his arm. It lifted the huge man and smashed him into the wall length window. The glass cracked and scars stretched across the pane. Johnny tried to free his arm, but the demon picked him up and sent him into the window again. The glass began to bulge outward and Johnny felt as if a thousand teeth devoured his arm. 
 
    
 
   Johnny brought his other arm around and punched the thing again. It released him and backed off. Johnny had no time to appraise his injured arm, which was barely there.
 
    
 
   One of his men shot silver into the demon cloud. It screeched, then snatched him into its center. Johnny watched as his man- Leonard, he believed his name had been- churned inside and was reduced to a red-stained skeleton. The thing spit the remains of Leonard at Johnny.
 
    
 
   It hesitated before attacking again and Johnny prepared himself. He reached down and snapped off Leonard's femur bone and raised it into the air. 
 
    
 
   "Well, what are you waiting for? Let's finish this!" Johnny challenged. 
 
    
 
   The demon sprang at him and then suddenly dissipated into the air, revealing the old gypsy woman behind it. Her good eye was wide in pain and surprise. Her hands gnarled and reached over her shoulders. She fell forward, and Victor stood behind her. He held onto the large butcher knife in her back as she went down. He then rushed to his master. 
 
    
 
   Johnny realized that the creature must have been exiled to wherever it had come upon the death of the gypsy. He looked around, and saw only Glass and one more of his crew alive. They pointed their weapons at the grizzly remains of men and vamps on the conference room floor. 
 
    
 
   "You okay?" Glass asked, as more security piled into the room.
 
    
 
   "Yeah, relatively speaking," Johnny said, as Victor lingered near him. 
 
    
 
   "I want security quadrupled," he said to Glass. "Get on the horn and send Sheila to a different safe house.  Preferably somewhere out of the country. Find out who is next in line to hold the building title and get a lawyer on it before morning. We have to revoke that God damn invitation. Put silver clips and holy water pistols on every man we have."
 
    
 
   Johnny pointed to the security camera. "Take the footage and download it to my computer. I want to see if we can translate the Gypsy's spell. Might be able to make use of a monster like that one day."
 
    
 
   Johnny pulled a cigar from his jacket. Glass lit it. 
 
    
 
   "Boss, your arm is fucked," Glass whispered. 
 
    
 
   Johnny glanced down. There was barely any muscle left on it. The bone that showed had several gnaw marks. "Get my doctor here pronto. Tell him to bring a left arm from the freeze."
 
    
 
   Johnny glanced around at the pieces of mobsters strewn across the room. "Tell him to salvage what he can in here. Waste not, want not."
 
    
 
   Glass delegated to one of the men and turned back to Johnny. "Who were they working for? Who is their master?"
 
    
 
   "If it is who I think it is, we are going to have an all out war on our hands," Johnny said, sucking on his cigar. "And this little bloodbath sure as shit won't endear us to the mafia. But fuck them. They are the least of our problems."
 
    
 
   Johnny walked to the conference room entrance, remembered something, and turned back to Glass.
 
    
 
   "Oh, and one more thing. Find out where Sarah Accardo is spending her wedding night."
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   INTRODUCTION:
 
   BAGGED, TAGGED & BURIED
 
   by Terry M. West
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   From the desk of Jason Bowman, special cold case liaison for the FBI. Addressed to Tony McCasland, black file specialist and unofficial department head of project SIDEBOARD, a secret division of The Vault. Dated November 1st.
 
    
 
   Dear Tony,
 
    
 
   There is no easy way to put this. Your department is being shut down effective January 15th.  Since the SIDEBOARD had no official supervisor, I have been told that it falls under my jurisdiction. I am actually glad I was chosen for this grim chore, because of our long friendship. There will be layoffs, unfortunately, but I am trying to find a place for you here with me. The new director has had issues with the black files (SIDEBOARD) department for years. She sees it as a distraction to agents and non-essential personnel alike. "Freak show" were her words, actually. The director has long held the belief that the black files are all fictitious, created by hoaxers looking for a tablespoon of infamy or our own people constructing macabre puzzles for rookies. The black files have long evaded declassification, since they are deemed too disturbing for public consumption. But these days, secrets are a rarity and the director has managed to rally a few supporters in the upper brass. All evidence, old and new, is to be bagged, tagged and buried deep. Any new black file that slaps our desk is to be considered not only cold, but dead, and buried as well.
 
    
 
   I did, however, remind the director that protocol demands that all of the evidence in your department be transcribed electronically, to the main database. She fought me, but I won. The majority of your files have undeniable links to disappearances and strange homicides. She can suppress the black files all that she wants, but I will not allow this evidence to be erased or destroyed. I can fight her on that. Of course, clearance to access these files will be high. Very high. Gone are the days when an academy graduate was given a dark tour in SIDEBOARD as an initiation to the bureau. 
 
    
 
   All of the contents of department SIDEBOARD are to be scanned and transcribed from original sources with new case file numbers designated BF. These files are to be encrypted and absorbed into the cold case department, under my authority and responsibility, and they are to be given the highest security. I will do my damnedest to put this new secret addition to my department under you. I know this is your baby and has been for longer than most of us have been with the bureau. Just give me a bit to work some magic, my friend.
 
    
 
   Transcription needs to begin immediately. Hire people, if need be. Let the director be held accountable for the cost. This will be a good lesson for her. 
 
    
 
   Bear in mind that whoever you hire to transcribe these journals needs to be forewarned. You know how jarring the black files are the first time you encounter them. Be sure to tell any applicants that a psychiatric exam is mandatory as a piece of debriefing. We don't need another Ashley Johnstone situation. Her suicide nearly tore your department apart.
 
    
 
   I don't  mean to tell you your job and explain the procedure that I am sure you are well acquainted with. But I have to cover my ass, Tony. You know that. Anyway, I am sure I will be seeing you soon with the holidays approaching. Take care and don't hesitate to contact me with any questions/concerns. Give Trish and the kids my love.
 
    
 
   Jason Bowman
 
   Federal Bureau of Investigation
 
   Cold Case Initiative
 
   Washington, DC 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Reply from the desk of Tony McCasland, dated November 3rd:
 
    
 
    
 
   Hello Jason,
 
    
 
   I appreciate your candor. To be honest, I have long suspected our new director's distaste for my position. She sees me as quite the barker, no doubt. I have championed this cause for a very long time and I have always feared the dark cloud that has been perched over me for much of my career. It's a relief, actually. And that my work is being absorbed into your department at least gives it legitimacy. 
 
    
 
   As far as hiring someone, I have brought aboard a kid by the name of Alex Nash. He is a data entry machine. Alex has no personal interest in these files. He simply pursues a paycheck and he is faster than most of his peers. Still, I will insist on an evaluation before we swat him on the ass and send him back out into the world.
 
    
 
   It has been a long time since we spoke on a personal level, so I guess you weren't aware that Trish and I are divorced. It was just one of those things, you know. We hadn't been happy in a very long time and with the kids in college we decided it was time to quit fooling ourselves. Trust me, it is for the best.
 
    
 
   I am trying to keep my office associates calm over the current situation. They all felt it coming, though. Maybe I am not that good at hiding distress. Anyway, it is what it is, they are all capable people and I will try not to have too much survivor's guilt if you are able to bring me to your department. I can't tell you how much I appreciate everything you are doing for me, Jason. You are a good friend.
 
    
 
   I have started a microbrewery in my garage. I make one hell of a Stout. I don't care much for Stouts, but my friends tell me the ones I make are the best. If memory serves, you are a fan of Stout beer. Let's have a drink together soon.
 
    
 
   Tony McCasland
 
   Federal Bureau of Investigation
 
   Special Information Supervisor
 
   Washington, DC 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Reply from Jason Bowman, dated November 6th:
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Tony,
 
    
 
   I am so sorry to hear about your home situation. I had no idea. Lydia sends her love and is insistent that you have Thanksgiving dinner with us.
 
    
 
   It is reassuring to see you taking things so well. But you have always been a rock.
 
    
 
   And yes, I am a Stout man. As soon as time permits, I would love to sample that brewery of yours.
 
    
 
   Thanks and we will speak soon. Again, I am a phone call away for any work or personal concerns.
 
    
 
   Take care
 
    
 
   Jason Bowman
 
   Federal Bureau of Investigation
 
   Cold Case Initiative
 
   Washington, DC 
 
   


 
   
  
 



From Jason Bowman, dated December 4th:
 
    
 
    
 
   Hey Tony,
 
    
 
   Sorry I haven't been in touch sooner and I was disappointed that you weren't able to make Thanksgiving. Lydia missed you and I was hoping you'd bring a six pack of that home brew of yours.  Anyway, I know things are probably crazy on your end. 
 
    
 
   I am having a mandatory status meeting with the director soon (hooray) and I need a full report on the transition of the black files. They might try to push the deadline up, and we will also take a look at all five of your staff and decide to either reassign them or lay them off. You will have this information soon, and it will be up to you to prepare your people. 
 
    
 
   I have to tell you that deciding their fate this close to Christmas makes me physically ill. It's a nasty business. A personal note from you on their behalf might help. Please get back to me with a status report and ETA on a complete switchover ASAP.
 
    
 
   Let me know if I need to assist you with any of this. I am here for you, Tony. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Sincerely
 
   Jason Bowman
 
   Federal Bureau of Investigation
 
   Cold Case Initiative
 
   Washington, DC 
 
   


 
   
  
 



From Jason Bowman, dated December 11th, via an e-mail cc'ed to Tony McCasland's personal e-mail, and a bcc'ed to the director:
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Tony,
 
    
 
   I have to say, I am concerned. You haven't answered any of my numerous phone calls or responded to the reminders I had set in your e-calendar. Your department is a ghost town. I sent a staff member over and the only person currently in your office is Alex Nash, who is diligently working on the black file conversions. We have questioned him, and he has no idea where you or your staff might be.
 
    
 
   He said that there has been no talk of the imminent shutdown of SIDEBOARD or the future of your people. Now, maybe you are keeping Alex out of the loop, which is understandable. He mentioned that you held a get-together at your place on Friday night (which he wasn't able to make). It seems rather suspicious that you and your staff would all miss a Monday. 
 
    
 
   I still have not received a progress report and I have to say that I am extremely upset, Tony. Alex assured us that he is on target, but I should have heard that from you. We have been friends a very long time and I have tried to soften this blow for you in every way possible. I feel betrayed, sir.
 
    
 
   My only conclusion is that you have talked your people into taking some kind of stand with you, and that you have all summarily walked away from the bureau. Despite any derision that you may have felt over the years, most had a very high level of respect for you. If a walkout is indeed the case, it was a foolish route to take, Tony. This sort of thing will not brighten a resume, my friend. It is very unprofessional.
 
    
 
   My staff are calling and sending e-mails to your people. Please get back to me, Tony. 
 
    
 
   Bureau matters aside, I am your friend and this isn't like you. I fear for you.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason Bowman
 
   Federal Bureau of Investigation
 
   Cold Case Initiative
 
   Washington, DC 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Reply from Tony McCasland, via a postal letter received by Bowman's office, December 15th:
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Jason,
 
    
 
   Fuck you. You have never been my friend. I have always known that. All of these grand promises you made were just an effort to get me under your thumb and your attitude of oh, we'll get the black files into the database under my watch blah dee fucking blah...
 
    
 
   You have lobbied, behind my back, for years to get my department shut down. What, you didn't think I knew? The director was on the fence regarding SIDEBOARD and you were the one who pushed her over. Do you think that your personality is so commanding that people wouldn't talk? I have other friends in the organization, and the Magic 8 Ball says all signs point to Jason; he of long reach and short dick.
 
    
 
   When I think of those cunty remarks you made about the director...
 
    
 
   Did you think I would just stand idly by and let you take away everything I have built? I am the reason SIDEBOARD exists. And you want it simply absorbed into cold cases? Under your authority, but you'll let me oversee it? How generous of you.
 
    
 
   I hate you with everything I have inside. It took me decades to authenticate the black files and it took a great portion of my reputation in the process. It's only in the recent years that I have gotten any validation for my sacrifices and here you come, ready to tear it all down over ego. You dirty, greedy, little fucker.
 
    
 
   You were always jealous of me. I am a rock star, you insignificant pussy. I get fan mail, for Christ's sake. Do you know how many dark tourists seek me out? How many cash offers I have had for mementos? I could have been a wealthy man.
 
    
 
   As far as my staff goes, they have all been bagged, tagged and buried, Jason... per your instructions; I have been planning my own black file for some time. I had my people over last Friday, and I made them a special blend of beer. 
 
    
 
   Now, before you make any assumptions regarding my proximity to the black files and the influence they must have had on my sanity, let me assure you: this violent desire inside of me has always been there. I killed people before my service to the FBI; I poisoned them, which was my preferred method after a few bloody missteps in my youth. I struck down enemies and random strangers alike. What I use to kill is hard to locate, unless you are searching specifically for it. 
 
    
 
   Seeking a place in the bureau was merely an attempt at hiding in plain sight. SIDEBOARD seemed a logical area for me, though I didn't have the courage to contribute personally to the black files. Until recently, that is; thanks to you. And I am wiping the slate clean before I go.
 
    
 
   Yesterday, I dropped off a batch of homemade pale ale to my boys at their dorm rooms and I gave a bottle of spiked holiday wine to my ex-wife. There will be no teary testimonials from my wife and children or an Oprah book club memoir. Oh no. If I am going down in history as a monster, it will be as one of the worst kind. 
 
    
 
   I hope I embarrass you and the bureau. I pray it is a mark that you can never remove. 
 
    
 
   When you search my home, you will find all of my poisonous spices and the scrapbooks that detail all of my killings. I have arranged them, neatly, on the kitchen table for you to find with ease. They are organized by year. I looked them over last night and there were more victims than I had thought. I anticipate many exhumed bodies in your future, if you are still fit to run your division after all of this. 
 
    
 
   And I say that because there is something else you should know: I sent a bottle of special holiday wine to your wife, as well. Included with it is a note of apology for missing Thanksgiving. 
 
    
 
   If the timing is correct, she should have received it this morning. Does she still have a glass of wine before lunch, Jason? I know how that has always bothered you; her drinking before noon. And what was that excuse she always used? She's part French, oui? You should probably give her a call. This letter won't go anywhere...
 
    
 
   And don't worry- my hunt is now over. I am going somewhere private to drink a Stout that I don't have the taste for. I'll be dead by the time you read this, and my condolences if you aren't able to reach Lydia in time. She was a great lady whose only mistake was marrying an asshole like you. 
 
    
 
   Oh, and since I won't have another opportunity to say this and we are so very close to the date: Merry Fucking Christmas!
 
    
 
   Your friend, 
 
   Tony 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

TURN ME ON, DEAD MAN
 
   By Robin Dover
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF7147741119
 
   Journal transcribed from printed matter on the side of the plastic wrapping around an eighteen pack of toilet tissue, text embossed on a light switch, the symbols on a dollar bill taped to a window, information about food additives on a package of food from the refrigerator, a radio announcement followed by a song, a television news commentary and the numerological significance of a 9 mm handgun.
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘I’m speaking to you with my mouth. Contrary to popular belief, I am not speaking out of my ass. I don’t mean to be crude, but people have had the nerve to tell me this for my entire life. I’d like to say I’m living proof, but then again, don’t listen to me. My wife, Doris, never listened. Oh, she does hear me. I make damned sure of that, especially now. Although she still doesn’t genuinely listen to me. I’m glad we didn’t have children. I doubt if I could have trained them to listen to me, especially with her influence and example. I had a girlfriend once… before Doris. She didn’t listen to me. Maybe it’s something about my voice. Read my story, instead. I know it’ll be everywhere. I wrote it down like a villain as I went. Write that down, write that down. That’s what I always tell myself. It’s become second nature. I wasn’t really thinking about appearances and it wasn’t my plan, but it must have looked like I was hired to leave a trail of poison breadcrumbs to kill Cock Robin… and it all led back to my bedroom. I was premeditation in college. I hope it makes the front page. I definitely want it on television. If I’m lucky, ha, like that’s ever going to happen, maybe they’ll turn it into a movie… at least a short film for Sundance.
 
                 
 
   ‘It rubs off on you. I don’t like to listen, either, now. I don’t even like to listen to myself and I didn’t want to listen to this. It freaked me out. The whole gouging process annoyed me. I don’t like to be pushed. I try to ignore it. Warning! Warning! Danger! Danger! I’m offended when someone gives me a warning. Oh, wow… they’re warning me. First of all, it’s pretentious and I don’t believe them. It always comes across as a threat. Don’t ever threaten me. Are you threatening me? That’s the question in my mind. Get away from me. I can take care of myself. I don’t want it.
 
                 
 
   ‘But, then things started to change. And so it goes…
 
                 
 
   ‘It began earlier today. I was in the bathroom. I was sitting on the toilet in deep meditation, spinning inside myself and reached out for the paper. It was still wrapped inside of the damned plastic. I picked up the entire unopened package. It was a huge thing with eighteen brand new rolls of paper. I started to think: that’s eighteen rolls of toilet paper. That reduces to a nine. That’s the number of death. That scares me. My ass is in jeopardy. My bowels broke open again and I had to wait. I took a deep breath. In confined quarters, without an extractor fan, that was not a pleasant experience.
 
                 
 
   ‘I finally tore open the package. When I did, a flash caught my eye. I had to blink. It actually blinded me for a moment. I rubbed my eye and looked around thinking it might have been a fleck of glitter that caught a bit of sun but, no, it had to be something else. The curtains were pulled closed. It wasn’t exactly dark in the bathroom but it was not a flash of sunlight. I was wearing my strong reading glasses, picked up the package and started to read, ‘Warning… to avoid danger of injury or suffocation…’ and in my periphery it flashed again. I was immediately pulled away from this pseudo-warning into the real warning. It was the numbers… the numbers of the barcode.
 
                 
 
   ‘It wasn’t a normal barcode: 0 2 9183 9 2799 8 1. These thirteen numbers are symbolic of my death. Two times nine is eighteen… eight plus one is nine. Three times nine is twenty-seven… two plus seven is nine. Nine times nine is eighty-one… eight plus one is nine. The number nine is positioned exactly in the center of the demonic secret code that is a total of thirteen unlucky numbers. Six numbers on one side and six numbers on the opposite side of that upside down number six: Six – Six – Six. A damned beast is coming to get me. I know it. Or just turn all of those sixes upside down and there’re three nines, three times death, after me. This central nine is the terrible monarch of the ominous code. It controls everything. It’s a curse. Take any one of these numbers, multiply it by nine and add them together. Reduce it to its simplest form. You come right back to number nine. I’m going to die. You get nine. The number nine has taken over. I’m going to bloody die. It’s black magick.
 
                 
 
   ‘Positioned right beside those numbers was the undisputed symbol of my looming reincarnation – the recycle symbol – the dreaded evil Möbius strip that was created by the devil himself and the World Monarch of the Illuminati – and right in the middle of that symbol was the resin identification code. It was a number nine. It confirmed everything. This doesn’t even exist! When I saw that, I just shit.
 
                 
 
   ‘I was immobilized on the toilet for almost another ten minutes before I could get cleaned up. No. Thinking back, it was another nine minutes. It sat on that toilet for another damned nine minutes. My life was getting ready to spin away down the crapper: I’m going to die. Numbers never lie.
 
                 
 
   ‘The confidence I usually have when I clean up the forest at the end of the job was absolutely gone. My life flashed before me. I did the best I could. Then it flushed before me. I jumped up and crashed into the door facing before I could even get out of the bathroom. It hit me right between the eyes. I broke my glasses in three places. I counted those cracks and multiplied them by themselves. I was right back at nine.
 
                 
 
   ‘It was very difficult, but I could still see through the cracked lenses into that other world delivering the warning. I was afraid to just take them off. I was afraid I’d miss something… and there it was.
 
                 ‘I froze in my tracks. Staring me dead in the eye was the word, OFF. I hadn’t thought about it, but it was true. The light was not switched on. The light switch was off. I immediately knew what that had to mean. I felt the menace of those numbers. The true meaning was held within that barcode. The number nine in the center of the Möbius strip sealed the meaning upon my head.
 
                 ‘Blood oozed from my third eye down my forehead. Anxiety had built up so high inside of me that I was just about ready to explode.
 
                 ‘I ran into the kitchen, pulled up the blinds and stared at the front of the dollar bill I had taped to the window for good luck. My heart fell. For some reason, that dollar bill was turned the wrong way. It should have been turned with the front of the dollar facing out. I should have been staring at the back of that dollar, but I wasn’t. This was not good. And to add insult to serious injury, the moon was in its waning phase. It was bad luck to leave a dollar in the window unless the moon was waxing. But I could not remove it. Instead, I was forced to step in closer and stare at the symbols covering the front of the dollar bill.
 
                 ‘I saw that damned owl staring at me, quietly but with ill intent. It was perched on the inner sweep on the left side of the outline which framed the number one on the top right hand corner of the dollar.
 
                 ‘The owl is a bird of death. I felt the bad blood. I knew the owl represented dark and forbidden knowledge but the Egyptian pyramid on that dollar always confused and worried me. It had to be satanic. The eye of Lucifer was staring at me from the capstone of that pyramid. There’s something very Egyptian going on here. Hell, I lived in Memphis named after the place in Egypt. Why did I move to Memphis? I wouldn’t have moved to Egypt. Everyone knows the Egyptians wrote the book on death. An Egyptian pyramid with the eye of Lucifer in the capstone staring at me on an American dollar made this a deadly message. Maybe the Egyptians were in charge of death in America. I was the central target on an ancient Egyptian conspiracy. Today, the Egyptians were in charge of my death. The owl had a message for me. It kept pulling me back in. It was forcing me to listen or to see something important. I leaned in and stared closer. I couldn’t help it. It was so tiny but so powerful. It was actually staring at me… and then I saw more of them. There was one perched at the bottom of the center of the dollar. I had never seen that one before. There was another I had never seen before, too. It was near the left hand side at the bottom of the dollar. There was another, hidden and turned sideways… just above the one on the lower right hand side. The whole thing was very sneaky. They were flying all over that dollar. They were gathering. They were watching me. I felt like an endangered Bohemian. Owls are predators… night predators. They’re monsters… screeching dirty mouthpieces for Lilith.
 
                 ‘Lilith is an evil, adulterous shit who screwed the demon of death, Samael. She was all over that damned dollar bill. She had possessed the owls. I started to count them and then I shit again. There were nine owls on that damned dollar bill all screeching her name. Then they started to screech my name. I heard them speak to me in unison… ‘I’m here to protect you. But you must follow me to the bitter end if you truly want me to be your guardian.’ I jumped back away from that dollar. You’re a damned liar! There was no way I was going to follow a flock of owls possessed by a demonic bitch. I wasn’t looking for protection. My glasses fell off, hit the floor and the frame snapped in half. I closed my eyes, took in a deep breath and put my hands out in front of me. I had done this before to calm myself. Breathe out – breathe in – breathe out. I’ll do it nine times. What will it be like to breathe out for the last time?
 
                 ‘I whirled around and switched on the radio. I knew the announcement was symbolic of something really bad getting ready to happen. It was going to end my life. It was signaling to me. It was a message of warning specifically designed to get my attention…

 
                 “Premiering at the Alexandrian Theater today in downtown Memphis is the new dystopian inspired computer animated film entitled ‘9’. I think it’s pretty creepy and has some numerological impact that this premier happening today in Memphis just happens to be on the 9th day of the 9th month in ‘09. I understand every human being in the film dies. Possessed homunculus ragdolls are running with scissors, knives and machetes. I’m not sure I want any of that doom and gloom. I’d probably kill myself if I watched it. I’m tired of hearing about the death of humanity. I don’t want to know. But I do know this: It’s time for some music on DOAT…”
 
                 ‘The secret message of my death continued to evolve. ‘Revolution 9’ by The Beatles from The White Album began to play. ‘Number Nine, number nine, number nine…’ It was one of my favorite songs. I hated it and loved it at the same time. It was lulling me into a trancelike state that made me feel like I was already dead. It was preparing me for the downward spiral into the jaws of death. I used to put it on and get lost in the sometime melodic pandemonium. I spoke of it often in my life. I told my wife over and over again that I want this played at my funeral, or at least just before I die. I stood there for a moment, lost in the discordant chaos. I felt the warm, wet fluid running down my face and thought I was dreaming. It was the number of death… that final single numerical digit representative of the end.
 
                 ‘The electronic feedback and the screaming and the car horns blaring and the sounds of the ambulance and ‘you become naked’ and ‘number nine’ washed over me and I began to drown. I heard it playing backwards in my mind, ‘Turn me on, dead man… turn me on, dead man… turn me on, dead man.’ I had heard it before. The images and words battered around inside my head, tugging my soul, echoing and telling me I was going to die. Suddenly, I saw the streets of Cairo in my mind. I was choking on the stench of the Mississippi River seeping through the walls of my house. It was worse than the Nile. I started blacking out, grabbed the edge of the kitchen sink and lowered myself to my knees, fighting to breathe. I saw the eagle fly off that dollar bill cracking, picking and sucking the marrow from my bones. I heard howling and screeching and felt the owls pecking my eyes and started to feel like Dylan’s Mr. Jones. I was lonely and depressed. My eyes filled with tears as much from the desolation I was feeling as from the pain and the stench of the river. The wound on my head throbbed. I grabbed my eyes and squeezed. It was the fifth track on the fourth side of the album… that’s a nine again. Add it up! ‘Can you take me back where I came from…’ faded in and out and it was like an attack of déjà vu. That’s nine words! I keep screwing up. I can’t get things right. I’m doing this horrible thing called life over and over and it’s just about to end again. I can’t seem to learn how to live or stay alive. I’m failing, constantly failing. It’ll all just end and the pain will begin once more. It has to be some kind of hell that I’m repeating again and again. This convoluted series of sounds – they all appear after ninety minutes of music on that album. It was sucking my bones dry. My energy and will to live were crying like a mother giving birth to a stillborn child. My life was rapidly flying into a worthless past defined by a meaningless moment in eternity. I was quickly dissolving nine months in reverse – I’m going to be a dead baby – nine seconds in reverse – and I started speaking to myself and saying, “I’m already dead.” I started repeating that over and over to myself. I knew that when it ended, I would cease to exist. I would be swallowed up by a rancid black horrible stench. I wouldn’t be here anymore. I was slipping into the final darkness of a dirty black hole. I could hear that screeching bitch calling me to follow her into the abyss.
 
                 ‘I began a strange fight against ambivalence. To be or not to be… fear stalked me. It was sitting on my back, pushing me down onto my face. Maybe life was meant to be lived in both directions at the same time. Maybe, instead of starting to live the day I was born, maybe that was the day I started to die. I always feel like I’m dying. This acute awareness was combining with the fear that I was now being consumed by a confused lust and simultaneous loathing for the taste of blood. I was growing tired of the taste of my blood. It had run down my face and into my mouth. I wanted it to dry up like a potsherd. I wanted to feel my heart melt like wax and pour into my bowels. I was searching for the dust of my soul and wanted it to blow back into the face of my destiny. I wanted to end my capacity to speak. I wanted to be filled and surrounded by silence and to hear that final resonating note of this painful song fade away. Please. When my desire reached critical mass, the song resolved. I wiped away the bad blood that was still flowing from my third eye blind.
 
                 ‘I pulled myself up from the floor, took a deep breath and although I was nauseous, decided I would put something into my body. I would eat. This would help. I wouldn’t allow this disturbance to turn me away from sustenance. I decided to take my mind off this bizarre and ridiculous crazy thinking, right this very minute, and do something good for myself. I would feed my body. I would nurture my temple. I opened the refrigerator and took out the package. My eyes were immediately drawn to the nutritional information printed on the side and I was compelled to read: E180 – Latol Rubine, Pigment Rubine; 436 – Polysorbate; 954 and E954 – Saccharine and Insoluble Polyvinylpyrrolidone… I dropped the package to the floor. I had been taking these things into my body for years. Everything I was reading and eating and chewing that was becoming me was giving me cancer. It was all in reverse. I wasn’t really eating anything. It was an illusion. I was being eaten. I stared at the package lying on the floor. I had cancer. I was going to die. These numbers were all cancerous nines. They were killing me.
 
                 ‘I was not going to be eaten alive by some grotesque, carnivorous, rampaging malignant growth manifesting as arcane numbers bent on taking over my mind, body and spirit. I would use the power of my mind. I would heal myself. I would turn away from all negative thoughts that had potential to poison my spirit. I knew what to do to turn things around. I walked into the living room and I switched on the television.
 
                 ‘The room filled with shadows and the temperature dropped…
 
                 “It was his time to go. There was nothing we could do. How do you stop fate? How do you interfere with destiny? He was definitely impaired… he was a very sick man. When your number’s up, it’s up…”
 
                 
 
                 ‘Number Nine – number nine – number nine…
 
                 
 
   “We found his body lying on the floor of his bedroom. When we arrived at the scene, the body was still warm. He hadn’t been dead long. There was vomit on the floor beside the body. The bed had been flipped over and was leaning against a wall. The coroner estimated the time of death at nine pm Central Daylight Time. There were notes all over the place. Strange scribblings about numerology, eighteen rolls of toilet paper, bar codes, being recycled, hearing voices, strange symbols on money, waning on and waxing off moons, an elongated song predicting his death from a radio station called Dead On Arrival Today, deadly food additives, and dying of cancer. There was even a note regarding some childish cryptic significance of the word OFF embossed on a light switch. There were also references to hybrid Egyptian/American owls, an eagle and the fairytales of Lilith. It all seemed very disjointed in one sense but in another extremely methodic and planned. Everything was arranged chronologically, from the initial encounter on the toilet seat until he finally pulled the trigger.”
 
                 ‘I turned off the television and walked into my bedroom. There she was… the 9 mm sitting on my bedside table. It was a nine, again. And M is the 13th letter of the alphabet. M was there twice. That had to mean double the pleasure, double the pain and double the bad luck. I was meant to be killed twice. That’s exactly what it meant. How do you do that? How do you murder yourself twice before you go down? I wasn’t sure how that was going to happen. I thought that if the trigger could be pulled twice, maybe if it was pulled quickly enough, just maybe it could happen that way. Maybe I would meet that point that intersects living and dying, get tangled up on myself and die twice.
 
                 ‘Maybe Lilith was telling me the truth through those owls and she was my guardian angel. Maybe she was here to protect me from the agony of living such a painful and wasted poor excuse for an existence and was showing me that my number was up. Maybe she was showing me that my number was nine. That I was ready for some time OFF. Maybe she was telling me that my life was nothing but cancer. The only way to cure the malignancy of my life was to end it. Start all over again somewhere in the shadows. Maybe I caught the stink from Doris. I could feel a dirty déjà vu spreading through me, all over again.
 
                 ‘I felt its presence. And then I saw it; a mass of rotted darkness. It was possessed of something so powerful that the room itself was immobilized and struck dumb. I was petrified.
 
                 ‘It was under my bed.
 
                 ‘I could hear it breathing. It stank like cancerous flesh. It was a sickly, sweet and sour, nauseating aroma that always caused my stomach to churn. It made me think of the blended scents rising from a sick woman.
 
                 ‘It gave me a warning. It jammed the message into my mind like flecks of glitter and shards of broken glass, ripping, tearing and carving out my sanity, splattering it across my consciousness. It told me this was exactly what I wanted to happen. I didn’t need to be asked. The beast was here to give me what I needed… right now.
 
                 ‘It raised itself up. The bed – my deathbed – crashed to the side while this thing filled the entire room. It was here to kill me. It moved in close and breathed directly into my face. It stank so bad I vomited. It smelled just like my wife. The being was covered with an irregular black and red glittery flesh that appeared to be Merkel cell carcinoma… the same cancer that had been killing my wife.
 
                 ‘And then it was everywhere. It filled every crack in that room, if you know what I mean. I was totally enclosed by it. I could feel the gun was now in my hand. I don’t know how it got there. I felt my finger on the trigger. I felt a gradual pressure building on the trigger and suddenly it was like lightning struck. She pulled the trigger nine times and she pulled it fast. My mistake, again… I wasn’t killed twice. But it was twice as painful. I was humiliated. I felt like Dale Evans had just kicked Roy Rogers off his horse. I barely felt myself hit the floor and within nine minutes, the police were swarming over me.
 
                 ‘I was comfortable. Happiness is a warm gun. The horrible black stinking thing was gone. Then I grew very cold…
 
                 ‘Suddenly, I wasn’t in the room any longer. I wasn’t alone. It wasn’t Lilith like I thought it was going to be. I was wrong, again. She was right there beside me. I’m still pissed off.
 
                 ‘It was my damned wife, Doris… and man, did she stink. That horrible black stinking thing was right there, rubbing up against me with that nasty cancerous irregular glittering flesh-like plasma substance that can only manifest when you’re dead and gone on the other side.
 
                 ‘Doris had cancer. I killed her the year before. I was sure that’s what she wanted. I didn’t need to ask. I could see it in her eyes when she was going down for the count.
 
                 ‘I knew she was going to screw things up. Dammit!
 
                 ‘Go down deep into the pain and experience some real hell. Break out that cursed concrete slab on the north side of the basement. That’s where you’ll find her putrid body. No. I’m sorry… you’ll need to tear up the whole damned floor. I buried her in nine different places. I promise you’ll be tormented for the rest of your lives.
 
                 ‘She was a smart woman and very sneaky. She also had a mean, vengeful streak.
 
                 ‘She liked to put bits of glitter in her makeup and some in her hair, too. I used to get it in my mouth. I didn’t like that at all. But she did it anyway.
 
                 ‘She was good with numbers. I thought she was a little obsessed and complicated things way too much. She really knew how to get my attention. She annoyed the shit out of me.
 
                 ‘And dammit… she knew I was all about conspiracy theory, symbolic dreams, esoteric numerology and all that kind of thing. She knew she’d get to me that way and she did just that; bless her sadistic, black heart. I didn’t have cancer. But she damned well made me think I was going to die of cancer. Sneaky shit. She shook my ass up. I’m proud of her. Good strategy. Kiss my ass. I didn’t like being around her cancer. I don’t like that disease. It makes me gag.
 
                 ‘If you must know the truth, I was sick of my miserable life. I didn’t miss her at all. But I’ll be damned. We’re back together, for better or for worse… definitely for worse. There’s no rest for the wicked. We never argued much, really. There is that. We got along, for the most part. We hardly spoke. I tried to stay away from her as much as possible.
 
                 ‘As soon as I crossed over and our eyes met, she told me to turn her on and she called me a dead man. She repeated it over and over again, kind of quiet like. She was rubbing it in my face. Now, that is some twisted shit. She was good like that. Not only was she riddled with cancer, she was sick in her mind, too. She was constantly repeating things over and over again. She’d go on and on and on…
 
                 ‘And the other woman, the one sitting in the trance who’s filled with my unholy inspiration, she runs her mouth and thinks she has a special handle on me. She isn’t really listening either because she’s a dumbass. She isn’t doing much more than kissing a rabbit between the ears. I’m the one with the handle on her. She thinks I have nothing left to offer but what I’ve already given and what I’ve physically left behind because I’ve crossed over to the other side. Bla bla bla bla bla…
 
                 ‘She says she feels a peculiar inner peace in me, but thinks it’s colored with a deranged and a malevolent undertone. Do you think?
 
                 ‘She also feels a grating disturbance from another tormented, tortured soul. The trance for hire says it isn’t over. She then vomits a little into her hand.
 
                 ‘But now she’s losing her grip on me. I’m fading in and out. She can’t hold Bill any longer. That’s all she has to offer. She thinks I’m gone.
 
                 ‘She stares at the Chief of Police and has the audacity to suggest that it’s time to do what I swore would never happen: to stir open the wounds in the basement.
 
                 ‘Good luck…’
 
    
 
    
 
   Author bio: Robin Dover, like everyone else, has a compassionate side as well as a dark side. In Robin’s case, this is a very dark side. He lives in the New Mexico desert, pumps iron, plays guitar and keeps himself locked away in the shadows of unnatural circumstances so he can write. This is Robin’s gift: Millions of scabrous black shards impatiently wait to deeply embed themselves into the tender flesh of your susceptible mind. They lay concealed like bloodthirsty parasites. Wearing unnatural faces of the evil in your long forgotten, worst nightmares. Preparing to reveal to your conscious mind the horrors your subconscious mind never want you to know. About your true self. About your disease. If you but dare look… www.robindover.com
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

TRUANT
 
   By D.S. Ullery
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF2419794374 with all previous notes in attendance.
 
   Journal transcribed from a series of emails comprised of passages taken from the personal journal of Missing Person Alexander Pasquale. 
 
    
 
   _________________________________________________________________
 
   To: Steven Farrel                                              
 
   From: Louis White
 
   Subject: Case#MP 0005-2013-2 
 
    
 
                 Good morning, Steve. 
 
                 
 
                 Per your directive, here's the complete transcript of the journal we found in the den at the Pasquale residence. The chain of custody was to Officer Michael Williams, then to Evidence, then to Don Reynolds in Forensics and finally to me (Don delivered the journal to me two days ago).  As you saw from the forensics report I sent yesterday, all they found were Pasquale's fingerprints,which was to be expected.
 
                 I'm still having technical issues with this new office software ( I guess IT is still working the bugs out)  and for some reason couldn't attach this as a separate file. So I've included the text in the body of this email. 
 
                 I'll be heading over to the Pasquale residence later today to follow up with his wife and, if possible, see if I can talk to her son as well.
 
                 Steve, I have to tell you, I'm not optimistic about this one.  I think he may have lost his grip on reality just before he disappeared.  You'll understand what I mean more clearly once you've read his own words.
 
    
 
             -Louis
 
    
 
                 The following text has been transcribed by Senior Detective Louis White of the Lake Green Sheriff's Office from the personal journal of Alexander Pasquale (herein designated as evidence in Missing Persons Case # 0005-2013-2), which was collected by responding officer Michael Williams at 112 High Hopes Lane, Lake Green - residence of Alexander Pasquale (38) , Kristine Baker- Pasquale (35) and Mickey Baker (14) - on the morning of  02/27/2013.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
               Transcript follows:
 
    
 
                February 10th, 2013.
 
                               
 
   So I'm starting this journal as part of my plea deal to avoid jail time. Krissy and I had another blow out this week and I ended up smacking her around a little. Being Krissy, she had another of her over-reactionary melodramatic moments and called the police. I barely tapped her and she had me dragged out of the goddamned house like some sort of  criminal.  Bitch.  
 
                 Anyway, while I was being arrested for that little love tap, a prior assault charge I had back in '09 came up, which landed me in front a judge pretty quick. The short version is that I was ordered to see a shrink as part of a course in anger management. Fucking shrinks, man. Overpaid bullshit artists. 
 
                 I met with this quack yesterday and he suggested that I write my thoughts in a journal. I told him that I work for a living as a sales rep for a home security firm. I don't have the time to put in up to ten hours a day,  see him twice a week, provide for my wife and her teenage son, run our household and then write in a diary like a fourteen year old girl.  He compromised and said if I could show him proof I've been writing in the journal during our first scheduled session next week, he'd  speak to the judge and my employers about allowing me to only see him once a week. Shit, I'm lucky to still have a job and not be in jail and this guy is offering that kind of break , just for writing my thoughts down? Yeah, I took the deal. 
 
    
 
                 February 11th, 2013
 
                 
 
   What a shitty day this was. It was my first day at work following my arrest. Cheryl, the stupid twat who sits on her fat ass behind the reception desk , gave me the evil eye every time I passed within her orbit, which was fairly often since she's the size of a moon.  
 
                 The guys are avoiding me, too. I guess nothing travels as fast as bad news, huh? That self-righteous asshole Jenkins  acted as if I'd crawled out from under a rock. This is a guy who fully bailed on his wife after she developed breast cancer and ran off with her younger, hotter sister and he's passing judgment on me? What hypocritical bullshit. 
 
                 Then I come home and Krissy and Mickey are having dinner. They didn't even  bother fixing me anything. Here I am, working my ass off to bring some real money into this house and I can't even get her to make dinner for me.  I demanded to know why and she told me (tearfully, of course. Everything is tearful with Krissy. Everything. She probably sheds a tear for each tampon she flushes down the toilet. I sometimes wonder if that's why the kid's real father ran out on them) that her son's pet hamster Maestro died today, apparently from “ill health brought on by shock”.  I don't know what part of her ass Krissy pulled that wannabe vet-speak out of, but that's what she said.
 
                 So , basically, she's standing there telling me that I didn't get dinner as punishment for kicking the kid's hamster ball across the room while the hamster was in it, which is what sparked the fight Thursday night that led to me getting arrested in the first place.  Y'know, it's hard to get excited about seriously trying to do better when I keep getting punished for the same shit over and over, no matter how hard I'm trying to make it right. 
 
                 But I handled it properly. I didn't say anything. I just rolled my eyes and walked out of the room.  
 
    
 
                 February 13h,2013
 
                 
 
   A better day today. Chad Rhea, the guy I share a cubicle with at work, apparently decided that I was still worth talking to. He asked me what I was doing for lunch. We ended up eating at our usual place, Barney's Bar and Grill, as if nothing had happened. If Chad had an opinion on what's going on with me, he didn't share it. Hell, the subject never came up. We talked about football, specifically whether the Dolphins will make the playoffs next year. 
 
                  
 
   Later-  Krissy apologized when I got home . She said she had been thinking about the other day and felt guilty because she's not giving me a chance to prove I'm serious about dealing with my anger. She's still mad about what I did to the rat (what fourteen year old owns a hamster? Hasn't this kid ever heard of sports?), but wants to be fair.  I thanked her for that . To my surprise,  I actually meant it.
 
    
 
                 February 14th, 2013
 
    
 
                 Came home with a dozen roses and a stuffed bear for Krissy.  She really liked them. It actually felt good to see her smile like that again. Even the kid seemed to be less whiny. I asked him what had him in such a good mood (for him) and he told me that he knew things were finally going to change for the better around here. The optimism surprised me. Maybe he's finally growing up.
 
    
 
                 A pretty good day, all things considered.  One odd thing, though- I can't find my old blue sweatshirt. I thought I had left it in the bedroom, but I couldn't find it anywhere. Oh well. It'll turn up. 
 
    
 
                 February 16th, 2013
 
    
 
                 Met with Doctor Kourakos today. My first official session. He asked to see this journal and I was nervous as hell handing it to him, especially with some of the things I wrote earlier this week. But  I didn't want to cross anything out or erase anything, because then he'd think I'm hiding something or holding back. Censored Journal + Anger Issues = Not good.  It turned out that he was happy with what he read. He even complemented me on my honesty. I thought he'd be pissed about the “quack” and “overpaid bullshit artists” cracks, but he said he hears it all the time. What's important is that I'm being honest in the journal and recognizing what's making me angry. I have to admit, writing in this thing has been better than I thought it'd be.  He told me to keep it up. 
 
    
 
                 So, other than some irritating itching on my shins and forearms that's been bothering me today (I think I might have come into contact with something while I was working in the yard this afternoon.  Tomorrow I'll check and see if any poison ivy is growing out there ), I can call this another good day. By my count, that's two in a row.  Hope it's a trend.   
 
    
 
                 February 20th,2013
 
    
 
                 This is my first entry in a few days because things are tense around this place, thanks to Mickey.  It started on Monday, just after sundown. I was feeling dizzy and nauseous by the time I got home from work (so glad my employer doesn't close for President's Day. I couldn't have used the rest or anything), so I cut out early and headed to bed. 
 
    
 
                 Yesterday, I woke up still feeling ill. Not only was I dizzy, my hands also hurt. I think it may be the beginning of arthritis. Gotta get some cream for that (and  for this damned itching. Didn't find any poison ivy in the yard Sunday, so I don't know what's causing this, but it really sucks. This morning, while I was getting dressed, I noticed red splotches on my arms where I've been scratching). 
 
    
 
                 I  went to work anyway, because a guy who was allowed to keep his job after being arrested on a domestic assault charge need not fuck around with attendance issues.  But I felt progressively worse as the day went on and, by noon, I had had enough. I requested the rest of the afternoon off. The boss was fine with it. He said I looked like hell and should go get some rest.  That means I got home about five hours earlier than I normally would. 
 
    
 
                 When I walked through the door, the first thing that hit me was the smell. Oh man, that was fucking awful. It was like burned hair or something and it was filling every room. It got stronger as I walked upstairs. It turns out it was coming from Mickeys' room. I gotta say, it wasn't any real trick figuring that part out. God, my eyes felt like they wanted to bleed it smelled so bad. So I popped my head inside his room and there was Mickey, sitting in a circle on the floor, along with a couple of those idiot kids from his school, the little freaks who dress in all black and call themselves “Gothic” or whatever.  
 
    
 
                 I was about to tell them to get lost (and then chew the brat's ass out for skipping school), when I saw what they were doing. There were these weird black and red candles, set in a circle around the outside of some sort of symbols they had drawn the floor. The candles had been lit and there was no doubt that they were the source of the stink.  
 
    
 
                 The worst of it was what I saw next. The kid's dead rat was lying in the middle of those strange markings and there was a piece of my missing sweatshirt wrapped around it. The little bastard had cut a piece of my sweatshirt off and made it into a shroud for his dead pet! Not only has he been playing hooky, he's destroying my stuff as part of his weird bullshit. Oh, I was hell pissed.
 
    
 
                 I shouted at the other kids to haul ass out of there, yanking Mickey to his feet as they bolted. I told him that his sick little funeral service was over. I put out the candles, kicking them over and stomping them to pieces with my shoe to make my point.  Then I grabbed the piece of my sweatshirt off the dead hamster (I left the body on the floor, though. No fucking way I was touching that thing) and shoved it in his pasty face, demanding that he tell me what the hell he was doing. He flashed a cold smile and said that it didn't matter, the “ceremony had been completed thrice” and “what was done was done.”
 
    
 
                 That last part actually kind of freaked me out.
 
    
 
                 I told the kid to stay in his room until his mom got home, at which time we were all gonna  talk about a proper punishment for his being truant (and for stinking up the house with those nasty candles).  He just smiled again and said he was planning to stay in his room for the rest of the day anyway.  I could have argued but , honestly, I just wanted to get out of there. The vibe in that room was giving me 
 
   the creeps.
 
                 
 
   When Krissy got home, I tried telling her what happened. Naturally, she didn't believe me. I kept on about it anyway. No way was I letting this go so easily. I told her about the symbols on the floor, the candles, the stink in the house and the piece of my sweat shirt (which I somehow had lost by then. I must have accidentally dropped it on the floor of the kid's room before exiting, though I can't remember doing that). 
 
    
 
                 She asked to see proof , so I had her follow me upstairs. I wanted her to see the scene in his bedroom for herself anyway (I'd be lying if I didn't also admit here that I didn't want to go back into that room alone).
 
    
 
                 When we got up there and she knocked on his door, the kid opened it almost immediately, like he'd been expecting us. The innocent look on his face told me things were gonna go very badly over the next few minutes. I was right. I don't know how that little creep did it, but he managed to get every  trace of that crazy artwork off the floor. The remains of the candles were also gone. So was the dead rat. Even the piece of my sweatshirt was nowhere to be found. 
 
    
 
                 I swore up and down about what had been there , telling her that he must have cleaned it all up. Krissy got pissed, accusing me of lashing out at Mickey because it was what I'd  done to his pet that started all of this. I pointed out that the house was still filled with the lingering smell of burnt hair and she denied that she could smell anything.  
 
    
 
   That just about drove me out of my fucking mind, an outright lie like that. I could smell it while she was standing there telling me there was no smell. She was lying just to make me out to be the bad guy! 
 
    
 
                 I was smart, though. Instead of losing it, I redirected and pointed out that if she didn't believe anything else I had told her, she could call the school and find out for a fact that he had been truant that day. So at least he'd get busted for that. 
 
    
 
                 Yeah, she called and, yeah, the school confirmed that he hadn't shown up.  I thought the kid was sunk, but he told her he hadn't felt well on the way to the bus stop and had turned around and come home.  By the time he had gotten here, she had already left for her part time job at the library, so he didn't have a chance to let her know so she could call the school. He actually told her - right there in front of me- that he had been sleeping  all day.  She believed it. She believed every fucking word of it.               What could I do? I  gave up. When it comes to her  kid, this woman is a permanent resident of the state of  denial.
 
    
 
                 Anyway, I've got a fold-out futon in my den and that's where I'm sleeping tonight. 
 
    
 
   Whatever goodwill I might have earned in the past few days is gone (for the time being). I have to stop writing now. My hands are beginning to hurt so much that they're bunching up like claws. Not mention that this itching has gotten so bad that I've scratched the hair on my arms into rough little patches. 
 
    
 
                 February 21th, 2013.
 
    
 
                 Called out sick today. I felt awful from the moment I got up. The boss understood. He told me he had expected as much, given how piss poor I had looked when I left yesterday. He told me to stay home tomorrow as well, since the district manager is coming in and he doesn't want to risk my getting the entire office sick.  
 
    
 
                 Despite this horrible itching (the hair and skin on my arms and legs are getting so rough from the constant scratching that it's starting to look like I have small patches of fur in those spots, instead of the red splotches) and my still feeling disoriented , I was surprisingly hungry. So I went into the kitchen.                
 
                 
 
   Now, I'm normally a meat guy. I'm the original carnivore and I like my food bloody and rare. 
 
    
 
   But as I checked out the contents of our fairly well-stocked refrigerator, the only thing that appealed to me was an extra large bag of sunflower seeds Krissy likes to keep on hand as a healthy snack alternative. I grabbed them off of the shelf on the 'fridge door and took them with me. 
 
    
 
                 Krissy and Mickey were both gone already. Being awake and having nothing better to do, I decided to drive over to the drugstore and pick up some topical cream for the itching, plus some of that ointment that heats up after you apply it to combat the constant pain in my hands.  God they hurt. I keep having to rub them together, over and over, just to loosen up my fingers so I can write.
 
    
 
                 I got dressed, grabbed my car keys and stepped outside. That's when things went south really fast.
 
                 
 
   I walked out the front door into a clear, beautiful morning and the sunlight practically blinded me. I'm not exaggerating. It was like I had stared directly into the sun.  It hurt, like jumping into  a pool without realizing how cold the water is and suddenly having the feeling of  a thousand needles puncturing your skin, except it was all focused on my eyes.
 
                 I clapped a hand across my face and turned to go back into the house and grab my sunglasses, when my foot struck something soft and furry. There was loud hiss and a flash of pain. I looked down and saw the neighbors' cat on our front stoop, ears back as it growled at me. There was a trickle of blood staining my sock where it had clawed my ankle.
 
    
 
                 I don't know why, but instead of getting angry and drop-kicking that little motherfucker across the yard, I was scared. I mean really scared. My heart started racing , my skin felt cold and I swear I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I ducked around the cat and dove through the front door, slamming it behind me.
 
    
 
                 After I calmed down, I felt tired and just wanted to get back to the relative safety of the den. That's where I'm writing this. I've been here all day (no way I'm going outside again), eating sunflower seeds and lying on the futon wrapped in several blankets, with the blinds drawn.  I can see well enough to write legibly, despite it being fairly dark in here. I'm going to stop now, because the nausea is back and my hands are making their misery known again. My fingers are stiff and sore and they want to stay curled.  I swear, when I put the pen down and look at them, they almost seem smaller. The skin on the back of my hands looks raw and pinkish. I wonder if the rash from my arms and legs has moved to my hands? Maybe that's causing the pain?
 
    
 
                 Later- Krissy and the kid woke me up coming in this afternoon. I stepped into the living room to greet them .  Mickey was carrying what I at first thought was an empty aquarium. It turned out to be a home for his new pet. She got the kid a snake. A small python.
 
                 
 
   I don't know why, but just the sight of that thing made me uneasy. I've never had a problem with reptiles before, but it felt like what had happened with the cat was repeating all over again. Krissy commented that I looked terrible and said I should see a doctor, but I didn't answer her. All I could do was look at the black eyes of that python staring back at me from behind the glass and be afraid.  
 
    
 
                 I walked back inside the den and laid down for the night. I'm going to try and get some sleep now. 
 
                 
 
   I really wish the door to this room had a lock.
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
   February 23rd
 
    
 
                 Called out sick again. This is my third day out in a row. The boss was unhappy, but I can't help it. I'm so tired. I woke up in the middle of the night and couldn't get back to sleep. I kept hearing the sounds of the house:  The clock ticking on the living room wall, the sound of the A/C running, the way the house creaks and settles in the night. I guess those sounds have always been here, but they seem so much more noticeable now.
 
                  
 
    
 
   I was restless, so I wandered into the living room and clicked on some late night television. The light from the screen hurt my eyes and I shut it off immediately.  I decided to check the kitchen for more sunflower seeds - I finished the bag yesterday and had a fresh craving - but no such luck. 
 
                 
 
   While I was in there, I noticed that the trash needed to be taken out (the kid's chore. Of course he didn't do it) and decided to get it into the outside cans before the trash pickup this morning. 
 
                 
 
   Funny thing: When I was outside dropping the trash bag into the can, the smell of old food and other garbage hit me pretty hard. What was so odd was that, instead of being revolting, that smell made me hungry. I was practically drooling.
 
                 
 
   Frightened, I dumped the trash and got back inside as quickly as possible.
 
    
 
                 Feb 24? 
 
    
 
                 Just woke. Tired and confused. It's late. Clock says three in the morning. Ears feel [passage indecipherable]. Almost like they're getting rounder. Disoriented and in pain. The itching is all over my body now. Room seems bigger. Stretches forever. Stretching out and getting wider as I write. Hands twisting. Too small to hold the journal. Can barely [passage indecipherable].God. All so huge and I'm so getting so small. I'm [passage indecipherable]about Maestro? Am I Maestro? I am Maestro. Somebody is here in the room. Something . Sliding. I can hear it slithering toward me. 
 
   [passage indecipherable]
 
    
 
   Transcript Ends
 
   Louis White
 
   Sr. Detective
 
   Homicide/Missing Persons Division
 
   Lake Green Sheriff's Office
 
   Lake Green, Florida. 33463.
 
   813-555-2705
 
   ___________________________________________________________________________________                                        
 
    
 
                                                                         ***                                                                
 
   ___________________________________________________________________________________
 
   To:Louis White
 
   From:Steven Farrel
 
   Re: Case # MP 0005-2013-2
 
    
 
                 Louis -
 
                 Excellent work on the transcription. No worries on not being able to attach it separately.
 
                 I read the report you filed on the follow up interview with Mrs. Pasquale and her son. I understand your point of view. Clearly, this man had emotional issues. After reading both items,  I sent an e-mail to the psychiatrist handling Pasquale's case to see if he can perhaps point us in the right direction in terms of what we can expect here. I've requested that he copy you when he replies. 
 
                 Thank you for doing such an excellent job in such a timely fashion. Lord knows, Mrs. Pasquale and her son have already been through enough. The sooner we can resolve this case and leave them in peace, the better.
 
    
 
                 -Steve.
 
    
 
   Steven Farrel
 
   Captain
 
   Lake Green Sheriff's Office
 
   Homicide/Missing Person's Division
 
   Lake Green , Florida. 33463
 
   813-555-4312.
 
   ___________________________________________________________________________________
 
    
 
    
 
                                                                        ***
 
    
 
   ___________________________________________________________________________________
 
   To: Steven Farrel
 
   CC: Louis White
 
   From: Peter Kourakos
 
   Re: The Pasquale Investigation
 
    
 
    
 
                Hello gentlemen. 
 
    
 
                 I want to first thank you for providing me the opportunity to help with your investigation into Alex's disappearance.
 
    
 
                 I have included with this email an attachment containing the notes I wrote based on the copies of the journal transcript and the follow up police interview you were kind enough to provide, Captain. 
 
    
 
   In them, you will find I have provided a detailed analysis of the case, trying where feasible to anticipate Alex's next move. 
 
                 
 
   However, in the spirit of brevity, allow me to state my belief that - for whatever reason - Alex Pasquale  left his home of his own free will in the early morning hours of February 24th, likely without the intention to return.  My notes provide a more in-depth exploration into this theory, but the short version is that the clues are in the account given by the teenage son. 
 
                 
 
   Consider the factors involved: The son admitted that his new pet had apparently escaped  its cage in the overnight hours, only to be found in the den the next morning, which led to the discovery that Alex was missing. An earlier entry in the journal goes into detail about Mickey performing a bizarre ritualistic “funeral” for his dead pet, a ritual that both the mother and son claim never happened and of which there is not one shred of physical proof to suggest  it ever took place. This suggests Alex had begun having difficulty distinguishing  between his fantasies and reality.  
 
    
 
                 Then, in his final entry,  Alex wrote the name “Maestro” - the same name given to the pet he had caused the death of earlier -going so far as to wonder if he were Maestro.  He also mentions something “slithering” towards him that night. This clearly indicates he was at least partially awake when the snake entered the room. The combination of his guilt and anger over his unhappy circumstances, the recent illness he wrote about (which may have been psychosomatic) and the real, probably half-glimpsed presence of the snake likely created a delusion that set him off, pushing him over an already fragile emotional boundary. 
 
    
 
                 It's all in my notes.
 
    
 
                 I'd like to express more optimism towards a successful outcome, but in my experience I've seen too many of these cases end in tragedy, usually as a suicide. 
 
                 Still, until we have definitive answers, one must always put their best foot forward and keep hope that he may still be alive somewhere, no matter how dim the prospect may seem.
 
    
 
                 -Dr. Peter Kourakos
 
    
 
   Peter Kourakos
 
   LMHC ,BCBA, MEd
 
   Suite 221 
 
   Serenity Garden Center for Psychiatric Studies
 
   Lake Green, FL. 
 
   33463.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Author bio: D.S.Ullery has been published in Hacker's Source Magazine, Blood Reign Literary Magazine, Sirens Call Ezine, Dark Eclipse magazine and the anthology When Red Snow Melts, with a story to be included in the upcoming collection Night of the Car Nex. He lives in Lake Worth, FL with a black cat named Jason who was born on Friday the 13th.Webpage: https://twitter.com/DSUllery
 
   


  
 




The Book of Flesh and Blood
 
   By Jeff O’Brien
 
    
 
   Case #BF1029479628
 
   Journal transcribed from a typewritten horror fiction manuscript found near a horror editor's dead body in Dover, NH. Author unknown. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Brad!  Check this out!”
 
                 “Mister Nordstrom pays us to clean his mansion, Tony. Not to touch his stuff.  This little library gives me the creeps enough as it is.”
 
                 Brad wasn’t lying.  Mr. Nordstrom’s library was chock full of the macabre.  Monkey skeletons, taxidermied animals of unknown species, medieval torture devices and walls lined with ancient looking books that smelled of mold.  But most disturbing was the row of human skeletons lined up along one of the walls.  Some looked dirty and appeared to still have chunks of meat and muscle attached.  Others were clean of rot and looked merely a step away from turning to dust.
 
                 “Don’t be a bitch dude,” Tony spat at his friend.  “He’s not gonna’ get upset if we read one of his books.  Just come here.”
 
                 “Fine,” Brad grumbled.
 
                 Tony was holding a large leather-bound tome.  No title or author were anywhere to be found on the cover, only a scraggly variation of a pentacle was emblazoned on the leather surface.  Attached by a string to the binding of the book was what appeared to be an ancient version of a fountain pen.
 
                 “Looks like some pages got torn out,” Tony stated, showing Brad the good half inch of empty space between the last page and the back cover.
 
                 “What’s with those pages?” Brad asked, giving into his curiosity.  “They don’t look like paper, dude.”
 
                 The pages were thick and strong.  Tony tried to tear one out but was met by tough resistance.
 
                 “Are you nuts?” Brad bellowed.  “That thing is probably priceless!  Or cursed or some shit.  Just put it back.”
 
                 “Bullshit,” Tony said with a laugh.  He pointed to the words on the first page.  “Looks like it’s written in blood, dude!  This is awesome.  I think we found the real Necronomicon or something.”
 
                 “We’re gonna’ need to find new jobs if you don’t put it back,” Brad scolded him.
 
                 Tony ignored his friend and began flipping through the pages.
 
                 “Oh wow,” he said.  “It’s like a journal or something that keeps getting pages added to it.”  He turned to the most recent entry and started reading.  “This is nuts, Brad.  Maybe we should make an entry of our own.”
 
                 “You really want to be unemployed again, don’t you?” Brad asked.
 
                 “Whatever, dude.  Come and read this with me.” Tony urged him.
 
                 Reluctantly, Brad agreed and looked over Tony’s shoulder, reading along.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Entry Dated
 
   October the Twenty-Second, Nineteen Eighty Six
 
    
 
   Libros de carne et sanguine, or as I now know you: The Book of Flesh and Blood.  
 
                 I have found you at last.  What a fool I was to think your curse was just a legend, and that an enlightened one such as myself would be impervious to such a curse.  Though cocksure I was that I’d find you, I hadn’t ever dreamed I’d be the writer of your next chapter.
 
                 For the last five years, ever since I got word that you had been discovered and stolen from your safe place far below the Carpathian Mountains and rehidden never to be found again, I have searched high and low for you, leaving no stone unturned and no lead not followed.
 
                 My arrogance was my downfall, as is always the case with overeducated fools like myself.  Never in my tireless quest to pursue you did I ask myself the question of “should I find you?” instead of “can I find you?”.  But one does not easily turn away from a quest that takes one to the deepest abysses below the earth’s surface in Alaska and highest ranges of Mount Ararat in Turkey.  Eventually, a tireless work ethic gives way to madness, and the pursuant is blind and deaf to the difference.  Had I only listened to my assistants and partners as one by one they lost faith in me and abandoned me on our journey.  
 
                 But despite my soon-to-be death, as well as the pathetic and powerless state I find myself in now, I find it only fitting that I should thank you, oh fabled Book of Flesh and Blood.  While in pursuit of you, while climbing and digging the mountains and crags and basins and canyons of this wondrous rock that no man before me saw fit to explore, I saw things that man had never even dreamed of seeing, nor should man ever be permitted to see.  
 
                 Treasures!  Any sane man would have claimed his fortune right then and there on Mount Ararat when in that canyon I spotted the remains of that old ship, littered with the bones of hundreds of animals.  I could have claimed victory for all men of faith and seen my way to a life of endless riches.  But in my madness I carried on.
 
                 Then in Egypt, lost in the abysmal depths of the Qatara Depression, where I found the very gate to Hell, I’d have better served myself had I found its key and let myself get sucked into Lucifer’s Den.  For even that would indeed be a more desirable fate than the self inflicted torture I only moments ago endured, while the cursed demon Erich Nordstrom laughed and sipped his brandy.
 
                 At least I can thank Erich for giving me the only legitimate tip as the book’s whereabouts and bringing my five year quest to an end.  
 
                 Time after time, after epic searches turned up no trace of the book, so called fellow archaeologists gave me word of where they believed the book to be.  Fool I was for my guilelessness.  All of them devils in their own right trying to throw me off course.  I suppose that is only the nature of this business.
 
                 But then Erich Nordstrom, who now sits across from where I write this very entry, informed me that he had found the book hidden away in the Great Ziggurat of Ur, and brought it back here to his estate and added it as his prize possession in his very own library.
 
                 Welcoming me warmly as a guest in his home, he provided me a wondrous dinner prepared by his expert culinary staff, and gave me full carte blanche to the entire contents of his top-shelf liquor cabinet.  By all outward appearances, I believed I had made a true ally in this cutthroat business of procuring lost and sacred relics.
 
                 After dinner and several bourbons Erich took me to his library to finally show me the legendary Book of Flesh and Blood.  Kept upon his shelf like any other of his volumes, I opened my eyes in awe as he handed me the leather-bound tome.
 
                 Open it!, he said.  I’m dying to see what’s inside!
 
                 Any fool should have questioned the fact that the very man who possessed the book had not seen its contents.  But again, lost in my own damn-fool arrogance I hastily tore the book open.  After only reading and marveling at what I found on the first few pages, the book took hold of me.
 
                 Powerless to the call of this collection of true horror stories inked in blood on the very hides of its own victims, I placed the book down and stripped myself of all clothing.  With a letter opener on Erich’s desk I began cutting my skin in all the right places to make tearing the flesh from my body as simple as possible.  Screaming in agony and rolling around on the floor I couldn’t stop myself from tearing every last piece of skin from my bones.  Erich’s laughs and guffaws will surely haunt me all the way to whatever afterlife is soon to come, once I finish writing this macabre memoir.
 
                 But I have babbled on too long, and now have come to the very point where I can go on no longer, as I have said all I can say about finding the miserable Book of Flesh and Blood.  May the soul of Erich Nordstrom burn in the fires of Hell.  And may the future of educated men be smarter then the goddamn fools or today and yesteryear, such as myself, who have turned the flesh-pages of this book.
 
                 
 
   With regret,
 
   Franz Vanderbilt
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mister Nordstrom returned home from his excavation of a cave of in the Himalayas to find that his estate had not been fully cleaned by his hired crew.  
 
                 “Damn lazy fools,” he cursed as he grimaced at the dusty corners of his front hallway.              
 
                 Though somewhat disappointed by the difficulty of finding good help these days, a smile stretched across his face as he entered his library to find two bloody skeletons on the floor next to the book, which appeared to have been filled out a bit between its covers.
 
                 “Dammit,” he grunted.  “I missed the show.”
 
                 It truly was a wonder having watched the flesh of Franz Vanderbilt get sucked into the binding of the Book of Flesh and Blood by forces as mystical as the essence of the book itself.  He had truly hoped to see such dark magic happen again some day.
 
                 “Oh well,” he said with a sigh as he looked down upon the skeletons of his cleaning crew, then looked at the lineup of dead men that adorned the far wall of his library.  “My search of Himalayas might have turned up nothing.  But my collection of fools seems to have grown while I was away.”
 
    
 
   Author bio: Jeff O'Brien resides in Dover, New Hampshire with his wife and two dogs.  When he isn't churning out comedic horror and science-fiction he is either at a Boston Celtics game or buying awesome stuff at flea markets with his wife. Contact him at  www.facebook.com/authorjeffobrien
 
   
  
 



Beyond Castle Frankenstein
 
   By Paula Cappa
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF 1936742266
 
   Journal transcribed from a letter found inside the backing of a painting.
 
    
 
    
 
   The ascent was precipitous, my journey a melancholy one to the ruins of Castle Frankenstein. The rough-hewn rock mansion of turrets and towers perched on a craggy hilltop over the Rhine in Darmstadt, Germany. Normally I love the soft roll of rivers but the Rhine ran rapidly this day, descending the sloping banks like a dark snake. Night would close on me soon, so I hurried to the cobbled-stone chapel that sat adjacent to the Castle. I opened the thick wooden door. This was no ordinary chapel—windowless, gloomy with iron-barred arches and a narrow passage to a sunken altar. The dead air clogged my throat as my solitary footsteps kicked up vaporous dust that I might have taken for hooked ghosts. I knocked on the wall to announce my arrival. Or maybe I knocked to calm my nerves because I had come here to observe the ghost of an old painting that once lived here. There are such things as phantoms of paintings. Art is a powerful entity and I firmly believe that all paintings possess a spirituality that lingers in our world wherever they have taken residence. And I had come to Castle Frankenstein’s chapel to know this phantom.
 
    
 
   During the late 1800s, hung inside a crumbling recess of this chapel, an oil on canvas, the Casa Magni, had lived—unseen and forgotten for decades, as was intended by its original owner. That is until the Castle Frankenstein was renovated during the 1960s. Until Dawo Enterprises of England obtained the painting and stored it under black drapes for years. Until I, Robert Beauclerk, purchased the Casa Magni at an auction in Buckinghamshire.
 
   The artist Francesco Bagnara (1784–1866) had rendered the scene on a tall canvas. The Casa Magni was an Italian villa at San Terenzo on the Bay of Lerici. At full view, and in good light, the villa reveals itself as a rectangular, hollow-eyed head about to be swept away into the dark Mediterranean. I became mesmerized by the high white structure of multiple arches looming in overwhelming proportion. Spectacular grey waves convulse and pitch into the toothy mouth of the first story. The anger in those waves would not let my eyes rest. On the second story, shafts of bleached stone with gaping windows suggest a protruding boney forehead, fractured, and lifted toward a lonely horizon. 
 
    
 
   A haunting beauty, the painting deserved the living world; I had to have it. Clearly, Bagnara’s painting had sustained the usual damages, and I had fully intended to commission the restoration of the art for my collection. While removing the damaged framework, I found a thick double backing—unusual for that time. What was more unusual was a thinly folded, yellowed handwritten letter hidden between the backings. Of course, I opened it. I knew immediately I had discovered something more than unusual—I had discovered the soul of the painting.    
 
    
 
   I contacted an associate, H.P. Ebers of the British Institute of Graphologists, and submitted the three-page document to him for examination. Ebers confirmed it to be a correspondence from Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, author of Frankenstein, handwritten in 1850 to her then dead husband, poet Percy Bysshe Shelley. 
 
   Streaks of faded ink ran at odd angles. Lines of text slanted in blurry paragraphs with blocks of space apparently at pauses, and the signature hung anxiously scribbled down the final page, missing the -a and -y. 
 
   I learned that the Shelleys had lived in the Casa Magni from April to July in 1822. On July 8, 1822, the poet drowned when his sailboat, Ariel, crashed during a storm in the Mediterranean. 
 
   This is the letter that Mary Shelley concealed behind the painting of the Casa Magni.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 8, 1850 
 
   To my dearest love, Shelley,
 
   There is something working in my soul, which I fear. This dark reality moves and breathes. I cannot shed it. So, write I must. You know how pen in hand makes my thoughts flow fast. Write, write, write, when adversity strikes. I learnt that from my father. Forgive my spidery script. My hand shakes and my joints are cramped as I struggle to see by this dim candlelight. 
 
    
 
   I write this night for I am seeking your ghost, my Shelley. I have come to believe that a force between the living and the dead can manifest if both are willing. Please, come to me, as a shadow or a dusty light. I must see you one final time before my own death. One more embrace? You do still love me?
 
    
 
   It is only now, so many years gone, that I can sit with your heart safely tucked inside my left palm. This calcified organ, what was so long ago a small lump of death, has now turned nearly to ashes except for a flat dried remnant. Please know that your heart was not lost for I kept it at my bedside every night, wrapped in white silk inside a copy of your Adonais. 
 
    
 
   The first thing is justice. These words I write are for you only, my dearest, because you have always belonged to me. You never belonged to Claire. I know that, no matter the wicked lies. No matter the words that echoed in my head how Claire claimed that you named her “your best love.” And, I shall go further and say that you never belonged to poor Harriet either, although I still carry the ever-beating guilt of your first wife’s self-murder. 
 
    
 
   The truth stands, I seduced you away from Harriet and your two babes. I took great joy in intoxicating you with my passion during our secret meetings at my mother’s grave at St. Pancras. How Harriet must have despised me for the thief I was. I have had moments when I could almost hear her hateful voice shoot like barbed fire at me.
 
   Now, I must utter these words lest they choke me another day. I, Mary Wollstonescraft Shelley, declare my responsibility for Harriet’s suicide. I confess and record it here for you to know. I alone caused her ruin. I alone prevented you from returning to her and your children. Charles and Ianthe grew up motherless, and I shudder for I know the cold ache of having no mother and the heartbreak of a father’s love withdrawn.
 
   Our selfish and scandalous cohabitation drove your wife to such feelings of abandonment and despair that she ended her own life and the life of the babe she carried in her womb. If it was your child, Shelley, if you had unfaithful moments to me, I shall forgive all. I harbor no more secret jealousies. Why wouldn’t you find Harriet’s beauty ravishing with her cream and roses complexion, a girl so bright and blooming with her melodious Irish songs. Not even twenty-one years at her tragic death.
 
   What frightens me most is how both of you met your deaths by drowning. As if by some deathful victory, your destinies pledged for eternity.
 
    
 
   Shelley? Will you heed my summons? Will you return your love to me this night?
 
    
 
   There arrives a lull. Will a line of your verse tempt you? The soft sky smiles—the low wind whispers near; Tis Adonais calls! O, hasten thither, no more let life divide what Death can join together.  
 
    
 
   Dear Shelley. Might our souls abide?
 
    
 
    
 
   At the end of this letter I shall burn this confession, as your body was burned on that awful day on the beach at Viareggio. The Italian laws that deemed it necessary to immediately cremate your body had devastated all I wanted for you. You are not a corpse in your grave and I pity that. Edward Trelawny reported to me that he struggled persistently, burning the tips of his fingers, to remove your heart from the cremation fires. He claimed the organ would not burn and handed it over to Leigh Hunt. I felt shock when I first learned of this. When I asked Hunt if I might have this relic for my own comfort, he flatly refused. I was crushed. We quarreled bitterly for months. In the end, he surrendered. I have treasured your remains ever since with so many kisses upon the white silk.
 
    
 
   I hear the winds wooing. Are you near, my darling? 
 
    
 
   Can you tell me of your final hours upon the Ariel? Of the torrent sea and storm that wrecked your craft and our lives? The very idea of sea worms attacking your drowned flesh made me scream. I admit to a fleeting moment of gratitude when your body washed up upon the shore. 
 
   A lost echo has followed me all these years. I daydreamed it was you calling at the dark window beyond my bed. I imagined it was you floating inside the shadow that slipped through the open door. At times I felt an airy surge pressing me, and I wondered, who is haunting me? You are no phantom, no ghastly image for me. 
 
    
 
   I do so long for one more kiss. 
 
    
 
   I am here in London on the banks of the Serpentine River in a pageantry of mists. Do you recall our bright Sunday afternoons here, fashioning paper boats to make your flotillas? The water flows in a monotonous cadence now. I thought to make my appeal to you by the sea, but I cannot bear the pain of thinking of your being swallowed up in the deep turbulent waters that murdered you. Alone on a wide wide sea … my soul in agony. Coleridge still haunts me.
 
   I sit quite solitary here in a deserted corner in the moonlit vapor with the tiny warmth of my candles. I have five flames, positioned as a five-pointed blazing star. Shelley, do employ the magical powers that dwell here. Come!
 
    
 
   There arrives a lull. This one carries a chill.
 
    
 
   I do so love the river. It reminds me of our sail down the dark Rhine, the scenery vivid as a painting, the ruined castles hanging on the precipices, the black woods, and Burg Frankenstein with that ominous chapel. 
 
   O Shelley, that you were here; The Castle echo whispers “here!”
 
    
 
    
 
   Something murmurs. Ah! You are near? An odor moves through the air. I cannot identify it. Perhaps something damp, wet rocks or mud … like a dead low tide. But of course the river remains steady. I cannot see the summer green grass here, nor a flower or hedge. Do you remember, my love, writing this fragment, The gentleness of rain was in the wind.  So it is at this very moment. I hear the softest of footsteps. 
 
    
 
   Is that you, my love?
 
    
 
   Something has loosened in my brain these days. Of late, I wake up from sleep certain that the cold paws of the basement rats are upon my cheeks. I shriek and cry. The hateful things. The silence and the solitude of the house at Chester Square have created a vacancy in my mind. I fail to sleep most nights. Physicians are of no help.
 
    
 
   O yet, wait. I see you! Is it? 
 
   Something at the surface of the river swells up. I can’t quite make out the gloomy shape as it is stiff as translucent ice. 
 
    
 
   I see two eyes. Dark, like fierce nipples. They do not seem to be your eyes as I remember the delicious boyish blues. Is that a frown? Methinks you are displeased that I have summoned you. Please do not be vexed.
 
    
 
   The darkness around is cracking. This cannot be, what is this abhorred monster I see lurking above the waves? Where are you, Shelley? I hear the leaves trembling in the continuous air. Do speak. Grant me your tender voice. 
 
    
 
   Will you not speak to me? Shelley!
 
    
 
   This figure that approaches cannot be you. Not this waxen-faced fiend come up from the waters, jaundiced with tallowy flesh. The face hovers like a snake’s, spotted and withered. 
 
    
 
   The body wears a black shawl upon the shoulders. A woman, I think, some witch? She drags a hideous heap of hot smoking embers behind her. Who is this! What I have conjured? I can scarcely write 
 
      I tremble.           Tears        
 
                                                        flood.
 
    
 
    
 
   O my dearest. What a horror has come to me this night. This phantom come up from the river has viciously wrenched my left hand. She thrust into my flesh, like a spear of ice, the bolt nearly entering my soul. I stumbled and fought for breath. 
 
    The white silk has fallen empty at my slipper. 
 
   She has stolen your heart from my palm! Not a single ash or fibre left for me to possess. 
 
   This woman! She came from her cold oblivion with aching hands and bleeding feet, a fiery determination on her shriveled face, eyes fearless, your Harriet. 
 
    O Shelley, she has fled with the last of your precious relic, outspeeding the very wind. She was soon borne away in the waters and lost in the darkness and distance.
 
   Yet we, my Shelley, we must prevail. Shelley! I beg you. Do not abandon me now. Do come to me. 
 
    
 
   Shelley?
 
    
 
   There arrives a lull. 
 
    
 
    
 
   The mists on the river have dissipated. 
 
    
 
   I see. By my days, my soul half knew your destinies pledged. Forgive my tears. I concede What Death can join together.
 
    
 
   I    remain 
 
                            truly yours,
 
                                                     M            r
 
    
 
    
 
                 As I stood in the dank recess of the windowless chapel at Castle Frankenstein, I could see the faded outline of where the Casa Magni had hung on the wall. Phantom dust blurred up, practically begging me to touch it. I ran my hand across the silhouette, loosening the dust to smear the lines away over the darkened surface. A dizzy moth flitted by. She escaped out the door I had left open behind me, into the Eastern air.
 
    
 
   Author bio: Paula Cappa's short fiction has appeared in Whistling Shade Literary Journal, SmokeLong Quarterly, Every Day Fiction, Fiction365, Twilight Times Ezine, and in anthologies Human Writes Literary Journal, and Mystery Time. Cappa’s writing career began as a freelance journalist for newspapers in New York and Connecticut. Her novels include Night Sea Journey, A Tale of the Supernatural and The Dazzling Darkness (Gothic Readers Book Club Award Winner for Outstanding Fiction), available as eBooks. Crispin Books published both novels in trade paperback editions. She writes a weekly blog, Tales of Terror, on her Web site at http://paulacappa.wordpress.com/. She is a freelance copy editor in New York.
 
    
 
   
  
 



Dying Scrawl
 
   By DJ Tyrer
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF1466215846
 
   Journal transcribed from notes found on the arms of a corpse written in biro. Recovered from a wheelie bin behind the Dorchester Hotel (later identified as a well-to-do guest).
 
    
 
   Right Arm
 
    
 
   I believe I am dying
 
   I have looked upon the face of the TRUE GOD and seen a BLANK MASK. The very truth is <section smeared> [a]nd I dare not speak the name.
 
   I have read the play and learnd (sic) the TRUTH that coils within the atom and wh[ich?] <section smeared> within the ABYSS.
 
   Dark Stars rise above CARCOSA in a pirette (sic) amongst the Moons. So many Moons. So many Moons.
 
   What does it mean?
 
   What does it men (sic)?
 
   I thought I new (sic) the truth but it transpires that TRUTH knew me. But WHAT does it mean? The many-faceted lies confuse me. The meaning of the sign condemns me. The relevance of eNtropy (sic) deludes me. The nature of myself ELUDES me.
 
   Save yourself.
 
   From the Tatters of the KING.
 
    
 
   Left Arm
 
    
 
   I have been vouchsafed an eternal truth.
 
   <section smeared> which explains the sacred mystery of the inverse cross and the triskelid (sic) eye.
 
   Cassilda warned me of the threat that Louis presents, but I ignored her till it was much too late. She warned me of the danger the PLAY presented and I ignored her. Now I know she was right.
 
   Camilla LIED to me. I would kill her if I could.
 
   It is too late.
 
   LATE.
 
   It is a terrible THING to fall into HIS hands.
 
   Into HIS hands I have fallen.
 
   In HIS hands I remain.
 
   I believe I am dying.
 
    
 
   Ends
 
    
 
   Author bio: DJ Tyrer is the person behind Atlantean Publishing and has been widely published, most recently in Steampunk Cthulhu (Chaosium), Tales of the Dark Arts (Hazardous Press), Cosmic Horror (Dark Hall Press) and Serial Killers Quattuor (JWK Fiction), and in addition, also has a novella available on the Kindle, The Yellow House (Dynatox Ministries). DJ Tyrer's website is at http://djtyrer.blogspot.co.uk/
 
   
  
 



Girl in the Woods
 
   By Evan Purcell
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF5068934094
 
   Journal transcribed from official letters, advertisements, receipts, 911 transcript and phone texts, all associated with the various sources involved in the case. 
 
    
 
   From the desk of Dr. Henry Ward
 
   Addressed to the seven board members of the Knotting Home for the Criminally Insane
 
   June 15, 2012 
 
    
 
   To Whom It May Concern:
 
   As the primary psychologist for Patient 47-X (Cletus “Hack” Williams), it is my firm recommendation that he NOT be released into the general public. Not only has he not been rehabilitated during his sixteen years at our facility, it is my official opinion that Cletus is incapable of rehabilitation.
 
    
 
   I understand that the Knotting Home for the Criminally Insane has suffered heavy financial setbacks as of late, but there must be some other way to save money. At the very least, can’t you select a patient who hasn’t murdered any hospital staff in the last eight months?
 
    
 
   My fear is that if Cletus is released, he will immediately embark on a series of grisly murders using a variety of home renovation tools, such as gardening shears and barbed wire. He will choose an isolated location where promiscuous young adults are known to congregate, and he will murder again and again.
 
    
 
   For the love of God, do not release Cletus Williams. For the last sixteen years, I have looked into his soulless eyes. And for the last sixteen years, the Devil looked back.
 
    
 
   Cordially yours,
 
   Dr. Henry Ward 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Official Letter of Transfer, Knotting Home for the Criminally Insane
 
   July 3, 2012 
 
    
 
   Attn: KHCI Staff
 
   As of 10:00 this morning, Patient 47-X (Cletus “Hack” Williams) will no longer be a resident of the Knotting Home for the Criminally Insane. After exemplary work from his primary psychologist Dr. Ward (retired as of last week), Cletus has been deemed completely rehabilitated by the Board of Directors. We wish him only the best on his further endeavors.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Receipt from Knotting Hardware
 
   July 3, 2012 
 
   Gardening shears…$29.50
 
   Rope (20 ft.)…$7.99
 
   Standard Barbed Wire (10 ft.)…$15.99
 
   Reinforced, Double-Knot Barbed Wire (10 ft.)…$19.25
 
   Machete (as seen on TV)…$26.00
 
   Pickaxe…$12.00
 
   Hydrochloric acid (3 gallons)…$85.00
 
    
 
   Total: $195.73
 
   (paid in cash)
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Advertisement from the Knotting Weekly Saver
 
   CABIN FOR RENT!
 
   4217 Everway Bend
 
   Lakeview property in the heart of Knotter Woods.
 
   Four bedroom, two bath. Security system by Dalmer Alarms.
 
   Perfect for that special weekend away. Only residence in ten miles.
 
   Call (928) 753-****
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Richard Hudson
 
   July 4, 2012 
 
   4:59 p.m. 
 
   Hi Cindy!
 
   I probably don’t need to tell you this, but you know how your mother and I worry. Please be safe. We love you very much, and we trust you. But this is your first long weekend away from home. Don’t do anything wild, okay?
 
   Say hi to your friends! :)
 
   Love,
 
   Dad
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Cindy Hudson
 
   July 4, 2012 
 
   5:02 p.m. 
 
   Come on, Dad. Don’t be so freaked. You know I can take care of myself.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Richard Hudson
 
   5:03 p.m. 
 
   Of course, honey. I just worry. Let me know when you get there!
 
   Dad
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Cindy Hudson
 
   6:13 p.m. 
 
   Hi Dad!
 
   Just saw your message! The gang and I just got to the cabin. Everything looks good. And don’t worry. Tim and I have separate rooms. LOL.
 
    
 
   Tim is unpacking the van right now. Dan and Janey went off to get some firewood. They should be back soon.
 
    
 
   Reception isn’t the best, so you might not hear from us for a while. Don’t freak. We have a great security system. Once Dan and Janey get back, I’ll punch in the code.
 
    
 
   Lots of love!
 
   Cindy
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mass email
 
   7:00 p.m. 
 
   To the loyal customers of Dalmer Alarms:
 
    
 
   For the last seven years, we here at Dalmer have taken great pride in our track record as the preferred alarm system provider for the greater Knotting area. In order to maintain this high level of service, all Dalmer alarms will be temporarily shut off tonight, July 4, from 7:00 p.m. to midnight. Don’t be alarmed. This is a standard maintenance issue. After midnight, our security systems will go back online. We hope this doesn’t cause you any inconvenience, and as always, thank you for putting your security in our hands.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Cindy Hudson
 
   7:30 p.m. 
 
   Janey! Hurry!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Cindy Hudson
 
   7:42 p.m. 
 
   Janey? Where are you? Lost? Tell Dan to zip up his pants and hurry up. We’re about to eat.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Cindy Hudson
 
   8:17 p.m. 
 
   Janey? Come on! We’re starving.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Cindy Hudson
 
   8:24 p.m. 
 
   Dan! Where’d you and Janey go? I thought I saw someone outside. Please. We’re worried about you. Tim is gonna go outside and check around.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Cindy Hudson
 
   8:40 p.m. 
 
   Tim?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Cindy Hudson
 
   8:49 p.m. 
 
   Daddy? I’m scared. Everyone else is gone. I think there’s someone here.
 
   Cindy
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   From the phone of Richard Hudson
 
   8:38 p.m. 
 
   On my way.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   9-1-1 Transcript, Knotting County Police
 
   10:42 p.m. 
 
   Officer:              Police department. What seems to be the emergency?
 
   Woman:              Hello? Hello?
 
   Officer:              Hello, ma’am. You’re breaking up.
 
   Woman:              They… they’re all dead.
 
   Officer:              Ma’am. Who is—?
 
   Woman:              He’s here. Oh God, he’s trying to get inside.
 
   [buzzing noises]
 
   Officer:              Ma’am, you’ll have to turn down your chainsaw. I’m having trouble hearing…
 
   Woman:              He killed my dad!
 
   Officer:              Who did?
 
   Woman:              There’s a man, a big man. He’s… All my friends are gone. I went outside to look and I saw… pieces… God, there were pieces of them… [inaudible]… A hand.
 
   Officer:              Ma’am?
 
   Woman:              And my dad’s car is here, but I can’t find him anywhere. I think the man…
 
   [crash noises]
 
   Woman:              He’s inside. Please come.
 
   Officer:              What is your address?
 
   Woman:              4217 Everway Bend. The old cabin.
 
   Officer:              Ma’am, all units are currently unavailable, but as soon as someone…
 
   Woman:              Get away. You monster! You… you killed them all! No! No, don’t… You… [screaming]
 
   Officer:              Ma’am?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Knotting County Daily News
 
   One survivor in teenage bloodbath
 
    
 
                 Four bodies were discovered this morning in various states of dismemberment, suspected victims of former mental patient Cletus “Hack” Williams.
 
    
 
                 The victims, three high school students and a local parent, were found outside a cabin on Everway Bend. Police have yet to release the causes of death, but a local witness says there was “a lot of blood and fragments.”
 
    
 
                 The sole survivor of the attack, Cindy Hudson, was able to subdue Williams with his own chainsaw.
 
    
 
                 “She just went to town, man,” reported the policeman on duty. “Took his head clean off.”
 
                 Hudson is currently recovering in a local hospital. Her official response: “I got him. I actually got him. Dad always said I could take care of myself.”
 
    
 
   Author bio: Evan Purcell is an American living and working in rural China, a land of ancient traditions, friendly people, and absolutely no cheese in a hundred-mile radius. Except for that last part, he really enjoys his life abroad. He also writes a lot of horror and sci-fi short stories, as well as the occasional romance novel. You can read about his travels and his weirdly eclectic writing at EvanPurcell.Blogspot.com. And if you see him walking down the street, please offer him some American cheese. He misses it so much.


 
   
  
 

Going Home
 
   By Michael McGlade
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF7180206461
 
   Journal transcribed from an iPad.
 
    
 
   To: daryl@7billionmedia.com
 
   From: hugh@7billionmedia.com
 
   December 13th 
 
   Subject: Goodbye
 
   Daryl,
 
   I'm going home and you won't change my mind. Since losing Julia, I hate London. Too many things remind me of her. I have to leave. 
 
   I guess you already know this. You've known for weeks, tried to stop me like a good friend should, but I've made my decision. 
 
   As far as business is concerned, I'll sell you my shares. I need the money, Daryl. Restoring my old family home will take everything I own … I need to do this – Julia always wanted it.
 
   Don't be stubborn and refuse my offer because I'd prefer to sell my shares to you instead of an outsider.
 
   You've been a friend and more. I'll miss you. 
 
   Will call soon as I've settled in. 
 
   Hugh
 
    
 
    
 
   December 13
 
   Managed to drag some of my luggage out of the undergrowth. I'm amazed I found my way here at all. Could hardly see two feet in front because it's been storming hard all morning and I had to walk a half-hour from the only access road. Lazy contractor was supposed to clear a path. 
 
   The access road should have closer, according to the building contractor, but it doesn't surprise me he was ill-informed, considering he hasn't started the agreed upon works. Neither sight nor light of the bastard. He was supposed to free the overgrown driveway. He was supposed to deliver a hut for me to sleep in. He was supposed to begin renovations yesterday. 
 
   He has done nothing.
 
   I'm here alone and I might be the first person to see this place in thirty years. 
 
   I have no signal on my mobile (lost it back at the road, where I parked the hire car) otherwise I'd vent on him Vesuvius-like, rain down magma and fireballs about his shitty lack of adherence to our legally-binding contact. So much for the securing deposit I paid.
 
   To get here a perfectly decent pair of hand-tooled Italian leather loafers were ruined and I wish I had accepted the sales clerk's offer to buy a pair of Scarpa hiking boots when I got the tent. The tent was an impulse purchase, just in case of an emergency, which I'm rather glad I have, considering the amount of rain leaking through the ceiling – even the inside walls are slimy to touch. 
 
   I also lost my Ralph Lauren trolley case. Stumbling along the path through the forest, I let go of it for a second to rake rain from my eyes and the bastarding thing goes and slips right off the path, down the steep bank and whimpers into a bog. No way was I going after it. Besides it was a millstone, the wheels useless on this stony, muddy, tree-root-tangled winding, meandering path through the thicket.
 
   All I've got now to survive on is my carry-on luggage, some shirts, trousers, sunglasses and a scarf. No razor, no cleansing products. It's like I'm in the Dark Ages. 
 
   Anyway, this house: I'm inside now and had to kick the door in. I haven't been here since my parents moved to London when I was six. Doesn't look like anybody's been here since then. I was born here – at least I think I was – but my parents never really spoke about this place. 
 
   My home is, as I expected it to be, shitty. Briers hem it in like razor wire. Got some nasty cuts for my efforts forcing my way through and had to limbo beneath shrouds of ivy just to find the feckin front door.
 
    
 
   The air here smells like a bushel of tomatoes gone watery and bad. Hot and heavy, somehow. Catches in my throat like Orchid House vapour, clinging to me like oil. 
 
   I won't let this slight misstep deter me. Nothing will put me off. I intend to restore this property and grounds to their former glory. Julia will be proud. 
 
    
 
   The entrance foyer was big enough to play tennis and even though I called out a few times I heard no echo. Apart from rain needling the slate roof – silence. I'd forgotten what ' sounded like. 
 
    
 
   It was dark enough that I needed a flashlight to explore the ground floor. Seeing the ' my heart pumped triple-espresso fast. I haven't had coffee (drastic change, necessary) since Julia's murder. No stimulants ever again. Yeah I know too little too late, but guess what this is the happiest I've felt in a long time. It's a clean break.
 
    
 
   Looking around, the rooms appear undisturbed since the day my parents moved. I can't understand why they never returned or made much mention of this place. It's a mansion. Must be twenty rooms on the ground floor alone. 
 
   I have no memories of my previous time here, of the kitchen with the five-oven Aga, scullery, servants' quarters, front parlour with grand piano. I have no memories. But I know I've been here before. I feel a connection. There's something spiritual about returning to your roots, uncovering the past. 
 
    
 
   I went upstairs and the spiral oak stairway with its ancient wood felt alive beneath my fingers, warm and inviting, like I'd always been here, had never left. 
 
   I knew I was home. I belong here. 
 
    
 
   The first floor hallway contained twelve doors, a door for each year I knew Julia. The floorboards flexed and yawned with each step. I entered the bedroom that belonged to my parents. Mildewed bed shrouded beneath a rag of moth-eaten sheets. The room smelt bitter and I forced a window open. Slieve Gullion mountain hulked over the treeline. Undergrowth thick-ed up its serrated granite slope like porcupine quills. 
 
    
 
   Daylight escaped the valley in a matter of minutes. It was night and not yet three o'clock. I was glad not to have been on my way back to the car because I'd be lost in the dark. I have a tent and food supplies and I can tough it out here for the night, go check into a hotel tomorrow.
 
    
 
   The dark in this house is a peculiar thing which seems sluggish to depart even when zapped with my flashlight. Maybe it's reluctant to give up its home after so long alone. But this is my house, my home, and I have enough batteries in my flashlight to drive the dark to the other side of the moon, if need be. 
 
    
 
   I erected the tent in my parents' bedroom and will spend the night here. The rain stopped. I opened the window wider (tearing a spider's web) in the hope to get rid of the bitter smell in here: it's stagnation, death. The evicted spider and his tangle of insect husks flagged in the breeze. 
 
    
 
   I lost myself staring out the window for so long a time it could have been forever because there were no sickly yellow pockets of incandescent lamplight, no nearby dwellings, neighbours, traffic. I am alone. At long last, blessedly alone.
 
    
 
   The endless dark out here made my breath catch, like a huge weight crushing me, the burden of this blackly infinite imagining. The distended moon ill-formed and so fat it could hardly rise above the mountaintop, and the trees … the trees look jaundiced in this moonlight. Mountains and forest surrounded me. Silence. The vast emptiness beyond my window. I wish Julia was here. Julia would tell me to not let my imagination run away and that but of course this change will take some getting used to but it's worth it because you don't appreciate something when it's easy, you just don't, like I didn't appreciate Julia when she was mine because it was easy, what we had was easy, effortless, never had to work hard in our relationship. That was the problem. 
 
    
 
   No mobile phone signal. No electricity. It's absolutely quiet. Noiseless. No birds or animals in the forest. Silence like a winter coat (heavy, protective). I could get addicted to this peace and quiet. I ' get used to it.
 
   Julia, I miss you so much so very much.
 
    
 
   There are noises in the attic. It sounds like it could be rats. My map indicates there's a gamekeeper's cottage. I might be able to find some traps there. Otherwise, tomorrow I'll go into town and get supplies: a good stiff neck-snapping trap should do the trick. And I'll nail the rat's corpse to the attic wall as a warning to the others.
 
    
 
   December 14
 
   Light gobbed through the cobweb cataracts of the windows. I don't remember what time the scratching and rustling in the attic quit, but it must've been around four AM when I passed out. It's now nine o'clock in the morning and the sky is prison grey with clouds low enough you could stretch out and touch them. 
 
   This silence here is jarring. No birds trilling and no wakeup call from Mother Nature. It's like everything outside is listening, waiting to hear what I do next. Ridiculous, huh?
 
    
 
   Just as I was about to return to my car it stormed again. I'm afraid I might get caught in a mudslide if I go back to the car now. For the time being, I'm trapped in the flux. The sky weeps an ocean. 
 
    
 
   Still no phone signal. 
 
   I explored the property further. This house is an ancient beast. A rug crumbled after the slightest touch, like it was composed of no more than filth and forgotten memories. I found my bedroom. At least I think it was my room. The bed is a fire engine. I always wanted to be a fireman but somehow fell into advertising. Pasted to the wall are some drawing I must have made, charcoal and black crayon scribbles of me and my parents, and a dog with red eyes. I don't remember owning a dog. 
 
   Toys are strewn on the floor, as if they were intended to be used again, and my clothes still in the wardrobes. The other rooms contained objects of personal effects (combs, toothbrushes, house slippers) that had been abandoned.
 
   I wanted to inspect the attic because, apart from the rats, there must also be missing roof slates. Boxes were bullied around up there during the night. Wind must be entering gaps in the roof. But first I should locate the gamekeeper's cottage to see if there are any suitable traps.
 
    
 
   I walked the exterior of the building, this massive thirty-room, three-storey property. More like a castle than a manor. Hard to believe it could be abandoned and allowed to deteriorate, retreat into nothingness. There are slick veins of ivy as knotted as rope and the gravel crunched beneath my feet like crushed bones.. 
 
   The rain had lightened and it was almost noon, so I decided to make my way back to the car while I still had the opportunity to do so. I located the path but the mud was thick and sucky with a reek like low tide. I easily followed the path, thinking how silly it was for me to get lost yesterday. Obviously a lot of animals had used it because it was open and quite clear.
 
   After an hour, I knew I was close to the car. I continued to follow the path. A turn. Another turn.
 
   I was back at the house.
 
   I couldn't believe it. I'd gone in a complete circle. Ended up right where I started. 
 
   But I followed the path straight. 
 
   I went the way I should've, the only way.
 
   The sun set fast even thought it was not yet three o'clock and the rain soon became a torrent. 
 
    
 
   I stayed inside the tent I had setup in my parents' bedroom. Rain dripped from the attic like a metronome and freckled the canvas canopy. 
 
   All this alone-time has given me ample opportunity to think. For the past month I've hidden away from what happened to Julia. Murdered by a mugger. Her wedding ring stolen. Senseless stupid petty ridiculous pathetic thing to die over. I buried her with the engagement ring I bought her, which was missing the stone. I was working in Beijing at the time and my wages were a thousand pound a month. I spent nine hundred fifty on the ring and the stone was the size of a pin. When I posted it to Julia, customs charged her five hundred pounds tax to receive it. The stone dropped out a week later. 
 
   I buried her with it.
 
    
 
   I don't understand why we left here when I was six. The house looks like it was abandoned wholesale, like we just got our things and stole away in the dead of night. There are items belonging to my parents (jewellery, makeup, smoking pipe) that were discarded. And they never really spoke about this house. Come to think of it, we never even holidayed in Ireland. We lived in London and Ireland was never mentioned. 
 
    
 
   I only found out about it when it came to the reading of the will and this house was listed as an asset on the balance sheet. 
 
    
 
   They had bought and abandoned it within a year. 
 
    
 
   It's three AM. The noises in the attic have started again. It's an intense scratching. If I let my imagination run away, it sounds like some 'trying to claw its way out. 
 
    
 
   Tomorrow, I'm going up there to put an end to this.
 
   I'm tired. Eyes puffy. Wish I had my Clinique Anti-Fatigue Cooling Eye Gel.
 
    
 
   December 15
 
   I've gone native with a three-day grow-out of beard. The only time I've gone this long without shaving was during the funeral. 
 
    
 
   I lost all my best stuff when my suitcase sank in a bog. Things I miss most: Neutrogena Skin Clearing Acne Wash, Molton Brown Deep-Clean Mineral Ions Facewash, Jack Black Intense Therapy Lip Balm.
 
    
 
   A bruised sun slugged above the serrated mountain top. Sky cracked and pepper black. It's going to be another hard rain today. 
 
    
 
   The wind blew intensely and turned me into a fumbling harlequin. It's almost impossible to stand straight. I'm confined to remaining indoors for the foreseeable future. At least I have enough bottle water to last me through the night.
 
   I should mention that a strange fortuitous thing happened. I was in the servants' quarters and discovered several animal traps. They were the cage variety to capture humanely. 
 
   I hadn't noticed the traps on my last tour. Maybe the rats left them. Well, fine by me. Challenge accepted. 
 
   I'm actually a little glad they're the cage type. I really don't want to inflict pain on an animal, even if it is vermin. I suppose when I trap my adversary I can have it brought to the vet to be euthanized.
 
   I went to the attic and noticed a fine powder coated the walls like the dust from a moth's wings. I had to force the door open and the stench hit me, smelling like moldy compost or the fresh clay in a cemetery. 
 
   I thought of Julia. It stabbed sharp as a dagger. Everything went dark like I'd dipped my head in tar. Had to bend double. Don't know how long I stayed like that. But the hurt passed eventually. 
 
   This kind of thing used to happen all the time. Now, it's not as bad. 
 
   I entered the attic which spanned the length of the building and contained boxes, crates, suitcases. Plenty of places for rats to hide. I didn't notice any loose slates or any huge holes in the roof. There were no obvious places for the rain to enter. 
 
   I set the traps near the edges of the attic. 
 
   I couldn't believe how many boxes and cases were here. One box toppled and spilled a mess of grey wigs, the horsehair rotten and festered, like putrid night crawlers. I gagged. Cobwebs everywhere, a thick tangle. I felt like I'd disturbed something by just being there. Rustling in the shadows. Scratching noises. 
 
   My skin was crawling by the time I got out. I didn't feel right being in there. Like I was a trespasser. 
 
    
 
   The mountains surrounding this valley are steep and night comes earlier, much earlier than I expected. I have at most five hours' daylight, which is crippling, and when it gets dark it's the blackest black I've ever seen. You can't see your hand in front of your face. I'm beginning to understand how people get scared of the dark. I've always lived in the city where it's never truly night. 
 
   If only Julia hadn't died, I wouldn't be here doing this on my own. 
 
    
 
   But I'm strong. I have to be strong, for the both of us, for me and Julia. We said when we made enough money we'd come here, renovate, live the good life.
 
    
 
   There's been scratching noises in the attic since three AM. Something has made its home up there. It's inquisitive too, crawling through the wall cavities. I kept the flashlight on.
 
    
 
   It's eating another living thing – whole. Eating from the feet up. And I can hear it die, slowly and horribly.
 
   I climb the attic stairs. Hands shaking so bad I can't focus the beam. Flashlight like a firefly.
 
   Stop at the attic door. Listen. No noise inside. I don't want to enter, not at night, not when it's dark. I don't even want to touch the doorknob, just the thought of that blistered corroded metal makes me gag. I call out, say if someone's in there to show themselves. 
 
   Silence inside. 
 
   I'm back in the bedroom with the chair wedged against the door. Tomorrow, I need to get out of here at first light. I can't live like this. Not being able to protect myself and the things I value. I always lose everything I have, in the end. Look at Julia. I lost her. It's my fault she's dead. I should've been with her that night, walking her home. She had begged me to go with her but I said there was no way I was leaving the party and she stared at me for the longest time but I said I was staying put and that if she wanted to go home she could but when she called a taxi it said it wouldn't arrive for an hour and she stormed out, saying she'd walk home by herself, and I said it would be safe anyway because we lived in a decent area and besides she only had a couple of streets to go. I stayed at the party and I was high when she died. 
 
    
 
   The scratching has started again. I promise I'll hire an exterminator – a whole team of exterminators. I'll rid this place of those vermin if it's the last thing I ever do.
 
    
 
   At four AM a trap springs. Something's caught. It's struggling, dragging the cage toward the attic stairs. I think it wants to come down. I don't dare leave the bedroom. After the sound stops, I realize I am imagining this. I must be. The house is silent. My imagination is overreacting to the lack of stimulus. I will check the traps tomorrow, in the daylight. If I have caught something, good. This is my home. Uninvited guests are unwelcome.
 
    
 
   iPad battery running low. Don't know what I'll do if I lose it. Maybe lose my mind.
 
    
 
   December 16
 
   Dawn. Why are there no birds outside? It's me, just me, me and the house … and whatever's in the attic. I'm scared, Julia. The rain outside is thick pennies, red and rusted, slashing in horizontal swipes. 
 
    
 
   I took the path to my car. Followed it carefully. Found myself back at the house after a two-hour slog in mud and mulch and tree faecal. If only the sky would brighten, I could see where I'm leaving the path, how I'm doubling back on myself. But it's still storming. Hasn't stopped.
 
   I think this is a sign. I shouldn't be afraid to remain. This is my place. This is my home. 
 
   This intruder, the one who has been sneaking into my attic at night, making noises, he believes mistakenly he can force me out. He's dead wrong.
 
   It has to be someone, maybe one of the neighbours who think they can scare me off, keep this place for themselves. You hear about it all the time how people will do just about anything to steal land and property that doesn't belong to them. 
 
    
 
   I went to the attic to check the traps. They were empty. One trap had been sprung and lay on its side, upended, but no rat corpse. Nothing. It escaped. The poor beast probably has a broken back and is lying somewhere dying. I didn't want to look around in the mess of tea-stained boxes. I restrung the trap and got out of their as fast as I could. Skin clammy. I shuddered. Didn't like being up there at all. 
 
    
 
   Night now. Claws lacerated the roof. Hundreds of them. All around. Everywhere, the walls, the ceiling, the floor. I wedged a chair beneath the handle of the bedroom door, got on a chair and hugged my knees. Where could I run? Where was there to go? 
 
   A trap sprung and the noise rattled horribly in the pit of my stomach enough to make me gag. There came this massive shriek like something you'd expect from an apex predator. A large beast, not just some rat. 
 
    
 
   Scratching outside the bedroom door. I went to the door and held against it. My hands shook. Heart in throat. In the daylight, this will all be a silly memory. I know there's no one outside the door. There can't be. I'm the only one here. 
 
    
 
   What have I done, Julia? Why did I dear come back here alone, especially when I had abandoned it when I was a child. This house, the thing in the dark, it let me go once, but not this time. Those drawings in my bedroom, of that black dog with red-eyes … it wasn't a dog. It's the thing that is waiting for me in the attic. It's up there now scratching. It's outside the door, scratching. It's inside the walls, scratching. 
 
    
 
   This might be my last entry. iPad battery exhausted. Not much time. Blocked bedroom door with chair. Some ' is pounding the door. 
 
    
 
   Silence. 
 
   It's gone. 
 
   The thing outside is gone.
 
   It's almost dawn. If I can just make it to sunup. 
 
   The door shatters. 
 
   Can't believe what I'm seeing. 
 
   It's her. 
 
   Julia. 
 
   My Julia. 
 
   She's in the doorway. Just standing there. 
 
   I sicked up. I smell it but don't remember doing it. 
 
   Julia, it's her – but ' her. She's been dead a month and she's putrid and points at me with fingers like talons, leathered hands like rodent claws, and her neck pulses like a bellow, like a bullfrog in mating season, inflating, deflating, all slime and mucus, eyes a blank milky clot of cataract, head lolling like a sunflower. She's coming. For. Me.
 
    
 
   Author bio: Michael McGlade has had 35 short fiction stories appear in journals such as Spinetingler, Ambit, Grain, J Journal, Green Door, and r.kv.r.y. He holds a master’s degree in Creative Writing from Queen’s University, Ireland. You can find out the latest news and views from him on McGladeWriting.com.
 
   
  
 



Hamburger Lady
 
   By Darryl Dawson
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF2211188376
 
   Journal transcribed from a note dated August 17, 1973, found in an envelope on the author's nightstand.
 
    
 
   I want to tell you about the time I saw a ghost, and the things I've done at Newberry High School for which I am deeply ashamed.
 
   If you think this an attempt to garner sympathy, that's not my intention, and besides, sympathy is not what I need right now. It won't do me any good. All I want to do is gain some kind of perspective on what I've seen and why I've seen it, for what's left of my peace of mind. Make what you will of it, but what I tell you is true, at least according to my understanding of truth.
 
   My name is Orlando Wake. I'd been teaching literature at Newberry for twelve years.
 
   Urban legends, I believe, are as much a part of high school culture as senior ditch day. I’ve heard plenty of accounts from students retelling the sordid stories of lost spirits in the gymnasium or the cafeteria or the girls’ locker room, and as the stories get passed on from generation to generation they grow wilder and more grotesque in the decompression of translation.
 
   The stories I’ve heard flying about among the student body regarding the “Hamburger Lady” are as gruesome as an impressionable teenager can make them, but are actually rather mild in comparison to the facts, which after a few weeks of research I can now share with you.
 
   Most of you are unfamiliar with Darius Maghee, and that wouldn’t be surprising, because his life went mostly unnoticed. He worked in a slaughterhouse in Goodyear, Arizona in the mid-1920’s, a son of a Scottish immigrant. Folks described him as a “quiet, pleasant gentleman” who, on the surface, didn’t fit the profile of a murderer.
 
   Very little is known about the prostitute he picked up one night in September 1928, but knowing what I know now, I could probably reach the conclusion that she was a beautiful, vibrant young woman who wanted the means, not the sex her activities provided. I think in spite of her position, she loved life very much. There's no doubt about that.
 
   Maghee picked up that prostitute in Phoenix, strangled her, and brought her body to the slaughterhouse after hours where he processed it like the pigs and cows that met their fates behind its walls. This poor, desperate, unknown young woman was gutted, drained, and turned into ground meat. Her body was discovered the following day, and the slaughterhouse was shut down. It is unknown if any parts of her ended up in the meat supply.
 
   That was according to Maghee’s delirious, panicky confession to the authorites two months after he murdered the girl. He was hung in Florence Prison two years later, just twenty-nine years old. His last words were “God, I hope I never see her again,” and it would be easy to interpret them as an expression of raw apathy for a young life, but I know that’s not what he meant.
 
   I know, because I know now what was haunting him, what made him confess. I’ve seen it in the halls of Newberry High School, which was built on the spot where the old slaughterhouse used to stand. For everyone who has passed through those halls, it was a shocking and amusing legend, but one that wouldn't manifest itself into reality for just anyone. Most of the student body believed the story was just some sick joke born in reaction to the Manson family murders from a couple of years back.
 
   One who didn’t was a young lady who I will only refer to as Daisy, a bright, warm, charismatic junior in my third period composition class.
 
   There are certain women for whom men would forsake their morals, obligations, and even logic just to hold them close and kiss them, and Daisy fits that description. Maybe it's a little ironic that I refer to her as a woman, but she was all definitions of that to me. She was beyond desirable, womanly shaped beyond her peers, shameless in her conversation, coltish yet seething with quiet seduction. I was her teacher, yet I was no different from all the shy, pimple-faced boys in the room who wanted to sit as close to her as possible, with the exception that I was happily married, a father of a baby boy, and an authority figure in the community. None of that mattered whenever I saw her, although I struggled with keeping my feelings in check for the sake of my profession if nothing else. I lost that struggle when I met her after school one day to discuss one of her papers and she professed her attraction to me with an openness and vulnerability I couldn’t resist.
 
   We had sexual relations for a month, and for that I am deeply sorry.
 
   In all my years of teaching I’ve never sought out such relationships with students and even found the idea of doing so distasteful. So what made me want to satisfy my physical needs with a young woman twenty years younger on the desk of my own classroom? I wish I knew. Perhaps that ghost knows the answer.
 
   It was Daisy who first told me the details of what the students knew about the ghost, the “Hamburger Lady” as they call her. It was after one of our late night “sessions” in Room 5 of the English building. With a twinkle in her eyes that revealed equal parts fascination and fear, she told me of the old meat packing plant and how a "female employee was stuffed into the meat grinder out of jealousy," in her words. I told her she was far too sophisticated to believe in such nonsense.
 
   “My big brother saw it,” she explained. “One day he got caught making out with some girl in the boy’s bathroom, but he never got in trouble for it other than two hours of detention. The next night after football practice he saw it. He said it looked like a woman with bloody skin crawling on her hands and knees. Scared the crap out of him. It’s been four years and he hasn’t been the same since.”
 
   She went on to say that only men claim to have seen the Hamburger Lady, theorizing in her sweet way that it only wanted to terrorize the men because it was some kind of “women’s lib” ghost, an otherworldly defender with the purpose of offsetting the social dominance of men. I found that to be both brilliant and funny. I’m not laughing now.
 
   Two nights after that exchange I was in my classroom again waiting for Daisy with my wife at home believing I was “helping the basketball team at practice.” I kept the lights off and the doors unlocked. I recall the clock reading 7:15, which meant that she was a few minutes late, and I had more time to sit in the dark and think about how wrong this was and the dreadful idea that it would be her father or my wife walking through that door. The darkness has a way of needling the conscience of a guilty man.
 
   It was then that I heard something in the hallway that sounded like wet footsteps of bare feet--slow and deliberate, yet landing with an audible squish--moving from one end of the hallway to the other, passing right by my room. The squishing stopped on the other end of the hall and everything was silent again. My throat was drying up. I wanted to believe that there was no one on the entire campus but me and Daisy, but what was making that sound? I cracked open the door and peeked into the hallway. In the darkness, the glass panes above the building’s main doors provided a dim aperture of light.
 
   On the floor there was blood. Even in the semi-darkness I knew it couldn’t be anything else. It was a long line of blood, thin and splotchy, like something one would expect from a body being dragged, stopped, then dragged again across the floor. The line started at my door, trailed up the hall, curved and ended at the east stairwell.
 
   A sickness welled up inside me as I began to think of Daisy and why she was late. I followed the thin trail of blood up the hallway, praying to God I wouldn’t find what I thought would be on the other end. If anything had happened to that beautiful young lady I would never forgive myself.
 
   At the base of the stairwell was something I did not expect. It wasn’t Daisy or her father, nor was it my wife. It was no living thing at all.
 
   It was coiled on the bottom steps of the stairwell on all fours, a nude, human form with mangled, furrowed skin glistening with an unforgiving red. Its torso appeared to be female, but its shapely form was tattered. Large chunks of flesh were ripped from its legs and back leaving exposed bone, and both of its feet were gone, ripped at the shins. If it had skin at all, it was stained with its blood. On its face (not much more than ragged, red strands) was a single eye, bloodshot and blue, that allowed its meager expression of agony and rage to reveal itself to me, accusing me of crimes of which only it knew. It crawled toward me, its fingerless hands squishing in its own bloody muck. Then it turned away from me and slithered up its own trail back down the hall, and disappeared into the darkness.
 
   I only stood there, unable to speak, barely able to breathe. If such a creature came from God, then God should be punished.
 
   I don’t know how long I was standing there when I heard someone call my name, but I remember the sound that came from my throat—something between a scream and a swallow.
 
   Daisy stood at the door of Room 5 apologizing for being late, staring with that irresistible lust in her eyes. I was in no mood to meet with her--my heart felt like it was turning inside out—but I needed company. Right then I needed someone warm and alive to hold in my arms and help remove the nightmare from my mind. I looked down at the floor and noticed the bloody stripe was no longer there. It’s gone, I thought. Nothing there.
 
   We went back into the classroom to make love. I didn’t ask her about the Hamburger Lady, how it was described by people who’ve seen it. We didn’t talk much at all. I just let her have her way with me as I did with her. We were on my desk and Daisy was on top of me when I closed my eyes, allowing my desire to take hold of me. I opened my eyes.
 
   The Hamburger Lady was on top of me. Her cold, bludgeoned, bloody form. Her accusing eye.
 
   I remember screaming, but I don’t remember much else about that night. Daisy claims that I struck her across the face and tried to strangle her, but that couldn’t be possible. I loved her, or at the very least, I liked her enough to never want to harm her. If I’m guilty of anything, it’s having an inappropriate relationship with a teenage girl.
 
   Anyway that’s a moot point. My wife is gone and I’ll never see my baby boy again. I’ll never teach again. By no means am I whining about it; I brought all this upon myself and I deserve all the shame. But those misfortunes are mild in comparison to what I’m dealing with now. The house I tried to make with my family is empty and lonely beyond anything I could imagine. And yet I’m never alone.
 
   In my dreams and in my waking hours I see her, crawling, oozing, staring at me with vengeance burning from her eye. She never speaks, but her gaze, her awful, blood- drenched presence, tells me all I need to know about my shameful life. I thought when I left Newberry High I had left her there, a salacious fairy tale to be told and retold to curious young minds. But she's real...Oh God, she's real! Even now as I write this, I can hear the squish-squish-squish back and forth and up and down the walls and the floors. I hear it again. She watches me like a prison guard, her eye...her eye. I can't go into my own bedroom anymore. She won't let me sleep.
 
   She's here.
 
   She won’t leave me alone. And now I know what she wants from me. For the last time, I’m sorry. You’ll find my body in the basement. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Author bio: Darryl Dawson is the author of If It Bleeds on Nightshade Publications. "Hamburger Lady" can also be found on his short story collection The Crawlspace on Fear Of Sleep Press. His stories have been featured in Dark Bits, Vignettes From the End of the World, and When Red Snow Melts. He was born in Los Angeles, and he apologizes for living in Phoenix, Arizona. For more info, visit www.darryldawsonbooks.com. 
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   By Joseph Ramshaw
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF0369164186 
 
   Journal transcribed from a ribbon of toilet paper.
 
    
 
   I must be brief and tell this story in as few words as possible. It’s happening now, you see, and it’s making it quite difficult to write. The bulging, ripping pain coupled with the frailty of the tissue I am trying to write upon make it quite a chore to convey my tale with any degree of coherence. But I shall endeavour to do my best.
 
   My name is Winston P. Woodshire III. I am British, proudly so. My jawline bristles with ginger whiskers and my cheeks are ruddier than a smacked bottom. It’s winter now. Outside this small, cozy cubicle the crisp winds crack against your skin like whips of flexible ice. I am given a minor reprieve from the cold, but a terrible, hollow draft blows up from beneath me like the frosted breath of a cruel demon, threatening to shrivel my fruits almost to the point of non-existence.
 
   War rages on outside this small, smelly, frozen room. Men are stabbed and gouts of blood erupt from necks, stomachs and chests, splattering the snow-matted earth and giving rise to great clouds of sizzling steam. But here, in this cramped, fecal-black, chilly little latrine, I fight my own one-man war. 
 
   A war fought between a man and his arse is a war you can forget about ever winning. No matter how ferociously you fight, how much you dig your heels into the earth, clench your teeth, sweat and moan and strain, your arse always wins. It’s the way of things. If you have an arse, you’re as good as buggered already.
 
   This whole thing began around this time yesterday morning. It was the coldest morning of the war so far. The air bit into your face like chips of ice and broke off there, and the dawn was so pale I half thought the sun might rise with a crown of snow festooned on its yellow pate. Myself and some of the other officers were gathered round a flickering fire, nestled in a dug-out snow-pit. Our scouting man, Embry, had been out hunting and he’d brought back some curious game. It rather resembled a rabbit, but it was the size of a fully grown German shepherd, God strike me down if I offer a word of a lie! And its face… well, I fancy I haven’t seen such a cruel, pinched, narrow, evil-looking face as that on any of God’s fine creatures.
 
   I remember being glad the thing was dead, knowing that it would surely be clawing at my chest with its deadly-seeming talons and clamping its alligator-like teeth around my throat if it had still possessed even an ounce of fight. Skinned pink, it sent up a cloud of black smoke and an acrid, gunpowder-like smell as we cooked it over our pathetic fire. It smelled quite rotten, but we’d had naught to eat for five days but the chalky bark we’d scraped from the surrounding trees. Any kind of meat was welcome and enough to make our mouths run with saliva and our bellies rumble like cannons.
 
   The meat had the consistency of wet algae, but if you ignored that and focused on the taste then it wasn’t too bad. I ate a whole leg of the beast just myself, an extravagance I afforded myself as a man of the King’s own guard. With no king to guard out here in the nowhere, the only thing separating me from the boys of the lower ranks was the freedom to eat more than my share of the food. 
 
   That, and the luxury of shitting inside. If you can call this rudimentary tent “inside”.
 
   In any case, putting my story down on paper has so far succeeded in distracting me from the considerable pain exploding from my arse, so I believe I’ll continue my relaying of the events as they transpired.
 
   Later that day, the scouting boy, Embry, was found dead in his bedroll. I was shocked when I heard about it, but assumed that he had frozen to death in the night like so many other unfortunate cases. The messenger boy shook his head when I voiced this assumption, and it was at this point that I noticed something about the boy. At first I’d just assumed he was so white because of the cold and the wind and the snow. But then I saw his eyes were darting back and forth, his breath was hitching up and down like that of a dying mouse, and his hands were visibly shaking.
 
   The boy looked like he’d had the death of fright put into him.
 
   “Are you alright, Mewsby?” I inquired. He shook his head again and held open my tent flap, beckoning for me to follow.
 
   He led me to what looked to be a bloody animal carcass. Sopping wet, crimson, lying in the snow all mangled and twisted. As I got closer, however, I began to realize that the carcass was made of cloth. It was Embry’s bedroll, soaked through with blood, as if somebody had lowered it into a large cauldron of the stuff. Several strides away was something else lying in a bloody heap, with a series of bloody footsteps leading to it.
 
   That one was Embry. He was lying on his belly, hands clutching fistfuls of snow, neck twisted at a painful angle, his face contorted in the throes of absolute terror and pain.
 
   “Something did this to him?” I questioned.
 
   “No sir,” said the messenger boy, and he pointed.
 
   It was only then that I could clearly see the tattered shreds that had been Embry’s long johns, and the gaping, ragged hole through which I could see right up to the back of his throat.
 
   At that moment I’d felt an overpowering need to buckle over and empty my guts into the snow at my feet. A need I quickly gave vent to, turning an entire square metre of snow into slush.
 
   That night, as we officers were all sitting down to a tot of rum each, Cartwright began coughing, choking in the most undignified, obnoxious manner. His face flushed a deep scarlet, and he staggered to his feet, clutching his belly as though staunching a wound from a native’s spear, and rushed away from the weak light of the fire, dropping to his knees just beyond the tree-line of the encroaching forest. There followed a most horrendous, wet wrenching sound, as of something thick and juicy being slapped repeatedly against a hard, flat surface.
 
   After a moment, I called; “Cartwright? I say, old boy, are you quite alright?”
 
   But there was no answer forthcoming. I cast a querulous look around the fire and, receiving only doppelgangers of my own expression, rose slowly to my feet and headed towards the trees.
 
   It didn’t take me long to find him. He was curled on the snow like a baby in its mother’s womb, blood all around him like a huge, spreading ink-stain. Knowing what I would find but still unable to quell the rising gorge in my throat, I checked the man’s rear end.
 
   It was as I’d expected. Empty. Hollowed out like a cored apple.
 
   This time I managed not to vomit quite so copiously, my throat producing naught more than a teacup’s worth of bile, which I promptly swallowed.
 
   If I could get used to the ugliness and brutality of war then I could get used to this, by Jove.
 
   When we woke this morning, the man we’d left on watch – a black-bearded officer named Hodgson – was several paces from his post, his face twisted as though in the utmost pain, his arse yawning like a schoolboy’s mouth at morning assembly.
 
   As I stared down at his stinking, bloody corpse, it occurred to me that of the four men who’d partaken of the meat of that strange animal the previous morning, I was the only one left alive.
 
   It was only shortly after that that I started feeling the stomach pains. Like someone poking a spear into my stomach from the inside. Pushing, prodding, stabbing. Then the leaking had begun, my trousers growing wetter with each second that passed, my bottom sizzling as though brushing against acid.
 
   So here I am, my bottom glued to the latrine. I can feel it pushing, nudging against the tight ring of my arse. Trying to nose its way out. I would liken it to the feeling of passing an extremely stubborn shit, if you’d eaten nothing but barbed wire and ground glass the night before.
 
   It’s getting angrier now, more ferocious with every moment. I fear I don’t have much longer to relay this tale. I can feel it bulging, ripping, stretching my inner ring. Tearing the muscles. I can feel blood rushing, mingling with the poisonous shit-juice gushing out of me. Any second now, it’s going to happen. It’s going to explode out of me in a rush of blood and flesh and shit and guts.
 
    
 
   I would like my last recorded thought to be a deep sympathy for my mother, and indeed for all women, for what they must go through in order to bring a life into the world.
 
    
 
   Oh shit.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Author bio: Joe Ramshaw is a passionate and enthusiastic horror writer with an insatiable hunger for terrifying people. He loves scary movies, particularly those with lots of jump-scares because he prefers to eat his popcorn off the floor. He lives in Western Australia with his beautiful fiancee, and hopes to continue horrifying people with his stories long into his old age. Visit him at https://www.facebook.com/ramshawshorrorshack
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

HUMAN RESOURCES
 
   By Todd Keisling
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF 6214396328
 
   Journal transcribed from an internal corporate email.
 
    
 
    
 
   From:  Alex Newmarth
 
   Sent:  October 28, 2014 2:38 AM
 
   To:  Elizabeth Cameron; David Miller; Rena Oppegard; Mary Griffith;
 
   CC: charles.boid@zerzeph.net
 
   Subject: My resignation – Boid be praised!
 
    
 
    
 
   To All:
 
    
 
   It is with deep regret and sorrow that I must bid you farewell. Effective immediately, I am resigning from my duties as HR manager on account of having just murdered my assistant and misleading others at the company. Additionally, let this email stand as my last will and testament, and as my confession for the sins I have committed against our glorious prophet, Charles Boid.
 
    
 
   Three months ago, members of our IT department approached me with evidence of misappropriation of company resources. Although they could not prove it at the time, signs pointed to one of our senior programmers, Charles Boid (Praise His Glory). They alleged that he was using our company’s software and network to build, and I quote, “something evil.”
 
    
 
   Although improper usage of company resources is a serious matter, I was taken aback by their claims, and I can honestly say that I have never heard anything like it in my twenty-year career. That being said, I approached the matter with utmost care and professionalism, and acted accordingly despite my ignorance of the greater picture. My intention now is to set the record straight regarding these allegations and sing the praises of the Anointed One who has shown me the truth beyond this veil of flesh and electrons.
 
    
 
   My original report contained a number of egregious errors which I intend to rectify for you now, per the instruction of the Anointed One:
 
    
 
    
    	Charles Boid’s attitude and work ethic are not “poor” and “questionable,” as previously indicated; the Anointed One requires isolation to contemplate the nature and machinations necessary to resurrect He Who Lurks Beyond the Code. In light of this, I find our prophet’s actions acceptable, and I was wrong to factor them into my investigation.
 
    	An addendum to the previous point: The account of my assistant, Jessica Beatty, which included allegations of “harassment” and “violent conduct,” are hereby stricken from my report. The Anointed One’s reaction to Ms. Beaty’s interruption of his meditative process should only serve as an example of our prophet’s dedication to his cause. Furthermore, Ms. Beatty recanted her statement shortly before transcending beyond this mortal plane. May she find solace and mercy in her ascension as she is judged by He Who Lurks Beyond the Code.
 
    	Mr. Boid’s usage of company resources to further his explorations into the electronic abyss by building and testing the gateway known as “zerzeph.net” should not be considered misconduct. By building the website in-house and utilizing the company network to test it, the Anointed One has been able to commune directly with the Old One known as Zer Zephanum, a name not spoken aloud by the tongue of man since the Fourth Reconciliation. Boid’s communion will bring about a great revelation for all of humanity once the site is ready for public consumption.
 
   
 
   In light of these arguments, I believe we were wrong to terminate his employment from the company, and as my final act as HR manager of [REDACTED], I recommend his position be reinstated immediately.
 
    
 
   Furthermore, I encourage you all to experience the glory that is Mr. Boid’s creation, as it was a vital part of my own personal enlightenment. Human words cannot accurately express the glory of the Old One—you must bask in the electrons and let Zer Zephanum commune with your mind. With enough time, you may transcend into that dark abyss beyond the Code and become one with His Majesty. Together, we will be one with divinity and usher forth a new era of existence for all mankind. 
 
    
 
   As a gesture of my faith in those who lurk beyond the electronic threshold, I will offer this vessel of flesh and bone in accordance with the instructions outlined in the zerzeph.net FAQ:
 
    
 
   I want to transcend this existence. What do I do?
 
    
 
   Only believers of the One True Faith may truly transcend, but if your mind is pure and committed to communion with He Who Lurks Beyond the Code, then all you need do is make an offering of your most prized possession: your life. Refer to the Rituals and Incantations section for further details.
 
    
 
   After much careful preparation, I am ready to shed this skin and become one with Zer Zephanum, lurker beyond the electronic threshold, devourer of minds, and defiler of worlds. Praise be to our prophet, Charles Boid, for showing me the way. May the world follow in his footsteps.
 
    
 
   Warm regards,
 
    
 
   Alex Newmarth
 
   Manager, Human Resources
 
   [REDACTED]
 
    
 
   Author bio: Todd Keisling is a writer of horror and speculative fiction, as well as the author of A LIFE TRANSPARENT, THE LIMINAL MAN (a 2013 Indie Book Award finalist), and the UGLY LITTLE THINGS series. Born in Kentucky, he now lives with his wife and son somewhere near Reading, Pennsylvania. He still has a day job, he’s
 
   awkward and weird, and if you were to live next door to him, your grass would probably die.
 
   
  
 



IN THE WOODS, WE WAIT
 
   By Matt Hayward
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF6263787379
 
   Journal transcribed from a letter found on a vanity table inside an elderly couples bedroom.
 
    
 
   My name is Teddy McEvoy, I’m seventy years old, and last night I lost my wife. I’ll soon go and join her myself, of that I’m quite sure. In the last twenty-four hours, my life’s changed dramatically... It’s funny how such a short time can bring such a large change. I can’t afford to side track here, I apologise if I do - but I’m just so tired. I’m so very tired...
 
   My arthritis is setting in something fierce so I need to get this down quick. Before I go back out there, I need you to understand a few things. First of all, I’m certain that tomorrow the tragic deaths of Theodore and Ellie McEvoy will be announced in the local news. They might say in my old age I succumbed to alzheimer's or maybe even dementia from the loss of my belated wife only twenty four hours before me. But of course they wouldn’t know she had gone the day before I did because there would be no bodies. Either way, It’s all a lie. Every single word of it. If you’re reading this, I’m happy that someone will know the truth and that I didn’t write this down in vein. 
 
   Her comb’s on the bed. The white one, the one she used on her hair every morning. It wasn’t there a moment ago. I should know, I made the bed when I got back this morning, after my shower. I was caked in mud and god knows what else. My joints were killing me, I needed that hot water bad. I make that bed everyday, force of habit, you know? Her comb is there now, I can see it reflected in Ellie’s mirror directly in front of me. I’m sitting at her vanity table.
 
   That’s why I decided to write this down, not just what I saw in the woods but all of it, even the comb and what I believe to be other hallucinations. I think I’m starting to see things that aren’t really there. It’s probably due to the bite, an infection perhaps but thankfully it’s on my left arm and I write with my right. I cleaned it in the shower with peroxide and bandaged it, the skin around the wound was a deep pink and it was agonising to clean. My arm is killing me, even now. But enough of that, I need to stop rambling and get down to the point.
 
   Last night I woke in Brian’s field. That’s the other end of Pure Mile Road. I must have fainted after hearing the gunshot. I don’t remember walking Pure Mile, I guess everything that happened was just too surreal to comprehend. Ellie didn’t respond when I shouted her name. She stayed about ten feet ahead of me at all times along Pure Mile and I just couldn’t keep up. God, I screamed my voice hoarse shouting her name. She never even acknowledged me. I cried at being ignored after a while. My throat burned in agony from screaming at her to wait up. My legs hurt and I had left in such a hurry that I’d forgotten a flashlight. She didn’t bring one either.
 
   But once again I’m getting ahead of myself here. I need to start at the beginning. She’d been in the garden only a few hours before, I could see her through the kitchen window as I washed our dinner dishes. We had been talking about getting a dishwasher earlier that day, and I’d said I’d do the dishes after we ate if she drove me to the hardware store the following day (that would have been today), to pick one out. I never did learn to drive, I guess now I never will either. I depended on her so much. I miss her with all my heart and I just hope all this is over with soon, so that I don’t have to deal with this hurting much longer. I need the pain to go away, both mentally and psychically. I think I need to get a glass of water and calm down, I’ll be back.
 
   Ok, let me see... She was out in the garden, her back to me. I was curious as to what she was doing. She had said she heard something. The valley in Calico is surrounded by woodland, hundreds of acres of it, so strange noises are nothing to worry about. Usually it’s just the trees creaking, hunters shooting in and out of season, or some other such nonsense. But she said it was singing.
 
   “It sounds so beautiful, such a sad melody.” She said. I chuckled and asked if she was coming back inside, she said she wanted to hear the rest of it first.
 
   “You can still hear it?” I asked. 
 
   “Can’t you?” She looked at me with faraway eyes. That’s when I started to be frightened. Ellie and I were by no means spring chickens, I reached the big seven zero last February, three years Ellie’s senior. We had talked about dementia after Greg, her brother, succumbed to it last year. Although, we came to the conclusion that it wasn’t something either of us thought we’d ever have to worry about. We both did plenty to keep our minds active, always loved our Scrabble Sundays. Had more wit between us both than most folk half our age. 
 
   Now I wasn’t so sure. I said I couldn’t hear anyone singing, straining my ears to hear this melody. Hoping I’d hear something, anything. Nothing. She had said ‘oh’, drawn out, more a breathe than a word, barely a whisper. Then she had turned, and started towards Pure Mile Road.  
 
   I called to her, thinking she was playing a trick, she had an odd sense of humour. I just noticed I wrote ‘had’ instead of ‘has’ - I better find her soon because I can’t entertain the idea of her being dead another minute. I didn’t understand what she was doing so when she didn’t turn back and had reached the end of the street I power walked after her, still calling her name. A smile was twitching my lips I remember. A nervous one, I was still waiting for the prank to happen. And when she reached the start of Pure Mile, I got scared. I called for help, but no one came. So I just ran after her as quick as I could. 
 
   Pure Mile runs parallel to the main road, it’s a dirt packed pathway only for walkers and hikers, and goes through the forest. It’s dark, large pines and a variety of other trees loom overhead, blocking out the sun. The other end opens out onto a natural lake, and further past the lake is what’s known as the Miner’s Village. It’s a barren landscape, one there used to be a mine in, back in the fifties. I hadn’t been up this way in years on account of how steep of a walk it was, and as I followed Ellie I thought I’d have another heart attack. I could feel my ticker smash my ribcage. Could hardly breathe. 
 
   I was terrified, I never seen her act remotely peculiar before. After chasing her for what seemed like hours, my mind wandering to the worst conclusions, she veered off to the left - off the pathway and up into the woods themselves. She moved so gracefully, as if her age was of no significance. Mine was. I lost sight of her. She glided under tree branches and hopped over rocks as if she’d done this a thousand times before. The thick pines snapped me in the face, I tripped more than a dozen times and had to keep taking breaks to catch my breath. All the while I still wheezed her name. 
 
   I don’t mind telling you as I sat there crying trying to catch my breath, I felt very old, very alone and very scared. Then when I was about to keep going, something caught my attention. I could hear footsteps, fast feet hitting packed dirt, someone was running. It wasn’t coming from Ellie’s direction, someone was running up Pure Mile. They called my name. I shouted to them, letting them know where I was. I sat slightly up the mountain in the thicket of the woods to their left. My voice sounded very weak. Light. Shining through the trees, making silhouettes of them.
 
   “Teddy?” The man called, he sounded worried. Working his way up through the thick clump of trees I realised it was Bob White, Sheriff White’s young son, also a police officer. When he broke through the last few trees, he looked out of breathe and just as scared as I was. 
 
   “Teddy,” He exhaled, relieved, “what’s happened? I heard you calling from my place. Dad was out so I just took off, thank god I found you. What’s happened?”
 
   I told him all about Ellie, my throat hurt from the lump in it as I spoke. 
 
   “I’ll go find her, you wait here.” He sounded like a dog owner telling his pet to stay. I got very angry at the young son-of-a-bitch just then. His moustache looked so stupid on his young face as he spoke, it make me want to punch his lights out all the more. 
 
   “She’s my wife and I’m coming Bobby. I’m not going to slow you down.” I didn’t know if that was true or not but I was determined to find out and to find her as soon as possible. 
 
   The next half hour was agonising. Both physically and mentally. I kept my head down, letting Bob light the way ahead with his torch. In the glow of light I could make out the carpet of pines below my feet, and I worried where my wife had gone. I just keep replaying that sense of being ignored over and over. 
 
   We eventually reached a plateau, a clearing in the woods about the length of a football field. No trees grew here, they surrounded it as if they were guarding it. The earth was clear of pine needles, the soil looked spoiled and dark in every direction, nothing grew here. Bob asked me if I’d ever seen this place, I said I hadn’t. He bent and scooped a handful of dirt, letting it slide back through his fingers.
 
   “Soil’s ruined, nothing grows here.” He said. Captain fucking obvious. God forgive me, I wanted to hit him so bad. 
 
   A branch snapped on the far side of the clearing, in the woods. Both of our breathing hitched and caught in our throats. Bob danced his light beam over towards the sound, bathing the wall of trees in a soft glow.
 
   “Not strong enough in this distance.” He said, and started across the clearing. His neck was stretched forth, as if a few more inches ahead would allow him to see better. He was about halfway across when a second branch snapped. Louder. He paused with a gasp, frightened. Then there was silence. He called Ellie’s name into it. 
 
   This is where it got very strange. Something was emerging slowly out of the darkness of the growth. A person. He called her name again and I stood, starting towards him in the middle of the clearing. My heart pounded, my palms were sweaty and my lips were dry. My legs felt like jelly as I walked. I called her name too, sounding scared. We both did.
 
   Rustling from the trees. Bob’s light focused on the shadow coming forward. It let out a moan, low and ominous. I could hear both Bob and I breathing very loud. It exited the trees and stepped out into the clearing. It looked like a person only it’s arms were very long, they reached nearly to it’s kneecaps. I’d never seen or heard of anything like it. The light shook over the figure and it took me a moment to realise the thing wasn’t the only one moaning, both Bob and I were too, my neck felt tense. 
 
   It’s head was a joke of a humans. It had no hair, it’s face was long and it’s features seemed melted. It’s what I imagine a person’s face would look like if they had radiation sickness or something. It’s skin was a dark shade of grey, and it wore what were formerly clothes. Now they were just unrecognisable shreds of cloth caked in dirt. The only way I know they were formerly clothes is because on it’s left foot was the remains of what was a sneaker.
 
   It hoisted it’s freakishly long arms above it’s heads and started shuffling toward us. In the moonlight, liquid glistened and dripped from it’s mouth, it seemed to be salivating.
 
   “Stop moving!” Bob cried out, he undid his gun from it’s holster with his shaky spare hand and levelled it. “I-I’m warning you, stop!”
 
   My hands were balled up so tight I think my fingers drew blood. A sharp smell hit me and I realised Bob had pissed his pants. He was whimpering like a dog but never ran. The thing plodded closer. At this distance I could see it’s eyes were milky white, no pupils. It got within fifteen feet when Bob warned it again. At ten feet he fired the first shot. I jerked with fright and my heart bashed against my chest as the shot echoed through the clearing. My ears rang. The bullet left a gaping hole in the centre of the thing’s chest, big as a coin. From it slopped a thick dark sludgy substance, and a rancid fishy odor followed. I gagged.
 
   The thing didn’t seem to notice, just kept shuffling forward, it’s creepy arms still raised. I remember it’s mouth was gaping open and closed, repeatedly, like a fish out of water. It’s saliva smacked and dripped. Bob fired another couple shots. Once again, it didn’t respond. Then it was on us.
 
   Looking back, I don’t know why we didn’t run. It just didn’t occur to us I guess. People act funny when they’re terrified.
 
   The thing smashed it’s arms down powerfully on Bob White’s hands, knocking the gun away. It let out another moan, this one sounding annoyed. Then, and this is what I still can’t accept, it spun quickly on me. I had no time to react, before I could register what was happening it had lifted my arm to it’s mouth and ripped away a mouthful of flesh. I roared. It tore it out and the pain was like nothing I have ever experienced. I whipped my arm back, still screaming, and ran for the woods. Back towards Pure Mile, back towards home. I could hear that Bob was right behind me, we were both yelling our throats raw.
 
   My eyes watered, blind spots grew in front of me. The pain started to dull and I realised I was slowing down. Not intentionally. That’s where my memory starts to fade. I have a brief glimpse of the ground rushing up towards my face. Of Bob White’s muffled, far away voice saying that the thing wasn’t following us anymore. I think I was letting out a sound the whole time. I remember feeling hands roll me over and hearing cloth rip. Then I remember the bobbing sensation of being carried. 
 
   I remember hearing a gunshot soon after. Then, nothing.
 
   What I assume was at least a few hours later, I opened my eyes to a grey sky above. My face was damp from the dew on the grass I lay in. I felt nauseous. I sat up slowly, my arm was painfully tender and a little numb. Bob had tied it off with his shirt. A dark crimson stain blossomed underneath. I winced when I flexed my hand. 
 
   The birds were singing but it was still dark out, I put it to be about four in the morning. I was in Brian Randolph’s field. I could tell because of the white horse in the little stable looking at me from the far end. And because his field sloped steeply upwards, and at the top of it was Pure Mile. I got up and started toward it.
 
   I felt very light headed and walked very slowly, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. I tried to piece together what was happening and just couldn’t absorb it. Why had my wife gone out towards that thing? Were there others? How had she known where to go? Too many questions and I just couldn’t, still can’t, truly encourage the idea that this was reality. Maybe I have gone senile and I’m actually in some hospital right now muttering in an easy chair. I hope so. 
 
   The nearly hour long walk back was the longest stretch of time in my life. My thoughts were empty, I was surprised at that but at the time I just wanted to walk home. I concentrated on getting the scenery slowly past me.
 
   When I got home, as I said, I showered, done up my bandages and surprisingly, I ate. That was only about two hours ago now. Then I stopped to write this.
 
   I know for a fact Bob White is dead, and I feel bad for wanting to hit him earlier, especially after seeing how courageous he was when pushed but I said I’d write down the whole truth and nothing but. Well, what I understand to be the truth at least. Don’t ask me how I know he’s dead, I just have a feeling. After hearing the gunshot just after fainting, there’s something else there, just out of reach of memory. But I know it’s there and that he is dead.
 
   They’ll be looking for him by now I bet. No one would have seen me come home at least, it was far too early when I got back into town. But leaving, they’ll see me leave. I’m going to wrap this up now, because I need to go find my wife. I doubt what I find will be what I want to find, I’m no fool and I know she’s probably not okay. I doubt I’ll find her alive. 
 
   I just hope she’s not one of them. One of those creeps. I don’t know how that’s even possible but something’s telling me it very well could be. Maybe it’s this damn bite just screwing with my head. God it hurts. All I know is that I’m going to put this pen down now, grab my rifle and head back out towards the clearing. Before the hallucinations become worse. Before the pain becomes too much. This time I’m not going to run away.
 
   ... I can hear singing out there now. Ellie was right. It sounds so beautiful, such a sad melody.
 
    
 
    
 
   Author bio: Matt Hayward is an Irish, Wicklow based author and musician. His band Lace Weeper have become a staple on the Irish rock scene and have toured with many notable bands and musicians. For more info on Matt, please visit:
 
   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matt_Hayward
 
   When not writing, touring or recording, Matt can be found far up the Wicklow mountains, wondering the woods, drinking beer and playing guitar. Not all at the same time of course. Matt's personal website can be found at www.sundancecrow.com
 
   


 
   
  
 

“Killing Jessica”
 
   By Glenn Rolfe
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF 4796839408
 
   Journal transcribed from a  journal found on suspect upon arrest.
 
    
 
                 State of Maine,
 
                 Vs.
 
                 Troy Butler,               
 
                               Defendant                             
 
    
 
   Exhibit A in the case of the State of Maine vs. Troy Butler:
 
   Journal found with defendant upon arrest.
 
    
 
   June 28, 2014 
 
   I am going to kill my roommate’s girlfriend, Jessica. 
 
   It drives me mental the way she struts around in nothing but a towel after showers drinking her coffee and smoking her cigarettes. I know she does it on purpose. She’s a goddam tease. And when she’s not flaunting her perfect body, she’s busy being the biggest cunt on the planet. I got home from busting my ass at JP Printing today–eight of the most monotonous hours of my life–and found Jessica swigging down the last of my Sam Adams. I had three frosty cold ones waiting for me, and she just takes them. And she’s lying on the fucking couch in these tiny shorts and a bikini top, nipping like we’re in a meat locker cuz she’s got the A/C cranked. What does she care, she doesn’t pay the bill. She doesn’t fucking work.  I look around and see the other two empty bottles sitting on the coffee table. She sees me looking and says: “Stop pouting, Jake will buy you more.”
 
   I’ve never wanted to fuck or kill somebody so bad in my life! Instead, I came in here–my bedroom, my fortress of solitude. Today it’s just me, my notebook, and my plan.
 
    
 
   July 29, 2014 
 
    
 
   I am going to strangle her! I don’t give a shit if she’s Jake’s girl or not. I think she’s really putting in an Olympic-sized effort to get under my skin. She threw out my leftover spaghetti, because she needed the Tupperware for her tofu crap. I asked what the hell she was doing touching stuff that wasn’t hers. All she said was, “Calm down, it’s just food. Besides, it looked fucking horrible.”  I already told her two weeks ago not to touch my shit in the fridge. Jake even told her. I’m getting pretty goddam sick of her Queen Bitch routine. To make things worse, while I was ranting like the lunatic she’s made me, she just stood there leaning against the kitchen counter biting her bottom lip. She looked so sexy. I swear she’s the devil.
 
    
 
   June 30, 2014 
 
    
 
   That evil succubus girlfriend of his just made me break the Bro-Code: Thou shalt not fuck thy best friend’s girl.  It happened so fast. 
 
    
 
   I was watching TV and she came outta the bathroom in that damn towel again. She reached past me for the lotion on the end table and let the towel slip. She said “oops”, but I knew better. Her beautiful tits were right there in my face. Then, her hand was on the front of my pants. While Jake was out shopping for their two year anniversary, we went at it like a couple of angry, horny teenagers.
 
    
 
   I’m a shit friend.
 
    
 
   July 4, 2014 
 
    
 
   I can’t do it. No way am I harming her. We’ve been fucking every chance we get. It’s the hottest goddam thing I’ve ever done. She’s so evil. Tonight is their anniversary.  Jake asked me to keep her busy at the fair while he went to set up his big romantic spread in the apartment. The second he was out of our sight we slipped behind the “haunted house” and went for it. Since that first fuck, Jessica’s been so cool. She told me she’s wanted me this whole time. My head is so messed up right now. Jess has got me upside down and inside out.
 
    
 
   Jake got me a room at the Econo Lodge so they could have the place to themselves. Part of me is jealous. I managed to snatch my notebook–my confessional (Hail Mary, full of grace)–and my headphones. I’ll probably just jerk off and hit the sack.
 
    
 
   July 5, 2014 
 
    
 
   Okay. I don’t know what the fuck happened, but Jessica won’t even look at me today. I tried to rub her arm, and whisper in her ear while Jake was in the shower, and she pulled away from me. I want to tell her she’s not being fair. That she can’t do this. She can’t make me feel something and then take it away. You can’t.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   July 6, 2014 
 
    
 
   Jake asked Jess to marry him. And she said yes. I fucking hate them both. He told me at Denny’s this morning while we were out for breakfast. He asked her on their anniversary, but she didn’t say yes until this morning. I wanted to stab my fork into his stupid, cheerful eyes and dig until his brains were all over his strawberry pancakes. 
 
   Jake dropped me off here and Jess is hiding in their bedroom. I can’t fucking take this. I’m going to talk to her and tell her she can’t marry him. We should be together.
 
    
 
   July 6, 2014 
 
    
 
   I can’t believe her. I can’t understand. She wouldn’t let me in, so I had to break the door. She yelled at me to “get out” and to “leave her alone”. I told her she couldn’t marry Jake. That she should be with me. That I would treat her like a queen. She told me we were a mistake. The worst mistake she ever made. I should have wanted to smash her face in, but I started crying instead. “We can’t, Troy. I’m marrying your best friend,” was the last thing she said. There were tears in her eyes too before she turned away.
 
    
 
   I left the confusing bitch in her room. I’m fucking losing my shit.
 
    
 
   July10, 2014
 
    
 
   I had to get out for a couple days. I forgot my notebook, but that was for the best. I didn’t want to think of her. I stayed at my cousin Todd’s and got shit-faced. I missed work, but fuck that noise. That job blows. I’m quitting tomorrow.  I haven’t seen Jessica this morning, but she left me a note:
 
    
 
    Troy, you know what we did was wrong. I’m not asking you to forgive me, I just hope you can keep a secret. -Jess 
 
    
 
    Not sure what I’m going to do when she comes home. I want her to want me again. 
 
    
 
   July 10, 2014 
 
    
 
   They eloped. That’s why she wasn’t here. She went down to the courthouse with that lame fuck and married him. HIM. Less than a week ago we were humping like rabbits, now…    That’s it. No fucking way. She’s not doing this to me. And neither is he.
 
    
 
   July 12, 2014 
 
    
 
   I killed them last night.
 
   The terror in Jess’s eyes when she saw what I’d done to Jake was priceless. And I did a pretty nasty thing to a guy I thought was my best friend. She wanted him over me? I gave her what she wanted. 
 
   They got home last night after midnight from their hotel honeymoon in Kennebunkport and I was ready. I hung out in my room as they brought in their shopping bags. Through my open door, I watched them kiss like two high school sweethearts. I drank in the affectionate display like a tall glass of spoiled milk.  A few minutes later, there was a soft knock on my door, and Jess said, “Troy, can I come in?” I didn’t answer. Standing on the other side of the door, she continued, “I just wanted to apologize…for…for everything.” I stayed silent and waited for her to go away. She did. I waited another half hour before sauntering out to the kitchen for a beer and winked at Jess from the doorway. She dropped her pretty eyes, took one of her infamous towels from the closet and disappeared into the bathroom. Jake sat grinning on the couch next to where I stood. He turned his head up toward me and said, “Man, what a night. I bagged me a wildcat.” He started to follow up with something else. I didn’t give him a chance. The bottle in my hand crashed across the bridge of his nose and shattered with a satisfying crunch. He cried out, but I silenced him with the broken bottle neck, plunging the makeshift weapon into his throat and ripping it back toward me.  Blood flowed like the river of deceit his new bride and I had bathed in. Jake’s eyes looked toward mine, but landed somewhere beyond before going cold. I went to work cutting around his hairline with the edge of the bottle, being careful not to ruin his face. The bottle sliced with relative ease by his ear and down the side of his neck like a Ginsu knife through the skin of a fresh salmon. I had to stop and wipe the blood on my jeans to keep the pseudo-scalpel from slipping out of my hand. I got back to work, hurrying to free the skin from his face before Jess finished her shower.  
 
   I placed Jessica’s surprise down on the coffee table and dragged the rest of Jake to my room. I heard the water shut off just as I re-entered the living room. I snatched the skin-mask up, crept into the kitchen, and stood in front of the mirror by the door. Jake’s face fit close to perfect over mine. I looked at my eyes through his face and smiled beneath the wet, cooling mask. I heard the bathroom door open and Jessica shriek. I tucked Jake’s neck flap under the collar of my t-shirt and stalked toward my screaming succubus.
 
   She backed away and hit the wall, her towel slipped to the floor. The perfect form she’d allowed me to ravage called to me. I answered. “T-Troy…what? Why?” she sputtered as she reached down for her towel, unable to remove her eyes from my new face. I watched her hands searching for the large purple cloth like she was lost in the dark. “What’s the matter, Jess?” I said. “Don’t you recognize me?” She answered with a series of high-pitched wails and slid down to the floor, hugging her knees to her chest. “Troy, please, I never meant for this to happen. I- I didn’t mean to–” I didn’t want to hear her lies. I didn’t want to listen to her bullshit apology. “Shh” I said. I reached down and picked up my pseudo-scalpel from the coffee table. Tears streamed down her cheeks as I walked over to her. “I’m going to kill you now,” I said. “But before I do, I want you to kiss me like you did behind the haunted house.”  “Troy, please, don’t do this,” she tried again. “You’re a good guy. You’re better than this. I was wrong to treat you the way I did.” 
 
   “You’re wrong. I’m not a good guy.”
 
   Her eyes trembled in their sockets as I crouched down in front of her and moved in for our last kiss. She screamed her lungs out. I held Jake’s face steady as I placed our lips to hers. She cried until I jabbed the broken bottle into the side of her neck and accepted her last breath.
 
   Sirens wailed like her ghost cries already haunting this room. My neighbors had never been good at minding their own business. I slipped my jeans off, held the mask in place as I carefully removed my t-shirt, and put my naked body between Jessica’s and the wall, wrapping my arms around her from behind. The sirens reached their crescendo and then began to fade, passing us by. I fell asleep holding her. 
 
   The sun is brilliant this morning. Jessica is safe in my bed. I’m feeling accomplished.
 
    
 
   July 17, 2014 
 
    
 
   The police are at my door. They’ve come for me. I disposed of Jake’s body early Sunday morning, and Jess’s last night, but I never bothered trying to clean up all the blood. I don’t think they’ll let me keep this journal, my confessional, our memories. Looks like I’ll have to hold them in my dreams.   
 
    
 
   Author bio:  Glenn Rolfe is an author from the haunted woods of New England. He has studied Creative Writing at Southern New Hampshire University, and continues his education in the world of horror by devouring the novels of Stephen King and Richard Laymon. He and his wife, Meghan, have three children, Ruby, Ramona, and Axl. He is grateful to be loved despite his weirdness. http://glenntheory.wix.com/glennrolfehorror
 
   Twitter @Grolfehorror  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



Letter to Grandma
 
   By Crystal Leflar
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF 0769030158
 
   Journal transcribed from a handwritten child's letter, never mailed,  found in an attic..
 
    
 
   Dear Grandma,
 
    
 
   Thank you for your letter. I hope your kitty gets better, he shouldn’t be fighting with other cats though. There is more fighting today. Momma brought me up to the attic and told me to stay here and write you a letter then she left. It was just Daddy and his friends fighting but then Momma had to go. She said she would be back soon. I haven’t been to school for a week.  That’s been nice but I miss my friends. Because of all the trouble I haven’t been allowed outside. It’s almost Thanksgiving. Are you coming to our house? Then only 10 more days until my birthday! I will be 9 years old. I hope I get to have a party and see my friends again. I hope the fighting is over. That would be a good present but I want real presents too.  Can you tell Momma that I want a new bike? All of my friends have bikes and we used to ride down to the creek but then my bike broke and the fighting started before Daddy could fix it.  It is old though. I want a new one, a purple one with a basket on the front. Momma said she would be right back but she hasn’t come back yet. It’s been a long time. I don’t have a watch but I bet it’s been an hour, maybe two hours! I thought I heard a door slam maybe she will come back up here now. She told me not to leave the attic and I’m not supposed to open the door unless she says it’s all right. She said everything will be all right and I should just write you a letter. Do you think that the fighting is over and she could be throwing me an early surprise party? No. I heard a gun go off so I guess they are still fighting. I don’t know why they are fighting people from across town. Sometimes Jeffy would say that he was going to beat a team from a different high school but no one ever got their guns before. I touched Daddy’s gun before while he was cleaning it.  I got in trouble.  I’m not supposed to touch guns until I get older and learn how to use them. That’s what Daddy said, I got to shoot Jeffy’s BB gun though. I hit a target. Just the white part, not the red. I think Mommy is coming back. I thought I heard something on the stairs. I don’t think its Mommy not unless she got hurt. What I heard was a “shoosh” or a “swoooshy” sound, not feet. Maybe she’s dragging something up the stairs with her.  
 
   I waited for a few minutes, but I didn’t hear anything now it’s quiet again. I wish Mommy would come back its getting dark and the light doesn’t work up here anymore. There are candles in the bag mommy brought but I’m not allowed to light them. Maybe there is a flashlight in the bag too. I’ll check. I found a little one! Now I can keep writing. I peeked out the window when I was looking for a flashlight. Mommy told me to keep away from the window, but I peeked anyway. I had to stand on my toes but I was able to see outside a little bit.  There is a house on fire across the street. That’s Sarah’s house. I hope she is ok, her and her puppy and her new baby bother. I wonder where the fire trucks are. I didn’t see Mommy when I looked outside, I didn’t see anybody. The ground looked wet, did it rain? I couldn’t see much else because the moon hid behind some clouds. I wonder where everybody went. There was a lot of noise a while ago. It is really dark now. I have the flashlight shining on the paper so I can keep writing but it’s really dark everywhere else. I heard a door downstairs maybe Mommy is coming up to get me! If there is no noise and no people then maybe the fighting is over! I hear footsteps and the “shhhh” sound on the stairs. The footsteps must be Mommy! I wonder what that other noise is. The door handle is moving. She really has come back! I called out but she didn’t answer. Maybe she didn’t hear me. I called out again. Nothing. But the door is opening now. I think it’s her. I shined my flashlight at the door, it is Mommy! She doesn’t look too good. I think she’s hurt. She is coming over here, I shone my light on her again. I think she’s blee----
 
    
 
   Author bio: Crystal Leflar is not skilled in referring to my-herself in the third person but she, like most authors, keeps a blog (http://crystalleflar.wordpress.com/) and sometimes "tweets" @crysa_leflar. 
 
   
  
 



LOOK UP
 
   By Michael Seese
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF5305157846
 
   Journal transcribed from a series of messages scattered throughout the city.
 
    
 
                 I stepped out of the church and saw it immediately.
 
                 Easily.
 
                 Too easily.
 
                 A casual observer might have missed the 8 1/2 x 11 photocopied sheet of paper fighting for space with the other  8 1/2 x 11 photocopied sheets of paper stapled to the telephone pole. But to the people like me, the others who would be stepping out of that church at that hour, it could not have stood out any more had it been blinking neon.
 
    
 
                 #1 We Are Powerless →
 
    
 
                 The sign was right. I am powerless. I know that I am powerless. I have a weakness, one I can’t control. My best hope is to contain it. Coming to these meetings has helped. They have provided me with something real. Something tangible. Something I could not find alone, festering in my dingy apartment. 
 
                 The arrow pointed me up Superior Avenue. A rational man might have looked at his watch, then turned the other way. But I am anything but rational. 
 
                 I had to know.
 
                 I walked, looking everywhere—left, right, up, down—for the next sign, hoping it would not be too hard to find. Perhaps 200 feet on, I saw spray-painted on the sidewalk
 
    
 
                 #2 Restore Sanity →
 
    
 
                 I turned right, up some unknown lane, its name lost along with the street sign. My pulse quickened a little bit, even though the area was fairly well lit, and seemed safe.
 
                 Enough.
 
                 Restore... Hmmm. “Restore” makes it sound like a home improvement project. Like I can just stop by some big box retailer, go to the returns / help counter, and place a special order for sanity. No, this is more like a reclamation project. Gut it, clean away years’ worth of grime and mold and neglect, and start again.
 
                 About halfway up the unnamed street, another jutted off to the left. And, scrawled on the rear of a dilapidated garage were the words
 
    
 
                 #3 Turn Your Life Over ←
 
    
 
                 By now it should be apparent that these three directives, these three steps, would bear a familiar ring to someone with an addiction, the omission of direct mention to god notwithstanding.
 
                 Words from a well-known song came to my head. “To everything turn, turn, turn.”
 
                 We turn the corner.
 
                 We turn the page.
 
                 We can even turn over a new leaf, as opposed to an old one.
 
                 But to turn your life over...
 
                 To most people, I suppose the first thing which would come to mind is to hand it over. To give it to someone who can do a better job of maintaining it. To admit that you need help, that you need guidance, that you need a clear and defined path to follow.

 
                 But there is another sense...
 
                 When you turn a trash can over, you make a mess, spilling new refuse—as well as the old and unidentifiable goop which has accumulated over the years and mixed with more recently discarded garbage, forming a vomit-inducing toxic slop—onto the sidewalk. 
 
                 To be completely honest, I found both interpretations to have rather repulsive implications and ramifications.
 
                 Now rather removed from the downtown lights, I felt more alone than I did several minutes ago. But I pressed on, looking, watching, hoping. My prize soon presented itself. 
 
                 Sitting on the ground—no, placed atop several rocks so as to raise it slightly above the ground—was a coffee can. You could miss it, overlook it, were it not for the fact that it had been painted blaze orange. I opened it carefully, half-expecting one of those spring-loaded comic snakes to leap out, and praying that nothing worse would. But I found no wicked surprises. Just a quantity of fortune-cookie-message-sized scraps of paper. I grabbed one. 
 
    
 
                 #4 Take A Self-Inventory ↑
 
    
 
                 I took the up arrow to signify that I should continue on my current path, rather than fly. It seemed like a reasonable assumption.
 
                 As I proceeded, I took a self inventory.
 
                 When you get down to it, my life story reads like some boo-hoo cry-me-a-river-you-spoiled-brat saga. I was born to wealthy parents, who seemed to resent the inconvenience I caused by disrupting their tennis lessons, their bridge club night, their world-class, first-class vacations, and their boozing. Left to my own far too much, I managed to discover the latter at a tender age, and soon rivaled their ability to drown myself. The thing is, three drowning people don’t even notice each other, let alone offer help. They’re too busy trying to gasp in enough air before going under yet again.
 
                 Soon, the alcohol lost its charm, and I turned to other destructive pursuits. I hate to use the cliché “on a downward spiral.” But I was. I was spinning down, down, down, with no way out. Then I found “The Program,” which provided me with an outlet for my demons. Though I still have not learned to completely control them, I have used the offerings of The Program to steer them somewhat.
 
                 Speaking of steering, stuck in the ground ahead of me was one of those flimsy wire and corrugated plastic signs, the kind the hardware stores sell for $2.99 so that you can advertise your “KITTENS! FREE to a Good Home.” 
 
    
 
                 #5 Admit You Have Wronged →
 
    
 
                 The arrow pointed me up a forlorn alley which ran behind the rows of houses on either side. Many had rear-facing garages, or remnants thereof, which dumped out onto the alley. Almost every one had some graffito splayed across it. 
 
                 “Paco”
 
                 “Blood Brothers”
 
                 “Satan’s Slaves”
 
                 This was not a friendly place. I hoped the next sign would not be too hard to find. I walked cautiously, carefully, my eyes alternating between the ground—and the broken bottle shards I wished to avoid—and everything else  on my quest to #6. 
 
                 I repeated the words. “Admit You Have Wronged.” I have done wrong. Some people are said to be born under a lucky star. Most would say I had been born under a lucky star. But luck is relative. Sometimes I think I was born under a rock. Or, a better analogy would be the say born under the dirt. And my life has been one constant struggle to claw my way out. To escape my internment, and see the sky and the stars. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. To breathe the same air as everyone else. Unfortunately, when you’re buried alive, sometimes you can’t help but reflexively grab the ankle of someone ahead of you, and pull. Understand, it’s not that you’re not trying to drag them down. But that’s what always happens. 
 
                 I wish I could apologize, make amends. But I can’t imagine trying to dig up the people attached to every ankle I’ve grabbed.
 
                 Up ahead, I saw something gleaming. As I drew nearer, I realized it to be a hubcap, glinting under the alley’s lone working streetlight. It leaned up against a fence, just so, so that the slight breeze caused it to rock back and forth. I picked it up and turned it over. There I saw
 
    
 
                 #6 Remove Defects 
 
                   KEEP GOING
 
    
 
                 I had to stop and laugh at this one. Oh, the irony! My life’s quest, my “mission,” has been to eliminate defects. But man is a flawed creature. The bible tells us so. Teachers tell us so. Overburdened, overwhelmed, ill-prepared, inconvenienced parents tell you so. But where to start?  Do you start with the small ones, so you can enjoy a bunch of little victorious baby steps?  Or do you shoot for the biggest, try to hit it out of the park, and then mop up the (in comparison) easy ones? 
 
                 So many defects. And so little time.
 
                 I replaced it carefully, and proceeded to the end of the lane. The road took dog-legs to the left and right. 
 
                 Which way now?
 
                 On the opposite side of a rusted chain link fence, directly ahead of me, I saw a large metal box. That seemed out of place. Cardboard, sure. Metal? Hmmm. Clinging to the fence was a deconstructed coat hanger, just long enough to conveniently reach the handle on the box’s upper face. I opened it and peered in.
 
                 Laying across the bottom was a colorful array of letters, the (you would assume) magnetic sort used by parents everywhere to let their kids learn to spell on the dishwasher or refrigerator. 
 
    
 
                 #7 Remove Shortcomings → ↑
 
    
 
                 I closed the lid, replaced the crude grabbing tool, and kept walking. I had to tread carefully. The sidewalk was uneven, and none of the streetlights seemed to care enough to shine down on me. I did pick up the pace somewhat when a dog began barking in that vague distance between “somewhere over there” and “damn, those teeth look sharp!”
 
                 What is the difference between a defect and a shortcoming anyway? I suppose you could argue that defects are flaws, permanent flaws, which somehow must be eliminated, whereas shortcomings can be overcome with a little bit of work. I didn’t have much time to ruminate semantics, as I soon came upon a fork in the road. (If there is such a beast as a two-tined fork.) Facing me was the rear of a “Yield” sign. I could just make out something written on the back. I pulled out my lighter. (Doesn’t everyone in The Program have one; doesn’t everyone in The Program smoke?) I read:
 
    
 
                 #8 List Those You Have Harmed ←
 
    
 
                 A narrow alley, thigh-high weeds growing through the brick pavers, shot off to the left. The way was lined with three-story brownstones, many sporting plywood where you would have wanted to see doors and windows. I felt as though I were stepping into some haunted urban forest, or a grand canyon of the sort you might find in a ghost hunter’s travel guide. Should I turn back? Would a rational person turn back? Probably. But I’d come this far.
 
                 Those I have harmed...
 
                 A lot, I suppose, depended on your definition of harm. If I punch someone in the nose, I think we all can agree that would be considered harm. But what about the pain we cause without realizing it? Without meaning to? Am I responsible for atoning to those who suffer in silence? We all suffer. Life is suffering. The only differentiator is how we put an end to the suffering. How quickly we...
 
                 Looking down, I noticed that select bricks had been painted black, spelling out:
 
    
 
                 #9 Make Amends → ↓
 
    
 
                 I took that to mean I should circle around the building.
 
                 Make amends. 
 
                 How? 
 
                 If we logically back up for a moment, how can I make amends to those people whom I have hurt, unknowingly? Am I supposed to go through my phone’s contact list, my computer’s cache of email addresses, and reach out to everyone? 
 
                 “If I have ever done anything in any way that has hurt or offended you, I am so sincerely sorry.”
 
                 Check. 
 
                 Done. 
 
                 Something about that approach seemed to lack a requisite depth.
 
                 Ahead of me, a small red light on the side of the house flashed. Up close, I found stuck onto the milk chute a “walker’s light,” the sort of thing a person clips to his belt to go strolling at night. I opened the small door to see:
 
    
 
                 #10 Continue To Take A Personal Inventory ←
 
    
 
                 From where I stood, the arrow pointed me to a garage in the back. I paused, and listened. Silence. I think even the crickets and owls avoided this part of town. I took a deep breath, and stepped, recounting my personal personal inventory with each footfall.
 
                 One.
 
                 Two.
 
                 Three.
 
                 Four.
 
                 Five.
 
                 Six.
 
                 Seven.
 
                 Seven. Yes, that sounds about right. Though I might have forgotten a few.
 
                 Painted rather neatly on the man-door were the words
 
    
 
                 #11 The Power To Carry It Out 
 
                            COME IN
 
    
 
                 The door yielded easily. Standing here, I did feel very powerful. In control. Everything about this place—this dark, abandoned, empty place—seemed just right to me.
 
                 A small sliver of moonlight shone through the hole in the roof. The garage appeared empty, though until your eyes could adjust to the blacker-than-black, you really couldn’t know for sure what might be lurking in the shadows.
 
                 Just like life.
 
                 I could barely make out a large post in the center, no doubt struggling to hold up entire ramshackle structure. Again I called upon my lighter. Nailed to the supporting column was a piece of paper.
 
    
 
                 #12 Carry This Message (To The Grave)
 
                                    LOOK UP
 
    
 
                 I did, and saw roughly three feet above my head an axe, affixed to a pivot, held in its precarious position by a cotter pin which would easily be yanked out by the slightest push on the taut, ankle-high length of piano wire strung across the garage about an inch away from where I stood. 
 
                 “Perfect. Just perfect,” I said. How easy would it be to not see the crude trigger mechanism, and set the ghastly device in motion?
 
                 Easy.
 
                 Too easy.
 
                 Or so I hoped.
 
                 My trap was all set. Cocked and loaded, waiting for the next “defect” to step out of the church, spot that first sign, and follow the trail I had so painstakingly laid out. 
 
                 I’m sure if I pondered, I could come up with countless other “cleaner” alternatives.
 
                 Role-playing games.
 
                 Hunting deer.
 
                 Hell, joining the army.
 
                 I know there are more rational ways to satisfy my lust.
 
                 My need.
 
                 Though as I said earlier, I am anything but rational.  
 
    
 
   Author bio: Michael Seese is an information security professional by day. Or, as his son could say even at age three, "Daddy keeps people's money safe." He has published three books: Haunting Valley, Scrappy Business Contingency Planning, and Scrappy Information Security, not to mention a lot of flash fiction, short stories, and poems. Other than that, he spends his spare time rasslin' with three young'uns. Visit www.MichaelSeese.com or follow @MSeeseTweets to laugh with him or at him.
 
   
  
 



Lucca
 
   By John Ledger
 
    
 
   Case #BF3982413273
 
   Journal transcribed from a suicide note.
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad,
 
                 It’s about time I come clean and tell you both the truth. You’ve been right all along dad. I am on drugs. Lots and lots of drugs. The things I’ve done to get my fix would make you sick to your stomach. I’m sure you can imagine as I’ve seen your magazines and internet history. Don’t worry though mom you were right too. All those times you called me a little whore the only thing you were wrong about is I’m no little whore, I’m a big whore mommy. The problem I came across was shooting up, smoking crack and sucking dick just wasn’t enough for me anymore. I’ve tried everything I could think of daddy, I even found some men to treat me like you used to. Remember when I was so innocent and defenseless and you used me as an ashtray among other things? I’m no little girl anymore though so I guess it just wasn’t the same. I needed something more. I tried bondage, golden showers, fisting, role-playing and all sorts of depraved sex acts but nothing could get me off anymore. Your magazines got boring a long time ago and the internet was getting tiresome until I finally discovered him. The love of my life.
 
                 He made beautiful videos about life and death but he was incredibly misunderstood. In the first online video he suffocated kittens with a vacuum cleaner. Around Christmas time another video featured a kitten being eaten by a Burmese python. I tracked him down and he wrote me several letters, he loves me too daddy. Everyone says that he’s gay and some kind of wannabe porn star but I don’t care. I knew deep down inside that he loves me and I thought we’d be together someday. He told me about his masterpiece before it went viral. He killed an Asian man and videotaped it. The video showed the man naked and tied to a bed as he was repeatedly stabbed with an icepick. You can hear ‘True Faith’ by New Order playing in the background as he dismembers and fucks the corpse. He carved off some flesh with a knife and fork and ate some of the man, sharing with his dog of course. He promised me that he would do the same to me and put it on the internet.
 
                 That was then and I couldn’t wait for the moment to come. Now it’s no longer possible because he got arrested and he’s locked up for life. I knew I’d never be able to meet my lover and I was at a loss. He sent me one more letter though with instructions and directions inside. I now had a destination and the perfect exit from this cruel world. 
 
                 In closing, mommy and daddy, I hate you and you can go fuck yourselves. I’m going to a place where there’s others like me. Other rejects who understand where I’ve come from and what I’ve been through. Thanks to the two of you the only emotion I understand is pain. These people understand pain too, they understand like you did daddy. They’re going to fuck me and then eat me. It’s going to be heavenly, just like my lover promised.
 
   Sincerely,
 
   Your daughter
 
    
 
   


  
 

Author bio: John Ledger lives in central Pennsylvania with his queen Erica and their four children; Carson, Kaila, Logan and Layla. John enjoys punk rock, serial killers, dogs and Chinese food. You can find him on Facebook talking a bunch of nonsense.


 
   
  
 




 
   Night Terrors: Journal
 
   By Michael Thomas-Knight
 
    
 
   Case #BF6215280833
 
   Journal transcribed from a dream and personal journal by Andrea Sachem.
 
   
The enclosed item is a dream and personal journal by Andrea Sachem, recorded between the dates of Sept. 28th, 2009 and October 30th, 2009. The journal was discovered in the top drawer of the night table, in the bedroom shared by Brian and Andrea Sachem, married couple, late 30‘s. 
 
    
 
   ***

---------------------------------------------------
 
   At the recommendation of my psychiatrist, I was directed to record a dream journal following a series of disturbing dreams. I was instructed to offer details of daily events included with the dreams to determine any correlations.
 
    
 
   Andrea Sachem, 
 
   Sept. 2009
 
   ---------------------------------------------------
 
   Andrea Sachem
 
   Personal Dream Journal
 
    
 
    
 
   Sept. 28th 2009 
 
    
 
   The dream is gone and I’m alive, another night I have survived…
 
   
This is the first entry in my journal, but far from my first nightmare. They have been disrupting my sleep for about two months. I’ve had bouts of night terrors before, but it hasn’t happened in years. Dr. Strauss suggested I keep this record of dreams and thoughts. 
 
    
 
   I need to begin with a memory, to clarify the impact of the dream I had.
 
    
 
   When I was little, my father would come home from work every Friday with a gift for me. Sometimes it was just a novelty gift he purchased at the newsstand. Other times it was an imitation Barbie doll he would pick up at Jo-Jo's Toy Shop. Despite being exhausted from a hard days work, he would spend time showing me the joy of the little items, slapping a rubber hand against the wall and counting with me until it peeled away from the wallpaper, or molding the silly putty into the shape of a snake.
 
 
   This is where my dream began. I opened the door and my father stood at the top of the steps. He was young. His brown eyes came alive when he saw me and a smile spread across his face. He held a gift out to me and I took it, a ‘Betty Doll’ with blue eyes and blonde hair curled at the bottom. I turned to show my husband, and he looked at it, indifferent to its meaning. When I looked back to my dad, he was on the back of a boat, pulling away from the door which was now a dock facing the sea. At a short distance away, the boat began to sink. I turned to my husband for help, looking back into the house, but he had left the room and closed the door behind him. “Brian. Brian,” I called, but he didn’t return. The water rose past my father’s knees, past his waist, and further. He waved goodbye and sunk beneath the surface of the choppy water. I screamed, "Daddy!" and knelt down, placing my hand into the water. I felt his hand grab mine and I pulled. A black gnarled hand with sharp fingernails was locked onto mine. I tried to let go but it held steadfast. I pried the fingers loose just as the featureless face rose from the deep. I jumped back into the house and slammed the door shut. I was still holding the Betty Doll in my left hand. I looked at the doll and it was in pieces with bugs crawling in and out of it. I threw the box down and woke up. 
 
    
 
   My heart raced. I felt helpless and deeply sad, missing my father and remembering the times we had shared. I don’t know why I have such terrible dreams about my father. They always seem to end with the appearance of the black shadow-man.
 
 
    
 
   Tuesday, 10/6/2009
 
    
 
   The dream is gone and I’m alive, another night I have survived… This is a quote Dr. Strauss had told me to say out loud after a nightmare. It helped in calming my nerves and separating dream from reality.
 
    
 
   I laid in bed with my eyes shut, aware of a presence in the room. I opened my eyes a sliver, hoping the intruder wouldn't notice. Several tall dark figures entered my peripheral vision. One drifted close to the bed and I got a glimpse that chilled me. It was a lanky black figure, eight or nine feet tall, hunched over so it could fit in the room. Its arms were out in front of it, bent at the elbows and wrists, resembling the arms of a praying mantis. Its head was triangular, but its features were shadowed. Three of these figures glided through the room without any noticeable leg movement. One came to the edge of the bed and hovered over me. I cinched my eyes tight and prayed it would leave. I held my breath so it couldn't hear my breathing, but my heart was pounding so loud, I swear it must’ve been audible in the room. When I couldn't take any more, I opened my eyes, but the figures were gone. I closed my eyes and didn't move a muscle, worried they might return. 
 
    
 
   In the morning, I opened my eyes, half-expecting to see the figures gliding around the room, but the morning sun changed my mood instantly. I had to remind myself these visions were dreams and not to be feared.
 
    
 
   I sensed this dream was different from the shadow-man dreams. They were not of the same ilk. If the shadow-man was a manifestation of repressed fears, these were something else.

Dr Strauss didn't agree or disagree; he just nodded his head when I told him this. He asked me, “What makes you think they are different?” I had no answer for him. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Monday 10/13/2009 
 
    
 
   I’ve been doing research online and came up with some interesting facts. I don’t know if any of them pertain to my situation.
 
    
 
   Sleep paralysis is a condition where you can partially wake but still have aspects of your dreams playing out while your eyes are open. It is accompanied by the shutting of your motor skills; feeling paralyzed or feeling like a great weight is bearing down on you.
 
 
   Night Terrors - the cause of night terrors is basically unknown. 
 
   
A dark figure in dreams is often a representation of a repressed memory from childhood. It manifests in dreams as a dark figure in order to mask its true identity and to save your own psyche from the pain and hurt associated with the experience.
 
 
   At that point, I began to get search results on paranormal occurrences. Some of these frightened me because they seemed similar to my experiences. Most notably:
 
   
***Some spirits can influence your dreams, causing an individual to experience nightmares and horrible visions in their sleep.

Some people report being tormented by entities called, shadow figures. These are different from ghost spirits -- they are thought never to have been human. They are considered evil and often influence people to inflict harm upon themselves.
 
 
   I don’t know what this all means or if any of this information can help me. I do plan on asking Dr. Strauss about these when I see him next week.
 
    
 
    
 
   Thursday, 10/15/2009
 
    
 
   Dream is gone, I’m alive, another night survived…
 
    
 
   Earlier in the evening, we had gone to a dinner with Brian’s firm, celebrating the acceptance of Brian’s architectural designs by a big account in St. Louis. I had dressed in my best, trying to be elegant and sexy. I would be the youngest wife at the party at age 36 and wanted to look classy for my husband. I also planned on a private celebration with my husband after the dinner. The party was quite pleasant and the food was fantastic. When the conversation turned to architecture, I had nothing much to say. I knew little about it despite being married to Brian for eight years. A young intern that worked with my husband knew all the details of the project and garnered much of the attention. I didn’t like her hovering so close to my husband. I saw the way their eyes held each other's, how they smiled at each other often, too often, as if an unspoken communication passed between them. At one point, she offered Brian praise and laid her hand upon his arm. Her hand lingered too long. She pulled back slowly, letting her fingertips drag.
 
    
 
   On the way home I questioned Brian about his young intern.
 
    
 
   "Alexis? Are you crazy?" he snapped. "I'm 15 years older than her.”

“I saw you Brian", I told him. “I saw the way you smiled at her. I saw you watching her smooth and shapely legs when she went to the restroom. I saw goose bumps on your arm where she had touched you," I said.
 
   . 
He said, "I can't believe you're doing this. We landed this deal as a team -- all of my staff made it happen. That is why I was smiling. Apparently you don't like when people are happy. You like to taint happiness until everyone is miserable, like you."

I attempted to argue but Brian cut me off. He said, "I'm not discussing this anymore."

We drove the rest of the way home in complete silence.
 
    
 
   Brian claimed he was beat when we got in and went straight to bed. I knew he was angry. There was no after dinner celebration. I drank a glass of wine by myself in the living room and went to bed about an hour later.
 
    
 
   I dreamt I was dressing for the party. I admired my dress in the full-length mirror in the upstairs bathroom, a silver sparkling Diane Von Furstenberg with an open back and tailored short to show off my legs. I made adjustments to my pearl choker and matching earrings when a dark shadow passed by the doorway. I turned to look but saw nothing. “Brian?” I called. No response. I heard the car start outside and knew he was downstairs already. The bedroom appeared darker than usual, as if no light from the bathroom crossed the threshold. I looked back to the mirror, checking my make-up, and large shadow rose behind me. I froze. It grabbed my waist and pulled me back toward the blackness of the bedroom. I screamed and grabbed the doorframe molding, not wanting this shadow-man to pull me away from the bathroom light. I looked behind me and saw a coal-like face with no eyes and a row of black cylindrical teeth. I tried to pull myself forward, into the bathroom. The shadow-man clamped his teeth into the back of my arm and a searing pain flashed into my shoulder and down to my fingertips. My grip faltered and I was yanked from the doorway into a deep black void. I had the sensation of falling and I was screaming, as the light from the bathroom receded to a small rectangular square above me. I woke with the sensation of falling and landing on the bed. 
 
    
 
   Brian grunted and repositioned himself. I tried waking him but he got grumpy and annoyed. 
 
    
 
   “Go back to sleep; it’s just a dream, damn it,“ he said without even turning to look at me. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Friday, 10/16/2009
 
    
 
   I had completely forgotten about the previous night’s dream after recording it into my journal. As I did my housework, I felt a dull pain in my arm, but didn’t think much about it. At one point, I banged my arm on a shelving unit in the garage and it caused a flash of pain. Later that night, when I was stepping out of the shower, I noticed the bruise on the back of my upper arm in the mirror. It was dark blue with evenly spaced red puncture wounds in a semi-circle. Remembering the dream, my breath caught in my throat. I felt panic sweep over me and I called Brian in to look at it the wound.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, it’s a bruise,” he said. “You told me you banged your arm, it’s no big deal, really.“ 
 
    
 
   He couldn’t understand my alarm over the wound. I didn’t tell him about the dream. He thought dreams were something to be forgotten the moment you awakened and had no importance in real life. I was lucky he didn’t complain about my weekly visit with Dr. Strauss. 
 
    
 
   It took me several hours to fall asleep that night. I laid awake in bed, staring at the ceiling, hyper-alert to any noises in the house. When I finally drifted into sleep I was plagued with nightmare visions. I can’t recall any of them. At one point, I woke and sat up in bed screaming, “Leave me alone! Get out of my house!” Brian jumped up, startled, and asked what was wrong. He even got out of bed and looked around the room, in the hall, and outside the window. I was comforted by the fact that he wanted to make sure I was safe, but he turned angry when he realized all was well. 
 
    
 
   “For cryin-out-loud, what the hell is your problem?” he said.
 
    
 
   He returned to bed, punching his pillow into shape and tossing his body into sleep position. I was so tired; I slipped right back into sleep. The dreams continued, tormenting me until morning.
 
    
 
    
 
   Saturday, 10/17/2009
 
    
 
   Dream is gone, I’m alive, another night survived…
 
    
 
   I stood in the kitchen looking out the window, wearing nothing more than my silk teddy. I could see my reflection in the glass, despite the dark. My eyes were wide and my left hand clutched the top button and collar of my teddy. Outside the window, I saw the silhouette of a man. The figure was unmoving. I backed up to the entryway without taking my eyes from the window. I reached for the light switch and flicked on the kitchen light. It flashed bright as the bulb blew out. A skull-like face darted away from the light. Then I felt like someone was directly behind me. Before I could act, a coal-black hand reached out from behind and clamped down upon my mouth. Another large hand gripped my hair and yanked me backward. I fell back and when I landed, I was on my bed in the bedroom with the black shape sitting upon my chest. I tried to wriggle and buck it off, but it didn't budge. Brian rolled over to see the commotion. His face stopped right up against mine, but it was not Brian. It was the skull face I had seen outside the kitchen window.

I woke with a scream, covered in sweat with my heart pounding beneath my ribs. Brian let out a grunt and repositioned himself. 
 
    
 
   “Go back to sleep, damn it,“ he said. 
 
    
 
   I attempted to return to sleep but laid awake for over an hour. I got out of bed, threw on my robe and fuzzy-dog slippers. I made tea, then went into the living room and curled up on the couch. Sipping tea, I watched the sunrise. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Monday 10/19/2009 
 
    
 
   Dr. Strauss agreed that I could be experiencing sleep paralysis. However, he didn’t offer any recommendations, testing or remedy. He wouldn’t entertain some of the other information I had researched. He shrugged it off as meaningless. Mostly, he just let me talk and nodded his head. At one point, I had to look close at his face to see if he was actually awake. He asked me, “What are you doing?” I told him nothing and continued to talk. I don’t even know why I’m seeing this man. I could have told him anything and he would have nodded. I was tempted to tell him I plan on committing suicide, just to see if he’d nod his head in agreement. I resisted. I didn’t want to give him any more reason to label me the crazy lady.
 
    
 
   
Tuesday, 10/20/2009
 
    
 
   Dream is gone, alive, another night survived…
 
 
   I couldn’t fall asleep for the longest time. I wanted to wake Brian, to talk, to dispel the uneasy feeling I had, but we had not been getting along lately. He was angry about this whole situation, fed-up with my nightly disturbances. The accusations I had thrown at him about the intern didn’t help. So I wanted to let him sleep. If I could just make it until morning, the daylight made everything feel less threatening. Eventually, sleep came.
 
    
 
   The dream started at a carnival. I was a child, standing in line with my father, to ride the roller-coaster. Holding my hand, my dad occasionally looked down and smiled at me. He had the warmest smile. There was boisterous merriment, people screaming and laughing, and music coming from different areas in the park. The smell of cotton candy was palpable. The loud grind of the coaster wheels shattered the air and vibrated the platform. It was thrilling, but I was not afraid because I was with my father. The ride attendant dropped the chain. With a big grin and a twinkle in his eyes my dad asked, “You ready?” 
 
    
 
   Next, we were on the coaster racing down the tracks. He had his arm around me and I buried my face in his side every time we entered a scary hairpin turn. The coaster entered a dark tunnel. I felt a thump and my father’s body jerked. We came out of the dark and I looked up. My dad’s head was gone. He was decapitated and blood was spurting out all over me. Whipped by the wind it drenched my face and dress. A black figure rose in the car ahead and turned to look at me. It was faceless with bluish squirming lines where the eyes should’ve been. I woke with a jolt and felt a heavy heartache.
 
    
 
   Even though my father had died many years ago, I sobbed like it had just happened. Brian stirred as my body quaked with sadness. I got up and went into the living room, not wanting to disturb him. I cried for hours, peeling tissues from a box of Kleenex to catch my tears.
 
 
   
Wednesday, Oct. 21
 
   
When Brian came home, I tried to talk to him about my night terrors but he didn't want to hear about it. His mind seemed so preoccupied. He asked, isn't there some kind of pill you can take? And that was about the extent of it. When I tried to change the subject, he didn't want to talk about anything else either. He just wanted me and my problem to go away. I cleared the dinner dishes with teary eyes and tried to swallow my feelings. Brian had to go back to the office after dinner. He told me not to wait up.
 
 
   
Thursday 10/22/2009
 
    
 
   I spent some of my day at the library researching the history of my home and found some disturbing facts. 
 
    
 
   In the early 1900’s, the home was owned by a wealthy business owner and land baron named, William Scott Byron. He had half the town working for him and treated them like dirt, paying them barely enough to get by and having them fall into debt to him. Eventually they would become indentured servants. No one would stand up to him - those that did were often found dead. In 1907, it was rumored that his wife had caught him cheating and confronted him. She was found dead a week later. The death certificate listed cause of death as heart failure, though no medical examination was performed. 
 
    
 
   He remarried within a few weeks of his first wife‘s death. It is said that he never wanted children and within a year both of his children died under mysterious circumstances. When his new wife became pregnant he must have become furious. They had a fight which ended in gunshots. He tried to have the town doctor, Joseph Wingate, change the death certificate, offering him large sums of money, but Wingate wouldn’t have any part of it. The very night that the town’s deputy was sent to arrest W. Scott Byron, Byron was at Dr. Wingate’s home, where he strangled the man with his bare hands. The town revolted against Byron, trapping him in a barn on his property and burning it to the ground. Even as he was pinned beneath the heavy wooden beams and burning, Byron railed at the townspeople. He cursed at them and professed his hate towards everyone he knew. When the fire subsided the next morning, they dragged his burnt remains from the rubble and buried the man in an unmarked grave on the property.
 
    
 
   What I had to ask myself is, did I really believe in ghosts? If I did, could the shadow-man that torments me be the spirit of W. Scott Byron? And did he make me dream bad things about my father to torment me?
 
    
 
   
Friday, 10/23
 
    
 
   I don’t know if the dream is gone… or if I will survive…
 
   
The dream started with me waking and feeling a tremendous weight upon my chest. I couldn’t move. I was paralyzed and the weight compressed my lungs, making my efforts to inhale difficult. A black shape sat upon my chest but faced away from me. I became aware of other entities in the room, those other shadow figures, tall and skinny with wiry frames with triangular heads. They crisscrossed the room as if searching for something specific. I tried to scream, but I couldn't draw enough breath. I could not identify what sat upon my chest, but I was sure it was the shadow-man. I slowly gathered air, inhaling more than I exhaled until my lungs were near capacity. With one big exhale, I enunciated as much of the Lord's Prayer as I could. Our father, who art in heaven, hollowed be thy name, thy kingdom come... That was as far as I got. The great weight lifted off my chest. It was the shadow-man. He turned to me angered by my action and slashed his sharp-nailed claw at me. I rolled away and I felt his nails scrape across my back like hot knives. The lanky figures in the room retracted upon themselves and receded into the dark spaces of the room. The shadow-man tore through the room, knocking over a lamp, clearing a shelf of photos with the swipe of an invisible hand, and finally crashed through the bedroom door with a loud bang. I sat up trying to catch my breath. I looked at the clock and it was 12:30 AM. Brian was not home yet. I straighten the toppled lamp and photos. I didn’t want to think about the obvious -- I was not asleep. This had not been a dream. 
 
   
 
 
   Saturday, 10/24/09
 
    
 
   “Damn it Andi, you have to do this now, when I landed this big account? I have to see this through; the firm is counting on me.” This is what my husband said to me. Like I was doing this on purpose, having night terrors just to sabotage his new account. We fought all day, especially when he told me that he had to fly to St. Louis next week. I needed him as much as the firm needed him. I couldn’t believe that he would plan this trip while I was so vulnerable. But perhaps I was being selfish. I’ve had bouts of night terrors before and they do go away after a time. I couldn’t let this stop Brian from doing his job, could I? 

I just wanted him to acknowledge that I was having difficulty right now. I needed his comfort but I got nothing. He thought I was doing this for attention. Like I had some control over what was happening. I didn’t know what to say to him. I was scared and he just didn’t want to hear it…
 
    
 
   Later that night, standing naked in front of the bathroom mirror, I twisted my head as far as I could, to see my back. Three red scratch lines were gouged across my back from under my left shoulder blade, down toward my right hip. The stinging had subsided, but I still felt lines of heat in my tender flesh. I dressed in my nightclothes and went to bed. I didn’t say anything to Brian about the scratches - he would just blame them on me anyway.
 
 
    
 
   Monday, 10/26/09
 
    
 
   My husband was cheating on me. It had been quite obvious for some time but I guess I just didn't want to admit it. Long hours at work, extended lunches when I called his office, and now the ‘business’ trip. He had disengaged himself from our marriage. He didn't care to talk with me and he didn't want to spend time with me. I wanted to pretend I was smart and I had figured it out with just these clues, but there was another. I found a credit card bill that was sent to his office, in his suit jacket. I had gone in the pocket during the night, looking for a match to light a candle. He must've stuck it in there by mistake and intended to bring it back to the office in the morning. There were several charges at the Bellport Motel in late afternoon. There were charges at Macy's, Victoria's Secret, and Bloomingdale's. I found a charge for two round-trip tickets on US Airways for this Thursday and  a receipt for the tickets -- not to St. Louis -- to the Bahamas. He was taking that young intern, I was sure of it. She was in her twenties, pretty, a perfect body. She was outgoing and full of life. She certainly didn't have bad dreams. She didn't pester Brian with her problems, her insecurities or her feelings of inadequacy. She was quite adequate.

When Brian left for work I cried for hours. I didn't want to lose him. I was scared, terrified, of being alone. I wished I had never looked at that statement. I'm sure this fling wouldn’t last. Perhaps if I ignored it, he would get bored and we could rekindle what we had. I fell asleep on the couch and didn't wake until after 4:00 PM. We barely spoke during dinner. He went into the den to watch Monday Night Football, quite relaxed and comfortable. I was crippled with tension, debating about confronting him with what I had seen. I couldn’t bring myself to do it.
 
 
    
 
   Wednesday, 10/28/09
 
    
 
   Was it possible to enter a dream state without actually falling asleep? I felt the change in the atmosphere. I felt an oppression weigh the room heavy with misery.

I laid in bed staring into space, unable to even shut my eyes. Rain pattered upon the roof of the house and against the windows. Distant lightning flashed through the drawn curtains. A shapeless shadow drifted across the ceiling, then down the far wall of the room where it solidified. It took on a human shape and turned to look at me. It darted across the room and ripped the blankets off of me. I gasped and threw my arms across my chest for protection. I saw my breath, a white mist with each exhale as the temperature in the room plunged. My teeth chattered. I was so frightened I couldn’t think. I tried to recall if I had fallen asleep or not, but I knew I hadn’t. The shadow-man jumped on me and pinned my wrists to the mattress. Its face was featureless; its eyes, empty sockets, infinite blackness. I gasped for air as its mass grew to a crushing weight, compressing my ribs. Its mouth opened and I saw something horrible squirming in there, coming forward from the darkest recesses of hell. Terror gripped me and I threw my head from side to side. I didn't want to see what was there.

Then it stopped. The shadow-man closed his mouth and looked over his shoulder into the room. The other entities were there, gliding around the room, like black ballroom dancers, with their lanky arms hovering before them and their strange shaped heads twisting back and forth, scanning. The weight upon me began to recede and some details began to form on the shadow-man's face. These other entities were distracting the shadow-man and he was unable to keep up his dark facade when his concentration was broken. A black cloud lifted from around his face, exposing what lay beneath. He was a stern and mean looking man, with thick brows and rage in his eyes, bearing a terrible grimace for a mouth. As his facial details became clearer, I could see these other entities made him nervous. Perhaps he even feared them. 
 
    
 
   “William Byron?” I questioned.
 
    
 
   He looked back at me and put a finger to his lips.
 
    
 
   “Shush.”
 
    
 
   The shadow-man, Byron, climbed off of me and stood at my bedside. The three entities stopped moving and lined up in a row.

Byron was angered by their presence. He turned to me and shouted, "This is my domain! I'm the boss here!"

Then he made an aggressive lunge at the entities, growing in size and veracity. He let out a roar that sent a shockwave through the room, vibrating the picture frames, shelves, and lamps. The entities didn't flinch. They made clicking sounds from their small mouths, some form of communication, I assumed. The one in the center took a step forward. It dug its long sharp claws into its stomach and pulled, ripping a hole in the center of its body. This opened a portal to a swirling vortex with a deafening drone emanating from it. Tentacles shot out of the hole and attacked Byron. Each tentacle had a mouth-like opening on their end with rows of teeth chomping furiously. They attached themselves to Byron and consumed him, absorbing his essence. Byron screamed and writhed in some kind of spiritual pain. In a matter of moments, he was reduced to a few smoky black spots and the tentacles withdrew, one by one, as they finished their morsels. When the last one finished the last spec of the shadow-man's substance, it was sucked back into the hole and the hole closed up. All became silent. The three entities twisted their insect heads in my direction. For a moment, I could see light reflecting off their large bulbous eyes and antennae. Then they faded into darkness.
 
    
 
   The impact of this event began to seep into my mind. Clearly, it was the spirit of W. Scott Byron who had been tormenting me. He had attacked me aggressively this night and intended on hurting me, in ways I didn’t want to imagine. However, these other figures were different. Did these silent sentinels just save me from Byron? Why would they do that? And with Byron gone, what did they want with me? 
 
    
 
   The dream’s alive, another night, wonder if I’ll survive…
 
 
    
 
   Thursday, 10/29/09
 
    
 
   Brian came home early to pack for his "businesses" trip. We fought about it for hours. I was just hoping he'd have the decency to cancel the trip when he had seen how upset I was. At one point he asked me, "So, what do you want from me? Do you want me to cancel the trip? "
 
   
I did, but I wanted him to cancel it because he didn't want to go, not because I forced him. He hopped in the shower, determined to stay on schedule. I debated confronting him with what I suspected, what I knew, but I imagined he'd go anyway and I'd never see him again. I stared into space, at a loss for what I should do. I thought about leaving while he was away but knew I had nowhere to go. My mom had died when I was twenty. My older sister lived in Ohio with her husband and children but we didn't talk anymore. My dad was my last family tie and when he had died, it was difficult for me. If he was still alive, I'm sure he would take me in; he would give me comfort and solace.

I told Brian about my dreams, about my father and how upset these dreams were making me feel. I told him how alone I felt since my father’s passing and that I couldn't believe that he would leave for this trip while I felt so vulnerable. That is when he exploded.
 
 
   “Now? You’re suddenly crying for your father, now?” he hollered.  “He was a drunk - he left you and your mother when you were six and never returned. He made no attempt to see you even though he lived across town. Oh, let me correct that - he did return a few times to beat on your mother, violating his restraining order which got him a fast-track ticket to jail.” 
 
    
 
   Brian’s face had turned beet red and veins were bulging in his neck. 
 
    
 
   “This is the man you’re crying about?” he added. 
 
    
 
   Every word he said ripped at my soul. They cut me deeply garnering irregular breathing and tightness in my chest. I tried to hold it in, feeling pressure build in my head, until I finally burst into hysterical wailing. 
 
    
 
   “Nooo! Get Out!” I screamed at him. “Go on your business trip and leave me alone.”
 
    
 
   I collapsed on the bed and wept uncontrollably. Brian picked up his suitcase and headed for the door. I didn’t care anymore; I wanted him to go.
 
    
 
   “We’ll talk about this when I get home,” he said and walked out. I heard the trunk and car doors slam then the car pulling away. I heard the car rumble all the way down the street and onto the next street. I was half expecting to hear the car turn around and come back. It didn’t. It made a turn and continued onto Jericho Turnpike. I cursed the quiet afternoon that allowed me to hear his car leaving for what seemed like an eternity. I imagined that I’d be able to hear it all the way to the airport.
 
    
 
    
 
   Friday, 10/30/09
 
    
 
   The dream lives…
 
 
   I didn't know there was a hierarchy of these beings, but last night I talked to the head being. Well, talked is not the right word. It showed me pictures, in my mind, pictures of its world. I don't know if its world exists in the known universe or on some other plane or dimension. The world I was seeing reminded me of the work of fantasy artists, perhaps Roger Dean, who did the album covers for Yes. It had a strange alien beauty. I saw a castle of some sort, not like our real castles but one of fantasy with twisted spires and spikes that stretch into the air like frozen flames. It was a cool pale green, like the Emerald City in the Land of Oz. Then I saw a room. It was draped with a fine silk that shimmered with its own rainbow light. It was so soft and shiny, I wanted to reach out and caress it, to feel it against my skin. Center of the room was a structure like a bed, empty, a curved wafer mattress surrounded by strands of silk, so fine, you could see through them. I could see outside a window, into a courtyard. A large being stood at the center of the yard with many underlings attending its every need. It was insectile, like a mantis or an emerald ant, but standing upright and donning a robe of dark shaded purple silk. The being twisted its head to one side and regarded me with its large insect eyes. Its antennae twitched a silent moss code, casting a spell upon me. Before I had a chance to ask why I was being shown this, the images withdrew from my mind in rapid succession causing me to become dizzy. The entity and its entourage faded into shadow. 
 
   
This was an invitation by this being, to be with the king, to go with him and live, to be a queen by his side, to finally be a mother and birth his children. How many? Hundreds, perhaps thousands. To start a new life in a new land and leave my former sadness behind. It is not an easy decision to leave behind familiarity, to uproot one’s life so drastically...
 
    
 
   I rolled onto my side and began to fall asleep. I felt calm and relaxed. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   This was the last entry in the journal. No additional writings were found.
 
    
 
   Missing Persons Report
Subject: Andrea Sachem
Evidence: Item #17
 
    
 
   Case status: 
 
   Cold case - still missing as of 1/15/2014
 
    
 
   Author bio: Michael Thomas-Knight is a horror-fiction author who haunts the local coffee shops of Long Island, NY, somewhere between a famous house in Amityville and Joel Rifkin’s lovely home. Michael's style ranges from classic ghost stories with violent conclusions to atmospheric Eldritch tales steeped in mysticism, cynicism, and irony. His stories have been published in publications, Dark Eclipse, Infernal Ink, SNM Horror Magazine, Fiction Terrifica, and Microhorror.com. His work has also appeared in numerous anthologies, Terror Train, From Beyond the Grave, Shadow Masters, Cellar Door II, O Little Town of Deathlehem and others. You can find Michael at his blog, Parlor of Horror, which deals with all things horror: movies, books, and articles for the horror enthusiast. http://parlorofhorror.wordpress.com https://www.amazon.com/author/michaelthomasknight 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/michael.thomasknight.9
 
    
 
   
  
 



FINDERS KEEPERS
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   Case #BF5988025897
 
   Journal transcribed from a series of videos on a discarded cell phone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Day 1
 
   If you find this phone and are looking at this video right now, this is how it started. Amanda and I drove up into the Hollywood Hills to smoke a jay and watch the lights of the city dance below us. The brush is dry. It hasn't rained all year. Everything's ready to burn and the dry brush is perfect kindling.
 
   We're driving up the road and I remember saying, "Goddamn fog, I can hardly see where I'm going."
 
   So, as we wind our way up the roads above Sunset Boulevard, Amanda says, "I don't know why we have to come up here anyway. We can smoke anywhere, nobody cares."
 
   "This place is special," I say, turning onto Blue Jay Way. "The Beatles wrote about it–"
 
   "The Beatles? Who cares, man? They're like yesterday. My mom listens to them, no my grandmother."
 
   "L-G-H," I say in text lingo, smiling at her.
 
   "Yeah, 4-2-0," she responds with another text code for "let's get high".
 
   We park, walk into the bushes. It's not as wildernessy as when George Harrison wrote the song. We settle in on a large flattened cardboard box that someone was nice enough to leave behind. I light up, take a hit, pass the joint to Amanda. The city spreads out below us, so many all-important busy ants, hustling here and there.
 
   "Hey, what's that?" Amanda says.
 
   "Somebody lost their cell phone." I pick up the shiny glowing rectangle in my hand.
 
   "It's still on. Videoing us."
 
   We did a little twerking for the phone's pleasure. We broke out laughing, just about rolling on the ground – ROFL. Hey, we were stoned.
 
   "Maybe we should figure out whose it is and return it," Amanda says, taking a hit.
 
   "Fuck that shit. Finders keepers."
 
   Amanda passes the joint back to me.
 
   "Let's see what's on it?" I say, turning the camera on Amanda.
 
   "You shouldn't be videoing us smoking dope," she says.
 
   "Nobody cares anymore. Have another hit."
 
   So I play back the owner's photos. Selfies and smiling faces. Family shit.
 
   Now I play back their video. A face stares up at us – a video selfie. Young dude, maybe twenty, twenty-five, I don't know.
 
   "My name is Kevin," he says. "I found this phone over by the Jamba Juice. Now it's yours. And everything in it is yours too." He glares into the camera. Looking stoned.
 
   "See, babe, he says we can keep it."
 
   "I guess so," Amanda says. "Is there anymore?"
 
   "No, don't think so."
 
   "This is weird," she says. "I think we should erase the video of us and throw the phone away."
 
   "No way, this is just too cool."
 
    
 
    
 
   Day 2
 
   I'm videoing everything with the phone. Why not, it's mine now? And I didn’t even have to pay for it. Amanda and I hang in my studio apartment over the garage behind my landlord's house. I do a 360 pan of the room, X-Box, couple-a rock posters, the requisite poster of Ché on the wall, my laptop on the desk. All the usual shit that a job as a night stocker at Walmart can pay for with the employee discount.
 
   "I still think we should try to find the phone's owner, that Kevin guy," Amanda says.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "'Cause it's the right thing to do."
 
   I zoom in on her face. She swats at the camera.
 
   "I know, I know, finders keepers," she says.
 
   "Got that right."
 
   The neighbor's dog barks up a storm in the background.
 
   "Damn dog," I say.
 
   "It's only a dog," she says.
 
   "Look." I nearly shove the phone in her face. She jerks back a foot. "I found another video on the phone." I hit play. Kevin’s face appears on the screen looking fresh and alert.
 
   "Yo, Kevin here." He holds the phone at arm's length, shooting another video selfie. "Cool phone, man. And it's still connected. Got like a million songs downloaded too."
 
   "He sounds like you," Amanda says.
 
   "And guess what, didn't pay a thing for it. Found it. My girlfriend says I should try to find the owner, but fuck that shit. Gotta free phone, finders keepers," Kevin says.
 
   "See," I say, but I'm not sure Amanda does.
 
    
 
   Day 3
 
   "I know, you still think I should return it. But that Kevin-dude didn't. Why should I?" I aim the phone's camera at me, then at Amanda.
 
   "'Even though he said that, I still think you should give it back. It's not yours."
 
   We're sitting in a Starbucks in Santa Monica. But hey, you've seen one Starbucks you've seen them all. And in L.A. you've seen one schmuck working on a screenplay in a Starbucks, you've seen them all. And if you've read one screenplay, you've read them all too. Hey, I'm working on my own damn script.
 
   "Yeah, I know, you said that already. But look at it this way, it's sort of paying it forward. Somebody lost it, this Kevin guy finds it, now he loses it and I find it." I sip my Tazo Chai Frappuccino. "Probably five people lost it before he found it and someday I'll lose it and someone else will find it. And everybody gets the benefit of a free phone for a while."
 
   "Paying it forward?" She laughs. "S-R-Y, Jack, there's no free rides."
 
   I swing the phone's camera back to Amanda to capture Amanda-Skeptical Look #3. Amanda has a variety of skeptical looks. Number three is my favorite.
 
   "You sound like your grandmother now. Jeez." I swing the phone back towards me. "It's like this guy never had a smart phone before, look," I say.
 
   "Cool phone, huh? It even talks back to me," Kevin says into the camera. "Angel, where's the nearest pizza joint?"
 
   "Marco's, on Melrose," Angel says, in a seductive, electronic voice. At first I wonder who Angel is, then realize she's the phone's intelligent personal assistant, not a real person.
 
   Kevin laughs. "See. The damn phone talks to me. How cool is that?"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Day 4
 
   We're sitting in the drive-thru at McDonald's. I'm scrolling through the phone, looking for more videos.
 
   "Why are you still watching his home movies? They're boring." Amanda-Skeptical Look #1 – not as severe as Number 3. But she's still cute. The phone likes her, I can tell.
 
   "No, they're not. Watch!"
 
   Kevin glares out at us from the phone's screen. "I think the phone is talking to me."
 
   His eyes bug out. Scared.
 
   "Of course, it's talking to him," Amanda says. "It's a smart phone. Guy's a dickwad."
 
   "It's telling me to–"
 
   "It's telling him where to find a pizza. Turn that stupid thing off."
 
   I shut down the playback on the phone, but secretly keep recording us. If she knew, she'd be pissed. But I'll watch it back later and enjoy it.
 
   "That Kevin guy should be wearing a tin foil hat," Amanda says. "I bet he lives in his mom's basement and thinks the TV is talking to him too."
 
   She laughs it off. But that night I watch another of his selfies. New ones kept showing up on the phone that I hadn’t seen before.
 
   "I set a car on fire today. I think Angel told me to, but I'm not really sure. I wasn't going to, but what was the harm?" Kevin says. "So I went down Sunset till I found a car that looked ripe for burning. No big deal, right? Besides, don't you get mesmerized when you watch fire burn. The flames entranced me. The crackle of the fire was music. The power of the fire, the absolute power of it all."
 
    
 
   Day 5
 
   "I'm not gonna see you anymore if you're going to be glued to that phone. You're addicted – like a junkie," Amanda says. This time there's no Skeptical look. Just scorn. The phone captures her expression nicely.
 
   "No more than you're addicted to Facebook, or Pinterest or Twitter. Instagram, Vine, anything new that comes along." I say. "Watch this, Mand."
 
   "No. Let's go somewhere. I wanna go out. All you want to do now is watch those videos."
 
   "C'mon." I slide down the futon, closer to her.
 
   But she ends up fixated on the screen, on which Kevin stares into the camera's lens.
 
   "He has freaky eyes," Amanda says.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "The whites of his eyes show above his iris. They call it Yang Sanpaku. They say it means someone's mentally imbalanced. And he sure as hell looks demented. I guess I did learn something in school." Laughing.
 
   "C-R-Z. You look demented. " I want to jump her bones, but instead keep watching the video. She pulls out her smart phone. "What're you doing?"
 
   She snaps a picture of Kevin's face.
 
   "I thought you didn't like the way he looks."
 
   "I don't."
 
   "Then why do you want his picture?"
 
   "Just run the video," she says.
 
   "I think I'm possessed," Kevin says. "The phone talks to me."
 
   "Of course it does," Amanda says. "People call him, they talk and he thinks he's hearing voices..."
 
   Kevin stares straight into the camera, agitated. Excited. Scared shitless all at once. "Am I crazy? I don't think so. Is it a demon? The Devil? Or am I just nuts? I feel pretty good though. Feel alive."
 
   "Definitely needs a tinfoil hat. Next thing you know he'll say his dog talks to him," Amanda says. She isn't smiling.
 
   "Ssh," I want her to shut up – shut the fuck up. I want to watch the damn video. Maybe she should go home.
 
   "Gotta run," Kevin says. "Angel says I have to–"
 
   The video cuts off before Kevin says what he's going to do. "Damn!"
 
    
 
   Day 6
 
   "I tried looking up this Kevin dude," Amanda says. We're hangin' in my crib again.
 
   "His last name's not in the phone, I've looked."
 
   "I did a 'search by image'," she says.
 
   "Find him?"
 
   "No."
 
   "All that means is that he's not famous," I say.
 
   "All that means is that this whole thing is a hoax. I think you're being punk'd – we're probably gonna end up on TV. That's probably not even the photo of the phone's real owner. And that guy, whoever he–"
 
   "–or she–"
 
   "–is is probably watching us right now through the camera's lens." Amanda makes a face into the camera, then flips it the bird. "Turn that thing off."
 
   I do what she asks this time, but learn later that the phone's camera kept videoing us anyway.
 
   She goes on, "What it means is that he's a fake. And this is a hoax. Don't you think the person that started the car fire would have his picture in the news?"
 
   "Not if they didn't catch him," I say.
 
   Her eyes flare with anger.
 
   "Gotcha."
 
   I turn the camera back on, play the next video. Kevin gazes into the screen, the whites of his eyes showing over his irises. It does make him look creepy, for sure.
 
   "Okay," he says. "It was a joke, a hoax. I wouldn't really start a fire."
 
   "See." Amanda glows with victory.
 
   "I'm not really possessed," Kevin says.
 
   "Turn it off, Jack."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "He gives me the creeps."
 
   "He says it's all a hoax. So why let it scare you?"
 
   "Just turn it off."
 
   I look at her. She turns away. Leaves a few minutes later.
 
    
 
   Day 7
 
   "Jack, I don't want to watch anymore of this. Hoax, no hoax, the guy's crazy either way." Amanda is insistent. "I'm sick of this. I'm bored and I'm tired of your little apartment. Let's go out."
 
   But I can't take my eyes off the screen.
 
   "Come with me," Kevin says. The camera shakily moves out of his bedroom, down the stairs. "This is the house I used to live in – I snuck in. It's an old house in a crummy neighborhood, but it used to be nice – a long time ago. Now it's filled with frat brats. The whole neighborhood is filled with frat brats."
 
   He's outside now, shooting back at his old house. Then the camera trundles down the steps at the front of the house. He swings around, shooting across the street to another old Victorian, with broken gingerbread everywhere.
 
   "The college, uh, university, is a few blocks away," Kevin says. "These bastards won't even look at me. Think they're better than me. Look down at me because I actually work."
 
   The camera wanders past more old Victorian houses, with more broken gingerbread trim. I know the neighborhood, down by USC. A lot of once-cool and fancy houses have been turned into student boarding houses, the rooms chopped up to make smaller rooms to hold more people. I know what he's saying too. I don't like the frats either.
 
   "Come with me," Kevin whispers. We see his, or at least his camera's, point of view as he walks down the block. "I have to make sure no one's watching. I'll give it the 360." The camera sweeps around, 360 degrees. "I don't think anyone's around. Don't see anyone in the windows."
 
   The camera moves down a driveway, one of those old-fashioned driveways with a strip of grass down the middle and two cement runners on either side.
 
   A dog barks.
 
   "Jack!" Amanda shouts. "Turn it off."
 
   The camera deliberately heads for the yapping dog.
 
   The camera stops. Idle, as if it's been set on some kind of perch. A hand opens the latch on a gate. A little yappy dog barks. The hand reaches down, picks the dog up.
 
   Shakes it.
 
   Harder.
 
   Shakes it some more.
 
   The dog squeals.
 
   The hand opens, let's go.
 
   Drops the dog to the pavement. It squirms. A booted foot comes down on its head.
 
   No more squirming.
 
   No more squealing.
 
   Amanda sprints from the room.
 
   I was ready to run too, but I couldn't. It was as if the phone had a magnetic hold on me.
 
   "The guy who owns this little turd lets it shit on my lawn every day when he walks it. Never cleans up. Both of them got what they deserve," Kevin's voice says, off screen.
 
   The hand picks up the camera, stretches out the full length of the arm, turns the camera to Kevin's face.
 
   "Angel, Angel told me to." Kevin grins.
 
    
 
    
 
   Day 8
 
   "What do you mean?" I say, sitting in my car with Amanda outside her parents' house.
 
   "You know what I mean. I think we should take a break from each other." A tear forms in the corner of her eye. It stays there.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because you're possessed..."
 
   I laugh. "By a demon from hell?" I make scary faces, probably more silly than scary.
 
   "By that phone."
 
   "What're you talking about?"
 
   "You can't stop watching. And that Kevin is crazy."
 
   "Neither one of us can find anything in the news about him. It's probably all a joke."
 
   "I don't think killing a dog is a joke."
 
   "It's probably just staged. He's just doing this for kicks."
 
   "I don't care. You won't stop watching. You're more interested in that than me. Now just let me go." She slams open the passenger door.
 
   "Amanda, wait."
 
   She turns back, unhappily. "You know what they say, murderers, serial killers, they often start out with small fires or torturing animals."
 
   "It's just a joke, " I say, exasperated.
 
   "That phone, it–"
 
   "It what? I'm not crazy. I'm not Kevin."
 
   Amanda grabs her purse and is out the door. Fuck her, there's lots of fish in the sea.
 
   The phone rings. But it's not my cell. It's Kevin's.
 
    
 
   Day 9
 
   I hold the phone in my hand, turn it to my face. Speak into it, as the sun sets outside my apartment window.
 
   "My name is Jack. I don't know why I'm doing this–"
 
   It's night, I can see that the neighbor's house is dark. I walk out of my place, go next door. I know where they keep their spare key. I don't even have to break in. I just open the door with the key, go straight to the master bedroom, take a jewelry box and about fifty bucks in cash from the dresser. And a Glock .40 that they keep in their nightstand.
 
   I could have resisted. I tried, a little. But I thought it might be fun. Transgressive, to break into the neighbor's house.
 
   A rush.
 
   A thrill.
 
   An adrenalin blast.
 
   I sit in Mr. Wheeler's armchair. Wait till I see their lights come down the driveway, then I get the hell out, back to my house, over the fence, with my booty. Videoing it all on the phone.
 
   I didn't want to do it. But it was fun. I might even do it again. I grin into the phone.
 
    
 
   Day 10
 
   Angel's voice is so seductive and Amanda's out of my life. I miss her. I want her, but right now I'm getting too high on adrenalin. But fuck her anyway. She doesn't want me she can go fuck herself, right.
 
   Angel tells me softly, gently, what to do.
 
   I tell her no.
 
   But she cajoles me. So I grab the phone and walk out of my house. Across the street to the house where the neighbors leave their dog outside all day long, barking.
 
   Barking.
 
   I set the phone down. It watches as I strangle that fucking mutt to death. It feels good. Feels right.
 
   I'm not a dog killer. I've never even killed a spider, I put them outside. Oh yeah, maybe I stepped on an ant or swatted a mosquito. But this dog was driving the neighborhood nuts. I did everyone a favor.
 
   I trot back across the street. No one's the wiser. I had put some junk mail in their mailbox so if anyone sees me, if anyone says anything I'll just tell them I got the neighbor's mail. No, I don't know anything about a dead dog.
 
   But it's quiet now.
 
   I can breathe.
 
   And Angel's very appreciative.
 
   It's nice to be appreciated.
 
   Amanda never appreciated me. Not the way she should have.
 
    
 
    
 
   Day 11
 
   I can't get Angel's voice out of my head. Even when the phone is turned off. It comes to me in my sleep – what sleep? In the shower. I haven't been to work in two days. It won't stop.
 
   Now she's telling me–
 
   *          *          *
 
   I'm in your house. Nobody's home. I hide in the dark. My lust rages.
 
   I hear your footsteps coming up the stairs. Light and airy, as always. A happy bounce in them. Why should you be happy now when you've made me, us miserable?
 
   Your bedroom door opens. There's only the slightest creak in the hinges, better get some WD-40 on that. I listen to your breathing.
 
   Door closes.
 
   I hear the click of the light switch. But there's no light, as I knew there wouldn't be, since I removed the bulb. It's sitting on your bed.
 
   "Damn!" you say. And I know you're about to open the door again, go downstairs to get another light bulb.
 
   I wonder if the phone's camera can pick up anything in this near total darkness. Moon shadows moving across the floor. Anything at all as it sits on the dresser in a good position to enjoy the show. It's pretty good in low light. I guess we'll see.
 
   The doorknob turns. I grab your hand. Yank you backwards.
 
   "I want you," I say.
 
   "Jack..." Skeptical Look Number–, well I don't know what number. Maybe it was more a look of fear. Or horror?
 
   I put my lips on your mouth. You jerk away.
 
   "Get out of here before I call the police."
 
   Smack! Now you're down on the bed.
 
   I rip your top off. You struggle. But I hold you down.
 
   I...
 
    
 
   Day 12
 
   The newspaper carries a story about Amanda Holmes's rape and murder. Attacker unknown. It sounds silly to say a phone possessed me. Or even talks to me. I don't think I'm crazy. I don't think I did it. I think what I did was a hoax. So who did do it?
 
   What reason would I have? I liked Amanda. Loved her even.
 
   Angel won't talk to me anymore. I tried. Got nothing.
 
   I left the phone on a table in a Starbucks for some hipster working on a screenplay to pick up. Everybody in Starbucks in L.A. is working on a screenplay.
 
   Time to move on. LMAO.
 
    
 
   Day 1
 
   "Hey, Carlos, look over there," Daniela says into the phone's camera. "A phone. Lucky we came to Starbucks today."
 
   "Looks like it's watching us, seems to be on." I pick it up. "Finders keepers, mi amor."
 
   B4N
 
    
 
   Author bio: Paul D. Marks is the author of the 2013 SHAMUS AWARD-WINNING MYSTERY-THRILLER NOVEL "WHITE HEAT," which PUBLISHERS WEEKLY calls a "taut crime yarn." His story HOWLING AT THE MOON appears in the November, 2014 issue of ELLERY QUEEN’S MYSTERY MAGAZINE. He is also the author of over thirty published short stories in a variety of genres, including several award winners – and of LA LATE @ NIGHT, a collection of five of his short stories. He also has the distinction, dubious though it might be, of having been the last person to film on the fabled MGM backlot before it bit the dust to make way for condos. According to Steven Bingen, one of the authors of the recent, well-received book "MGM: HOLLYWOOD’S GREATEST BACKLOT": "That 40 page chronological list I mentioned of films shot at the studio ends with his [Paul D. Marks’] name on it." He also blogs every other week at http://7criminalminds.blogspot.com Find out more at: www.PaulDMarks.com https://www.facebook.com/paul.d.marks
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   Case #BF8291835670
 
   Journal transcribed from newspaper articles hidden in a series of high school notes.
 
    
 
   My nose smothered in smoky bacon, I dragged myself into the kitchen. Dark shadows seeped through the window as the morning sky drowned in torrential rain, the constant tap-thump-splat against the blurred glass poking at my foul mood. The tiled counter and floor were dusted with broken eggshells, flour fingerprints and berry bloodstains.
 
   Babbo’s mourning was in full effect.
 
    
 
   My mind wandered, imagining how the scene had appeared ten years ago. Dad Jaime bound to a chair, tortured beyond recognition and wondering why his family hadn’t rushed to his rescue. For some reason his face always looked the same, conjured up that same night by my first grade self. Eyelids flipped inside out. A mouth gaping beyond possibility. And two deep slices carved across his elongated right cheek, a la Freddy Krueger.
 
    
 
   Shaking away the image, I carefully extracted three greasy slices from the towering stack. Crunch in the middle, fatty on the ends, just the way Dad had liked his dead animals. I snatched two muffins, tossing one into my backpack and devouring the other in seconds. Warm, goo slithered down my throat.
 
    
 
   “I’m out,” I said, heading towards the front door. I shook my head at Babbo hunched on the sofa. Every year on the anniversary of Dad Jaime’s death the same routine: scraggly beard and bedhead with record-breaking couch squatting interrupted only by bursts of stewing in the kitchen, making enough food to last us for weeks.
 
    
 
   Guess we all have our own ways of dealing.
 
    
 
   “Only on WESH 2 News,” the TV blared. “Today marks the anniversary of the most notorious hate crime tragedy in Central Florida history. Ten years ago today, thirty-two year old James Monroe was brutally murdered in his Orange County home, leaving behind his partner Anthony Quinn and their then five-year old foster son. Police state that the killer or killers are still at large, but—”
 
    
 
   My thumb squashed the remote’s power button with enough force to execute a scurrying palmetto bug. The news reporter and his ratings-hungry smile were snuffed in a blink.
 
   Babbo flashed his infamous ‘Mommie Dearest’ scold—arched brows, taut lips, and flared nostrils—that obviously read I was watching that. But he only said, “Love you, Scottie,” his ending to every conversation. Disgustingly mushy, but better than Dad’s last words: You ungrateful piece of shit. Get that attitude and narrow ass out of my sight and don’t come out of your room until you’ve repented.
 
    
 
   I still didn’t feel sorry for whatever bad thing I’d done, but the guilt for hiding in the closet in response to his spine-twisting screams still haunted me.
 
    
 
   Hiking up my backpack, I snuck one last look at Babbo, his bloodshot eyes already glued again to the television screen, the sound muted, I was guessing, for my benefit. Words dangled on the edge of my tongue—get your moping ass off the couch…move on, already…it wasn’t your fault—but Babbo would’ve only received my concern as further punishment. So I simply said, “Love you too” and closed the door behind me.
 
    
 
   Canvas sneakers squeaking on the slick sidewalk, my normal stride was assured and steady despite the downpour. Maybe the rain would wash away my sins or swallow me whole. Thunder boomed. I cringed, but continued on to the school bus stop at the end of the block. Lightning cut across the darkness, shining a momentary spotlight on the cloned ranch homes hunkered under shivering palms and Live Oaks, the neighborhood completely deserted as if the whole world was on lockdown.
 
    
 
   I plopped onto the first empty seat, avoiding eye contact with my classmates, and stared blankly at the fogged window. Droplets streaked sideways, rolling backwards like anxious amoebas, breaking apart and dashing off in opposite directions.
 
    
 
   I moved through this day the way I’d done every anniversary, in a frozen haze of distrust and denial. The one bright spot was soccer practice with Coach Lahm, or Coach Beast as us soccer players fondly referred to him due to his massive build and snap tirades when we didn’t deliver a hundred and ten percent on the field. He was the only adult at Union Park High that treated students like actual human beings rather than talking down to a horde of sniveling, ungrateful idiots.
 
    
 
   Roaring thunder muzzled the bustling noise and laughter, declaring my only reprieve a no-go.
 
   Once inside the dark, musty halls of Union Park, I wrung out my Marlins jersey and cargo shorts and shook out my hair like a dog done swimming in the river. I kneeled on one knee to reach my bottom locker, the brick concrete digging into my wet skin. The red metal door swung open and a note fell to the ground.
 
   The college ruled paper was free of any markings. I pulled out the arrow-shaped flap peeking from two side folds. This had to be from a girl. No guy would waste his time on meticulous origami. Unless it was a prank. My soccer mates did enjoy their share of hazing, but today of all days? Even they had standards, no matter how low.
 
    
 
   My head spun around, but no one was watching. I opened the note.
 
    
 
   Inside was a torn newspaper article. Do You Want the Truth? It was God’s will - He deserved it bled diagonally across the page, right under our family portrait. A gaping hole had replaced Dad Jaime’s face, his arm gripped tight around Babbo, his other hand resting heavy on my shoulder, my face blurred to protect my identity except for a strained jack-o-lantern smile exposing two missing front teeth.
 
    
 
   I became mesmerized by Dad’s severed head.
 
    
 
   Warmth radiated through my body, the pressure building under my freckled skin. I hurled my foot against the locker like a striker set on shooting a goal, crumpling the door. Startled gasps and hushed chatter erupted. Screw ‘em, I thought. Fuck everything. I crushed the newspaper with my fist, shoved it inside my soggy pocket and stomped off to class.
 
    
 
   But halfway through American history, morbid curiosity took over.
 
    
 
   I tuned out Mr. Hine’s rant on equality and suffrage and removed the note from my pocket, smoothing out the damp wrinkles. The article was dated Monday, April 27, 1998, just two days after Dad’s murder. I had no interest in reading it. Hell, I lived it. But why would someone do this? Gift such a grim reminder of the most horrific moment in my life.
 
    
 
   Not like my thoughts needed any help.
 
    
 
   My gaze traced over the vile message, the windowless classroom closing in on me. He deserved it. That was God’s will? Just because my dad preferred the company of men? Who made this judgmental ass the executioner of God’s law and order? Homophobic tendencies aside, why would anyone believe that my dad had deserved to die? I scratched at one of the many water stains, ripping a small hole in the newspaper, paused, and then squinted.
 
    
 
   They weren’t all wet blotches courtesy of rain soaked shorts. Some of the letters were faintly underlined.
 
    
 
   My disgust at some twisted joke morphed into a desperate need to know the truth, just what the note supposedly promised.
 
    
 
   I quickly circled each underlined letter and punctuation mark scattered throughout the page and wrote the final tally on the bottom. Dry air hissed from the A/C vent. I shifted in my seat, inhaling hard through my nostrils to loosen the phlegm clogged in my throat. Although my eyes darted over jagged words in the article—tied, sliced, stabbed, screaming, dead, blunt force trauma, mangled—my concentration remained solely on the jumbled nonsense:
 
    
 
    F L A T G L O B E . N I G H T M A R E B E F O R E C H R I S T M A S , F L O R I D A
 
    
 
   I made a slash after every word.
 
    
 
   F L A T / G L O B E . N I G H T M A R E / B E FO R E / C H R I S T M A S , / F L O R I D A
 
    
 
   My chin dug into my shoulder, as I slyly peered behind me. Mr. Hine’s prized 18th century globe stood atop a stack of books. Books of maps. Flat globe equals world map! My skin tingled with proud delight.
 
    
 
   The next chunk was an animation flick, but what the hell did ‘Map. Movie, Florida’ mean? Not a damn thing. Maybe it wasn’t nightmare, but ‘night’ ‘mare.’ Was there a dark horse in the film? Or could the movie title refer to Thanksgiving, when families and drama collide around lethal carving knives.
 
    
 
   This was ridiculous. Here I was allowing some lunatic to fuck with my emotions, when I—
 
    
 
   Wait.
 
    
 
   The punctuation. Why thrust the period and comma into the mix? A period was a complete thought. Then a movie title, pause and state. Usually a city precedes a state. But what kind of city is Nightmare Before…well, duh. Christmas. Christmas, Florida. Then why include the extra words? My pen tore against the paper, brainstorming nearby Florida city names: Orlando, Daytona, Oviedo, Kissimmee, Bithlo…
 
    
 
   Trailer parks, confederate flags, rusted cars on concrete blocks, and broken beer bottles littered under graffiti defiled trees. Bithlo, the shithole that squatted right smack on top of Christmas. Where Dad was born and raised and the craphole he’d tried so hard to forget. The ‘Nightmare Before Christmas.’
 
    
 
   My knee jack-hammered in time with the second hand on the wall clock. Five minute countdown. Five…four…three…two…
 
    
 
   The bell clanged and I slunk to the back of the room. Thank God ‘ranting feminist’ Emily consumed Mr. Hine’s full attention. Didn’t need him poking around in my business. I slid the book on Florida maps out from under the globe and flipped to the index. Bithlo—page 347.
 
   Stuck between the yellowed pages was another note.
 
    
 
   I slipped the precious cargo into my pocket and raced off to the commons. Settling on an empty bench, I unfolded the paper. Another torn article, this one titled ‘Iris Robinson compares homosexuality to child abuse.’ Thick black X’s slashed through every mention of ‘gay’ and ‘homo,’ while every form of the word ‘abuse’ and ‘child’ were circled.
 
    
 
   The corner of my curled lip twitched. I get it, already. Smite the gays, save the children. 
 
   The tiny handwritten message scratched across the bottom in fading ink leapt out at me: I had to do it. I had to save you.
 
    
 
   Chills dug their nails under my skin and dragged up my spine, tearing away my stout armor. Shivering naked, my terror was exposed.
 
   I no longer wanted to play this demented game. This fucker murdered my father. While I’d hidden in the closet, praying that whoever it was making my father wail in bloody terror wouldn’t find me, some monster diced my dad into kibbles and bits. And now he was in my school. Taunting me. Stalking me. For what? To slice and dice me like he’d done to my dad?
 
    
 
   A heavy whack struck my shoulder. My body lurched as a wail escaped my lips.
 
    
 
   “Yo, dude, you alright?” a familiar voice slurred.
 
    
 
   I nodded at Donnie, forcing my labored breath to a normal clip. My attention darted back to the note and hesitated. Should I say something? With my luck, this maniac would probably hurt Donnie and put two bodies on my gnawing conscious. Together, though, Donnie and I could take this fucker out. But I could already hear Donnie’s blunt advice. Dude, let this lousy joke and the cruel fucker behind it go and ride the wave of life. That nagging need to know the truth, however, forced my hand.
 
    
 
   “The anniversary,” I said casual, free from any pain in my twisted lips as if I were saying Pop quiz or Forgot my lunch or Detention again.
 
    
 
   A solemn face and slow nod acknowledged Donnie’s understanding. We slunk off to Spanish in silence, crashing at our desks as the bell rang. My hands cradled my book as I stared intently at the second note spread across the page.
 
    
 
   “Tengo un padre, una madre y dos hermanos,” Ms. Spencer lectured. “Mi padre está furioso. ¿Cómo está tu padre?”  
 
    
 
   I pushed away her drone and searched for the killer’s next message. Looking past the gay slashes and circled abuse, faint underlined letters once again rose to the surface. “Jesus, Christ, am, alienate, problems, assault, 27, youths, police, attack, wicked.”
 
    
 
   My hands tightened. Total nonsense bullshit!
 
    
 
   I closed my eyes, inhaling deep, and slowly released. I’d figure this out if it killed me. 
 
    
 
   I scribbled every underlined letter and number: J, i, m, l, l, l, 27, o, o, k, k. Words began to form. Jim. Ok. Look. Kill. But nothing that used each letter only once. And what about the 27? Dad was how old when this happened? None of this made any sense!
 
    
 
   Waving the note in the air, I shouted, “Which one of you fuckers is doing this to me?”
 
    
 
   Silence choked the muggy classroom. Ms. Spencer scampered in my direction, but I shoved past her and stormed out the door. My sneakers echoed in the dark, empty hall. I thought I heard something, a sound separate from my hurried footsteps, creeping in close. Every few seconds I peeked behind me, expecting someone to jump from the shadows.
 
    
 
   But every glance confirmed that I was alone.
 
   I headed outside, fat raindrops plunking against the tin roof covered walkway, and trudged on to the only place at Union Park High that felt safe. My palm slammed the swinging door open to the boy’s locker room. 
 
    
 
   I crashed onto a wooden bench, my head in my hands. No amount of musk aftershave could cover the rancid heat of hairy armpits and sweaty feet and jockstraps. Old pipes hissed and kicked, wailing in protest, just like my father had ten years ago. I lifted my head, my watery stare pointed blankly at the wall of lockers. Get it together, Scottie. You might not have been there for Dad back then. But you can do this for him…now.
 
    
 
   I pulled out the note—“J, i, m, l, l, l, 27, o, o, k, k”—and scrutinized every detail. Letters. One number. A capital J. The rest lower case. Jim. My gut clamped onto my father’s name. Three L’s, 27, two O’s and two K’s. Jim, 3, L, 27, 2, O, 2, K.
 
    
 
   Wracking my brain, my eyes bore into the metal lockers. I was getting nowhere. I failed my father again, just like—wait!
 
    
 
   3. 27. 22. That was my freaking gym combination! Jim lok. Could it? I leapt up and raced to my locker in the next aisle. My shaky hands turned the dial and out fell another note.
 
    
 
   Heavy footsteps lumbered in my direction. I sucked in stagnant air, my body tight.
 
    
 
   Within seconds, Coach Beast greeted me with a hoarse, “What you doing here, Scottie?”
 
    
 
   I sighed, my back deflated as I sank back onto the bench. “You wouldn’t begin to believe it, Coach.”
 
    
 
   His huge, hairy paw rested on my shoulder. “Try me.” 
 
    
 
   Without a word, I unfolded the third note. Maybe Coach Beast could help put an end to this evil menace stalking me. His ginormous shadow alone frightened every other opponent soccer coach our team encountered, despite their bench press weight. Coach leaned in close, eyeing the letter tucked inside, pieced together like a ransom note with taped on words in various colors, fonts and sizes.
 
    
 
   “What is this?” His breath heavy with raw onions watered my eyes.
 
    
 
   “This has been my day.”
 
    
 
   Dated today, April 25, 2008, the letter was addressed to the editor of the Orlando Sentinel.
 
    
 
   “The greatest misconception: a hate crime. Hate? Yes, for James Monroe hurting his son. I saw it. My scars prove my expertise. Every punch, every cut, a cry for justice. I had to do it. I had to save Scottie.”
 
    
 
   I sliced the note in half over and over, imagining each rip a cut across this maniac’s throat, until the paper was nothing but dust.
 
    
 
   “Scottie,” Coach said, his gruff voice attempting to put me at peace.
 
    
 
   I slammed my fist into a locker. A burning throb surged through my knuckles and up my arm. I recoiled, clutching my spazzing hand against my thumping chest. 
 
    
 
   “This psycho claims he had to save me? What the hell is he talking about?”
 
    
 
   Coach reached towards me, but I pulled away. Thunder rumbled outside. The overhead lights flickered and eased back in with hesitation and what felt like a dimmer wattage.
 
    
 
   “Whoever this sicko is,” I said, “what right did he have to judge and execute? What did my dad ever do to this nut job to deserve to die?”
 
    
 
   “Not me…what he did to you.”
 
    
 
   My body froze. Slowly, my eyebrows drew in. 
 
    
 
   “What?” My cheeks burned.
 
    
 
   “That night, at your T-ball game.” Coach’s eyes flickered. “The way James dumped on you when you struck out and missed that fly ball…such ugly, demeaning words. The kind that slices your self-worth into chunks of self-loathing.”
 
    
 
   This wasn’t real. This couldn’t be happening. Not Coach. Anyone but him. I squeezed my eyes shut, begging to return to my world of denial.
 
    
 
   “You were young,” he continued, “and I could save you from a lifetime of hell. Like the hell I lived thanks to my shit uncle. So I followed you home and when the moment was there, I took action.”
 
    
 
   My fingers slowly curled, my skin tingling, as I imagined my hands wrapped around Coach’s throat.
 
    
 
   “All these years, the media and police tried to spin my rescue into a hate crime. I don’t give a fuck about fags. It was justice for the young, helpless and abused. I did it for you.”
 
    
 
   I stumbled backward and slammed against the concrete wall. With every pounding heartbeat, the realization sunk further in. Coach Beast murdered my father.
 
    
 
   “But…,” my head dry and sick, “you had no right. He was my father. Not your uncle.”
 
   Coach’s wild eyes locked with mine. Bile shot up my throat.
 
   I pictured his heaving ape-sized body tying up my dad. His massive paws slamming into Dad’s jaw. Every stab. Slice. Punch. And kick. Dad Jaime’s screams choking on his own blood. Until there was nothing left. But a bloody deformed corpse.
 
    
 
   My ears ringing, I ran to Coach’s office. Footsteps trampled behind me. I locked the door. Time dragged like nails across a chalkboard.
 
    
 
   “Open the door, Scottie.” His fists pounded. The door groaned. 
 
    
 
   I became boneless. A coward in the corner.
 
    
 
   “I’m your savior!”
 
    
 
   Coach’s body slammed over and over, clawing his way in to kill me, because I hadn’t shown him any gratitude. Hopefully now I’d suffer my final agony.
 
    
 
   My eyes swept over the room. Florida Southern diploma. Sports Illustrated calendar.
 
    
 
   “Let me in!” The door rattled.
 
    
 
   Newspaper, scissors, pen. My gaze landed on a diamond shaped award.
 
    
 
   No more words. Just grunts. And Coach ramming against the buckling door.
 
    
 
   I snatched the glass trophy off his desk. And scrambled by the door. My grip tightened.
 
    
 
   CRACK. The door shivered open. Coach fumbled inside.
 
    
 
   I thrust the heavy weight at his melon head.
 
    
 
   With a pained moan, Coach clutched his forehead. He stumbled. 
 
    
 
   Adrenaline surged through me. I swung the trophy again. Coach toppled. His head smacked the edge of the desk. His neck thrust in an impossible direction with a loud crunch. His body smashed to the floor. Glassy eyes wide. Fixed on me. Blood trickling. Staining the concrete.
 
   Was it luck? Or God’s will.
 
    
 
   My mouth fell open. But I made no sound. Shards of panic slid down deep inside, into spaces long forgotten, releasing an overpowering calm. I stood silent and brooding, my eyes fixed on the burn scar racing up my forearm, my pink skin rippled with hills and valleys. 
 
    
 
   The trigger pulled, slices of hostile father memories came rushing over me.
 
    
 
   His deliberate hurt—worthless…useless…stupid…loser—thrown around as smooth as his gin and tonic. Broken ribs from “falling down”—clumsy fool. Black eye from “running into a door”—idiot deserved it. Scalded arms from “boiling water on the stove”—nosy dumbass. Belt marks branding my back. My backside. My legs. Nightmares that Babbo couldn’t hug away.
 
   Because the boogie man was real.
 
    
 
   All these years, my subconscious or whatever had protected me from the truth. Now, I was helpless to push these father-and-son moments out of my mind, but that wasn’t the worst part. My guilt, bittersweet on my tongue, wasn’t solely from saving my scrawny five year old ass from Dad’s killer. Some dark part of me had smiled during Dad’s screams of agony. I pictured his rotting flesh, melting away along with the years of abuse.
 
    
 
   My thoughts returned to Coach. Congealed blood framed his fat head. Insane with bravado, my lips twisted into a wicked grin. I had to do it. I had to save myself.
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The Breath Within The Darkness
 
   By Essel Pratt
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF4985369101
 
   Journal transcribed from notes scribbled underneath a series of tables, in green crayon, in an abandoned diner. The establishment was unexpectedly abandoned, with no indication of where the owners disappeared to, and FBI agents were sent in to investigate. 
 
    
 
   Table One:
 
   We must have lost track of time. Everything outside is black. We attempted to leave for the day, but the door appears to be stuck shut.  My partner Avery and I tried to force the doors open, but to no avail. It is so dark outside; we cannot even see our car from here. I tried to call for help, but my phone battery died. We started to hear strange noises, so Avery went to investigate. That was hours ago, and he has not come back. There are literally four rooms in this diner, including the bathroom, and I cannot find her anywhere. I have been on the force a long time, and I am freaked the fuck out.
 
                 ~Agent Kenny
 
   Table Two:
 
   It has been almost a full 24 hours. I have only moved from table one to this table. I feel like there is something staring at me from the dark kitchen. I cannot see it, but I can hear its breath. I have one hand on my pistol and the other holding this damned green crayon. I found Avery’s cell phone under this table, but it is dead. I hope that isn’t an indication of his status as well. My eyes are growing heavy, the darkness is tiresome. 
 
                 ~Agent Kenny
 
   Table Three:
 
   I was woken by warm breath upon my face. Without even thinking, I fired off a couple rounds from my pistol into the darkness. Of course, there was nothing there. Yet, I can still hear breathing from the kitchen. I must stay awake until help comes for me. I just hope they are not trapped in this darkness as well.
 
                 ~Agent Kenny  
 
   Table four:
 
   I fell asleep again. The warmth of the beast’s breath awoke me again, but my pistol was missing and I could not defend myself. Now, defenseless, the breathing is heavier and now a pair of glowing blue eyes stares at me from the kitchen. I am getting thirsty and hungry, but the fear I feel is much worse than pain in my stomach and dry throat. The eyes in the kitchen don’t blink, they only stare. Am I going insane, or is this really happening to me?  I won’t fall asleep again tonight, unless it is night now. This damn darkness makes it so hard to tell for sure.
 
                 ~Agent Kenny
 
   Table Five:
 
   I have not fallen asleep since the last table. However, the beast has come out of the kitchen and now stares at me from in front of the counter. It is so close I can actually feel its breath from here. The warmth is eerily comforting. I did not realize it had become so cold in here. I wish some light would come in so I can see the beast that is stalking me from within the darkness. My head hurts so badly right now, probably from the hunger and dehydration. I think I will take a nap and rest my eyes.
 
                 ~Agent Avery
 
   Table Six:
 
   I slept longer than I had hoped to. The beast is a couple feet in front of me now, staring incessantly through my soul. I feel so weak right now, I think that the beast can sense my frail state and is playing games with me. Regardless, I am a seasoned officer of the law and will not go down without a fight. Instead, I will play this staring game and I will be victorious.
 
                 ~Agent Kenny
 
    
 
    
 
   Table Seven:
 
   Damnit, I fell asleep again!  I am so tired and my entire body is aching from hunger. My gun was in my lap when I awoke, and the beast has slowly moved closer to me over the last hour. I am seriously freaking out right now. I have yelled at the beast until it was a mere inches from my face. That is when I started to hit it, except there was nothing to hit. Those eyes seem to just float there bodiless and the damp warm breath coats my face in moisture. How the fuck can is it so close to me, yet not there at all. I just checked my gun and there is only one bullet, it is in the chamber. How can I shoot the beast if I cannot even feel it with my own bare hands?  I need to figure this out fast.
 
   It has been a couple hours since I last wrote. I know this because I have counted off the seconds. 7,980 seconds to be exact. I thought about shooting out the glass in the front door, but I cannot even see where it is in this darkness. I thought about shooting at the beast itself, hoping for the best. But what if I miss?  It has toyed with me this long, it might tear me apart a piece at a time, prolonging my torture. There might be a thousand options right now, but there is only one choice. I need to shoot myself, through the chin, and into my brain. There are two more tables left in this diner, but I can’t risk waiting to see what will happen when I get to the last. I can’t chance the gun disappearing again either. I need to do this now, before I chicken out. I thought I was tough. I am not. I am afraid. I am weak. I don’t deserve to be an agent of the FBI. I am a dead man, and that is all. Please tell my grandmother that I love her, and I will tell grandpa that she loves him.
 
                 ~Charles Kenny
 
    
 
   Further observations: Table Seven was splattered with blood, and distressed with marks that resembled claws. There was no sign of Agent Avery’s body at the scene, nor was it ever found. The diner was never opened again. Instead, the town decided to burn it to the ground, allowing a local priest to light the match. Although the case is considered open, the Federal Bureau of Investigation has opted to hold it in the archives until a time in which we are better suited to understand the limited details that are contained within.
 
    
 
   Author bio: Essel Pratt has spent his life exploring his imagination and dreams. As a Husband and a Father, he doesn't always have as much time to write as he would like. However, his mind is always plotting out his next story and manipulating the plot. Someday he hopes to quit the 9-5 grind and focus on writing full time. Essel has been published in Multiple anthologies, including Blood Type: An anthology of Vampire SF on the Cutting Edge (Night Scape Press) and other publications by JWK Fiction, Rainstorm Press, Dark Moon Digest, and Cruentus Libri Press.  A complete listing of Essel's works can be found at http://www.amazon.com/Essel-Pratt/e/B00A9VA7XU
 
   Essel focuses his writings on mostly Horror/Sci-Fi, however is known to add a bit of other genres into his writings as well.  He is currently studying toward his degree in psychology.  He also reviews books, video games, and movies on his blog. You can follow Essel at: www.facebook.com/esselprattwriting and Esselpratt.blogspot.com and on twitter @EsselPratt
 
   
  
 



The Devil’s Irony
 
   By Lori R. Lopez
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF6036724423
 
   Journal transcribed from a video.
 
    
 
    
 
   My name is Brian Shore, although people misspell it as Brain a lot, and finally that’s what they started  calling me.  I suppose it helps I wear glasses and look like, well, a brain.  I look intelligent.  I won’t tell you my I.Q.  Suffice it to say, the name fits.  I’m recording this video as a record of my journey into these tunnels.  Alone.  Which might not seem like a very smart thing to do.  As you can see, it’s dark in there.  And the floor slopes drastically just beyond the opening.  I don’t know what lies ahead, what I’ll encounter.  But I feel it’s important to know what’s down there.  I should do this with a friend.  Yeah, that would be the wise plan.  Trouble is, I don’t know anybody who’s stupid enough to accompany me.
 
                 So that’s basically it.  Now you understand why I’m willing to take the risk.  Call it courage or recklessness.  Foolhardy, perhaps.  When did that ever stop me?
 
                 All right, I’m going in.  Wish me luck.  If this is found, and I didn’t make it out . . . at least you’ll know what happened.
 
                 These tunnels have been here since before the town of Gangly Mills existed.  There are legends about young lovers, kids, explorers and pets disappearing through the decades.  Search parties would eventually head down this path, venturing into the steep entrance, but they wouldn’t get far.  It’s a maze of passageways, and nobody really knows much about them.  Searches had to be abandoned.
 
                 Whoa!  Loose pebbles and debris.  Makes the trail slippery.  It’s all stone, the floor and walls, the ceiling.  Not like a mineshaft.  Did humans carve this, or is it natural, a cave system?  Parts are roughcut . . . parts are smooth as if from water.
 
                 The stories say The Catacombs were everything from a pagan labyrinth, where you’d wander in circles forever or hit a series of dead-ends, to the secret route of smugglers, or pirates hiding gold and treasure.  Of course, that led to some bounty-hunting expeditions that never returned.  A few boozehounds vanished.  But these days we have all kinds of instruments, and you’d think they would fund an investigation to finally solve the cold cases.  I tried to convince local law enforcers, the mayor.  No interest.  Leave well enough alone, that’s what they told me.  I can’t do that.  I can’t.  You see, my grandfather disappeared six years ago.  They think he was looking for his dog.  Mister Barkster never came home one night.  My gramps was heartbroken.  He lived outside of town, a mile or so from the entrance.  I was a kid, twelve years old.  I wanted to go with him when he confided that he intended to check the tunnels.  We were gonna start having adventures anyway, instead of him just telling me about them.  His leg was doing better.
 
                 He went without me.  I feel I should have been there.  Maybe he’d still be here.
 
                 Sorry.  Sorry.  I still get tears in my eyes.  I’ll show you . . .
 
                 I need to stay focused, keep it together.  But, I miss him.  We were close.  He listened to all my little-kid questions . . . all of my adolescent stuff.  He was always there for me, and I feel that I failed him.  I have to do this.  I have to.  I know, I’ve accepted there’s no chance he’s alive.  I gave up hoping for that a long time ago.
 
                 So here I am, the only one in town who’s determined to solve its mysteries.  I can’t afford any fancy equipment, just this Go-Pro camera mounted on my cap, a light, and an extra L.E.D. flashlight.  I have rope, some batteries, peanut-butter sandwiches, and water bottles in my backpack.  With rationing, it should last a few days.  Heavy-duty trashbags.  For the . . . remains.  A compass, wristwatch, knife.  A small climbing axe.  A bee-bee gun my dad gave me to shoot birds.  Haven’t fired it.  I’d have nightmares of their dead bodies lying on the ground.  I’m more of a photographer.  Whatever’s going on underneath Gangly Mills, I aim to record it.  Expose the truth.
 
                 Mom and Dad . . . I’m sorry I couldn’t say anything.  You wanted me to forget this and go on, move forward.  Put it behind me.  That isn’t possible.  Not until I do this.  Loyal Baxter Howe was a great man, and I plan to find him, one way or another.  I’m going to bring him back.  Barkster too.
 
                 It’s cold as you can see from my breath.  Might wish I had a warmer jacket.  Oh, I brought gloves in the pockets.  We’d better continue.
 
                 The path extends a long way down, and there’s a whole network of shafts.  That’s what halted searches in the past.  The sheer enormity and frustration.  Which tunnel do you choose?  I feel I have an advantage, though.  I knew my grandfather.  I think I can predict fairly accurate what he would do.  And my mom says we were alike, which makes me proud.  I know he was as stubborn as I am.
 
                 I didn’t train for this.  Wish I had done some hiking or running.  I was never very athletic.  I ride a bike, if that counts.  The kind you pedal.  My feet are already sore.  Could be the new boots.  Figured I’d need good soles for traction.  Hope I don’t get blisters.  Maybe that’s the answer.  Blisters popped and got infected, and that’s why nobody ever returned.
 
                 It’s a joke.  Trying to lighten the mood.  Guess it wasn’t so funny.
 
                 One more thing about my gramps, he was real smart.  He grew up hearing the stories and knew the odds.  He would blaze his trail.  I’m positive of that, and I’ll recognize the marks.
 
                 Here we are.  This is where it gets interesting, where it splits into the first branches of tunnels.  Let’s see if I’m right.  Come on, Loyal, what did you use?  Chalk?  Spray paint?  I see an X with faded red paint.  A second one in white.  No, this is him.  He used a rock or blade to scratch letters.  Looks like an L, B, and H.  His initials.  That was easy.  Told ya he was smart.
 
                 Sorry.  Tears again.  It’s a connection.  I felt a chill.  He was here.  He carved this.
 
                 Okay.  I’m ready.  Let’s go.  Let’s find him.
 
                 Oh yeah.  Almost forgot.  I’m smart too.  They don’t call me Brain for nothing.  I’ll use my knife and etch my initials.  B . . . L for Loyal . . . and S.  Right below his.  There.
 
                 It’s much narrower.  I wonder why he picked this shaft.  There had to be a reason.  Did he spot a sign Barkster went this way?  If so, it’s gone now.
 
                 What was that?  Sounded like a howl.  That’s crazy.  A coincidence.  Has to be my imagination.  Or a lost dog, but not Barkster.  It’s been six years.  He couldn’t survive.  What would he eat, rats?  If there are any.  And why wouldn’t he come out?  Maybe there’s a vent.  Could be the wind or something.  Is this what caused my grandfather to choose Tunnel Number Three out of five?
 
                 It’s dividing.  Now there are . . . eight tunnels.  Three heading left, two in the middle, and three slanted right.  There’s the white X.  Red.  Here we go, L.B.H.  I’ll add mine.  He’s still going straight down.
 
                 That was definitely a howl!  I don’t know what else is in here, but it sounded big!  Dang, what if it’s a bear???
 
                 Things are getting serious, I won’t lie.  Can’t let that discourage me.  I knew there would be dangers.  I waited six years to do this, till I was eighteen and could make my own decisions.  I’m not turning back.
 
                 This is my Saint Christopher Medal.  Gramps gave it to me before he left.  Had it since he was a kid.  He said it would protect me, like it protected him.  He gave this . . . to me . . . when he needed it the most.  I owe him!
 
                 Sorry.  It’s an emotional journey.  Kind of a rite of manhood.  I’m going in a boy.  If I come out . . .
 
                 Forgot my initials.  Can’t be careless.
 
                 I’m getting nearer to the howls.  Or they’re getting nearer to me.  Either this is the right direction or it’s the wrong direction.  I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I’m about to find out.  Might be a good time for some protection.  This knife’s too small.  Axe or bee-bee pistol?  If it’s an animal, the gun could scare it.  I’d prefer that.  Something else, something big, mean, I don’t know if any of these will help.  Gramps always told me to expect the best and prepare for the worst.  The axe it is.
 
                 Pretty cold as you can tell.  I need my gloves . . .
 
                 Onward.
 
                 It’s so dark the lights barely penetrate.  The blackness is kind of like fog.  You can see it, feel it on your skin.  I have to be extremely cautious where I step since I can’t make out the floor too well.  There could be a hole, a rock, anything.
 
                 Aaahhh!
 
                 Did you see that?  A bluish gleam.  It was right there!  Spooked me.  I dropped the axe.  Oh man, I don’t see it.  Where could it be?  It isn’t as if it rolled.  It should be here.  This is insane!  Where the heck is it?!
 
                 Don’t freak, Brian.  You were a Boy Scout six months.  You can handle this.
 
                 I couldn’t find the axe.  It’s just gone.  So I’m getting out the pistol.  I’m a bit shaken, but I’m fine.  The quest resumes.  It’s more of a fact-finding mission.  We’ll get to the bottom of this.  Literally.  I just hope it doesn’t go all the way to Hell.
 
                 Another joke.  I’m no comedian, what can I say?
 
                 I feel calmer.  The axe must be in a crevice I didn’t notice, or a shadow.  I have to keep moving or I’ll begin to get paranoid, have a panic attack.  People often defeat themselves when facing a challenge.  That’s a quote.  L.B.H.  Loyal Baxter Howe.  I sense that he’s here with me.  I haven’t felt this close to him in years.  Otherwise, I’d be overwhelmed by the solitude.
 
                 The lights are choppy . . . don’t know what’s causing . . . air is ice-cold . . . some kind of interference . . . kinetic energy down here . . . not an expert at . . . seems . . . phenomenon . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   The lights went dead.  I think the camera too.  Then everything came on again.  Hey, there’s the axe!  Lying in front of me, like it was there all along.  The blade caught the flashlight beam, I guess.  I probably would’ve kicked it with my next step, that’s how obvious it is.  And yet, it’s weird.  I was talking about my grandfather and this happened.  Maybe it wasn’t a coincidence.  Maybe it was him.
 
                 It’s the kind of thing that makes you wonder.
 
                 Cue the eerie music.  Whatever you think, that was strange.
 
                 I can put the gun away.
 
                 Okay, this is different.  The shaft curves here.  It’s been more or less straight up to now.  Angling down.  Well, it’s still doing that.
 
                 I just realized — the howling ended.  Now the silence is disturbing.  It might be a little too quiet.
 
                 What was that?!  I saw something.  The lights are going nuts again.  If you can . . . whitish form . . . a surly face . . . black eyes . . . really . . . and dismal . . . negative vibes . . . think it’s a ghost . . . tunnels . . . definitely haunted . . . chilling sight . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   Mom and Dad, God . . . anybody . . . if you’re listening, I’ve never been so scared in my life.  That thing was gruesome.  And it wasn’t Gramps.  Whoever he used to be, the guy didn’t look happy.  There was a red gash carved in his face and body.  I think he wants me to leave.  That’s the impression I got.  A sick dread filled me.  It was like a warning.  I don’t know how else to describe it.  But I can’t quit.  I won’t give up.  I’ve come this far.  I waited too long to do this.
 
                 I’m ready.
 
                 Wait, one more thing.  It isn’t bogus, okay?  Look at my eyes!  I’m not on drugs.  I saw what I saw.  It was real!
 
                 That howling is back.  I don’t know what I expected.  Not this.  But I’m following my grandfather’s footsteps.  He walked here.  It makes me feel stronger.  He had a way of doing that.  I could talk to him.  About anything.  Trouble at school, he’d listen then give me options.  And make me feel I was figuring it out myself.  I’d try to thank him, and he’d say for what?  I don’t know if I said this already, I can’t remember.  Man it’s cold.  Those howls, they sound like something’s dying.  Or hungry.  I can’t tell.
 
                 That reminds me . . . my stomach’s eating me from the inside.  I need a sandwich.  Some water.
 
                 Better change the camera battery.  And the lights.
 
                 My feet are brittle, frozen solid.  If I jump, I’ll have those shooting pains you can get.  They might crackle, then crumble apart.  Hope I don’t have to jump.
 
                 I’ve never felt alone before.  That suddenly hit me.  I thought I did.  It was nothing like this.  Up there, how can anyone feel alone?  Surrounded by neighbors, traffic, noise, even the plants and animals.  They’re everywhere.  These tunnels are like another world.  Stripped of life.  I haven’t seen a single living thing.  It’s been hours.  This must be how it is in Outer Space.  I doubt I’ll be joining the astronaut program.
 
                 Heh, I’m not always this chatty.  I’m trying to fill the emptiness.  Trying to feel less isolated, cut off from the world.  Besides, these could be my last words.  I’d like to go out saying . . . something meaningful.
 
                 The cold air is making my nose run.  Glad I brought tissues.  Just your average nerd.
 
                 That wasn’t my testament.
 
                 Moving right along . . .
 
                 Forgot my axe.  Have to get it on the way back.
 
                 Ugh!
 
                 Tripped over a bag.  Couldn’t see it so I had to grope around.  The blackness is thicker at the bottom, as if it settles with the cold air.  I recognize the knapsack.  Yeah, here are his initials on the front, under all the dust.  Not much inside.  An engraved compass.  Piece of rope.  A dog leash and collar.  Dented canteen, empty.  Petrified candybars.  A Bible.  A pen and . . . a notebook.
 
                 It’s . . . Loyal’s handwriting.  His latest journal.  He left a bunch of them in his den.  All of his travels before the leg got busted falling from the roof of his house.  The devil’s irony, he called the accident.
 
                 I read them all, cover to cover.  So many times.  I can’t believe there’s another.  It’s like finding a lost manuscript from your favorite deceased author.
 
                 I’ll read his most recent entry . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   The warnings about The Catacombs had been ingrained.  They gave me nightmares as a boy.  Yet I believe they also inspired me to search for answers in the world.  They ignited a passion for exploration.  I always knew that I would end up here.  It would be my ultimate quest.
 
                 I have to do this alone.  I’m sorry, Brian.  This was my challenge.  My rite of passage.  It had haunted me, beckoned me, most of my life.  I didn’t want you to be involved because . . . it scares me more than anything I have ever faced.  I couldn’t put you in such danger.
 
                 I was waiting until I had enough experience.  Training myself, I thought.  It was like climbing the highest peak, one of those things you might not come back from.  I knew this day would arrive, but I never felt prepared.  I kept waiting, kept stalling.  There was always a reason.  The usual excuses.  Too young, too busy, too injured, too old.  I was frightened.  Then my dog disappeared.  You don’t mess with a man’s dog.  This place finally convinced me . . . it’s time.
 
                 I’ll keep my notes brief.  It could be a long and harrowing journey.  I’m more concerned with finding Barkster than solving any mysteries.  Perhaps when we’re reunited, we’ll have one last great jaunt.  I only hope my leg holds up.
 
                 Now I understand why these tunnels gave me the creeps.  They emit a sense of doom that seeps into your chest and before you realize, you’re breathing it, polluting your lungs with the darkness and stench of terror.  I feel as if there’s an icy fist around my heart, slowly applying pressure.
 
                 I heard some kind of howls in the distance.  I can’t be certain it’s a dog.  I have to investigate.  I’m using them for direction.  My compass is going haywire.  It’s useless.  I’m marking my trail, both as a record and to help find my way out.  If a search party locates this, well, that means I didn’t make it.  Follow your dreams, Brian.  That’s the best advice I can give.  Don’t follow me.
 
                 The howls are increasing in volume.  I still can’t be sure, but they don’t sound canine.  Something else might be confined here.  I’m a coward.  I’m afraid to call Barkster.  I’d rather sneak up on the noises before announcing my presence.
 
                 I’m starting to see things.  Glimpses of faces and forms.  I don’t know if they’re spirits or merely the stark desolation of these shafts crushing my nerve.  And the cries.  Sometimes the wails are almost human.  Other times they seem demonic and I feel as if I’m descending into Hell.  I’ve read theories that more gates keep opening as the world sinks toward the dark side.  If that’s the case, if this is a mouth to Perdition, you won’t get my soul the way you bit my leg!  I haven’t sinned nearly as much as I’ve been good.  That would be ironic, a decent man going to Hell.  You’d have to spit me out.
 
                 Conversing with Satan.  I should be praying.  What’s wrong with me?  There’s no doubt these tombs, where so many have perished, are playing with my marbles.
 
                 I continue to see manifestations, features with holes for eyes leering.  The wraiths are eager to dissuade me.  I’m clasping a Rosary, murmuring The Twenty-Third Psalm.  It fits the occasion.  Ghouls appear in throngs, wandering with me like the words and beads appeal to them.  Is this level Purgatory?  Or are these ghastly revenants the victims of The Catacombs?  Maybe they’re Hell’s rejects, lured by curiosity into the abyss, too good to cross the threshold.  Maybe they’re trapped outside the gate by this foul atmosphere in a state of disgrace, their minor transgressions unblessed.
 
                 Maybe I’m hallucinating.  I didn’t come here for answers.  I came for my dog.
 
                 The leg’s throbbing.  I have to take periodic breaks.  I’m sorry we never went on those adventures, Brian.  Very sorry I’ve let you down.
 
                 I hear screams and roars, as if I’m in the wildest jungle.  In all of my travels, I have not discerned anything so ear-rending and heart-quickening.
 
                 I’m not sure how far I can go on this leg.  The breaks to rest it are becoming more frequent, like the howls.  Even if I find my dog, I won’t be able to return with him to the surface for days.  We will not survive.  At least we will have each other.
 
                 This dungeon harbors awful secrets, hideous revelations!  I admit I am chilled to the marrow by what I just witnessed.  Scrawled over a stone wall were letters, brown and fading, that lend support to my worst suspicions:  TURN BACK!  WE ARE DAMNED!
 
                 It’s my belief the words were written in blood.  Turn back?  I have no alternative but to go on, if not for my dog’s sake, then to learn the fate of this individual.  I’m further unnerved by the wrenching howls.  It’s no comfort they’ve amplified to an excruciating level with my steps onward.  I want to reach my dog, yet I have no desire to meet the source of those cries.
 
                 Another grisly warning:  HE KNOWS YOU’RE HERE.
 
                 I can hardly limp, it hurts so much.  The words, rather than deterring, are what keep me going now.  Curiosity does kill.  I have to know.
 
                 ABADDON ALL HOPE is the next message.  Did he mean ABANDON?  The writing is sloppier, painted in haste.  He must have misspelled the word.  I can picture this person, squeezing the wound, enduring agony to spill more ink . . .
 
                 IS LOST HE IS COMING
 
                 I’m sitting here stunned, reading the subsequent statement.  I can see that the previous one was unfinished.  He had to run.  Or she.  My heart is like a bird flapping in a cage, attempting to fly, slamming the bars.
 
                 It wasn’t ABANDON he meant.  It was ABADDON.  These tunnels may be inhabited by a gatekeeper, like a Minotaur.  A demon called The Destroyer.  Abaddon is also a name for Hell.
 
                 Some versions claim he isn’t a devil but an angelic cryptkeeper, guarding the key to the abyss, binding Satan to the pit.  Others call him a soul-taker.  I wrote a paper on him as a Theology Major in college, studying for the priesthood.  For a while I imagined I could hide in The Church.  I took marriage vows instead.  I don’t regret it.  Wish I had some Holy Water though, a bigger crucifix.
 
                 Wish I had spent more time with my bride.
 
                 It feels like there are weights strapped to my ankles, my legs are so heavy.  I couldn’t speed up if my life depended on it.  And it just might.  It just might.
 
                 Another inscription:  GOD HELP US.
 
                 I’m shivering.  Panic and the horrid din of this place have me petrified.  Spirits huddle around me.  Is this where I am to die?  No, I was never a quitter.  I have a few steps left in me . . .
 
                 I’ve discovered the poor man’s decayed body where he fell, just beyond the final message.  According to his wallet he was Marston Keller, a demonologist.  Whatever chased him tore the fellow to shreds.  It was a slaughterhouse, the balance of his blood splashed everywhere in unintelligible stains.  And its deafening bays approach, coming after me.  I can’t sit here.  I need to retrace my tracks, race for the entrance.  But this ruined limb is in torment.
 
                 I can’t.  Too weak.  I collapsed, unable to walk let alone run, with a small knife to defend myself.
 
                 Brian, you and your mother and her mother have meant the world to me.  This dread almost caused me to stay a bachelor.  It pursued me around the globe.  I should have stayed home.  I made promises I couldn’t fulfill.  And now I have failed at this effort.
 
                 There is no hope.  It’s almost here.  These are my last words.  I love you.  Remember me as an explorer, not a cringing foolish old man.
 
                 I will attempt to crawl.
 
    
 
    
 
   That’s how it ends.  It was difficult to read.  Had to pause now and then . . . overcome by tears, choked up.  He died here.  His body must be near.  I’m going to —
 
                 I’m going to find him . . . and bring him home.  I have two good legs.  I can carry us both.
 
                 Why didn’t you take me with you?!!
 
                 Oh God . . .
 
                 Sorry about that.  Lost it for a minute.  Time doesn’t heal all.  There are some gouges that are just too deep, or get re-opened.  I don’t know how to tell him goodbye, but I’m trying.
 
                 Gotta put all this stuff in my bag.  Priceless relics.
 
                 I’m not that religious.  I don’t know what’s down here, where these tunnels lead.  I’ve been seeing . . . ghosts or something.  And the shrieks, you can’t miss them.  I’m starting to think this was a bad idea.  I need to warn people not to do this.  Maybe that’s what counts.  The priority.  I could save lives.
 
                 I’m not that good with priorities . . .
 
                 I kicked some rags.  Has to be him.  I’m afraid to look.
 
                 I recognize the jacket.  There’s one arm attached to a torso, and no head.  His other limbs were . . . ripped off.  He’s gripping beads, a cross.  His Rosary.
 
                 Flashlight’s all twisted.
 
                 His pocketknife, bent double.
 
                 I found the skull.  There are bloodstains on the floor and walls.
 
                 I’m going to gather him up.  Put him in one of the plastic bags.  Then I’ll look for the rest of him.  His arm and legs.
 
                 It stinks pretty bad down here.  My head hurts.  Got him bagged.  Most of him.  If I spot the other parts, might be time to haul my butt outa here.  Sorry, Barkster.  I need to warn the town.  Maybe they can seal the entrance, prevent anyone else from —
 
                 Whoa!  Did you see it?
 
                 That was a ghost!  Plain as day.  Hope it shows up on the camera.  He had gray skin . . . squirming like it was full of worms and . . . red shadows ringing bare eye-sockets.  He just suddenly appeared, right in front of me.  Made me jump.
 
                 Oh jeez!  That was intense!  There were hundreds of them, grimacing at me, gnashing their teeth, staring without eyes.  They all want me to go.  I feel a wave of urgent raw emotion, like static.
 
                 All right, I will.  I’m retreating.  Taking what I found and marching the hell out of this hole.  Mission accomplished.
 
                 The howling stopped.
 
                 Now I hear buzzing.
 
                 Carrying a sack of bones, clutching my grandfather’s rosary chain, praying seems like a good idea.
 
                 Yea though I walk in the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil.
 
                 It echoes.  Very somber.  Sounds like I’m in a tomb.  And the buzzing is louder.  This place . . . is really . . . creepy.
 
                 Yea though I walk.  In the valley of the shadow of death.  I shall fear no evil.
 
                 I’m totally afraid.
 
                 Walking as fast as I can with sore feet.  Trudging’s more like it.  Whatever the outcome, I don’t regret this.  I don’t.
 
                 Something’s in the tunnel!  The buzzing is —
 
                 Locusts!  Swarming all over me, biting!  Not sure if I’ve been stung — they’ve got tails like scorpions!
 
                 Ahh!  Ahh!  This can’t be happening . . .
 
                 Oh man, that was terrible.  I can’t believe —
 
                 They had faces!  Those things had faces!!
 
                 I need to go back.  I dropped the beads and flashlight, then the bag, to run for my life.
 
                 I’m just using the light for the camera.  It’s even murkier.  I have that crawly paranoid feeling, thinking bugs are on me.  I don’t know where they went or where the things came from.  I need to retrieve the bag.  I can’t lose my grandfather.  I came this far.
 
                 The howling.  Can you hear it?  What makes that?  It’s depraved.  Maybe Loyal was right.  Maybe there’s a gate to Hell.  And a monster.  A Minotaur, whatever he called it.  Aladdin . . . Abaddon.  It doesn’t seem any more bizarre than those insects.  They had teeth!
 
                 Found the bag of bones.  I don’t see his Rosary.  Didn’t do me much good, but it was Loyal’s.  Didn’t do him much good either.  My flashlight isn’t working.  Well, I have him.  Let’s get out of here, Gramps.
 
                 I’m so tired.  My legs and feet ache.  I don’t care.  I can’t hang around until the beast catches up, or the locusts.  I need fresh air.  I need to find the exit to this nightmare.
 
                 It’s been a rough day.  I’m not used to so much activity.  I definitely have to exercise more.
 
                 My skin’s swollen with bumps.  Can’t tell if they’re bites or stings, but they sting.  A lot.
 
                 Reached one of the branches.  Where are the marks?  The initials should be here.  Did I get off the route somewhere?  I’m looking and looking.  I don’t see them.  How can this be?  What’s going on?  It doesn’t make sense.  Did I enter a different shaft while I was being chased?  This isn’t the right way.
 
                 I have to check . . .
 
                 It’s official.  I’m lost.  I don’t know which direction the main shaft is.  Besides up.  It’s a steady climb.  But there are so many side tunnels.  I could wander off and be lost forever in these catacombs.  I tried to rewind, to follow my steps in reverse but that didn’t help.  It might have confused the situation more.  I couldn’t tell if I was going straight.  And the passages merge, there are tricks and intersections.  It’s a puzzle with no solution.  You can’t expect it to be logical.
 
                 Hey!  Gramps!  Gramps . . .
 
                 I saw him.  Loyal.  It was him.  Dead.  A spirit.  But in one piece again.  That must be the trail.  He wants to guide me.  This is so cool, I saw my granddad, only it wasn’t actually him.  A phantom.  Residual energy.  Ectoplasm.  Whatever the ghost geeks call it.  His specter.
 
                 The howls are reverberating, rising to a crescendo.  A demented choir — an evil opera!  There’s a large shadow!  It’s standing completely still, yet it’s closer every time I blink!  The figure is huge, incredibly tall and broad!  He’s dark, with black eyes and hair!  Bearded, wearing a suit of armor!  And a crown of horns like a bull!  I can’t tell if he’s there or not, because to my eyes he’s indistinct, but in my mind I can see him clearly, outlined by fire!
 
                 The roaring halted.  Giganto’s blocking my path.  Hope the camera’s getting this.  I can see my breath.  Isn’t Hell supposed to be hot?  I’m shuddering with cold.  It’s as if he absorbed all the heat, draining it from my body . . .
 
                 Gramps!  He’s there — confronting Abbadon!  What can he do?  He’s not even alive.  He’s challenging a monster, a demon, to give me a chance.
 
                 I won’t defeat myself.  You taught me that, Loyal.  I’ll never forget.  If I get out of here.  I’m going to try.
 
                 They’re battling . . . it’s pretty uneven, like David and Goliath.  I need to reach that tunnel.
 
                 I darted by while Gramps had him distracted.  Oh boy, he smote Gramps with his fist.  That’s the word.  Smote.  And now he’s coming after me.
 
                 Which way?  I’m at another junction!  Where are the initials?
 
                 Barkster?  I saw him!  Can you hear?  He’s yapping.  He went into a shaft.
 
                 Abbadon is right behind . . . flickering off and on . . . recording or not . . . can barely see except . . . glowing . . . as fast as I can . . .
 
    
 
    
 
   Not sure if this still works.  Abaddon flung me hard against a wall.  Shattered my glasses.  I’m in the dark, fumbling blind, just following the dog.  True to his name, I hear him barking.  I hear Abaddon too, breathing down my neck, stalking me.
 
                 The farther and higher I go, the weaker the beast seems.  But I’m weaker also.  My body’s so cold, yet I’m burning with fever, and the stinging is fierce.  It’s like my blood is infected.
 
                 Staggering.  Is this how a zombie feels?
 
                 Ahum.  Ahum!  Have to keep clearing my throat.  Better not talk for a while . . .
 
                 I think I was sleepwalking.
 
                 Teeth are chattering.
 
                 Dozing again.
 
                 At this point, my goal is to make it to the main passage, so they can find this video.  That’s all I care about now.  That thing didn’t drag me to Hell.  I might die anyway, but he didn’t take my soul.  He couldn’t or he would have.  He stood over me.  I guess it’s the devil’s irony, like Gramps said about his leg, when he busted it falling from a ladder after all the scrapes and close calls he had been in, all of the tight and dangerous places.  I’m still here.  I don’t know for how long.  And the battery might be low again.  I have spares in my backpack.  He got the pack trying to get me.  Slashed it off.  Gramps’s notebook was in it.  I didn’t stick around.  The camera could stop at any time.  I want to say this before it’s too late.  Mom and Dad, I’m sorry for not being . . . nicer.  I’ve been angry since Gramps died.  At myself mostly.  I took it out on you sometimes.  I didn’t mean to, and I never apologized.  I want you to know that I am sorry.
 
                 Ahum.  Losing my voice . . .
 
                 Had a flare of insight.  It’s possible Abbadon is tracking me like I’m a wounded deer.  Maybe he will reap my soul.  Maybe I’m not a reject.  Or maybe he wants the camera, like he got the journal.  Couldn’t he just erase its memory?  Wipe it clean?  I don’t know.
 
                 God, it’s so cold!
 
                 Have to keep stumbling forward . . .
 
                 As a kid, there were times when I put everything . . . into doing something that didn’t matter.  Then I started waiting to come and look for my grandfather.  And that did matter.  I just hope . . .
 
                 I just hope this is found.
 
    
 
   Author bio: Lori R. Lopez wears many hats, literally and otherwise. She is an artist who designs her book covers and illustrates some of her tomes. As an author she writes poems, short stories, novels, children's books and songs, as well as a humorous-slash-serious column called "Poetic Reflections" at Fairy Fly Entertainment. She is a musician, actress, filmmaker, tree-hugger and animal-lover. A vegetarian, her work often contains themes of conservation, animal rights, and the rights of children.  Lori unapologetically takes pride in creatively bending and reshaping the rules of writing when it suits her style.  She has received various honors for her novels THE FAIRY FLY and AN ILL WIND BLOWS. She was named on an Examiner.com list of "92 HORROR AUTHORS YOU NEED TO READ RIGHT NOW" for WOMEN IN HORROR MONTH 2014. Her books also include ODDS AND ENDS, CHOCOLATE-COVERED EYES, THE MACABRE MIND OF LORI R. LOPEZ, OUT-OF-MIND EXPERIENCES, and DANCE OF THE CHUPACABRAS. Her stories and verse, featured in THE SIRENS CALL E-ZINE and at SERVANTE OF DARKNESS, have been published in anthologies such as TERROR TRAIN, WE ARE DUST AND SHADOW, BONES II, MIRAGES: TALES FROM AUTHORS OF THE MACABRE, MASTERS OF HORROR: DAMNED IF YOU DON'T, DARLINGS OF DECAY, I BELIEVE IN WEREWOLVES, THE EPOCALYPSE: EMAILS AT THE END, SOUP OF SOULS, THIRSTY ARE THE DAMNED, and SCARE PACKAGE: 14 TALES OF TERROR. Fifteen of Lori's poems were published for an anthology titled IN DARKNESS WE PLAY. WEBSITE:  www.fairyflyentertainment.com
 
   
  
 



THE NOTE
 
   By P. D. Cacek
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF0641332640
 
   Journal transcribed from a note found in a bureau.
 
    
 
   I found the note in a bureau drawer.
 
   The bureau you bought me
 
   as a surprise
 
   to make me smile.
 
   You said.
 
    
 
   I found the note in the top left bureau drawer.
 
   Tucked into a crack 
 
   in a corner.
 
   Hiding.
 
   Hidden.
 
   Until I found it.
 
    
 
   I found the note and lifted it out.
 
   Pulled it free.
 
   Not mine, someone else’s.
 
   No name.
 
   No way to tell who had put it there
 
   or who it was for.
 
    
 
   I found the note,
 
   in the bureau you bought me,
 
   folded over twice;
 
   the paper as brittle as 
 
   caramelized sugar in the snow.
 
    
 
   I found the note.
 
   Faded. 
 
   No name. 
 
   The paper yellow as lace, 
 
   the crease lines butterscotch.
 
    
 
   I found the note
 
   and read the words
 
                 Don’t believe him.  
 
                                             I don’t.
 
                 He loves someone else.
 
                                             I suspected it.
 
                 He wants you dead.
 
                                             Oh God.
 
                 He will kill you.
 
    
 
   I found the note
 
   in the bureau you bought me, 
 
   tucked into a crack
 
   hidden, hiding, waiting for me to find it.
 
   I found the note
 
   and believed it.
 
    
 
   You want me dead.
 
   You love another.
 
   How did it know when I didn’t?
 
    
 
   I found the note in the bureau drawer
 
   four lines…no, five…                            
 
   Don’t believe him.  
 
                 He loves someone else.                                           
 
                 He wants you dead.                                           
 
                 He will kill you.
 
   Unless you kill him first.
 
    
 
   I found the note in the bureau drawer
 
   and did what it said.
 
    
 
    
 
   Author bio: The winner of both a Bram Stoker and World Fantasy Award, P.D. Cacek has written over a hundred short stories, six plays, and five published novels. Her most recent novel, VISITATION RITES, is currently available from Amzon.com. A native Westerner, Cacek now lives Phoenixville, PA…home of BLOBFEST, and only a short walk away from The Colonial Theater where the famous “Run Screaming From Theater” scene was filmed. When not writing, she can often been found with a group
 
   of costumed storytellers called THE PATIENT CREATURES (www.creatureseast.com.)
 
   
  
 



THE SEAHORSE SPEAKS
 
   By Erik Gustafson
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF7456510518
 
   Journal transcribed from handwritten notes on a raveled music reel from a band organ stuffed inside the mouth of a seahorse carousel ride.
 
    
 
   To whoever finds this note. 
 
   My name is Matt Royland, the same guy that went missing on Aug 19th, 2010. I was taken by a big man wearing a blue hat and brought down here.  I am chained to a post on the platform of an unfinished carousel.  It’s shadowy and cold in my prison, illuminated only by the small, uncovered bulbs that decorate parts of the framework like vertical runway lights. No idea where I actually am, but not too far from home.  There are only a few carved animals on this carousel: a couple horses, a dog, a wolf or two, and one of those half man, half horse creatures. None of them are painted yet, just the pale white of raw wood. There are lots of other people here with me. I see withered arms raised above slumped over bodies, chained up just like mine to posts all around the carousel.  I suspect most of them are dead. They all look like they are raising their hands to answer a question. A question nobody asked. One post has several people chained to it and they are all sorta bunched on top of each other in a clump. Strange things are happening to all of them, though.  I am really scared and don’t think I will ever see my friends or parents again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Its hard writing with one hand strung up on a pole, but I hope someone will read this someday and catch this sick bastard. When he dragged me onto the platform and chained my wrist up, he also produced a fancy silver cup and held it to my lips. I resisted at first, but he squeezed my nose until I drank it. I don’t know what it was but it actually tasted delicious and I was so thirsty. I guzzled it all like a fool and he left me. His footfalls echoed and shook the whole platform as he stomped around checking on the other people. I don’t know what he is doing, but he didn’t offer very many of them a drink.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   I woke up, no idea what time it is, but something is very wrong. My chest feels like someone is pressing down on it and it hurts to breathe.  I looked around, panicking, but there is no one that is in any condition to help me.  I may be in the best shape out of everyone down here. Mounted on the next post in front of me is a large wooden horse; I am staring at its backside. I know it wasn’t there when I fell asleep. There had been a man with long hair and broken glasses last I checked; I even remember trying to talk to him but he only mumbled. He gazed into my eyes only once, his orbs were like snow and I don’t even know if he could see me. Today he is gone and my kidnapper had replaced him with a wooden horse.
 
   ***
 
   The tightness in my chest is still there, but I am getting used to it. I cough a lot and I feel like someone is choking me half the time. Other crazy stuff is also happening. My skin is leathery and taunt like the surface of a drum.  Everywhere. My whole body. All the tiny wrinkles have vanished leaving behind skin as smooth as a brand new ice skating rink. Even the scar on my forearm from when my sister pushed me down and a stick plunged into my arm. I can’t even see the veins in my hands and wrists. Whatever is happening doesn’t hurt, it’s just more uncomfortable than anything else. He made me drink another glass full of whatever liquid was inside. Something golden and shimmery, like the lake at sunrise. I am not even going to pretend; I was drooling when I saw it and gulped it all down. He won’t speak to me at all, no mater how much I scream.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   People are disappearing around me. Every time I wake, someone else has vanished, only to be replaced by the ghostly carousel animals. The carousel is filling up fast with a pale menagerie of rides.  I must be loosing my mind, but where there was once that pile of people chained to the single post, is now a huge wooden hydra. A frozen monster. Its five heads are each fierce and facing a different direction. One is staring at me, I can tell.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Today my vision is cloudy. It’s as if in I am in the midst of a dense fog. I can’t even see across the platform any longer. But I don’t care; I don’t really want to watch what is happening. My chest is as hard as a rock. I pulled my shirt until it ripped away. I ran my hand over my chest and then my stomach.  I don’t how else to say this, but my nipples freaking are gone!  I thumped on my stomach and it sounds like someone knocking on a door. I think my entire torso is turning into wood. I can’t even feel my own heart beating. There is a terrifying stillness within my body.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I woke from a deep, dreamless slumber to sound of muffled circus music; I can’t see hardly at all, but I am sure the carousel is not moving and the band organ isn’t playing; the cogs and pulleys are as motionless as the animals encircling the platform.  The grating music must be inside my head. I try to move around, sit up to see if I could see anything, but my feet are useless and just bang the platform like a mallet. My jeans are ripped, the zipper is spread open like an angry mouth with silver teeth.  The disease has spread; my legs are fused down to the knee. In horror, I realize my privates have vanished, leaving behind only the curve of smooth wood. I scream but no one notices. The only person I can see now is a girl, but her face is gone, she is a ghost. A single horn spirals up from her forehead. I think of unicorns.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I must have passed out after all that. My eyes open, but painfully and slow as if my eyelids were coated in glue. My legs have been merged into one long appendage; my feet have curved outward.  The ends are fanned out like a fish tail or something similar. I can’t move them or feel them. It’s as if I am looking at someone else. My arms are heavy and it’s almost impossible to keep writing. The fingers on my chained up arm are fused into a block and look like a hoof. The only reason I guess this other hand is still working is because I keep writing with it, but even the fingers on this hand are stiff and melting together. Just slower. It’s obvious now what’s happening to me and everyone around me. I can’t bear to write that down.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I can’t see anything but white, as if I were in the center of a blizzard. My nose is an inch from the paper now and it’s still hard to see what I write. And I am numb all over. The carousel music inside my head has become my heartbeat, my blood. And my only company.  I don’t have much time. I am rolling this note up and swallowing it like a sword now, before I can no longer use my hand. Don’t forget me. I love you mom and dad.
 
    
 
    
 
   Author bio: I spent 20 years serving in the United States Air Force, and have had the fortune to live all over the world, including Iceland, Germany, and in a tent for a year in Saudi Arabia. Always an artist at heart, I produced many paintings during my adventures. After my service, I settled down with my family (wife, two great daughters, 2 cats and a little white fluff dog) in small town Iowa, where I love to volunteer at the antique carousel. Now, I help people with intellectual disabilities to reach their potential and teach psychology classes at a local college. I am also the Director of Fantasy at Visionary Press Collaborative. I am working on my forth novel. I have been published in The Horror Zine, Horrified Press, Sirens Call Publications, Pleasant Storm Entertainment, Crypto and Co., Death Throes Webzine, and several other horror anthologies. Follow my blog "The Darkness Goes 'Round" at http://erikgustafson.wordpress.com/
 
   
  
 



Vermilion
 
   A Traveler’s Account
 
   By Stuart Keane
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF9519922933
 
   Journal transcribed from a series of hand napkins. 
 
    
 
   Napkin 1.
 
   People say that life flashes before your eyes when you die.
 
   They might be right and I suppose time will tell. I always thought stuff like that was hokum and made-up, bullshit created by a number of religions to give their servants peace at the crucial time, to make shuffling off the mortal coil a little less terrifying.
 
   I’m not dead.
 
   Not yet.
 
   I do feel that time is imminent.
 
   Facing your own mortality isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.
 
   Not that death is tapping me on the shoulder. In all honesty, with the amount of J.D. I’ve consumed in the past hour, if I saw a bloke in a black dress with a hood I would probably laugh so hard I’d die anyway. Could make his job easier, eh? Death…who’d have thunk it. Such a horrifying prospect becomes the butt of a joke in a drunk man’s mind.
 
   Drunk’s the wrong word.
 
   I wanted to put inibri…inb…inebrie… yeah, let’s stick with drunk. 
 
   I’m not drunk, just for the record. I’m a little on the way but let’s just say I’ve had plenty of practice and my body is immune to the fabled hangover. Getting drunk is rare but it takes the edge off. My friend, Jack, knows how to soothe my soul and calm my nerves.
 
   He’s certainly having that effect now. Actually, I need a top-up, hang on…
 
   …I’m back. Nearly dropped my pen then. I have two pens, stolen from the bar, both black. Oh yeah, I’m writing on bar napkins. I have a pile here so it should keep me busy for a while. I couldn’t find a pad and no one in here owns an iPad. I’m sat in my regular haunt, a bar called Jericho. Cool name, right? Coming here after work allows me to unwind and chill out. I know the regulars on a first name basis but rarely interact with them. Until tonight, that is.
 
   God, this J.D. smells good. I’m going to take a sip now.
 
   HA, guess what I just did?
 
   I stuck my finger in the dead barman’s eyehole. Mainly because the eyeball isn’t there anymore, hence the hole. It’s more of a groove, a fleshy tunnel. My finger slid right in, warm and comfortable. It’s hot and slick and I swear I just tickled his brain in there. As I stroked the membrane, I watched the body. It didn’t move. 
 
   Shame, that would have been too awesomeeeee!
 
   The brain felt like the top of a Twinkie. Only a little more soggy. 
 
   Man, I could kill for a Twinkie right now.
 
   You’re probably wondering why I molested some dead guy’s newly created face anus. Well, he’s dead, for one. Second, he’s lying on the bar beside me. That’s right, my new drinking buddy is a corpse, one with a hole where his eye used to be but you probably already guessed that. The victim of a rather cool shootout. I’ll get to that. 
 
   By the time his obese frame collapsed onto the bar he was toes-up. Who wouldn’t be tempted to slide a finger in..?
 
    
 
   Napkin 2.
 
    
 
   My actual drinking buddy, Richard, didn’t fare much better. To be honest, I hardly know … knew the guy. I came here from work just under two hours ago and he tagged along for the ride. Nice guy, but retarded in the fact he stutters and can’t speak properly but if he’s drinking and keeping his tongue occupied (drink, stripper’s nipple, whatever) then he’s a blast. It’s when he talks that I want to decapitate him and tell him to Shhhh.
 
   Needless to say, someone beat me to it. During the chaos a Chinese guy, all short and screeching, lunged at him with a fire axe. I didn’t think to duck but it didn’t matter. Once the blade sliced into Richard’s neck it stopped dead. Probably lodged in a vertebra or muscle. Richard isn’t the muscly type though, so I’m going with the spine. God’s creation saved me this day. And the Chinese man’s lack of upper body strength. Remind me to attend church if I get out of here alive.
 
   Richard died but not before spraying me in the face with his gaping gash of Hades. Blood got in my eyes and nose and ears and mouth and J.D. and, before I knew it, I was screaming at Richard to turn away because he was tainting my J.D. and getting my only Ben Sherman shirt covered in bodily fluids, and he obliged and plunged forward and landed on the axe which sliced through the remaining spine, and his head bounced along the ground all the way over there. Another body, also dead, sat with her legs spread, is now the final resting place for Richard’s head. Pussy and Dick’s head. HA! 
 
   Dick’s head.
 
   Hilarious!
 
   Why do I find this amusing? I just got a little excited and carried away. The above paragraph turned me on a little. If you’d seen what happened in the past hour, you’d be disconnected and cold too. But, napkins pending, I will get to that.
 
   Also, I kill people. I’m a psychopath. Yes, you heard that right. Which explains the previous comments in all their psychological glory.
 
   Shhhh. People don’t know this, I’ve got some issues. I keep them to myself. I want to be able to blend in, and bragging about my bloodlust…well, that’s not friendly, is it? I actually came here with Richard for a reason. I was going to kill him in the alley out back. It’s not monitored and doesn’t have CCTV so it’s the perfect location. A man can only take so much of that fucking stutter. Obviously I’ve been denied the pleasure of killing my workmate. I don’t hate the Chinese but I’m not their biggest fan right now.
 
   Anyway, this isn’t about me.
 
   We’ll get to that.
 
   So you’re probably wondering what the chaos is all about? Lemme tell you!
 
   When I…sorry, we (Richard and I) got here, we started the drinking with a Bud. It’s normal practice to line the stomach before the good stuff. Anyway, the TV was blaring behind the bar, some football game, before a NEWS FLASH appeared, stopping the game short. I heard half of the bar groan in unison. As a result I didn’t hear the beginning and I had to make do with reading the headline. The words were scrolling along the bottom and they said: MYSTERIOUS OUTBREAK. STAY IN YOUR HOMES AND DO NOT ANSWER THE DOOR.
 
   Well, as you can imagine I found that highly amusing. It’s like something out of a Carpenter or Romero film. Horror films ain’t real. Even for a psycho like moi. They always get the little details wrong, which ruins it for a seasoned pro like me. 
 
   Richard turned to me and pointed at the screen. “Y-y-y-oou see-e t-t-that?”
 
   I swigged some Bud. “Probably just another swine flu panic. Nothing to worry about.”
 
   Richard nodded at that point and returned to his beer. Good boy!
 
   Ten minutes later, the NEWS FLASH hadn’t gone away and the bar people were starting to get irritated. The bar (the actual bar where the booze is kept) was tucked into the corner of the room so everyone else was to our right. I was against a wall on my left. I liked this position. I don’t want any fags coming up behind me and…I’m only joking. I love gays…erm…
 
    
 
   Napkin 3.
 
    
 
   Moving on.
 
   I don’t have anything against gays. I’d only kill them if they touched me. Luckily for the gay community, it hasn’t happened yet. Why am I confessing this to you? Well…I’ll probably be dead if you find these and if you don’t, I’ll be alive. Check your missing persons list…hang on, you won’t be reading this if I’m alive… paradox!
 
   Anyway, so the patrons are getting a little annoyed. Richard’s face is smeared with panic and fear so I shake my head at him. “It’ll be fine. We’re in a bar full of testosterone and pool cues and I know the barman has a shotgun under the till. We’re fine. Safer than a bank vault.”
 
   Richard nodded, unaware of my own minimal fear and the fact I just told the biggest whopping lie of my life. I lied and it got Richard killed. Which was the plan, I suppose. I could work for the government.
 
   The first person to die was Jimmy, one of the pool freaks. You know the kind; the guy who stacks coins on the table for constant, competitive games of pool. I noticed his skin was a sickly shade of pale and sweaty and he swore it was a dodgy curry from the night before. His friend told him to take something for it and he did.
 
   A chunk out of Sonny’s throat, his pool opponent.
 
   Jimmy pulled away with a chunk of viscera between his lips. Sonny helplessly clutched at the bloody chasm in his throat. Crimson soaked his chest as he bled out before our very eyes. Gurgling erupted from his exposed jugular, the noise echoed around Jericho. No one stepped forward to help him, no one could. He was dead before he hit the shiny wooden floorboards.  
 
   I agree that was an extreme way to win a game of pool but…never mind. 
 
   Anyway, Jimmy was soon battered down by three men with pool cues. They beat him to a bloody pulp before one man, Chad, spread Jimmy’s lips and teeth across the edge of a booth bench and stamped his size twelve through the back of his head with a sickening squelch, crackle and pop.
 
   Richard vomited on the floor. It stung my nostrils. I swear I could smell Sugar Snaps. The other men looked at Chad. “What the fuck, man? Why’d you do that?”
 
   Chad shrugged. “Gotta aim for the head, innit?”
 
   Another man, Travis, stepped forward. “Yeah, but a heads up would have been nice. You got skull on my new Converse.” As if to prove his point, he shook his left foot and a slab of jellified muscle flew across the room, hitting the bar. It slid down slowly and stopped halfway.
 
   It’s still there now. 
 
   Some people. Apparently Chad and his friends believe in zombie movies. Not that Jimmy was a zombie, he was merely sick. Maybe there was news to this virus after all. All this and I just sat there. Observing. Like the sick sumbitch I am.
 
   Richard needed some consoling at this point but I was more concerned with the shotgun the barman was holding. The barman, from this point of view, was a rotund, wheezing mess. His pale cheeks were mottled a permanent red from exertion…generated from walking back and forth once in a while. His black hair was slicked to the left, with product or grease or sweat or something that gave off a sour fragrance. That might have been his cologne. Eau de toilette indeed. His waistline bulged, testing the restraint of the trousers, belt and tucked-in shirt. Every nook and pit of his flabby belly was visibly taut against the sweaty, blue material of his shirt. 
 
   Now you tell me, would you want this man holding a Spas 12 shotgun?
 
   In this environment, with an outbreak imminent? 
 
   No.
 
   But he was. He shook worse than a vibrator on full speed. Sweat was pouring down his face and staining his collar. And he was aiming the gun at the patrons.
 
   That’s when things got really bad. 
 
   The patrons were fine, it’s the newcomers that scared the living shit out of me.
 
   The door burst open and three women stepped into the bar. I thought we’d been overrun by bikini models. I didn’t know these broads but let’s name them Sandy, Candy and Mandy. I saw thigh and cleavage and tanned, toned stomachs with belly piercings and long glorious brown hair, blonde in one case (Sandy), and bodies you could break the law for. In another location, with me and them alone…and my bowie knife…
 
   And bloody mouths. Let’s not forget the glazed over white pupils either.
 
   With amazing speed, Mandy sprinted the small gap between the door and the pool table and latched onto Chad. Her teeth tore into his throat and ripped with such force and vehemence I heard it from back here. It was like a t-shirt being torn. Seconds later, Chad’s dead head whipped off the dartboard behind his friends. An arc of claret filled the air, peppering the walls and ceiling and everyone below it. His torso collapsed to the floor, blood spurting from the newly formed stump. 
 
   The barman shot at Mandy and missed. The sound was deafening. 
 
   BOOM!
 
   The spread of the bullet shredded through Travis, tearing him to pieces. His left eye dropped from its socket and wobbled on his cheek, still attached to the optic nerve. The top of his head exploded and his chest turned crimson immediately. More blood spattered the wall and booths and unused pool cues located on a rack. His body tumbled on top of another guy, Dave, and pinned him down. Dave was screaming. Mandy jumped on him too, ripping at his face with her fingernails. I saw an eyelid stretch and rip, attached to the nail itself. Then an eyeball, the white orb popped like a balloon, spraying Mandy with yellow viscous fluid. Mandy licked it from her lips.
 
   Rufus, Graham and Clint remained. Clint, almost as if his uber cool name depended on it, pulled a revolver and fired, from near point blank range. The bearing of the bullet smashed into Mandy’s chest, spinning her backwards in the air. She landed on her head, no, face and her neck snapped, killing her immediately. The corpse looked like an unfortunate gym accident. Clint kicked the body over and it leaned against a booth, legs spread. Rumour has it Clint spends time on a gun range. There’s your proof. One down.
 
   Candy climbed the pool table and leapt for Rufus. He swung a pool cue like a baseball bat, snapping the cue over her head with a stomach-churning crack. Home run! Candy face-planted the floor. Rufus finished her off with a curb stomp, smashing the brain. Two down.
 
   Sandy ran out of the bar. I’m not sure why and it alarmed me. Zombies have no fear or intelligence or self-awareness. If that’s what they were, I mean they were going for jugulars so they share a common trait. They swarm until dead, one by one, no reluctance. Sandy indicated that she had some notion, some knowledge of danger. She ran.
 
   That scared me into action. 
 
   Graham and Rufus pulled their guns too.
 
   Then the Chinese man arrived. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Napkin 4.
 
    
 
   The crazed look in his eye signaled mortal danger for us all. I already told you about Richard. Once my drinking buddy was decapitated (his head came to a rest in Mandy’s crotch, as mentioned earlier), the Three Musketeers (Rufus, Graham and Clint) fired on the Chinese guy, riddling him with bullets. His body tumbled to the floor in a bloody heap. During the crossfire, a bullet hit the barman in the eye (he screamed, slapping an eye to the gushing hole. It sounded like an empty washing up liquid bottle squirting), who dropped his shotgun, which self-fired on him, hitting him in the stomach. I thought the size of the gut might save him but alas, I’m not a doctor. The impact propelled him onto the bar where he currently resides.
 
   I’m tempted to tickle his brain again but time is of the essence. 
 
   After that, the Three Musketeers turned on one another. I remember thinking it was just like something out of a horror movie. Cliché, right? Hang on…right, I just checked my napkin pile. I probably have enough to tell you how it went. It’s kinda cool.
 
   Clint started with, “Whoa, whoa, whatta ya doing?”
 
   “Easy, guys! There’s no need to panic,” Rufus replied.
 
   Graham said nothing, he was too focused on his aim. 
 
   What we had, ladies and gentlemen, was a Mexican standoff. I shit you not. Rufus aimed at Clint, Clint at Graham and Graham at Rufus. All scared of one another.
 
   What if he’s one of them? You could see it on their faces.
 
   In all my life, I never thought I would actually see a standoff. A psycho doesn’t go searching for gun-wielding freaks because, let’s face it, we work better with weak, defenseless people. Don’t get me wrong, I was filled with mild terror at this point. I felt myself shaking on the bar, bouncing my empty J.D. glass. Even us psychos feel fear on occasion, it’s an equal opportunity emotion. There was something magical about this scene, though, it took me back to my youth when I watched flicks like Unforgiven or Reservoir Dogs and any John Woo movie.
 
   I didn’t stay mesmerized for long.
 
   They all fired as if on cue. Rufus collapsed first, his face caved in, spraying blood and bone out in front of his falling torso. He landed in a booth, bounced off the squeaky leather seat and slid into the foot hole. A bullet clipped Graham’s eyebrow, spinning him around, and he fired, unconsciously hitting me in the leg. That’s right, if you thought I was getting out of here unharmed, you were wrong. You think I wanted to stay in this bar and write my deathbed notes and the confessions of a psychopath? There’s a reason, you see…but let’s finish this off.
 
   Anyway, Graham hit the deck but not before his chin bounced off the pool table and snapped back. Clint went last, taking a round to the chest. Clint was the eldest of the group, evidenced by words like grandpa and old timer escaping his buddies’ lips on several occasions over the years. His death was subtle compared to the last seven minutes of chaos. We can let it slide though, he was called Clint after all.
 
   Then all was silent. Apart from me and the hole in my leg. 
 
   Not a hole, more a throbbing void of unfathomable pain.
 
   Like a bloody vagina gouged into my leg. Painkillers wouldn’t really help.
 
   Remember, I was a little doused anyway. Thank you, Jack. It took the edge off. When the adrenaline fades and Jack’s embrace ends, I’m in for a hell of a time.
 
   So here I am, all alone, in a bar full of corpses and death. I look at the floorboards now and all I see is red. A sea of blood and sinew and eyeballs and skull fragments and
 
    
 
   Napkin 5.
 
    
 
   bile and even a string of intestine. That’ll be the barman’s…I didn’t notice that before. Huh. You know when you’re in a bathroom and the water splashes out of the bath and soaks the floor and you feel like you’re walking on water?
 
   Imagine that with blood and bodily fluids? That’s what I’m staring at now, smelling on every second breath. Yes, bodies shit their pants when they die. Richard certainly did, the reek is unbearable. Anyway, I finally have a hold on the void in my leg, I wrapped it up in Richard’s polo neck. I mean, he doesn’t need it anymore. The pain is easing too, thanks to my friend, Jack.
 
   My biggest concern isn’t Richard’s headless corpse or the barman’s increasing stench and proximity to me now (as I write this, his dead face is knocking the edge of my pen, fucker) but the NEWSFLASH I mentioned earlier. That’s right, the TV is still going. In the movies, the studio would be getting destroyed by the undead by now. It looks like Channel 5 have it covered though. Anyway the NEWSFLASH added more words to their update. It goes something like this: MYSTERIOUS OUTBREAK CRITICAL. STAY IN YOUR HOMES AND PREPARE TO DEFEND YOURSELVES. 
 
   I’m no expert, but since when does the public news openly encourage people to defend themselves? I mean, this is an extreme situation, judging from Sandy and her bitches, but surely the government would have something to say about it? Why isn’t the President addressing us directly?
 
   So the NEWSFLASH concerns me. Why don’t they send in the army? That’s one thing. The second, and I can’t stress this enough, is the most terrifying though. Several gunshots went off. Not exactly subtle. Anyway, it attracted some unwanted guests. Sandy has returned with her friends.
 
   At last count, I am surrounded by seventy-two mindless corpses.
 
   Except they ain’t corpses. Last time I checked, corpses don’t stand and observe you with their dead, mindless eyes.  
 
   They haven’t eaten me or attacked me, no. They’ve surrounded the exterior of the bar. In doing so, they’re standing vigil and are currently watching me. Seventy-two pairs of white, dead, hungry, maniacal eyes all watching me sit here and jot down my last words. Patiently too, I mean what the fuck are they going to do? Watch Oprah? Go to work? Fuck that.
 
   I think my conclusion about Sandy was right. She’s aware of the danger within the building so they’re keeping their distance. For how long, I don’t know. Even for a psycho like me, it’s a little unnerving. 
 
   The third thing is this. The NEWSFLASH has warned that bodies are coming back to life. Zombie, the word, not the awesome 80’s movie, hasn’t been broadcast or mentioned yet. It’ll probably cause utter chaos…well, more than is currently happening on the streets, but they estimate the time for a body to turn, after symptoms and illness (think Jimmy and his ivory complexion) is about two hours. 
 
   Two hours.
 
   If that’s correct, and I’m still sitting here in seventeen minutes, then Clint will be up and about and feeding on my brains. Clint is the only person who didn’t take a headshot or incur some brain trauma during that awesome Mexican standoff.
 
   If they are, in fact, zombies.
 
   And the other seventy-two mindless drones are watching intently. I can hear several sneering behind me. One coughed, three just laughed (such menace did the laughs contain) and I can’t hear anything other than ragged breathing. Do zombies…these things, breathe? Or laugh? I never heard of a zombie chortling before.
 
   I’m fucked basically…
 
    
 
   Napkin 6.
 
    
 
   Fourteen minutes to go.
 
   Death hasn’t arrived yet. Maybe he took one look at this situation and swiftly turned in the other direction, said “fuck this” and jogged on.
 
   I wouldn’t blame him.
 
   So why haven’t I tried running away? You’re probably thinking that as you relish over turning my ordeal into a million dollar blockbuster…if you do, I want someone cool. Whatever you do, don’t hire some stupid rapper to play me. 
 
   That probably makes me racist. Meh!
 
   I haven’t run because of my injured leg and the bloodthirsty crowd outside. It’s a bad combination. Would you run if you had a weeping cunt in your leg; denying you top speed, great mobility and even a chance to outrun your enemy?
 
   Didn’t think so.
 
   Despite this, well…and here is a moment of enlightenment for you. 
 
   I don’t want to. 
 
   Even with the cunt in my leg and Sandy and her choirgirls and the army of drones/zombies or whatever you want to call them and the dire situation, I want to stay. Who’s to say the whole world isn’t like this? Where would I run to? It’s an excuse, but a fucking tangible one. Regardless though, I don’t want to run anymore.
 
   I’m fifty. I’m done with running.
 
   I’ve had enough. I feel my time has come and all of the demons from my past are catching up with me. To me, those seventy-two deadites out there are my comeuppance for my sins. For all the victims of my past. I don’t believe in God but only God could create something so evil, so debauched. I’m a psychopath and I’ve a firm grasp of what evil is, despite the fact we’re supposed to feign being evil and declare insanity.
 
   I’m a psycho but I know what I am. I don’t broadcast it but I keep it in check too.
 
   After all, I’ve never been caught.
 
   I believe the bodies outside are my karmic retribution.  
 
   For John Piper, who used to bully me at school and enjoyed pissing on me and then took my lunch money claiming, “you gotta pay the Piper, son!” He did that for three days. I paid him alright when I sliced off his cock and shoved it in his mouth and made him choke on it.
 
   For Beverley, my first girlfriend. We fucked, she ran off with someone else. No one ever did find their quartered corpses at the bottom of Lake Whisper. Shame.
 
   For mother, who pushed me one too many times, punished me with a belt and a bamboo cane. Her head, or to be more exact, her skull is sitting on my mantelpiece at home. I don’t keep company often. I don’t keep her in the cellar, I want her to watch me forever, to be proud of me. 
 
   For the tramp on Ninth Street who smeared shit on my leather jacket one time.
 
   For the teenager who tried mugging me. I carved his face with his own blunt knife. 
 
   For all these people and many more who’ve become my victims over the past. I look into the crowd outside and I see their faces amongst them. I see my high school headmaster and three ex-girlfriends and two hookers I used in between having the ex-girlfriends and a fat chef who dared to spit in my hamburger once. 
 
   I see my parents. I didn’t kill my father but he’s there anyway, stitching my mother’s head back on with some horrid looking black string and shaking his head at me saying, “No no, this won’t do, young Brady, you go to your room now!” and he points to the cinema behind him as if we’re at home, which is weird because I never met my father. He died before I was born. My mother’s head shakes too, still separated smoothly from her neck. I used an axe. I have good upper body strength, unlike the Chinese man. I killed her in one solid strike, but yet she rolls her eyes at me in disappointment at what I’ve become.
 
    
 
   Napkin 7.
 
    
 
   Tears form in my eyes. I don’t know why. Maybe I miss my mother and father or maybe that’s what drove me to be…this laughing, prancing demon of the night who preys on the weak and powerless. 
 
   Maybe it’s being denied the pleasure of killing Richard. I was really looking forward to that. Or maybe it’s because I just relived every one of my hundred and forty-eight deaths in about a minute. That’s a lot of hard work, planning, effort and bloodshed to think about in sixty seconds. I don’t need to keep a memento of every kill because each is etched into my cerebrum. Mementos get you caught. Ironic, isn’t it? I’m telling you all of this, putting it to napkin and I’m concerned about getting caught. 
 
   A psycho with a conscience? I may well be. 
 
   I suppose you can call this a confession. I look at my watch and I can see I have…
 
   Three minutes. Shit, where did the time go?
 
   The crowd are still there, watching, waiting. I’ve got past the unnerving part now. It’s kind of amusing, really. I’ve decided to keep writing until the last possible minute. Who knows, despite my flaws, maybe I might become a hero out of this. Or is that delusion coming into play again?
 
   Something just happened. I might be a bit shaky here so if you can’t understand this, I apologize. 
 
   Graham just sat up. NOT Clint, Graham. The pool table obviously didn’t do enough damage to the brain. His skin is white, like Jimmy’s, and his eyes are plain white orbs. HOLY SHIT! Mandy just moved. And Chad. Wait a second…
 
   …they’re all moving. Every single fucking corpse in Jericho is moving. ARGH. The barman just snatched my pen and scratched my face. Cunt. Hang on, can I catch…the virus by touch? Or by breathing?
 
   Clint is on his feet now. He just fingered the hole in his chest and started licking the tips slowly. Mandy’s climbing to her feet but her broken neck and obtuse-angled head are knocking her off balance. She looks like a human banana in her shape and skin color. Graham and Chad’s torso (no head, remember) are leaning against one another.
 
   SHIT, Richard grabbed my foot. How the fuck is that possible? 
 
   The crowd moved. I didn’t see it, I sensed it. Like they all took a step forward! In unison. One step. A cohesive unit. I gotta get out of here…
 
    
 
   …I’m in the toilet now. I have one napkin left, I didn’t grab a pile, and I wanted to escape with all of my limbs. I hobbled into the toilet and sat down, locking the door. I can hear the shuffling of…whatever they are…in the bar. As I sprinted to the toilet, even the fat barman moved and climbed to his feet. I heard his intestines slap the floor like a wet mop. 
 
   Zombies, my ass. 
 
   I mean, if you can’t hit them in the head then what’s the point? I mean, they all stood up. Even the headless corpses. Richard fell at my feet as I got in here. He’s scratching at the door now.
 
    
 
   Looks like I’m a goner. The noted napkins are in my pocket. If I leave them in the toilet cistern, hopefully they’ll be safe. I mean, these monsters won’t need to take a dump and flush anytime soon. I’ll do that. If you find these notes, remember, I wasn’t all bad. I just had some issues. I wanted to make everything right.  
 
   Okay, I just unlocked the door. The second I release my foot…
 
   Come and get it, you fuckers!
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   Case #BF4146590907
 
   Journal transcribed from a letter found beside the typewriter where it was written, in front of the body of the man who wrote it.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Even now I can hear it.
 
                 I sit here on my porch in the dark, taking long nervous drags on cigarette after cigarette. Those things will kill me they say. They won't have a chance to. My hand shakes anytime I'm not typing this, a faint quiver of fear. The smoke just seems to sit in the thickly humid air, seemingly not to be shifted by the wind that teases around my ears. Or maybe it’s not really there. Maybe it’s all in my head. 
 
                 It’s dark out tonight. That sort of dark you can only get living out in the country, far from the lights of the city. It’s what drew me to this place ten years ago, back when I was a newly bestselling mystery writer with a desire to write in a bit of peace. All around I can hear chirping cicadas, droning on and on seemingly without a worry in the world, nothing disturbing them in their chant. An occasional tear runs down my face, in spite of my best efforts. I only have to be brave another hour or so. 
 
                 Back when I first came here they were calling me the next Patricia Cornwall and my first two books were selling like hotcakes. My pockets were full of royalty money, and my mind was filled with the idea to return to the country living of my youth, away from the dingy city I found myself in. My weeks were spent writing the next book, and my weekends were spent driving through the countryside, looking for homes for sale. Backroads led to backroads, dirt, gravel, paved, I rode them all. None of the houses I saw seemed right. I wasn't sure what I was looking for, but I trusted I would know it when I saw it. And I was right. Or maybe it found me. Nothing’s really clear anymore.
 
                 Down a narrow dirt road lined with stately old growth forest, replete with Spanish moss hanging low, I found my dream home. It wasn't the house itself that drew me to it, I recall, but the porch. The house itself was rather plain, just a simple one story brick building with large ivy patches growing up its sides. Just two bedrooms and a bathroom, and a small pond out back I would come to find. But it had this huge wrap around concrete porch, with surprisingly ornate wooden beams for support. Each column had what looked to be hand carved hunting scenes around the base of each. The moment I saw it, I couldn't imagine myself writing anywhere else but there. It was like I was bewitched. Maybe I was. Suffice it to say, however, I didn't write another word until I closed on the house a month later.
 
                 Those first few days in the new house were spent moving what meager possessions I had cared to bring, and doing a good bit of cleaning, as the house had been empty for a decade, I was told by the realtor. By the third night, however, I was settled enough to pull out my old Selectric that I wrote on. I had bought an old mahogany desk complete with worn brass handles from an antique store and had placed it on the porch for just this purpose. It’s what I'm typing this missive on right now, in fact. At one time it would have held reams of paper, notes, books for research, spare ribbons...the tools of my trade. Now it only holds this Selectric, a tumbler of whiskey, and to my left a shiny new pistol. First one I've ever owned.
 
                 I digress. Back to that first night. So I sat down with the intention of continuing the next manuscript. I was at that point about halfway through with, another murder mystery, the third in a series. Today I can't even recall what its name was to be, which would have made me sad, but resignation is all that rules me anymore. That and fear. 
 
                 So I sat there, fingers on the keys...and nothing came. My whole life for the past month had been getting to the moment where I could write again, only to find I was stuck. The most crippling writer’s block of my life. It’s like the city was my font of inspiration, and now that I was gone from it, the well had dried up. I leaned back in my chair and just stared at the typewriter for hours, trying to think of what to write.
 
                 That’s when I first heard it, a little whisper on the wind. So faint I wasn't sure it actually happened audibly, perhaps it was, and is, all in my mind. It was a silky seductive whisper, a hint of an idea, a flicker of thought. It was a seed of an idea, a tale of eldritch horror, of madness and despair. My fingers were suddenly electrified, flying to the keys. Before I knew what had happened I had 20 pages written, the start of a new novel that would go on to be 'Lives of the Damned.' Yes, that one. Now you know who I am, I suppose. Good. It will save some time.
 
                 That first book was definitely the hardest. I wasn't used to listening to the whispers at that point, and at times they were hard to hear. I tried not to think about what their origin could be; at that point mostly thinking that it was my subconscious helping me with my writer’s block. I mean it had to be, right? Any other idea was just crazy. The wind doesn’t whisper stories of ancient evils, it just doesn't.  
 
                 Two feverish months later it was finished. My publisher accepted it, but refused to release it under my name. It was too different, too dark and twisted, compared to my previous works that they still hoped I would continue to crank out. They didn't want to taint an established brand so to speak, but the new book was too entrancing not to release.
 
                 At first it didn't sell anything. I think 20 copies sold in the first four months. It was nightmarish. The publishers could not figure it out. But then suddenly, it started picking up steam, and now, well you know. It hasn't dropped below 30th place on the New York Times Bestsellers list in nine years. I could easily have retired, never have to work another day in my life.
 
                 But I couldn't stop writing. Every day I would sit on my porch, not caring how hot or cold it was, whether it was raining or once even while it snowed. It doesn't snow much where I live, but there I sat, wrapped up in a bundle of blankets, wearing gloves with the index fingers cut off so I could peck away. Every day the wind blew, and every day more secret whispers came. I was cranking out at least one book every three months. Even now I have a stack of manuscripts that have never been read by anyone but me, and thankfully now never will. 
 
                 The first trouble came when my third book, 'Ashes of Evil' had been in print about a month. My publisher called to inform me I was being sued. My mind instantly went to copyright infringement, but no he worriedly told me, it was nothing like that. It seems a young man had taken my writings a bit too seriously and had killed a family in Texas, scrawling quotes from my books on the walls in their blood. Then their bodies had been scattered over four states until he reached the ocean and with their heads tied to his belt, walked into the sea, drowning himself. It had reached national headlines, but  having turned into a complete recluse by this point I had not heard of it. The families of the murderer and murdered in a strange show of solidarity were both suing me, saying my books were why he did what he did. The concept of personal responsibility has gone to shit in this country.
 
                 The case was thrown out, I don't know the details, I didn't ask. I was too busy writing. But other murders and their resulting lawsuits would follow. My publishing house ended up hiring a full time legal team from some fancy Boston law firm to specifically handle all the lawsuits directed at me I'm told. But I was making them so much money that it was peanuts really. Besides, practically all of them never make it to court. I've never had to pay a dime in damages. 
 
                 I could have, though. I never spend the money I make, beyond simple necessities. I mean I never leave this house except to go to town for supplies. And thanks to the advancement of the internet I rarely have to do even that anymore. I'm worth close to a billion...but live in little more than a shack in the woods. I haven't ever even bought a new car since I moved here. None of that matters. 
 
                 Anyway, as I sat there on the phone with my publisher about the killing in Texas, leaning back in my ragged leather writing chair taking long drags on my cigarette, I found myself staring at the column closest to me. I never knew what kind of wood the columns were, probably oak if I had to guess, just that they with their ornate carvings is what drew me to here. I could clearly remember how they looked on that first day. Only now, they had changed. It was subtle, but I knew they had. The hunting scenes around the base had all been scenes of shaggy dogs chasing skinny almost emaciated looking foxes. Now though, in each of the carvings, the fox had been caught, one of the dogs having it by the throat. I dropped the phone, my publisher still prattling on, and got on my hands and knees to crawl over and look closer. Nothing else had changed about it, just the lead dog had moved up and caught the fox. 
 
                 I had a bit of a break down then. I don't remember anything about the next three or four days, just that when I 'came to' I was back sitting in my chair, a fresh sheet of paper in the Selectric. It’s amazing how durable and flexible the human mind is. I decided that the carvings must have always been like that, and moved on. The writing was an addiction, and those whispers where far worse than heroin.
 
                 The years passed. I was this generation’s Lovecraft, only with the popularity of a J.K. Rowling. I was so rich that the publishing company hired someone to live as my pseudonym to deflect rabid fans away from their prize hermit in the hills. 
 
                 This would likely still be going on unchanged if it wasn't for the rise of the internet. When I started writing, libraries were the most efficient way to do research. Even though the whispers gave me great ideas, always giving me amazing stories to tell, it was still on me to give it flair, and the gloss of reality that only research can provide. My mornings were normally spent either going to town for books and food, or at my desk reading and taking notes, for that night’s marathon writing session.
 
                 It took some time, and the prodding of my lawyer, accountant and publisher, but eventually a laptop with internet access was set up for me. A helpful tech taught me the ins and outs, and with a hefty donation to the local internet company, a T1 line was run to my house.
 
                 My mornings now were spent in research on the internet. Due to the subject matter of my books consisting of ancient horrors and horrific cults, you can imagine the dark corners of the internet I visited in my search for knowledge. It was here that I began to pick up the first hints of what would prove to be some truly troubling developments.
 
                 Around the world, in every country my books were in print, it seemed that groups devoted to my 'teachings' were cropping up. Cults, in other words. At first glance they seemed harmless enough though, so I didn't find myself overly worried about it, instead finding myself to be oddly flattered. I resolved to keep a check on the websites of a few of the more developed looking ones, maybe give my publisher a ring about them. But I didn't, not really. And it never occurred to me that any cult that took themselves truly serious about this wouldn't be the kind of group to have a website.
 
                 It was around this time that I began to notice that the carved ivy on my columns did not so much resemble ivy anymore, as it did oddly leering pointed faces. Even the columns themselves seemed to be oddly twisted, as though warped by age and weathering. But it had to be my imagination, right? 
 
                 My writing continued on, going more smoothly than ever. My addiction was mellowing somewhat, though. Maybe my actual subconscious sensed the danger. I still wrote constantly, but now it seemed more from habit than overwhelming need. In fact, I began to take the occasional day off, at first just once a month, but eventually a day or two a week. I tried renewing old friendships long since forgotten in the haze of writing. I got a cat, Riff. I reconnected with my brother. It was a good time. 
 
                 The wind, however, was not pleased. Its whispers grew more harsh, more demanding. Subtle threats and insinuations came on the days I didn't write. But I had so convinced myself that it was just my subconscious that I figured it was just its way of making sure I kept up with my schedule. I noticed, however, that the ivy faces looked less leering and more disapproving.
 
                 I began to actually pay attention to things outside the world of my writing. I began to listen to my publisher as he talked about the various lawsuits arrayed against me. I began to realize the enormity of the horrors that had been wrought in the name of my books. Literally over a hundred killings at that point had been linked to my writings. I was horrorstruck; literally, I became sick when I found out, heaving retches that covered the porch. Most maddening was how quiet it all was. I would have thought that the major news organizations would have pounced on this, calling me out as a sort of pied piper of the mad. But no, it’s as though someone was working to keep it all hush hush. I mean the killings of course made the news...but their ties to my books, beyond that first Texas massacre, never hit the mainstream news. 
 
                 I got it in my mind to retire. It was too late now, my books were already out there in the world, but I could do my best to ensure that I did not add to the problem by continuing to churn out horror after horror.
 
                 So one night, about a couple of weeks ago now, sitting out on my porch I gave my brother a call, and told him my decision. It was a night much like tonight, inky black and thickly humid, with naught but the sounds of the cicadas to keep me company. As I talked to him I could tell he was quite happy at the news, anticipating actually getting to see me on a somewhat regular basis. And as I had also expressed my concerns about the damage my books were having, he felt it was a great idea. And that’s when it really all went wrong.
 
                 As I was talking to him I began to notice a low rumble, as of an old truck coming up the dirt road to my home. But as it grew louder I began to feel the porch beneath me hum with vibration. My feelings of relief were quickly turning into those of terror. I hurriedly hung up the phone, I think, maybe I just dropped it in my horrified state. But right there in the middle of worn grey concrete a spiderweb of cracks had spread out, with an eerie green glow shining out of them. If you've ever seen the way an indoor pool reflects light onto a ceiling, it undulated and swirled almost exactly like that, complete with an odd throbbing pulsing noise. A sulfurous smell burned my nostrils, causing me to gag a bit. I stood there in shock, watching the cracks spread wider and faster till they practically were at my feet. The ever-present whispers had turned to rage-filled screams, so loud and distorted I could make out little of what they were saying beyond one phrase it repeated over and over “Samael Yaldabaoth.” I knew this from my writings, which scared me beyond measure, as it is the great evil of most my books, literally meaning The Blind God, The Child of Chaos. In my writings he is the source of all evil, the creator of the prison that is reality.
 
                 The cracks in the concrete began bulging up, causing great rents in it, that glow now so bright it was a though a green sun was bubbling out of the porch. From within that brightness I got a hint of something living, something supremely malign was coming. A scream rent the night, though it took me a moment to realize it came from my own throat. I got a hint of something clawed coming out before I blacked out, falling forward and hitting my head on my writing desk.
 
                 I was out for about twelve hours. When I awoke, it was bright day out, and half my face was caked with blood from a gash on my head. I wish I hadn't. I slowly got to my feet and staggered to my car and went to the hospital. Seven stitches later they released me under my own recognizance. I sat in my car for what must have been two hours, at first crying, then just staring at the wheel, debating on if I would return to the house. In the end I foolishly decided to return.
 
                 The porch was not buckled up anymore, though the cracks (not glowing thankfully) where still very much there. Even more disturbing was how the cracks seemed to make a pattern which had come to me in a dream six years ago, and is even still the cover of my 9th book “Samael Chained.” Lovecraft had his elder sign, and this you could say was my homage to that. Only later had I found that it was actually a very old, but rarely used symbol from ancient Mesopotamia or some such place.
 
                 Regardless of that, a quick search got me the number of a mason to come repair the cracks sometime later in the week. I followed that with a hesitant call to my publisher informing him of the retirement, which to my relief did not involve ancient evils crawling up through my kitchen floor. He was of course distraught but I quickly ended the call and fixed myself a tall tumbler of whiskey and stepped out to the porch to watch the sunset, my eyes nervously finding their way to those cracks.
 
                 Ice tinkling in the glass, I leaned against one of the columns and gazed out over the yard towards the sun which was quickly dropping over the tall oaks. My tomcat Riff strolled up and wrapped himself around my legs in a fury of purrs and awkward squawking meows. For a moment life seemed to be good...but I couldn't stop glancing over towards the cracks in the porch. The pain in my head and those cracks served as a constant reminder that last night something very weird and very bad had happened. I knew I should leave...but some contrary bit of my psyche refused the very notion. I hate myself for not listening, god damn me.
 
                 The sun gone, and the night bathing all in darkness I sat in my worn chair and flicked on the lamp, leaning back, and taking long sips of the warming liquid. Before long I had poured myself another...and another...
 
                 Well and truly drunk, I listened for the whispers, daring them to come with a courage born of alcohol. I saw Riff’s eyes peering out at me from the late blooming azaleas, and laughing stood up and careened over towards him thinking to catch him up and rub his belly. Only right as I got to the edge of the porch I heard Riff’s distinctive meow from atop my desk. Turning my head, sure enough Riff sat there looking at me. Whipping my head back to the eyes in the bushes, I saw them wink at me, then in a rush of breaking branches I heard whatever it was crash through my shrubs and race off into the darkness. At that point all I could see was a hint of something low to the ground, with perhaps more than the normal amount of legs. Whatever it was, it was definitely not a possum, or raccoon, or anything natural to the area. As it slipped into the treeline, I heard what sounded like a wheezing laugh, as though it was mocking me. Sober now I went inside, locking the door for the first time ever at night.
 
                 That night was the proverbial head under the covers kinda night. I even pulled the cat under them, though he was clearly not thrilled by the act. I swore I heard scratching at the walls and an occasional wheezing laugh outside. I resolved that this would be my last night in the house.
 
                 But come the dawn my mind had convinced itself that in my drunken state, and with a pretty bad head wound, that I had simply mistaken a woodland creature of some sort. That 'laugh' was all in my head. But those cracks were still there. Those I couldn't discount, no matter how hard my mind tried.
 
                 A mason came out that day and mortared over the cracks, smoothing out my porch back to its previous state. He commented on its oddness, saying he'd never seen concrete crack like this, but I told him some movers had dropped something heavy there. He looked as though he didn't quite believe me, but resigned himself to just roll with it. He may well have noticed how nervous I was. I was a bundle of tics and fearful glances that day.
 
                 As soon as it got dark, no matter what I had rationalized that morning, I stayed inside, not daring to wander out onto the porch. I stayed in and watched the evening news for the first time in a decade. I was shocked at the horrors that were seemingly common place now. I wondered how much of this was my fault, creating a generation that was raised on tales of the darkest horrors, inured and even embracing evil as no generation before it. Sick to my stomach, I turned it off and went to bed. 
 
                 The next week followed this pattern. In the morning I would cruise the internet, trying to get a handle on what kind of damage I had done. At night, I would watch the news till I couldn't take it anymore, then go to bed. Occasionally I would catch a glimpse of glowing eyes peering in my windows, and the sickening laugh could be heard pretty much nightly. When I walked out to check the mail each morning I began to notice something had been chipping away more and more at the mortar patching the cracks in the porch.
 
                 My internet wanderings showed me what the mainstream press would not. The dark corners of the western world were aflame. Police forces were strained to the brink trying to handle the huge rise in murders, plus the plethora of ancillary other crimes these 'Samaelian cults' as they were known were perpetrating. Arsons were common, as were killing of animals, nightly desecrations of holy sites, you name it.
 
                 It was all so obvious to me. It blew my mind that no one had put the pieces together. I now suspect that...supernatural forces...were clouding the minds of the people, making them blind to the connections between these crimes. But as I dug deeper I found that wasn't necessarily true. One group, who I won't name as their secrecy is their greatest weapon I feel, was devoted to battling this evil. 
 
                 A call to my accountant got that group set up to be the largest benefactors of my inevitable death. It was all I could do. Save not write that is.
 
                 The whispers had been utterly silent since the night they screamed at me. Life would likely have continued on like this unchanged, me more or less trapped in my own house (I realize voluntarily, but that is how it felt), its servant, whatever it was waiting, lurking outside, if it had not been for Riff. He was prone to wandering off for a night or two every so often, I guess to play at being a feral for a bit. One day he wandered off. The next day I found his poor little body mangled almost beyond recognition on my writing desk. 
 
                 Sobbing I buried him under the tree he got stuck up in once, that damnable laughing coming sporadically from the treeline. I then dried my eyes enough to drive into town, and purchased the gun that sits beside me now. It's amazing how quickly three day waiting periods evaporate when large sums of money get tossed around.
 
                 So now I sit here, typing this on my old Selectric. The whispers have returned, crooning into my ears. What was once a soothing sound now grates and scrapes its way into my mind, leaving me more and more shaken. It has no idea what I'm writing, only that I'm writing again. And for the past hour now I've felt that green eyed thing sitting a few feet behind me, hearing it laugh every so often, seemingly unable to help itself. I'm guessing gloating in it, thinking that it’s won.
 
                 Truth is, I could crank this out, and go back to writing horrors, and grow richer and richer, and go back to living my oblivious life. But my eyes have been opened now, opened with fear and tears. I can't go back. And I know now I will never be allowed to just live a life without writing now. So as soon as this paragraph is done, I will wind out this sheet, set it neatly on the stack with the others, pick up the pistol, and blow out my brains. I know I can do nothing to undo the damage I've done, and saying sorry isn't good enough. The best thing I can do to battle this evil is to die, so my wealth can go to those who can. With that, farewell. May you find the peace pray I soon will. And if ever the wind whispers to you, God help you. 
 
    
 
   Author bio: Bob McGough, an Alabama native, is a two time graduate of Troy University. Having written for bands and music publications in the past, he has in the past two years delved into the world of short fiction. He is currently working on a collection of southern horror stories, and has been published in The Rubicon. Vist his website: talesbybob.com
 
    
 
   
  
 



There's something in my house
 
   By Wesley Thomas
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF 6744796853
 
   Journal transcribed from notes written in the blank sections of a Bible.
 
    
 
    
 
   I have never been one to write journals or diaries; I have always felt they were slightly self-indulgent, and severely pompous. Or in contrast, immature. People who write accounts of their every day existence were one of two people: melodramatic teenagers expressing the emotional pain of adolescence and the transitions one has to go through to become a mentally stable adult. Or an arrogant, self obsessed and neurotic individual who adores talking about their magnificent life that sparkles with perfection.
 
    
 
   But this is neither. This is a real account of the pure horror I have experienced since living here, in this house. This is a warning to future inhabitants of this property, and if after reading this you still wish to stay here, then good luck, you'll need it.
 
    
 
    
 
   Basically, I moved in around a month ago. I am a single man in my twenties, dark hair, slightly chubby, and I work for a bank as the head of sales. I have very little family and like to keep to myself. I have no pets, and my only hobbies are crime/mystery movies, novels, and architecture.
 
   I was dazzled by this house, its sheer splendour. A generously sized building with several impressive and desirable features; my architectural flare was burning bright. Wooden floors throughout, several bedrooms, study, conservatory, screening room, five bathrooms, and a gigantic garden that was comparable to a miniature island. I had dreamt of a house like this my whole life. I was bursting at the seams with excitement when my real estate agent told me it was available.
 
   I wasted no time staining paper with scribbles of ink, and there I was, the official owner of this palace.
 
    
 
   It wasn't until a week after I had moved in that my suspicions arose as to the very possible reality that this superb dream house was... haunted. In today's modern society real estate agents are legally obliged to divulge everything about the property that may affect your purchase, such as: deaths, accidents, faulty electricals, or foundation related problems and if it would eventually turn into a money pit. I trusted my agent. So I felt that these problems were simply me becoming accustomed to my new house. There were several incidents when I experienced fear. And when people say fear, I truly believe that they have no idea what this means; but now, I do. The true definition has corrupted my soul.
 
    
 
   I moved in on a weekend, and a week later I was sat in the living room eating a takeout pizza and watching some crime show, which was my tradition to end a week. Sometimes I would add a nice glass of Merlot, or throw back some rum. But I had absent mindedly forgot to buy some from the store. So I sat captivated by the car chases taking place on screen and the blurry cop cars skidding across asphalt, when out of nowhere I heard a scream.
 
    
 
   Ezekiel 9
 
   'Show no mercy; have no pity! Kill them all - old and young, girls and women and little children'
 
    
 
   This was a high pitched loud scream, as if a witch were trapped in an upstairs bedroom or was stood on my roof all decrepit, with a heart lusting for pigs feet or eye of newt. I instantly jerked, knocking the last few slices of pizza on the floor, and stood paralysed. Upside down pizza lay at my feet, meaty toppings scattered about and tomato sauce spattering the wood. My entire body was humming with nervousness, like a car's engine sending subtle vibrations through the metal carcass.
 
    
 
   My breathing stopped as I looked at the stairwell through an open living room door. I half expected someone or something to come running down: a person, entity, mischievous animal, but nothing. I was convinced I'd heard something, and I knew I had to check. This was very frustrating to me as I was one of those people that on the rare occasion watched a horror flick, and would be yelling repeatedly at the utter lack of common sense being portrayed by the dumb characters going to investigate strange sounds. But in this moment, I felt I was stuck in a horror movie myself, and I knew I couldn't rest or even set myself at ease until I knew for sure what that sound was, and where it had come from.
 
    
 
   I remember ascending the wide wooden steps clutching a kitchen knife and trembling more than a child dreading a beating from his father after misbehaving. A tiny pin-prick sensation pierced every pore around my chest. At one point I thought I was having a heart attack, but as breathing was not a problem I surpassed this and carried on. I anxiously tread the two flights of stairs and entered the first bedroom on the left, opposite the stairwell. All the bedrooms were plotted on one side of the house with all their doors along one wall. Whilst the recreational rooms took you on a maze of corridors and hallways. But I wanted to check the bedrooms before anything else. The first appeared normal, fine furniture, polished and tidy from the début visit of the cleaning lady a couple of days prior to this incident. Each bedroom after that was the same: unperturbed, nothing moved, destroyed, or soiled. Until I got to the last bedroom: my bedroom.
 
    
 
   I opened the door and darkness dominated this vast space, and my eyes instantly fell on the window, and the silhouette of a man stood next to it. My heart stopped and I almost yelled, once again the goosebumps had spread on the surface of my skin, hairs standing stiff and rigid. I then closed my eyes, hoping my optics were playing tricks. When I raised my eyelids slowly and cautiously I knew my eyes had adjusted to the blackness. So I followed them to the same spot, and the man's feet were not there. Phew! I was relieved and ready to retire downstairs when a creak came from behind me. I turned and glared down the hall to see a man dressed as a clown clenching a bloody knife, and wearing a hideous smile. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Jeremiah 48:10 
 
   'Cursed be he who does the Lord's work remissly, cursed he who holds back his sword from blood'
 
    
 
   It had an electric blue wig, white painted face, sinister red smear of a grin streaked across his mouth, and yellow eyes with vertical black slits for pupils. The eyes were more alike to cat eyes than a human's. The clown was giggling, and the laugh was comparable to the scratching of chalk on a classroom board. I hollered and dropped my own knife. It somersaulted to the wooden boards at my feet and the blade ripped a faint pale line across the veneer. He continued to chuckle hysterically and move closer to me; it was as if he was floating in an air of grace and horror.
 
   As if a thick cloud was moving him towards me like a demented magic carpet. The high pitched echo of his hysteria was the most petrifying sound I had ever witnessed, a continuous shriek that echoed down the hallway, tainting every surface with a deafening shrillness. As he advanced even closer, I began to steadily shuffle backwards. My legs trembling and overwhelmed with a numbness, it felt as if an IV drip had been jabbed into my calves. I felt as if I were having to force my legs through a thick sloppy consistency that would hinder a person's movements. Until a hand touched my shoulder.
 
    
 
   The next thing I could recall was awaking on the upstairs hallway. This had not been a nightmare; it was real. I could sense it in my marrow. Although part of me did blame the pizza, ordering from a new pizza joint, maybe it was made using dirty ingredients? Or one of the chefs was ill. I always have nightmares if I eat just before bed. My mother had told me that from a very infantile age, so she would never let me eat after six o'clock. Which possibly credits the reason why I eat so late, both on a weekend, and during the week. A way of rebelling against my mother, as an adult, my way of proving I am a big boy now. Even though that sounded incredibly juvenile. But last night I did not have this level of arrogance, I didn't even have a sprinkling of confidence against a vague figure by a window, and then a God damn clown! It was utterly terrifying. I then realised I had no idea what time it was. I trudged into one of the guest rooms and looked at the clock showing 4:02am Monday morning. What the? Holy crap! I have to start getting ready for work in two hours. 
 
    
 
   I will always remember that Monday, that will now be referred to as 'The Monday'. The day that I forced myself to explain the previous night's events and tried to streak a line of rationalization through it, like a pen checking a multiple choice box. But I couldn't shake the feeling that this was just the beginning of a long line of disturbances that would test my heart's endurance and tolerance of the several creatures that go bump in the night. At this point I just assumed I was going crazy, my sanity dwindling like a candle in the wind, or my brain rotting prematurely. A zombie-like infection ravaging my anatomy. I wish to God that had been the reason, but God must have been strapped for mercy that day, or it was the devil that took hold of my fate and decided to entertain himself at my misfortune.
 
   I found a local therapist who administered a drug called 'zotepine'. He suggested it was just moving jitters, my sub-conscious self adapting to a new environment. But to send me on my way to slumber and feel more relaxed, he gave me a small dosage of this medicine to block my brain's demonic projections. Which he told me were due to stress, and I believed him, what a chump!
 
    
 
   Exodus 29:16 
 
   'Slaughter it and take the blood and sprinkle it against the altar on all sides' 
 
    
 
   That night I endured a combination of dread, rage, and breathless suspense. I felt like an illegal immigrant who worried someone had told the authorities of his non-existent visa to live in this country, and was constantly on edge, drenched in guilty sweat. 
 
   I ordered Chinese. I was not in the right frame of mind to cook that night, work had been stressful, then there had been the therapist, which made me arrive home later than usual. So I felt I'd earned another take out.
 
    
 
   That night I sat in my room and enjoyed a crime movie starring a beautiful red haired youthful lady whose pale but luminous skin was covered in tiny freckles. I couldn't not admire her remarkable acting ability. I was nibbling away at egg fried rice and soaking in her excellent portrayal of a female investigator, when I picked up a whisper.
 
    
 
   This hushing appeared to come from behind me on the bed. I felt a hot breath on my neck and spun around to see the face of an old man. His skin all wrinkled and saggy with murky evil eyes, and blood stained teeth. His eyes were wide, and an insidious grin engulfed half his face. “NAUGHTY BOY,” he yelled.
 
    
 
   I launched my food in his direction, rice raining on everything, and rushed into the hall barely managing to control my limbs for a swift, speedy exit. I leant against the wall concentrating on my breathing, with tears actually dripping down my face. Then I realised I had forgot to take the medication. It was on one of my bedside tables, and per instructions from the expert I was going to take with food. But I'd been distracted by the delicious food, and riveting story unfolding on screen.
 
   I had to go back into that room. 
 
    
 
   A few minutes later my head became more lucid and my heart danced more mildly, to a gentle jazz tune rather than hardcore rock. The fabrication of the old man would surely have disintegrated into nothingness. So I sheepishly sauntered in, still cautious and aware that the phantom could very well be lurking inside waiting for me. I turned into the room and it was empty. Furniture still in place, but the old man had vanished. I wasn't sure how much more I could bend before I broke. Eager to swallow one of these pills and see if they benefited me, I guardedly paced to the bedside table. The pills weren't there.
 
    
 
   After briefly scanning the room for the tiny plastic bottle full of hope I noticed they were on the bed  powdered with rice. I had definitely not put them on the bed; they had been moved. But at this point I was more concerned about getting the stuff into my system as quick as possible to banish these horrid creations of my apparently sick and alarmingly morbid mind. I reached over the bed and in my peripheral vision I spotted dusk through the window, but with something blurred also in sight. 
 
   Exodus 20:13 NIV
 
   'You shall not murder'
 
    
 
   I whirled towards the window to see the old man again, this time angered, “NO” he shouted. 
 
   I scooped up the bottle, stumbled out of the room, raced downstairs and threw myself outside the house onto the lawn where I was bound in bitter winds.
 
    
 
   Normally I had to take any capsules with water as I had trouble swallowing. But I frantically popped the cap and emptied out the contents into the palm of my hand and conveniently only one came out. I harpooned this into my mouth and it hit the back of my throat, quickly tumbling down my gullet as if the pill itself was fearful of this malevolent presence. I instantly became serene, not  as a result of the superhuman rate of the medicine working its wizardry on my despair, but relief at being outside and having taken some 'zotepine'. This annoyed me, how did I feel more relaxed in the garden, than in my own home, MY OWN HOME. Those three words lingered in my mind like swilling a person's palate with a fine wine. Enough was enough. I stomped back inside riding high on testosterone and bubbling over with vengeance. Angst was now a distant memory. Shockingly, that night, I slept like a baby.
 
    
 
   The next morning I awoke brave and proud of myself for having overcome my abhorrence. I brewed some intense coffee, took a sip, then retreated back upstairs to shower. As I washed away sweat and grime I felt as if today was going to be a good day. I couldn't have been more wrong.
 
    
 
   I went about my Tuesday advising on sale tactics, attending meetings, producing power-point presentations and gulping down caffeine-crammed beverages by the gallon. By the end of the day I was shaking as if my whole body had been overcome by Parkinson's decease. I drove home and decided to stop off at a local book store, which I hadn't had the pleasure of visiting yet. I was desperate for a new crime novel, and today I had closed a deal worth millions, so I had most certainly merited some reward. I entered the traditional and quaint little book store, where hundreds upon hundreds of crafted bindings were encompassing me. Thick oak wood held this impressive collection of novels and autobiographies, but my focus was to locate the crime section and delve deep to discover my latest thrilling conundrum. There was a mix of people in various clumps of the store, stood in the genre they felt most comfortable in. Some brave individuals craving horror, others hungered for distraction in the fantasy corner, a few students in the education area, then I sighted it. CRIME. Crying out to my obsession like a bag of cocaine to a drug addict. In bold letters, calling to me like a seductress beckoning with a mystical voice. After an hour of exploring a variety of covers and intriguing blurbs I decided on 'Pin Drop'. A crime/thriller about a rash of teenage girls that keep going missing under very unusual circumstances.
 
    
 
   I rushed home eager to eat, jump in the shower, and hunker down with 'Pin Drop'. There is nothing like the excitement of beginning a new book, falling in love with some characters, and detesting others, becoming completely captivated in a fantastic journey. 
 
    
 
   Leviticus 3:2 
 
   'You are to lay your hand on the head of your offering and slaughter it'  
 
    
 
   As I was quite warm and my bedroom was too stuffy, I sat in the conservatory. I grabbed a mug of coffee to ward off fatigue. I didn't want to sleep for a while yet, not until I had enjoyed at least the first quarter of the novel. There I was, happy, content, enthralled in a fictional world where my brain was painting the words that my eyes were decoding, and my speedy fingers were flipping the pages, keeping the story going, continuing the pursuit of suspects, with protagonists throwing themselves in life or death crises. When a tapping broke my focus. My heart thundered, which was quite dramatic for just a subtle sound. But given my recent troubles and the large volume of caffeine spiking its way into my system, I began to predict the worst. Foreseeing an abundance of hellish apparitions.
 
    
 
   The tapping was continuous, and not only unnerving, but distracting. There was no hope of rejoining the fictitious world with the annoying and simultaneously chilling noise breaking air molecules. I got up and began a search of the grounds. I checked downstairs, and zilch.
 
   I explored upstairs, and nada. But I hadn't explored the kitchen. Maybe it was just a leaky faucet after all this. That is what I prayed, but underneath my vain wishes I knew better. I wandered into the black marble tiles and granite worktops, where all surfaces appeared to be coated in a chunky layer of gloss, as I began listening intently. The drips must be coming from somewhere in or near the kitchen. I followed the dribble to the basement door. I knew the house had one but had avoided it like the plaque as I loathed cellars, and had even refused to enter with the agent at the initial viewing. But regardless, I was out of options. I creaked open the door to be faced with nothing but black. The light from the kitchen only very delicately exposed a wooden bannister leading downstairs with specks of dust swimming aimlessly in the air. I exhaled slowly, and readied myself. I eyed a piece of white string hanging in front of me, which I assumed was for a bulb. In a hurry to shed light on things, literally, to ease the fright darkness created, I yanked it then let the string wiggle for a few seconds. Only two bulbs came on, one in front of me, and one at the bottom of the stairs. They were both very dim, and flickered on and off.
 
    
 
   Each footfall seemed loud enough to wake the dead, an ear-piercing yawn that, well, was comparable to what you would imagine the resonance of the dead waking up would be. The stirring of ghouls, goblins and other manifestations of malevolence. That thought scared me so I shook it from my mind as if it were an aggravating wasp and concentrated on identifying the perpetrator of the tapping. I reached the bottom of the rotten steps and was faced with a concrete floor and poorly plastered walls. There was also a huge metal pipe overhead, travelling the breadth of the basement ceiling. I turned left then right to fully observe the huge space I was now in. The tapping was definitely coming from my right, so I turned and tentatively tiptoed onwards. After a minute of steady well balanced strides, I glimpsed liquid dripping from the ceiling. It was made from enormous planks of wood. After all this, it was a leakage. But after looking down on the solid wintry ground, I concurred the water was red.
 
    
 
   Matthew 10:28 
 
   Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Blood was my instant speculation, but for whatever reason I chose to determine this. My skin once again awash with bumpy hairs, and hot blood rapidly circulating every inch of my fleshy form. I ordered my feet forward. But when I knelt to the red liquid it smelt of paint, not blood. Now I was befuddled. So I found some ladders and a torch. I climbed the metal steps up to the wooden ceiling and separated a couple of beams where the wetness was dropping from. My torches' ray shone over the dead body of a clown.
 
    
 
   I remember thinking I would rather be dead than in this poorly lit basement with a man's dead body  attired as a clown crammed into a cellar ceiling. It appeared to be staring at me, it was the exact same clown that I had seen a few days ago, just with slightly different face paint. Had that been the ghost of the clown? I wasn't sure of any one thing anymore, but I knew one thing, I wanted out of this house immediately. I jumped from the ladder and dashed to the stairs to see an old man stood at the top of them.
 
   “NO,” he yelled, suffused with outrage.
 
   I stumbled backwards, my butt hitting the ground agonisingly. It felt like I was swimming in ice cold water, Antarctic temperatures biting my rump. The old man looked infuriated, stomping his feet as he descended towards me, as if each stamp of his foot caused me pain. He was clearly trying to intimidate me. I closed my eyes and begged the lord for some charity, and when I peeled them up, to my amazement, the man was gone.
 
    
 
   I exploited this opportunity, jolted up and sprinted the staircase, careening through the threshold to the kitchen. I raced through the hall and to the house's entrance, but it was locked, so this provided no escape. 
 
   I was stuck. I then thought of the conservatory in a frenzied panic, and was about to dart back down the hall but at the kitchen's entrance was the clown. “BOO,” he laughed hysterically.
 
    
 
   I wasted no time, turned around the stairway bannister and scrambled upstairs. I reached the top   and racked my brain for some way out of this house. “Come here my dear,” a high pitched voice muttered, it was like the voice of the witch from 'The Wizard Of Oz'. I turned to my left to see an old woman cutting her face with a large knife, with a large golden cross dangling from her neck and laughing at her own self-mutilation. For a few seconds I felt as if I had left my body and was simply watching the madness ensue, experiencing an outer body phenomenon. I was surrounded by a hysterical clown, an angry old man, and an old woman slashing and shredding her flesh. Nightmares envied my turmoil.
 
    
 
   Out of the chaos dominating my cognitions I saw a young girl standing a few feet in front of me, scared. She wore a pair of light blue pyjamas and had golden hair that hung at her shoulders. 
 
   “Come quick, he will kill you if you don't follow me, hurry,” she told me with a hushed voice.
 
    
 
   John 7:20 
 
   "You are demon-possessed," the crowd answered. "Who is trying to kill you?" 
 
    
 
   She twisted around and jogged forwards, and I began to follow her. She scuttled left down a corridor which lead towards the front of the building. I wondered where she was taking me, where could possibly be safe? Until she stopped at a window and turned around to face me.
 
    
 
   “Up there,” she pointed to an attic.
 
   I calculated numbers in my mathematical mind and after an enormously brief analysis I decided I didn't really have much of a choice. I reluctantly pulled down the steps and climbed them, with her leading the way. The second she was in the attic the blackness seemed to consume her entirely, a black void swallowing her youth. Thank god for this little girl, I remember thinking. The drop down stairs came up gradually with a boisterous creak that made me erupt in shivers. I then noticed a small glow of light from the corner of the attic, I couldn't distinguish its origin, but I noticed a cardboard box below this brightness. I crawled over caught up in a web of curiosity, and on temporary leave from my trepidation. I reached into the box to uncover a stack of newspapers, a bible, crayons, and a few toys. I began reading the headline of the first paper, 'man kills himself, and family, dressed as clown'. Below this was a picture of an elderly couple and their daughter, the girl was the very same girl that had brought me up into the attic. 
 
    
 
   The horrifying reports continued with creepy gallant headlines. 'Killer Clown Murderer', 'Haunted Clown House'. All this had taken place in my current residence, that realisation petrified me and I experienced a new lease of terror, knowing I was in an attic of a house that had bared witness to such butchery. But yet again my meddlesome nature challenged my abhorrence for attention of my thoughts. I continued to read one article detailing the chilling entropy that had played out in this dwelling. It no longer felt like my home, but a place stained with death and anarchy. Questions dropped into my mind like fish falling into a shark's mouth. Were the man and the clown that I had seen, the same person? Did this man just snap? Or did something happen? Out of my several enigmas an icy hand grabbed me. I again felt a breath on my neck. I spotted the clown in the gloom holding a balloon animal immersed in blood, sniggering. Someone then knocked at the attic hatch and with a husky voice uttered, “I'm coming for you.”
 
    
 
   The clown had vanished. Just before a crimson covered knife poked through a gap in the attic door.
 
   As this happened I was enveloped in a whiteness and then a flash of scenes played before me.
 
   The elderly couple at the hospital thankful to have finally been blessed with a baby, the parents a few years later playing with their child on an evening, the mother smiling and she wore plain but colourful clothes with a large golden cross necklace, and a cross stud in her ear, I guess that explains why I am writing in this. The father was dressed as a clown making the girl laugh, when they hear a bang at the door. They open it to a man gripping a long sharp knife, who plunges it into the clown's stomach, screaming ensues until the man has sliced and diced everyone. Splashes of blood oozing from every surface. Then the intruder took the clown costume from the dead man and changed into it. He used some paints that were in the living room for his face. Then he crept down to the basement, wedged into the ceiling, and hid above wooden boards. That clown in the cellar wasn't a dead body or a ghost, it was the man who annihilated the previous residents. It was the man who was trying to break into the attic right this second.
 
    
 
   Psalm 55:5 
 
   'Fear and trembling have beset me; horror has overwhelmed me' 
 
    
 
   I began to cry and shake ferociously. Then I heard the girls voice, “My daddy wants you to leave this house.” I either stayed in the attic with an old man disguised as a clown, knife-happy senior citizen and odd little girl, all of which I assume are ghosts. Or I open the attic hatch and unleash a living, breathing, murderous man, dressed in the clown costume of a man he'd slaughtered. 
 
   “My daddy is angry with you now,” the little girl announced, appearing scared herself.
 
   Then the rapping of the attic door continued and the man's voice calmly but eerily spoke through the gap. “I know you're in there, come out and play.”
 
    
 
   I am writing this in the tattered and ripped bible I found in the box, with a colouring crayon, on any blank page or big enough space to mark my words that I could find. I figure that most people, even the most non-religious and unbelieving, would reach for any semblance of faith in times of abhorrence. So this is why I chose to write my message in a bible, to future householders. The murderer is still trying to get into the attic, shouldering the door and jutting the knife through. The girl is still warning me of her father's inhospitableness. Hopefully you will read this before it is too late. I still have to get out of here yet. So who knows, if I don't make it and someone moves into this house, and is now reading this, I may see you very soon. My massacred corpse could be in this house, not far from my ghost. Who could be stood behind you right now. 
 
   Or even the clown. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Author bio: Wesley submerged himself in all things horror from a tender age, loving horror movies, series, and reading any and every horror novel or collection he could get his hands on. After working as a freelance writer to gain some experience Wesley took the plunge in 2012 and wrote his first horror novella. He now has multiple publications climbing the charts on Amazon (The Darkness Waits, Terror Train) and is working on his next novel, and a collection of horror novellas. He has discussed his work on radio, had local and national newspaper interviews, and even took part in a Twitter interview live from NYC. As if he hadn't been busy enough, he is an official contributor for www.horrornovelreviews.com reviewing the best in established and undiscovered horror fiction, in print, digital, and on screen. You can read snippets of his work, reviews, short stories, blogs, book trailers, a full biography, and much more on his website: wesleythomaswriter.weebly.com
 
   
  
 



Tweets of Terror
 
   By Robert Holt
 
    
 
   Case #BF6000742593
 
   Journal transcribed from a series of tweets.
 
    
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   Thx for the follow @-------
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- following people is how I make a living
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- Oh great, what are you selling?
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- I’m not selling nething. I follow people and take their shtuff 
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- haha. I ain’t got much for you to take.
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- You have plenty
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- If you really plan on stealing bank accounts, I suggest my x’s. She got my moneys 
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- Not after money
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- no?
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- no. I steal other things. More valuable things.
 
    
 
    Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- More valuable than money? Is this a riddle.
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- Why do you text and drive? You just missed your turn. 
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- Who is this?
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- I told you. I’m following you? 
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- Have you hacked into my GPS or something?
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- Seriously, I am calling the police.
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- Who the fuck is this?
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- Watch the road. Ass hole
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- fuck you.
 
    
 
   Matt ------- @-------
 
    
 
   @---- your organs aren’t worth a damn to us if you crash. 
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   @------- You sick fuck. Is that you behind me? 
 
    
 
   Geoff ----- @----
 
    
 
   To all of Geoff’s followers, Geoff has left the building.
 
    
 
   Author bio: Robert Holt is the author of the novel Death's Disciples and many short stories that can be found in anthologies everywhere. Follow him at www.Holthorror.wordpress.com.
 
   
  
 



Self-Consumed
 
   By Terry M. West & Regina West
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Case #BF9472613586
 
   Journal transcribed from a spiral notebook found on the  premises of Dr. Geoffrey Boron after his suicide.
 
    
 
    
 
   So, this is the first page of a new notebook which is always an event. The first thing I have to do is my usual disclaimer:
 
   Ahem - This is a private journal which holds the thoughts of the brilliant Sharon Boron. If you are not Sharon and you are reading this, stop now or face a curse of bad teeth and back zits!  LOL.  
 
    
 
   Okay, so I am trying to be light and cute but I am actually in a pretty shitty mood today. I can't stand those stupid, immature h8er bitches in Geometry.  They are so annoying.  I can't stand the thought of going to that class when I know that those girls are gonna bring it every single day.   Especially Sheree because she thinks I like Jason.  It's like, "I literally do not want your BF, Sheree."  She's just jealous because I have good hair and she thinks Jason wants to get with me.  That's something I can not help.  I should just go to school without make-up and without a shower and then maybe they will leave me alone.  But then they will probably h8 on me for being tore up.  I was crying for like an hour and a half and dad caught me.  He's like, "They're going to be mean, regardless, so just ignore them and focus on your school work" and shit...   But he doesn't have to sit there and live through it.  Dad told me he got bullied in school for being fat and smart and that it's part of growing up.  He always says, "The best revenge is to have a good life." 
 
   But it's harder on girls.  Dad doesn't even know what it's like for me.  It's like really hard to be perfect like everyone expects me to be.  Those bitches at school - they won't shove me into a locker or whatever, like they did to dad (which is so lame - like, hi dad, the 1950's called and they want their stereotypical nerd back).  But what these girls WILL do is get up in my brain with a razor and make me question every freaking thing I do.  It's like, am I wearing the right shoes?  If I laugh at a joke, should I be playing it cool instead?  The worst is when they look me up and down with those judgy eyes, looking for something wrong with me.  I know I'm not fat or anything, but they will even hate me if I look TOO good.  I mean, damn!  I can't chill at all, ever.  It is the worst day of my life every single freaking day.  I wish I could be like, #WHATEVS you know, in my head.  But it really hurts inside.  Just because dad's a doctor, they think I'm rich and that I think I'm better than them.  That's another thing I can't help.   And I am so tired of pretending to be stupid for the sake of being popular.  I dumbed myself down all through junior high and I was actually happy.  Just another really happy, popular little Belieber airhead.  I was in with the right girls (or maybe I was the right girl to be in with). But I'm so tired of being stupid and superficial and I wish my shoes didn't mean shit.  And they don't realize that I have to work for everything I get.  You know, dad isn't just handing out new iPhones because I'm cute.  (But I hope he WILL get me the new one for my birthday... please, please, please). I can't wait to get my license and a new red car.  Then when I get into UCLA and I see those h8ters flipping burgers at Mickey D's they'll be like, "Hey, Girl!  What's up, Girl!"  like they never did me any wrong.  Like TBT to when Jennifer was all fake and nice because she heard I had tickets to Demi Lovato then Jennifer told Kara I was a stuck up bizzo.  Ugh... I can't even.  Stupid bizatches need to grow up.
 
   So, like dad always says, leave it on the page and walk away from it.  And I will never tell Dad he was right because he thinks he's too smart anyway and he doesn't have a clue what my life is like. But it does help to write it down.  Maybe I will look back at these diaries when I am a crank-ass old lady and I'll just laugh at all these hateful futhermuckers then.
 
   Well, I'm audi 5.0 for now.  Dad's working late which means it's pizza and totally bad horror movie night.  I wanna watch something where zombies eat a bunch of mean girls LMFAO
 
   ***
 
    
 
                 
 
                 My name is Eric Crockett and this is my confession.
 
    
 
                 Dr. Boron has left me my writing hand. It is bound, but flexible and I am able to put this pen to paper. So now I leave my last thoughts in this pink notebook. 
 
                 I have read Sharon Boron’s diaries back and forth. There’s not much else to do in this chilly and dark basement. I read during the day by sunlight which penetrates the unburied planks near the small and high window of the cellar.
 
                 Of everything Dr. Boron has done, making me read his daughter’s journals is the cruelest thing. Sharon was fourteen when she began putting her raw thoughts in these girly notebooks. And she was sixteen when she was killed and the last entry of hers was the night before that. Sharon had just started a new journal in this pink notebook that is decorated with a unicorn on the cover. Seventeen was coming quickly for her, but seventeen may as well have been a million years away. I can still smell the child on the pages of this journal. Her ideas and experiences and rants shape the dreams I have when I am able to sleep. Sharon spoke to the world here, in this pad and the others I have read, and her words remain and remind and they haunt me.
 
                 I think back to the accident quite often. It was a dark and stormy night, as the literary hacks would say. When I struck her with my car, my eyes were on my phone. And, yes, there were three beers in my system. I held the girl in the rain and cried and spoke to her until the ambulance and police came. But my assurances had fallen on cold ears.
 
                 I got off, because I am a highly-educated and successful Caucasian businessman in America and my golf buddies are judges and attorneys. It is funny how people of the higher class will do whatever must be done to protect one of their own; favors to put in back pockets should shadows ever fall their way. The criminal case against me failed, and I waited for a civil suit, quite prepared to settle out of court. I let my lawyer buddies save me from jail and I was informed that I would most likely lose a civil suit, but I was okay with that. I wanted to account for this on some level. But I required my freedom. How arrogant the affluent to assume that they can pay for their crime in whatever form they choose. The rich always presume that money is the most important thing to anyone.
 
                 The lawsuit never came. Dr. Boron, a widowed general physician, disappeared from my life after the trial. My soul needed resolution and peace, but Dr. Boron made no attempts against me, though I had taken all that was left from the man. I waited and hoped he would try to at least extract financial revenge upon me, but I didn’t see him again; until, and I am guessing here… a month ago (I can’t say for sure, without a calendar or watch or a phone on me).
 
                 It had taken a year for people to forget my name and stop looking at me like a privileged monster. Dr. Boron is African-American, as was his daughter. I am white and wealthy. So you can imagine how the news stations handled this. 
 
                 Excess is how people with money deal with their pain. I drank heavily during this dark period. As a matter of fact, I was in a downtown bar when I encountered Dr. Boron again. I didn’t recognize him, of course. The man was balding and overweight, though he knew better, and I didn’t think I would ever forget the sad glare he pointed at me in court. But he wore a hoodie and dark glasses that night to disguise himself, and I was drunk, so it was relatively easy for him to spike my drink and shoulder me out of the place. He offered to see me to a cab and I passed out.
 
                 When I woke, I was here, in this basement. I sat here for two days in a haze. I was finally jacked into an IV while I was sleeping. I don’t know what the doctor is pumping into me. But whatever it is, it keeps me weak but allows me to think fairly clearly.  It was four days, I think, before I awoke and noticed that Dr. Boron was standing in front of me. He had the first of Sharon’s notebooks. He gave me the earliest volume, without a word, and then he left.
 
                 It was shortly after this torture had begun that the doctor returned to my gloomy prison. He came down the stairs with a foul-looking black stew in a bowl. I ate it, hungrier than I could ever remember being. After I finished, I noticed that my left foot was gone. 
 
                 It took a few meals to make the correlation but there is now no doubt; Dr. Boron is coldly and neatly erasing me. Whenever I eat, I lose something. This ritual has continued without a word or a curse or a plea between us.
 
                 Surprisingly, there is little pain involved with these procedures. Whatever it is that he serves me through the tubes makes this a relatively painless torture. I kick out in my sleep with sewn stumps. I try to scratch an itch sometimes with a hand I devoured days ago.
 
                 My lower legs and my left arm to the shoulder are gone, now; carved off, boiled and sprinkled with things from a spice rack. My right arm is the only functioning limb I have left and I realized only today why that was. 
 
                 When I awoke this morning, I noticed the pen near my shackled hand, and I have decided to follow the doctor’s quiet prompt before he serves me what is left. My last meals are going to taste like sin and regret, and the good doctor is going to have to help me eat them. I will be vanished soon, and all that will be left of me will be a sizable bank account that my siblings will fight over in my absence. My dreams of taking a wife and raising children of my own died on a cold rainy night. I have no heirs. 
 
                 Dr. Boron is doing me a kindness, really, as this would have killed me at a much slower rate over the course of years. I am prepared to pay, and my money and friends can't twist the rules in this court. My captor is judge and stoic executioner. There are no appeals to be found here and I wouldn't pursue them even if I could. Let the darkness come and take this miserable life of mine.
 
                 I don’t expect Dr. Boron to read this until I am gone. And I want to take this opportunity to ask for his forgiveness. I never meant to destroy what little light he had left, and what he has taken from me doesn’t equal the debt I owe, and I know this.
 
                 I think I am going to stop now. It has been two days since my last meal, and I am getting queasy from hunger pains. 
 
                 God help me, I am starving. 
 
    
 
   Author bios: Terry M. West is the author of Heroin in the Magic Now, What Price Gory, and other twisted tales of terror. He is also an artist, filmmaker, actor and the creator and editor of the anthology you are currently reading. Visit his site: www.terrymwest.com
 
   Regina West is a former live television news director, a filmmaker, journalist, editor, member of American Mensa and she has traveled the world and studied numerous foreign languages, including Japanese, Spanish, French and Hebrew. She is an animal rights activist. She is married to author Terry M. West and the two have a son, Terrence. 
 
   
  
 



Note-To-Self
 
   By Christopher Alan Broadstone
 
    
 
   Case #BF7008269305
 
   Journal transcribed from a diary of events originating from external and internal messages materialized on the author Seimen Kleined’s own body, as told by the author.
 
    
 
   1
 
   Lost in utter darkness I felt the slightest sensation of floating, rising –– then a gentle nudge at my lower back, as if a ghostly hand had slithered inside of me, the fingers coiling around the base of my spine and pushing me upward from the depths of oblivion into the light.  But, as yet, I could see no light and my eyelids were too heavy to open, forcing me back onto myself in introspection.  As my spine arched in ascension, my head lolled backward, reaching a plane with my feet, which were dangling at the extremity of my legs, like two anchors begging to stall my buoyancy.  So I remembered myself; the why of me.  I am what the police call a serial killer.  In all truth, a global killer.  Thinking that now, it seemed so absurd.  A global killer was supposed to be an asteroid the size of Texas.  But I’m much more like a microorganism, a virus or flesh-eating bacteria, although one that is randomly –– almost abstractly –– subjective in its choice of human, rather than pandemic.  Even so, I have become pandemic in name.  The moniker started with local police detectives in Argentina after what they described as my third mutilation murder, and as time crept by it spread to Interpol and its 190 member countries.  They all now call me Splitfoot, or the Splitfoot Killer.  Sensationalism, however, was never my goal.  Splitfoot was simply born out of my endless grief and was always an in-joke sprung from my futile effort to revive myself.  But it became my calling card.
 
    
 
   Suddenly but gently twitching, the ghostly hand gripping the root of my spine continued to push me toward the surface of consciousness. Languidly rising, I became aware of my arms outstretched in a Christ-pose at my sides.
 
    
 
   I clenched my fists and felt only the flesh of my palms, no nails, no restraint. The latter thought seemed to reverberate sonorously in my mind –– no restraint –– and my leaden eyelids fluttered for the first time.  I attempted to move my arms and they swayed in the vast nothingness.  With some effort I pulled them to my sides and corkscrewed my wrists.  No restraint, I thought again.  No chains, no chains, no chains...
 
    
 
   And it was at that moment the dead air that had been trapped in my lungs expanded my larynx and puffed up beneath my lips, parting them. I breathed in a sterile coolness.  My eyelids fluttered once more and they also parted, revealing a blur of white that quickly whirled into a vertiginous rectangle that could only be the ceiling of a room.  A jail, I feared, as I again corkscrewed my wrists and my eyes closed one more time.  But no chains.  
 
    
 
   Abruptly, I heard the sound of a door opening and footsteps coming closer.  A man’s whispery voice fell over me, “Mr. Kleinend...”
 
    
 
   I was reluctant to move, but then fingers lifted my right and left eyelids in succession, allowing a bright light to burst over my retinas, jarring me into a more resolved state of consciousness.
 
    
 
   “Mr. Kleinend,” the voice said again, no longer a whisper.  I stared up at the jail cell ceiling and it slowly spun to a stop.
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling?” asked the man standing at my left.  He was clearly of Arabic descent, and wearing a knee-length, white physician’s coat over green scrubs.  Without moving my head I surveyed my periphery, quickly surmising I was in a hospital bed in a hospital room, not on a filthy cot in some third world jail.  I wasn’t handcuffed to the bed railing either, and there were no madman’s restraints securing my arms at my sides.
 
    
 
   “Good to see you finally awake,” said the doctor, reviewing a clipboard.
 
    
 
   Finally? I wondered.  I could vaguely recall a dream now, of being lost in a desert for what seemed like days.  Then falling down a dune toward some kind of tent.  As I grew more aware, I knew this dream was a genuine memory, not a paranoiac phantasm.  The world’s airports really had been looking for me, the global killer: the infamous and elusive Splitfoot.
 
    
 
   The doctor spoke again, “Mr. Kleinend...”
 
    
 
   It seemed so odd to hear my own name, I’d used it less and less often as my bogus credentials had changed more frequently over the years.  And now I remembered I’d tossed my last identity and cell phone into that vast desert the moment my feet hit the sand and my ride sped away, the tires of the truck spitting up enough hot grit to bury it for decades, bolstered by the constant eolian dust.   As if on cue I spied my rucksack setting atop a sterile white cabinet across the room from the foot of my bed.  There was a ragged tear in the side seam, where I had stitched-in my genuine passport, other credentials, and credit cards.  At the moment I couldn’t remember how many ages ago that was.
 
    
 
   “I’m Dr. Zayed,” said the doctor.  “You are at New Cairo City Hospital.”
 
    
 
   “New Cairo,” I repeated to myself.
 
    
 
   “About 20 minutes outside of Cairo proper.”
 
    
 
   I again remembered the tent.  A tent painted crimson by the setting sun, a candle burning in the darkness within.  I looked up at the doctor and he answered my unspoken question.
 
    
 
   “Bedouin found you about 3 kilometers southeast of the city.  You were very lucky, Mr. Kleinend.”  But the look on his face seemed to imply just the opposite.  From against the wall, he pulled up a tall chair and sat down next to the bed, bringing us on to a more level field of view.
 
    
 
   “You suffered an ischemic stroke,” he continued, “collapsing at the foot of a Sheikh’s encampment.”
 
    
 
   Whoever was in that tent, I remembered –– Sheikh, man, woman, or child –– was supposed to have been Splitfoot’s last victim.  The Bedouin had disrupted my course, leaving me an anachronism to be sorted out by fate.  I didn’t care for that at this questionable moment in the grand scheme of things, and looked away from Dr. Zayed to the rucksack.  I focused on the tear in its side.  It was now obvious it had been deliberately cut.  This is it, I thought.  This is when the Cairo police detectives and Interpol burst in like the Gestapo.
 
    
 
    “Mr. Kleinend,” muttered Dr. Zayed –– there it was again, my real name.  I swallowed and felt something stir deep within me.  I cringed with it.
 
    
 
   “Is there pain?”
 
    
 
   I blinked away the cramp and shook my head in the negative.  “How?” I whispered, my eyes still glued to my rucksack.
 
    
 
   “The Bedouin you happened upon are Fellaheen,” said Dr. Zayed, “and are a simple people.  Many clans still have what the western world would call a witch-lady, for healing. After running your toxicology and MRI, we’re still analyzing the pharmacology of the desert cocktail you were given.  It acted as a neuroprotective agent preserving––”
 
    
 
   “Neuronal structure and function,” I interjected without really meaning to –– glutamate excitotoxicity, oxidative stress –– I knew about all of it.
 
    
 
   Immediately, Dr. Zayed lost interest in the technical bent of our conversation in favor of the philosophical.  “They said you were a wanderer...like them.  But one who needed to go home.”
 
    
 
   With that, I looked Dr. Zayed straight in the eyes.  It was evident he could see the fear in me.  The words “go home” sparked an anxiety I hadn’t expected.  What else could it be?  It was obvious I hadn’t been identified by the local police, nor was I in Interpol custody.  As I continued to ponder this, Dr. Zayed slowly put his right hand in the pocket of his coat and even more slowly withdrew it.  I watched his clenched fist with an earnestness I hadn’t felt since I saw that single, speck-of-a-candle burning beyond the blowing door flap of that Bedouin tent.  As I blinked the tiny flame hemorrhaged and bled into a 3-inch tall, cylindrical glass bottle Dr. Zayed sat on the overbed table at my left.  It touched down with the most delicate clack.  But it should have rumbled like an angry thunder bursting from Hell’s sphincter.
 
    
 
   “This was the embolus we removed during surgery,” said Dr. Zayed.  The embolus, I thought.  My embolus.  As with “neuroprotective”, I knew exactly what an embolus was; I had once been a grad year med student specializing in psychopharmacology.  I stared at the embolus in the bottle.  It looked like a twist of rubbery flesh, a calamari preserved in urine.
 
    
 
   “Mr. Kleinend, this was blocking the internal carotid artery and was nearly into your brain.”
 
    
 
   And why are you showing it to me? I nearly blurted.  There was no reason to show a patient an embolus.  It wasn’t a souvenir. 
 
    
 
   “It’s tissue,” informed Dr. Zayed.  “The morphology suggests an anomaly.”
 
    
 
   “Cytology?”
 
    
 
   “It’s still in work up.”
 
    
 
   The embolic tissue isn’t part of me, I realized.  I wanted to blurt “impossible”, but the single word I spoke aloud was, “Paralysis...”
 
    
 
   Dr. Zayed once more mistook my rhetoric as a question and shook his head, “No...you were fortunate.”  Then he added, “The Bedouin saw something in you that frightened them.”
 
    
 
   I could see that the good doctor had also seen something in me that frightened him.  It was the embolus, of course –– not of my DNA –– likely making me the first genetic chimera he’d ever come face to face with.  As if reading my thoughts, Dr. Zayed abruptly stood and replaced the tall chair next to the wall near the head of the bed, the metal feet stuttering against the floor.  “I’ll return after my rounds, Mr. Kleinend. We’ll talk more then.”
 
    
 
   Turning quickly, the tail of his physician’s coat rustled like the door flap of the Bedouin tent, and he left the room.  Left me alone with that twist of flesh in the jar.  My embolus.  My morbid souvenir from a near death experience.  But, as I recalled, I’d been slowly coming out of a near death experience for years.  Healing, I thought, as my eyes continued to linger on the mysterious calamari floating in a flaxen liquid for what might have been eternity, yet all crammed into a single minute.  At last I reached up and touched the bottle.  Picked it up –– there was that delicate clack again.  I brought it close to my eyes and rolled it slowly, studying the embolus within.  But then I stopped and emitted a barely perceptible sputter.  There was something scratched ever so lightly into the hide of this flat worm that had been slithering it’s way toward my brain.  As I read it, the words were a whisper in my head:  “I am here...”
 
    
 
   2
 
   Once again I rotated the bottle and the pale scrawl –– I AM HERE –– such an unnerving note-to-self, gently corkscrewed through the shallow liquid within and out of my sight.  My focus pulled back and I aligned my eyes on my sandblasted rucksack now askew on the overly ornate dresser, of my garish Egyptian themed hotel room, situated against the adjacent wall.  Two days ago in the hospital it had been a struggle to climb out of bed after Dr. Zayed had left, but I’d managed out of sheer desperation.  I’d had to check my violated rucksack and take inventory of its contents, if they’re still was any.  I had crept up on the bag slowly, as much from the dread that there would be nothing within as from weakness.  Only my hypodermics and collection of anesthetics (certainly pilfered by the Bedouin) were missing, all else was accounted for.  At least what I feared losing the most.
 
    
 
   Now, resting on the bed with my legs outstretched and my back up against the headboard, I let my eyes fall from the rucksack to the small, dark wooden box next to me on the rumpled bed sheets.  It was crude with a rough grain, and with its six corners I’d always thought it anthropoid in shape, resembling a squat coffin.  I remembered the day it arrived on my doorstep in a parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied with coarse twine –– and with no return address.  Stepping out onto the front stoop of the family brownstone I’d scoured the street for any sign of a deliveryman.  Holding my breath, I’d even listened for giggling children or chuckling teens –– tennis shoes on pavement, sticks on sidewalk railings –– but there weren’t any clues implying pranksters, either.  The entire street was dead silent with a chilling calm that was unprecedented, even in this sleepy district of Boston.  The parcel had come to me with just a few deliberate, hard knocks at my front door.  As time passed, however, I came to realize those innocuous raps never stopped echoing through the halls of my mind.  I’d even heard their rumbling chorus as I’d stumbled toward the Bedouin tent in the desert.
 
    
 
   And, I thought now, their witch-lady wants me to go home.
 
    
 
   But I didn’t want to go back to that 18th century catafalque.  Home was what I was running from in effort to escape back into life.  My mother had also suffered from chronic depression, her own mother and sister having drowned themselves before she was 15.  After the untimely death of my father, her genetics exploded within her, releasing an hereditary poison that I had believed I could cure with an aggressive medical career and relentless psychopharmacological research.  But I was wrong.  Less than a week after Father’s funeral –– on the cusp of consigning her to a hospital for an intense psychiatric treatment –– I’d rolled over in my bed and found Mother next to me, her eyes open and staring.  She wasn’t moving.  I froze and listened intently...but there was no breath escaping her lips, now glued together in what seemed a peaceful, flat-line smile.  She had succumbed to her grief and simply passed away at my side, watching me sleep, as she had so often done when I was a boy.
 
    
 
   Mother always said it took only a cup of water to drown someone –– anyone –– but it was a deluge of tears that finally drowned me.  How much time actually slipped by after that torrent of misery first washed over me, I had no idea.  But then one day the tears receded; and then there were none.  I, the vigilant Ark, had been overcome, rattled, and bashed about until suddenly, without a whisper of warning, I was grounded.  And it was I alone who stumbled from the vast hull, the husk that had been me, now devoid of life with only fleeting echoes of memory.  I was not the same.  And I saw that I was truly alone for the first time in my life.
 
    
 
   I never returned to Johns Hopkins School of Medicine.  With Mother gone there seemed no point.  My passion and belief systems had collapsed.  At 27 I did nothing but wander the family brownstone to no valid end.  I didn’t bother to seek treatment; all of the therapeutic, medicinal avenues had been traversed by my mother, and they all had led to the same precipice.  I did, however, diagnose myself with Prolonged Grief Disorder and, as time progressed, Cotard’s Delusion.  I was certain I was dead and my internal organs were rotting into dust with every passing moment.  Foolish as it might seem to the to passersby –– who spied me languidly staring out through the front window, searching their faces of nothing for nothing –– that I was actually peering out from the grave and hope of recovery was not an option.  But as my own time continued to stand still, a litany began to distill itself from “not an option” and roll around my mental tomb, echoing back on itself until all I could hear was: ...not an option...an option...not an option...an option...
 
    
 
   I had begun to sense a dull pressure in my head that, at first, I could only vaguely equate to actual thought.  It was being squeezed upward and outward, like old toothpaste worked from a tube with both thumbs, until at last it presented itself as a desiccated shrivel.  But it wasn’t just a dried up, moribund thought anymore, it was a memory of Mother.  There was only one avenue of treatment she had never sought. 
 
    
 
   The Devil, I realized.  Why not call on the Devil?
 
    
 
   It seemed so ludicrous, though, to seek intervention from the supernatural in effort to rescue oneself from oblivion.  But that’s exactly what I did.  I called on the Devil over and over and over again, until my pathetic incantation was blaring from my mouth as a boorish demand for Damnation’s King to appear.  And still I persisted, certain the passersby –– the outside-people –– saw me as some Mickey Mouse Faust, calling on all broomsticks to come alive and tote buckets of water to douse my insane fire.  Of course, it was myself I was calling back to life as I finally buckled with genuine, diabolical laughter that bounded about the halls and rooms of the brownstone, battering me into collapse and finally a jittery sleep on the front-room floor.
 
    
 
   When I awoke, I dragged myself to the foyer, hauled myself up by means of the umbrella stand then the coat rack, and stared into the oblong mirror on the wall.  I blinked listlessly; other than being able to acknowledge the bruises around my eye and on my temple, I knew I was backtracking down the spiraling, insular roads of Cotard’s Delusion.  My efforts to roust the Devil had proven futile and absurd.  Not even a menial demon had materialized –– not even to this day, post-stroke and again staring at myself, although now into a mirror above the dresser in the gaudy hotel room in New Cairo City.
 
    
 
   My eyes shifted to the reflection of the now open coffin box on the bed.  Abandoning the mirror, I made my way to the far side of the bed and knelt down before it.  Inside was the astrolabe: a shining brass disk nestled in a bed of crimson velvet.  Its age was indeterminate, but all others boasting such old-world craftsmanship only existed in museums or rare private collections.  My father had owned one once, and had taught me the basics of using the device when on evening excursions in Boston Harbor.  This astrolabe, however, was altogether different –– divergent in its purpose –– which, when I had deciphered the reasoning of its mechanics, had steered me from the incessant, closed topography of Cotard’s Delusion.  As I’d further broken down its construct and gleaned its usage, I dubbed it the corporeal astrolabe, then simply the corporalabe, because it was not a device for calculating the declination of stars and assessing time, but for divining the astrological sign, birth date, latitude and longitude of specific human beings: the outside-people that would help me heal myself.  Simply type the coordinates into the GPS app of any smartphone.
 
    
 
   –––––––––––––––
 
   Climbing the last of the stairs to the hotel roof, I stepped out into the breezy night.  Spying the nearly full moon, I walked to the far corner of the rooftop to be clear of the brightly lit helipad and whirring air conditioning units.  From my pocket I extricated the smartphone I’d just lifted via a tourist in the lobby and checked the time –– 11:54pm –– nearly the witching hour.  Magic hour for the corporalabe: which I’d only discerned after finding the encaustic painting of the figure of a man hidden beneath the velvet cradle within the coffin box.  It was a duplicate of the figure painted on the inside of the lid of the box, except for the markings on the anatomy.  The figure on the lid was adorned with logos of the twelve astrological signs, each labeling the parts of the body that they were believed to influence.  The hidden figure, however, was what I concluded to be a Chakra Man.  Although out of the seven primary energy centers there were only three marked: the muladhara chakra, located at the base of the spinal region; the anahata chakra, located at the center of the chest; and the sahasrara chakra, painted as a colorful, multi-petal flower blossoming from the top of Chakra Man’s head.  Instead of the Gemini twins, one clinging to each arm of Zodiac Man, the Chakra Man’s arms implied the Earth’s horizon, the flaming sun setting below the right arm and the glowering moon rising above the left, suggesting the dominance of night over day.  Noting the Roman numeral XII on Chakra Man’s forehead, it was clear that the moon’s angle of declination should be read at exactly midnight.
 
    
 
   Setting the smartphone’s alarm for lunar magic hour, I placed it on the concrete balustrade edging the roof.  Removing the corporalabe from the leather satchel I’d also acquired from an unwitting hotel patron, I lifted the device up before my eyes.  With my thumb hooked into the atypical northern armilla, I pivoted the corporalabe so that it hung with its narrow circumference perpendicular to the moon, then placed my right palm flush against the flat backside to steady the it against the growing evening breeze.  Taking hold of the alidade between my finger and thumb, I closed my left eye, rotating the site rule until my right eye could see the moon aligned through the viewing holes at either end.  A moment later the phone alarm sounded and I held my breath, minutely adjusting the alidade.
 
    
 
   A heavy gust of wind came up and I squinted against it, trying to focus on the measured angle of declination the alidade was pointing to –– but before I could read the degree, my eyes clamped shut and I flinched with the sharp prick of something blown into my left eye.  I tried to blink it away, then licked my finger and ran the tip over the sclera and cornea, but the scratching persisted, my eye tearing profusely.  Wiping away the fluid, I saw that it wasn’t a clear, cleansing discharge; it was dark and lubricous.  I flinched again and groaned as more blood hemorrhaged from between my eyelids.  Grabbing up the smartphone, I clawed at the back until it popped off and the battery fell out onto the rooftop.  Throwing the phone over the balustrade with all my strength, I tucked the corporalabe under my arm and raced back to my hotel room.  Once inside I threw the deadbolt and stumbled to the bathroom.  Flipping on the light, I hung against the doorframe, panting and looking like a drunken Popeye.  I could just make out my gory face and figure in the mirror.  Launching forward I dumped the corporalabe next to the sink and took hold of the edge of the counter to steady myself.  I attempted to open my bloody eye and again the debris dug into the meat of the orb.  I buckled with the torture until I was nearly face down in the sink.  I sputtered, spitting mucous as I twisted on the faucet and frantically splashed cool water onto my face.  Fingering open the lids of my injured eye, I forced water into the socket and, after what seemed like endless minutes, the biting pain faltered...then assuaged, becoming a dull throb that echoed my heartbeat.  I began to breath easier.  Blinking cautiously, I observed that the bleeding had nearly stopped.  “Fuck,” I exhaled.
 
    
 
   Leaning toward the mirror, I pulled down my lower left lid to survey the severity of the damage and shuttered with a chill.  Whatever had infiltrated my eye had left its mark crudely scratched into the now flushed sclera, below the cornea, as a series of 6 letters: SHAKTI
 
    
 
   Exposing the inside of my stinging lower lid, I found another 6 letters excoriating the flesh: SACRUM
 
    
 
   “Shakti,” I whispered. “Sacrum.”
 
    
 
   Until this moment the embolus and its message –– even the corporalabe –– had seemed like found fiction: some kind of joke to transcend my ludicrous invocation of the ever-absconding Devil, but the scarification of my eye brought the truth into focus.  My studies of Chakra Man had revealed that Shakti was the corporeal life force; and now it was speaking to me from within, coiled at my root chakra, my Sacrum. 
 
    
 
   I released my lower eyelid and glared at the corporalabe on the counter next to the sink.  My blood on the alidade and swathing the etched surface beneath had coagulated, gluing the site rule to the last reading I’d taken on the roof of the hotel.  I knew that latitude.
 
    
 
   What have I done?
 
    
 
   3
 
   My first instinct had been to run.  And as I’d cleaned my blood from the hotel room and bathroom, I devised a plan of escape that first led me to old Cairo, by taxi, and then to Ramses Train Station.  Now on a French Turboliner, racing north to Alexandria, I sat ensconced in my window seat, staring out at the desert, wishing I could vanish into the blur of the landscape.  At a pharmacy near my hotel, I’d purchased an innocuous rucksack to replace my violated one, a pair of sunglasses, and a flesh-colored patch to conceal my horrifically bloodshot and swollen eye.  Nonetheless, I still felt like a pirate that was failing miserably at playing inconspicuous.   And to make matters worse, I had no time to secure a new identity and counterfeit credentials, so I was using my own name and bank access codes to acquire tickets and currency.  Thus I was already naked on the radar of whatever international crime agencies had grown savvy enough to connect Seimen Cade Kleinend of Boston to the global Splitfoot Killer.  I felt certain there was some sycophantic go-getter monitoring the lines of direct access to my suspiciously scattered accounts.  As my acute paranoia blustered, I thought how it in itself was a sign of how much more alive I’d become since the corporalabe had steered Splitfoot to his first victim.  My chakras really had been healing.  But again, at what cost?  I knew that karma would find me wherever I tried to hide.
 
    
 
   So why the hell are you running? I asked myself.  I didn’t know.
 
    
 
   Pulling back from the window, I licked my upper lip and tasted copper.  My nose had begun to bleed.  Grabbing my rucksack with one hand and cupping the other over my nose, I shot up in my seat and nearly tripped as I traversed the outstretched legs of the man sitting next to me.  Stumbling into the aisle, I hurried to the restroom at the rear of the car and locked myself inside the cramped compartment.  I was breaking out in a cold sweat, my head ached, and I felt faint.  Yanking off my sunglasses, I placed both hands over my nose and mouth and collapsed over the sink, dark blood oozing through my fingers and spattering the aluminum basin.  I gurgled, struggling to breathe, and felt a distinct burning in my sinuses and palms, as if my blood pH was bottoming out, turning the plasma to acid and sending my body into hypovolemic shock.
 
    
 
   “Christ!” I spluttered, spraying more blood into the sink.  The burning was intensifying.  I put my lips to the faucet, pressed the lever, and scooped water into my mouth, hoping it would reconstitute whatever chemical imbalance had erupted within me.  I gulped and gulped, choking and regurgitating as much liquid as I shoveled in –– but as I continued force feeding, the blood coating my palms diluted, finally revealing a stigmata in letters seared into the flesh.  I stopped drinking and glared at the word on my left palm: Breathe
 
    
 
   Then the words on my right palm: Me In
 
   This was my cannibalism coming to haunt me –– what I had done with every human organ Splitfoot had excised from every victim.  I had methodically simmered them in a crucible, to release their chakra energies, and inhaled the curative vapors until nothing remained of the viscera but charred gristle.
 
    
 
   A cramp racked my abdomen and I fell back against the wall, slowly dropping to the floor.  Closing my burning hands into loose fists, my head lolled back and I stared up at the glowing translucent window near the restroom ceiling.  I dreaded to fathom what part of myself was insisting I fire it and breathe it in.
 
    
 
   –––––––––––––––
 
   I rode out the remainder of the two-and-a-half hour journey to Alexandria locked in the train restroom and deflecting passengers needing to use the toilet, to the next car.  Upon arrival at Misr Station, I sluggishly stepped off the train and out into the chaos of the city.  My lips and the skin below my nose and on my chin were chapped from my caustic nosebleed.  I had changed my blood- and mucous-drenched shirt, but knew I looked like a zombie as I navigated my way to the West Delta Bus Station and plopped down cash for a one-way ticket to Mersa Matruh, a coastal town several hours east.  It was still January and, this time of year, the tourist getaway would be nearly deserted.
 
    
 
   After boarding the bus I was lucky to find a seat in the rear and promptly fell into a daze.  I don’t think I moved an inch for most of the ride and only awoke when the bus driver honked the horn repeatedly on arrival at the station, a couple miles outside of town center.  From there I took a taxi to Romel Bay, where the driver informed me the majority of the fishing boats were harbored.  After purchasing a light jacket and work gloves, I tracked down a cash-hungry sponge boat captain in need of a vacation and willing to rent his vessel to an adventurer for a few days travel up the coast.
 
    
 
   Cautiously maneuvering the vessel out of Romel Bay, and through the central waters of Mersa Matruh, I headed straight out into the middle of some of the bluest ocean I’d ever seen.  To the west the sun was setting, splashing down into the Mediterranean in a spectacular wash of yellows, oranges, and reds.  I threw off my sunglasses and steered toward it –– wanting to absorb every blinding color –– and held the engine at full throttle until the sun was two hours below the horizon and the moon hung high and bright in the sky.  Finally I killed the engine and let the sponge boat drift.  Sitting down on the deck, I realized how short of breath I’d become and, again, how terribly weak, so I rested for long while with my back against an empty sponge container.  The time didn’t matter anymore.  I had taken my last reading of the midnight moon on the hotel roof in New Cairo City.  Eyeing my rucksack shoved up against the base of the captain’s chair, I crawled on all fours toward it and removed the coffin box.  Setting it on the deck, I knelt before it and removed the corporalabe.  The coagulated blood from my eye still held the site rule in place, marking the declination of the moon at 42-degrees.  I clenched my jaw and bravely rotated the outer ring so that the 42-degree mark aligned with the Roman numeral XII at due north on the mater.  Retrieving a pad and pen from the pocket of the rucksack, I removed my gloves and wrote down 42°, then 21’ which was the aligned number for the minutes on the fixed ring within the outer ring.  Next, I found the calendar date of the moon reading etched on the center ring and rotated it so that the tick mark for January 17 was in alignment with the XII, 42°, and 21’.  The fixed ring of numbers outside the calendar date ring now gave me the latitude in seconds, so I wrote that number on the pad next: 38”.  The calendar date of 17 represented the decimal seconds, so I wrote that down and then finally the zodiac date it was fixed to on the centermost ring.  It was Aquarius 8: my astrological sign and birthday.  At that moment a cold wind blew over the sponge boat and cut through me to the bone.  I’d been right in the hotel bathroom, I did know that latitude –– 42° 21’ 38.1708” North –– it was Beacon Hill, Boston, Pinckney Road.  My home.  For some reason I reached up and turned on the radio tied to the back of the captain’s chair, as if that would help warm me.  Cued to an oldies station out of Crete, the music box resonated Jimi Hendrix’s “Fire”.
 
    
 
   Sitting back on my heals, I turned the corporalabe to the longitude side and rotated the rete, positioning the moon pointer within the ecliptic atop the altitude line of 42-degrees that was etched onto the plate beneath: now the outer fixed ring gave me the master degree of 71-West.  I wrote that down on the pad and then followed it with the altitude degree of 42 broken down as 04’ (minutes) and 02” (seconds).  I didn’t need to calculate the decimal seconds.  There was no more doubting that the corporalabe had chosen my home in Boston as the residence of Spitfoot’s next victim.
 
    
 
   “Me,” I muttered, and lay back on the deck with the corporalabe on my chest.
 
    
 
   Gazing up at the stars, I remembered a night very much like this, when the corporalabe had led me into deep water off the Florida Keys.  It had seemed ridiculous that Splitfoot would find his victim on the ocean, but then I saw a cruise liner in the distance.  I double-checked my position on the sailboat’s GPS, but the ship never came any closer.  So I simply laid down on the deck, drifted, and looked up at the stars.  Back then, however, I had chuckled and then laughed outright, thinking maybe the corporalabe had led me to a mermaid now swimming just beneath me; one who was also an Aquarius but born on the 2nd, according to my calculations.  As it turned out, a few days later the corporalabe again proved its uncanny accuracy.  The nightly news ran a report about the Florida International University underwater research facility, aptly named Aquarius, and its recent acquisition of a new member who had just celebrated her birthday on the ocean floor, on the evening of February second: the night I’d been floating aimlessly on the waves above her.  This was my great fish story that I could tell no one.
 
    
 
   The big one that got away, I thought now.  If only it could be me.
 
    
 
   Punctuating the wish, something moved deep inside me and I felt a twinge of nausea.  I hugged my groin, but an electric warmth soon flooded my body and I felt a peace I hadn’t even dreamt of in what seemed like a million years.  I felt a sense of being complete, and knew that if I was going to die at last, it was right that it should be where my mother had slipped into death next to me in my bed, igniting everything that has led to this moment adrift in the Mediterranean.  As the sponge boat continued to pass serenely through the night, the first lines of “The Age of Aquarius” drifted from the oldies station, like the coiling smoke of a slowly burning incense.  I thought it funny for a moment –– how the irony never seems to stop –– and I almost let slip a long lost smile, but then I merely closed my eyes and let the water rolling against the hull drowned out the music.  I was going home.
 
    
 
   4
 
   By morning, the stars and moon had been replaced by a blanket of gray-blue sky that turned a bloody purple as the sun punched through the eastern horizon.  Still fatigued, I studied the GPS and saw that during the night the current had brought the sponge boat to within 100 miles of Crete.  Following this lead, I started the engine, hit the throttle, and never looked back in the direction of Mersa Mutrah.  The sponge captain wouldn’t miss his vessel for two more days.
 
    
 
    
 
   Before noon I’d reached the southern coast of Crete, and grounded the boat on a barren stretch of beach near Sidonia, then walked to the town center and caught a cross-country bus to Heraklion International Airport on the northern coast.  I was feeling terribly ill again, and was suffering random chills.  I was also sick of my clandestine, super-spy, B-sploitation treks around the world and decided to throw caution to the wind and take a commercial airliner the rest of the way back to Massachusetts.  I was traveling under my own name and passport anyway.  I was unshaven, eye-patched, scarred, sun- and blood-burned and, in spite of my efforts in the air terminal restroom, still smelled more like a wharf than a fresh sea breeze.  If the police wanted me, I decided death-by-cop would be far more timely and overdue than any awaiting me in Boston.  But now, nearly 19 hours later, here I was –– Heraklion to Munich to Logan International.
 
    
 
    
 
   This is the eleventh hour, I thought, hugging the rucksack to my chest and shivering in the late January, Boston air.  I felt like I was looking through a dreamscape and out onto a memory long forgotten –– a time-warn postcard fallen from an old book pulled from a shelf –– as I watched the endless string of taxis and shuttles and limos and SUVs coming and going at the slushy curb.  It was snowing.  Just like the night I left home so long ago.
 
    
 
   –––––––––––––––
 
   I closed the taxi door and the vehicle sped away, its tires growling through the salted ice, and leaving me standing alone on Pinckney Street.  For countless minutes I just stared at the three-story brownstone.  There were a few scattered lights on –– one in the upper bay window; my bedroom –– but of course no one was home.  The bi-weekly housekeepers saw that bulbs were replaced and timers remained set and working.
 
    
 
    
 
   Without fanfare, I finally stepped off the curb and walked across the street and up the slippery steps to the high front door.  I’m sure I inserted my key and unlocked it –– opened and shut it –– but all I remember is taking one step toward it and then standing at the base of the arching staircase leading to the brownstone’s upper floors.  The house was utterly silent.  With no memory of climbing the stairs, I turned and peered into the library on the first floor.  Nothing had changed; the housekeepers always dusted and maintained the furniture, so there was no need to transform the chairs, sofas, and fixtures into white-sheeted ghosts.  My presence was the only domesticity that had ever made this home into a haunted house.
 
    
 
    
 
   So I floated room to room, anticipating that some horror greater than myself would challenge my existence, as my embolus and notes-on-flesh had implied and the corporalabe had confirmed.  I found nothing.  Not even a hint of threat other than my accelerating illness.  I was woozy with fever, exuding an icy, muculent sweat, and nauseous to the point of pumping my own stomach.  It felt like a can of worms had burst open within my guts.
 
    
 
    
 
   Finding myself in my old room, I laid down on the bed still draped in the linens my mother had past away on.  Rolling onto my side I imagined her there, looking at me with the placidity of a porcelain doll.  Tears filled my eyes and I reached out to touch her cheek.  So cold.  I ran the tip of my finger along the serene, flat-line smile of her lips...but her eyes ignited and her mouth opened wide.  With bared teeth, she bit down hard between the first and second knuckle of my index finger.  I cried out and she vanished, replaced with a spray of blood on the pillow and my trembling left hand hovering above it.  Grasping the lacerated digit, I held it in my mouth and sucked down to quell the blood as I staggered to the bathroom sink. Attacking the faucet, I yanked the lever and let the cold-water gush over my whole hand.
 
    
 
    
 
   I hung my head, breathing hard, and tried to fathom how a vision could do this to me –– but quickly realized it was coming from within, as a sharp pain and popping sound emanated at the tip of my finger.  Grunting and tweaking, I recoiled from the water, clenched my hand, and gripped my wrist to steady the quivering appendage.  Daring to re-extend my finger, I saw that the nail and flesh beneath had cracked open, meeting the bite wound and creating a fissure that ran up the digit to the second knuckle.  I could see a sliver of bone peeking through.  And I could see what looked like words.  Grimacing against the pain, I took hold of my finger and used the thumb of my right hand to pull back the flesh and further expose the bone.  The message was obscured by more blood.  Gritting my teeth, I held the wound under the faucet and watched through tearing eyes as the fissure became a sluice of pink water that finally cleared enough to reveal the new message scratched into the bone:
 
   Heal Thyself
 
   “What kind of fucking joke is this?” I screamed at myself in the mirror.  “What!”
 
    
 
    
 
   My lips were caked with blood and my mouth was still oily with the gore I’d sucked from my finger.  Releasing the split digit, I splashed water onto my face and into my mouth with both hands, then gripped the edge of the counter and spat frantically into the sink until I began to gag.  I worked my tongue against my palate and scraped it against my top front teeth, but I couldn’t be rid of the stringy sensation of hair in my mouth.
 
    
 
    
 
   Thrush, I thought, my delusional mind latching onto the possibility that my illness had brought on the oral disease.
 
    
 
    
 
   I wiped my eyes and stuck out my tongue, attempting to observe in the mirror if any ulcers had formed.  There were none, only letters in lesions scored vertically in the muscle.  Using the first finger and thumb of each hand, I pinched down on either side of my tongue and pulled and pulled until I could see that the last letter of the word repeated until it vanished down into the darkness of my throat: RELEASSSSSSSS
 
    
 
    
 
   I stood frozen, just staring into the mirror at the message –– RELEASSSSSS –– but soon started wheezing.  I’d pulled my tongue so far up into my throat I was asphyxiating.  Falling forward, I released the muscle and it sprung back into my throat triggering a gag reflex I couldn’t control.  I erupted into a coughing frenzy until the nausea that had been worming my innards exploded.  I convulsed and a geyser of vomit spewed from my mouth into the sink.  I shuddered violently as I puked again and again and again...until something came up and out and splashed in the sink.  Something that I could only describe as a sheath of scaly, translucent flesh.  And on this flesh was scrawled one word: CH’I
 
    
 
   This finale to the recent trilogy of notes-to-self played out in my mind and I now knew what had to be done.
 
    
 
   Heal thyself.  Release ch’i: the corporeal life energy, Shakti, coiled at my Sacrum. And breathe me in. 
 
    
 
   –––––––––––––––
 
   After moving the large settee, I laid my bare bedroom mattress on the floor of the library and pushed the head of it up against the wall.  I chose the library because I didn’t want to do this in my bedroom, where Mother had died.  
 
    
 
   Finding a roll of painter’s plastic in the basement utility closet, I now unfurled it over the mattress and cut it to length.  Next I positioned the reading lights that had been at either end of the settee up against opposite edges of the mattress, and aimed them downward until the light bounced blindingly off the plastic.  Having collected pillows from every bed in the house, I propped them up against the wall, and arranged them in a deliberate slope that mimicked a gently angled hospital bed.  I then attached the video camera to the tripod, started it recording, and adjusted the lens so the viewer framed the lower bulk of the pillows.  Rolling the library flatscreen near to the head of the makeshift operating theater, I connected it to the camera’s video monitor line, and turned it on.  I was nearly ready.   
 
    
 
   Stripping naked, I doused my abdomen, groin, and crotch with antibacterial solution.  Then I did the same with my hands and arms –– from wrist to shoulder –– and pulled on rubber gloves.  I laid out my university surgical instruments on a sterilized cloth at the right edge of the mattress, easily in reach.  Splitfoot had never used such precision implements, always opting for whatever crude cutting tools his victims had available: kitchen or hunting or box knives, pocketknives or razor blades, anything.  
 
    
 
   Already having prepared my regional anesthetic, a Marcaine and clonidine cocktail, I placed the loaded hypodermic in the silver tray with the 3.5-inch spinal needle.
 
    
 
   This is going to hurt, I thought, as I moved the tray near the edge of the mattress closest to the flatscreen, and laid face down on the pillows.  Turning my head, I took the needle from the tray with my right hand and probed my lower back with my left, favoring my middle finger over my bandaged and mutilated first.  Locating my lumbar vertebrae, I found the L2 vertebra, then utilized the flatscreen to position the needle in a soft region approximately two inches below.  I took a large breath and pushed the needle deep between my vertebrae, then attached the hypodermic as quickly as I could and forced in the anesthetic.  
 
    
 
   Sputtering with pain, I removed the needle and tossed it away.  Rolling onto my back, I position myself on the pillows so that my abdomen and pelvic region were visible on the flatscreen.  Then I waited for my lower body to go completely numb.
 
    
 
   During that endless half hour, I thought one thing repeatedly: I should’ve been called the Zodiac Killer, not that misguided punk who claimed a handful of random lives in San Francisco back in the day.
 
    
 
   The corporalabe had finalized all of Splitfoot’s victims based on their astrological sign; their latitude and longitude may have been accurate, but the coordinates were incidental.
 
    
 
   Not for me though, I suddenly realized, sensing the spinal injection taking deep effect –– I could no longer move my legs or feet.  The corporalabe, and all it’s unfounded absurdities and atypical uniqueness, had been engineered for one purpose only: so that I would ultimately locate my displaced self and fall headlong into this moment in time.
 
    
 
   Sluggish but coherent, I chose a scalpel for my primary incision.  Focusing on the flatscreen monitor, I placed the blade against the midpoint of my abdomen and forced the tip into the flesh, slicing down to the navel, then around the umbilicus and further down, nearly to my pubic region.  I chose a second scalpel and incised all of the tissues beneath: fatty, muscle, and fascia.  My work was good; the bleeding was minimal.  Even so, I was feeling dangerously lightheaded and approaching shock.  I had to be quick and end this madness.
 
    
 
   Still viewing the monitor, I placed the fingertips of my left hand at the incision curving around my navel.  Then I placed the fingertips of my right hand at the incision rising vertically above my navel.  As if an incantation, I muttered the notes-to-self that had come to me in succession: “I am here.  Shakti, Sacrum.  Breathe me in.  Heal thyself.  Release ch’i.”  
 
    
 
   With that, I dug into myself and pulled the flesh apart exposing my intestines.  Digging in deeper, I spread the innards and viewed my lower spine just above the sacrum bone of the pelvis.  And that’s when I heard it.  A hissing.  Sibilance.  And then I saw it: the head of a black serpent rising, unspooling from the depths of my root chakra.  It was Shakti, Kundalini, my corporeal life force ascending.  I watched it on the monitor as it coiled around my spine, slithering upward, electrifying my core.  I gasped with a sensation I shouldn’t be capable of feeling in this state of anesthesia.
 
    
 
   But then the serpent turned its head, peering straight into camera, leering directly at me.  For an endless moment everything seemed to fall silent and go still.  And I just looked into the demon’s eyes, knowing that the Devil I had once called had arrived at last.  Like a vampire that must be invited across a victim’s threshold to take control, I had to literally open myself up and release this creature into my home.  
 
    
 
   What have I done? I asked myself one last time.
 
    
 
   The serpent answered promptly with an acerbic sssssssst!  And launched itself forward, uncoiling from my spine and landing with a wet splat on the plastic between my legs.  Slithering forward, I watched paralyzed as it shed its old skin, leaving it for me to incinerate in a crucible and breathe in its curative vapors.  After all, the demon had been a part of me.
 
    
 
   Cozying up against my left leg, the serpent reared up and looked back, directly into my eyes.  It seemed to grin with success and every joke it had played out.  Except one.
 
    
 
   Springing into the air, it snapped its body like a bullwhip and lashed my left foot, splitting it down the middle.  I was at last the butt of my own joke, but bifurcated by the Devil himself.
 
    
 
   Now at leisure to roam the family brownstone, the serpent made it’s way out of the library.  I looked away, knowing this house would never be empty again.  And then I dazedly pondered the video camera, the red recording light still strong, and wondered what horrors this footage would unleash if ever found. 
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   For more information please visit: www.blackCABproductions.com
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Listen to the horror! Buy Terry M. West audio-books! 
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   Night Things: Dracula versus Frankenstein 
 
   Available 03-18-16
 
   Pre-Order now!
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   Journals of Horror
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   Monster and the Magic Now
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   A Psycho's Medley
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   Dead Aware
 
   


 
   
  
 



[image: ]
 
    
 
   Servant of the Red Quill
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   What Price Gory
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   Turning Face: A Tale of Horror, Comedy & Wrestling!
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   Cecil & Bubba meet the Thang!
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   Ravenous: Car Nex Collection
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   The Him Deep Down


 
   
  
 



Check out Amazon.com for many Terry M. West tales!
 
    
 
   Like the official Terry M. West Facebook page!
 
    
 
   Follow Terry on Twitter!
 
   


 
   
  
 

About the Creator/Editor
 
    
 
   Terry M. West is a well known author, filmmaker, actor and artist. He has written several books in the young adult field (most notably the graphic novel series, Confessions of a Teenage Vampire) and he has also written several horror short stories as well as the horror/thriller novel, Dreg. His work has appeared (or is scheduled to appear) in FrightNet, Scream Factory, Agony In Black, Lacunae, Jackhammer, House of Pain, Dark Muse, Moonletters, Silent Screams, When Red Snow Melts, One Hellacious Halloween, Deathmongers, Vignettes from the End of the World, Halloween Tales, Axes of Evil and Zombified 2. He was a finalist for the 1997 International Horror Guild Award for a short story (The Night Out) and he made the 1999 Bram Stoker Award preliminary ballot for a piece of long fiction (Hair and Blood Machine). He was also mentioned on the 1997 TV Guide Sci-Fi Hot List. West's books and collections include: A PSYCHO'S MEDLEY, SERVANT OF THE RED QUILL, WHAT PRICE GORY?, DEAD AWARE: A Horror Tale Told in Screenplay, CECIL & BUBBA MEET THE THANG, HEROIN IN THE MAGIC NOW and special collectors editions of CAR NEX, MIDNIGHT SNACK, THE GIVING OF THINGS COLD & CURSED and CECIL & BUBBA MEET A SUCCUBUS. He is also the editor of JOURNALS OF HORROR: FOUND FICTION. His work has received glowing reviews. His filmography includes his debut film, Blood for the Muse (based on his comic book of the same name which was a finalist for the 1998 International Horror Guild Award for a comic) and Flesh for the Beast. He has acted in the films The Blood Shed and Gallery of Fear (both directed by Alan Rowe Kelly) and had a starring role in Joseph M. Monks debut film, The Bunker. Terry currently writes and paints in southern California with his wife, Regina, and their son, Terrence. Terry is an active member of the Horror Writer's Association. He has a website at www.terrymwest.com. Terry is also the managing editor of the Halloween/Horror website, www.halloweenforevermore.com.
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