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Dedication

I set out to write the quintessential horror story of the twenty-first century. I elicited the opinions of horror fans to test the idea of a previously unknown antagonist. Thanks to everyone who cast an opinion, suggested a fix, or stayed up all night to finish the story in its earlier forms. This one’s for you.



A Note from the Author

About fifteen years ago, I experimented with a forty-eight hour day while finishing college. Working forty hours per week in a gas station off campus, and exploring the ruins of a dilapidated area of St. Louis, combined with an insatiable lust for terrifying grit, an idea was seeded.

Hallucinations, philosophical studies, dabbling in occult sciences, the whole gambit. The terror became real when, for the first time ever, I related some of the illusions to which most of us never pay attention with very real spiritual entities lurking in the dark.

Off the edge of the map, wading in the wasted waters between the continent of the cosmic and the shores of mundane reality, like a fifteenth century sailor lost in the Atlantic, something struck me, and the monster was born.

I pride myself on the release of new ideas and unexplored literary themes, on realism over idealism about reality in storytelling. I wanted something new, something fresh, a dark presence that had never before been written about. I’ll let the reader decide if I succeeded.

When you finish, let me know what you thought, either via email (in my bio at the back of the book) or with a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Enjoy the story, I hope it keeps you up all night and leaves you wondering about the world around you for the next few weeks.



Stone’s Shadow

a novel by


MARTIN McCONNELL



[image: coffeecup]






1




It was the first time he saw us, and it should have been the last.


A young man, like so many others, lost in college life. Worries hung on his mind about the future, his failure at finding love, and at the moment, the nature of reality. Stalked by the stigma of being the boy who should have been stuck in a bubble, his illnesses made him the butt of every joke. Allergic to everything, afraid of human interaction, and most of the time scared of his own shadow. Then the nightmares started, interrupting his infrequent hours of sleep, and sending him into screaming fits only to forget the terrors that shook him awake a moment later.

In the dark room, lit only by the light of the laptop screen, his fingers attacked the keys with purpose. He shook the dangling blond bangs from in front of his glasses and finished the the last few sentences of a philosophy paper due the next day. He stopped after the final line to sip cold coffee from a to-go cup while scanning for errors.

Therefore, a belief, when properly justified by ruling out all other immediate possibilities, counts as knowledge, whether it’s true or false. Truth can never be verified beyond all doubt, but we can still grasp knowledge and wisdom without “truth” as a prerequisite. There is no way to verify true or false, so the actual truth of a belief is irrelevant to justify it as knowledge. Knowledge is at best an approximation of truth.

Sounded fortune-cookie enough for Dr. Landers. He always told them to speak their mind, and if the old fart was going to harp on how impossible it was to judge truth, then why should it matter? The epistemic problem trickled into his daily life as well. No matter what anyone said, or what source they quoted, or what the source had to say about a topic, anyone in the information chain could be lying. Sometimes they lied straight to his face. And sometimes, whether they were lying or not was irrelevant. Speaking from ignorance wasn’t technically lying, but it wasn’t truth, or knowledge, or even a verified belief.

The phone hummed its gentle ring-tone, soft enough to avoid attracting unwanted attention in public places. Maria’s face appeared on the screen. Her gentle Spanish smile, sharp eyes, and coifed black hair made her look something like Jackie Kennedy in old photos, the biggest difference was her skin being one shade darker. He tapped the green button on the display, and put her on speaker.

“Where are you? Mike and I have been hanging out here for an hour.”

“I was finishing a paper.” His incisors dug into his lower lip as he wondered if the excuse would be enough.

“You have to leave that apartment sooner or later. It’s not like we’re miles away.”

“I know. I just—I need to finish this.”

“Bring it with you. You have a laptop.”

“A laptop in a bar?”

“Sure. You can type away while we throw darts. Are you coming or not? We aren’t going to be here forever.”

Something flickered in the corner of his vision. His eye twitched, either from dehydration or the fear of being coaxed into a busy environment by the barista who thought he needed to get out more. He looked toward the optical disruption. Nothing there.

“Maybe steam rising from the coffee cup,” he mumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing. Talking to myself.” He looked again. Just another hallucination. Cold coffee doesn’t make steam, bonehead.

“Well,” Maria continued. “You’re up all night anyway. Might as well come and hang out with us. We’ll wait a little longer if you’re on your way.”

“I don’t know. I’m not feeling up to it tonight. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Okay. You’re going to meet up with us one of these nights, if I have to drag you out of that apartment.”

The corner of his lip twitched upward. Real friends were hard to come by, and they kept trying despite his resistance. He knew that if he failed to make an appearance, eventually she would give up, but tonight wasn’t the night. All of this, of course, assumed that she wasn’t one of the people lying to him.

“Let me crash out. One day this week, for sure.”

Maria let out a gentle sigh as a short tone marked the end of the conversation. She always tried to drag him out of his shell, but lately it was a bit much. Tossing him into a den of drunken humans, where his ailments would be the center of attention, was not his idea of progress. If anything, he might relapse and start avoiding her as well. On the other hand, he’d never find a girlfriend if he stayed home every night.

He turned back to the laptop, scrolling to the top of the paper to verify that “Scott Stone” was written in the header, a point he often overlooked. He counted four pages of rambling philosophical arguments, perfectly nestled within the three-to-five requirement. His eyes fell on a tiny clock at the bottom corner of the screen as he reached across the desk for his nine o’clock dose of anxiety killer. His fingers found only empty pill bottles.

“Sixty-three hours,” he said.

Maria’s words reverberated in his mind. She was his only friend. Yet even on nights like this, he couldn’t bring himself to meet her. He wasn’t afraid of Mike, though he secretly hoped the dude would drop out of the picture. His belly deflated with a sudden emptiness. You’d be too much of a chicken to ask her out anyway, Scary Scott.

Going beyond friendship into dating territory came with the risk of having no friends at all. She was forbidden territory. Maybe if he had gone out, he would have seen the other girl: the blonde. Maybe Maria could have coaxed him into talking to her. Maybe she could have introduced them. He’d sell his soul to get her number. Anything could happen among other humans, but unfortunately that included panic attacks, rude outbursts, assault, or losing his only friend to social awkwardness.

His chest swelled with an influx of air, irritating his throat. The agitation erupted into a string of coughs. “And stupid cold weather.” He huffed. His breathing became audible and short-tempered as his fingers scrambled through the pile of medicine bottles in search an inhaler. He grabbed it from the the corner, and took in a long gasp of lung medicine.

A lightning flash from outside strobed a flood of blue light into the room. He pulled open the desk drawer to the roll of thunder, and hunted through the orange bottles for the right prescription. There it was. A quick shake verified the contents. The cap popped from the top, and the last two pills tumbled from the tube onto the back of his tongue. He swallowed them with the aid of cold coffee, and tossed the bottle into the growing pile. His breathing slowed, and the comforting tingle of numb skin coated his anxiety. It was routine at this point. The pills could have been made of sugar, and they would have still provided the preemptive calming effect of knowing that he was about to feel better.

His fingers wiped the outline of his eyelids under the black plastic frames, picking at hard grains crusted in his tear ducts. He adjusted the glasses until they found their normal seat on his nose, and spun in the chair to face the bed. It was the most notable feature in the tiny studio apartment, the only feature. The corner posts doubled as coat hangers for his jacket. The room flashed with another cool glow from the dry thunderstorm outside, and something scratched from behind the corner of the bed. As he scanned toward the paint-peeled window frame, the scraping stopped.

“Sixty-three hours,” he said again.

He sat up straight and stared outside. Bright flashes of jagged cloud edges appeared intermittently against the black sky. The pattern of droplets on the glass hadn’t changed since the last time he looked. The lightning bolts were invisible, lurking somewhere beyond the veil of cumulus plumes. Another flash, and a hint of something else appeared over his bed. He fixed his eyes toward it for a moment. No smoke, no dust, nothing. It must have been one of those delusions that showed up from time to time in the corner of his vision. He became used to sensing movement, only to see nothing when he looked directly. It was a side effect of long hours and lack of rest.

Then again, who was he to say that something very real didn’t lurk in those shadows? Philosophy classes opened his mind a new universe of possibilities. Maybe the shadows were part of an alternate reality that his tired mind could touch, even if the entities didn’t bounce light rays off the cones and rods in the back of his eyeballs.

The scratching continued.

“I need to set traps again.”

He never could figure out if the drugs made the illusions worse. Remembering his younger days at Mom’s house, little nothings sometimes danced in his periphery. The influx of questions from epistemology class left him wondering about even the most common human quirks. He’d researched the eye jitters, and remembered being surprised at how few people on the Internet experienced the phenomenon, or fessed up to it. Floaters in the eye could cause it, as well as other medical issues.

Lack of sleep enhanced the senses, magnifying their sensitivity. The slightest blast of cold air felt like ice. Scratching an itch made it worse, and street lamps were torture on night-adapted eyes. Excitability ramped up from increased perception, stirring it into a perpetual feedback loop until he reached the next sleep period. In all of his research, nobody ever provided a reasonable solution to the ghostly wisps that appeared from the shadows.

“Maybe too much coffee and not enough sleep.”

He ran his fingers through tangled hair to untie the knots. As he glanced down to pick the stray fibers from his fleshy comb, he examined his palms: clammy and sweaty, with an odd marbling of pink and white. He wondered if everyone found patches of pink skin as disgusting as he did, or if the odd coloring would mean anything to those fortune-teller types.

Weeks ago, he would have laughed at the idea of palm reading, but the philosophy class put everything in question this semester. What if there really was some connection between those creases of skin and fate? He cast the offending thought aside, and rubbed his hands dry on his jeans.

He spun back to the laptop and clicked the save button seven or eight times, just to make sure the operation completed. He double-checked that the file was in the right place. He emailed a copy to himself, providing both a secondary backup, and easy access to the free printer in the school library. Another flash of lightning filled the room with an instant of bright light. Thunder shook the tiny apartment a moment later.

He hopped up from the seat and grabbed his jacket while scratching at the coarse hair on his cheek, wishing he'd shaved before getting to the point where his mental state, combined with shaky hands, couldn't be trusted with a razor. They couldn’t even be trusted to brush across the bristles without bumping his eyeglasses.

He swung the jacket around himself, and the soft interior of the leather garment glided over his skin. The weight of it tugged at his shoulders. He whipped his hair from view with a quick flick, readjusted his glasses, and again spotted movement in his peripheral vision.

“Where are you, Mister Mouse?” This wasn’t a hallucination. Delusions didn’t appear in the same spot after moving, unless this was some new variety. The instances of odd happenings increased linearly with the the amount of time he stayed awake. Hallucinations generally started after forty-eight hours, and persisted until the next sleep cycle.

From the door, he scanned over the bed and out the window. The space was filled only with air. Maybe a stray current in the room carried a few flecks of dust or strands of hair. Maybe there was another world out there, one that could only be seen when the mind was brought into the proper mental state. Sleep deprivation and dark skies seemed like the perfect conditions. Perhaps they facilitated the human spirit loosening enough to see past the physical plane. Maybe it was a subtle perception that manifested only when tired enough. Or perhaps he spent too much time thinking about epistemology.

The air moved again, this time while looking directly at it, or through it, or—whatever. Not so much a physical object, but a sensation of motion. It had no shape, color, or distortion, but something was there in the room with him, sending a chill down his spine with the thought that not only was this subtle energy real, but it was also conscious, and watching him. His neck hairs stood at attention like an army of soldiers.

He turned off his brain, and darted out of the apartment.

Downstairs and outside, the air retained a chill from the cold front that had moved in earlier. The ground was soaked. Water that failed to dry before sunset settled into slick puddles around grains of concrete that poked above the flat, reflective layer. Some broke through completely, like tiny islands, while others sat only high enough to swell the puddle oceans a fraction of a millimeter. “Surface tension.”

Learning about something like that in school, and giving it a common name, seemed to suppress the magical force that made liquids do quirky things, like forming a meniscus around the edge of a glass. Depending on the container material, it could be more or less pronounced, sometimes reversed, causing the level of his coffee to drop a hair where it met a paper cup. Looking at the world through the new vision granted by philosophical studies was akin to staring through the eyes of a child, still curious and ignorant about everything. Anything was possible. No theory was too outlandish until discussed to death through discourse with a bunch of other child-minds in the classroom, or the forum in Rome.

He didn't have far to go. The café was next-door to the apartment building. Steel tables spotted the sidewalk around the place, covered in dew-sized icy droplets. Once inside, he took note of the usual night crowd. The quiet guy with the laptop sat in his normal spot, looking annoyed by the louder discussions that, under drier conditions, stayed on the patio. A group of girls, who were always in there late at night, laughed about one thing or another. A group of engineering students who liked to pull tables together sat studying. She was there, too, walking toward him with a red pack of cigarettes in hand. One of the white sticks hung from her lips as her free hand reached toward the door. Her sapphire eyes caught his, and she smiled.

His gaze darted toward the thin puddle in front of the entrance rug. Out she went, lighting the cancer-filled tube before the door shut behind her.

He admired her through the glass. Long blond hair that rested against the cream knitted sweater-dress. Soft skin, and always elegant. His tongue locked against the roof of his mouth, as it did every time he spotted her. Her body turned toward him, and he snapped toward the counter, considering any number of pleasant things he might say to spark a conversation on his way back out. He’d have his coffee before she finished smoking.

Just say “hi” to her. That’s all. But what if that seems creepy? You’re creepy.

The employees all dressed the same. Buttoned white shirts under black smocks, with a coffee cup printed neatly on the front in white. Stains congregated on the lighter parts, streaking the company logo in brown scum that refused to wash out. The human behind the counter looked familiar. He was the only employee with a goatee and long hair.

“Tall cap,” said Scott.

“How many hours you on now?”

As soon as Scott's mouth opened, gassy noises from the cappuccino machine blasted an interruption that forced him to put extra air behind his voice box.

“Sixty-three.”

“You going to sleep soon?”

He waited for the noise to cut off, and switched to his inside voice. “I don't know. I'm not really tired.”

“I thought you were always tired.”

“Well, yeah. But there's two kinds of tired. There's dragging ass because you didn't get enough sleep tired. And there's actually able to lay down and pass out tired. I'm still in dragging ass mode.”

See, you’re talking to this guy. Just do the same thing when you go outside. Just open your mouth, and talk to her.

The barista handed the cup across the counter. “How long do you end up sleeping when you finally go down? You stay up for three or four days at a time, that's twenty-four to thirty-two hours of sleep you're missing out on, right?”

“After three days, I sleep about sixteen hours. A little more after four days.”

The barista's head shook back and forth, wagging his ponytail behind it. Or was the ponytail wagging him? “I couldn't do it, man. No wonder you look like a zombie.”

“Zombie?”

“Bags under your eyes. If I didn't know you, I'd swear you were a ghost.”

Scott grunted. There were few things worse than someone who didn't understand poking their comments where they weren't wanted. He nodded and left the shop with coffee in hand, searching again through his thoughts for something to say to the beauty queen. It didn't matter. She was standing at the curb facing the other direction. Her sweater draped long enough to make it look like a short dress that hung over black tights clinging to the legs of an athlete. And those boots. Way out of your league, Scotty.

Clouds steamed from his lips, and followed the contours of his face as he paced forward through the frozen mist that continued to flash blue from above. Tiny droplets drifted through the air without falling, following invisible eddies and miniature whirlwinds. Thunder and lightning waged war in the sky, accenting the dark street lit otherwise only by yellow mercury lamps long past their retirement age. Mist turned to drizzle, and rain began to fall as he reached the doorway. A glance back caught the gorgeous blonde flicking a smoldering ember into the street, while darting toward the door of the coffee house.

The elevator had been out for weeks, or at least unreliable enough to make trying it risky. Even when it was running right, it would often stop at night, and he didn't feel like being trapped inside the next time it broke. Old wooden stairs may have creaked under his feet, but they hadn’t failed yet.

The unpolished brass knob adorning his door resembled a tiny planet of golden seas and patina continents. The lock wore a film of rust on the outside that frequently caused the key to stick. It was a fitting habitat for budget-minded college students paying their own way through life. He jiggled and jingled until the cylinder cracked free, and forced the door open with his shoulder.

Climbing the steps at this stage of fatigue made his heartbeat audible, like the drum of his ego reminding him of the short span of human life, and that at some point he would need to make a choice between being alone forever, or working up the nerve to open his mouth.

“All you have to do is say ‘Hi’ to her. Why is that so hard?”

He ripped the key free from the lock, and pushed the door hard to close it, metering out a bit of frustration.

Nothing stirred in the dark room. He worked his jacket free without spilling coffee, and hung it over the door handle before again planting himself in front of the computer. He stared at the tiny clock. “Almost sixty-four hours without sleep.” He stretched and wriggled in the chair, hunting for the perfect position. The scratching started again, and his body torqued toward the sound.

“What is that?”

A blur of movement, this time dead center in his field of view, just over the bed, like heat rising off a barbecue grill.

Just a bit longer.

Was the voice in his head his own? Or did it belong to something else? The drumming of his heart quickened with the sense of another presence. The steamy vapors turned dark, like a thick smoke frozen in time. The outline looked like the shadow of a short man wearing a fedora. Tendrils rose from it. This isn’t a hallucination.

Scott’s body became stone, his eyes unblinking as the thing drifted closer, pulsing forward in perfect tempo with his circulatory system. Two red dots appeared near the top, first as a faint glow, then brightening to burning lasers.

Keep looking. Just a bit longer. A splash of scalding fluid burned his leg, breaking the trance, and he shot toward the door like a bullet, leaving a toppled chair in his wake behind a shower of frothy espresso. He fell through the doorway to his hands and knees. He pushed off the ground, and sprinted through the hall. The first stair triggered a tumble all the way down. He caught his feet and ran, and kept running. Out the door, over slippery concrete, and on until his legs gave out.

It was the first time he saw us, and it should have been the last.
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“Seventy hours without sleep.”

Scott paced in front of the clinic, refusing to look in any particular direction for more than an instant. Scratching noises surrounded him, and they stopped every time he glanced up. His gaze danced in flickers, from the rough curb to the tiny yellow flowers growing through cracks in the sidewalk, to the brick facade of the doctor's office, terrified that he would see those glowing eyes if he stared too long in any particular direction.

“You're imagining things,” he mumbled to himself.

“Scotty,” came the voice of Dr. Jennings. “You're here awfully early this morning. What is it this time?”

“I think I'm losing it, Doc.” His focus continued to shift; to the doctor's eyes for an instant, to the street, to an empty beer can, and back to Dr. Jennings. “I can't sleep, and I'm seeing things.”

The doctor reached out with an open hand to feel his neck. “Thirsty?”

“Very.”

“You need to lay off the caffeine, kid. It's just as bad as amphetamines.” The doctor walked to the door, fumbling with his keys. “How many pills have you popped in the last two days?”

“Nothing. Just coffee. And maybe a couple of energy drinks.”

“How many energy drinks?”

Scott’s eyelids closed over the fire warming his face. His eyes rubbed back and forth against the coarse flaps of dehydrated skin covering them. This isn't about the coffee.

“Too many,” continued Dr. Jennings. “Step inside.”

Key in the lock, a couple clicks, and Scott’s eyes popped open in sync with the door. He followed Dr. Jennings inside and took his usual spot on the couch.

Natural tears disappeared after three days without sleep. His eyes grew dry and itchy from a combination of diuretics and lack of rest.

Dr. Jennings returned with a large plastic cup of water. “Drink this, and lay down for a while. I'll come back and check on you in a bit, okay?”

Scott took the glass, glaring at Jennings as he disappeared into his office without a look back. His cold skin shivered in the warmth of the room, frozen like permafrost in the arctic tundra on an unusually hot and sunny day. He didn’t really think the doctor could help, but this waiting room was a safe place away from the outside world, where nobody could smell his fear, and no taunts would be called. Only silent smugness from the staff who knew him too well.

He chugged the cold, tasteless liquid, and placed the cup on a coffee table beside a stack of magazines. He laid on the stiff, matted fibers of the office couches. His heart pounded from behind the rib cage, which was normal for three days without sleep, but especially painful that morning.

If his eyes closed, he saw those red eyes in the darkness. They were burned into his retinas, or perhaps into his subconscious mind. He had thought of nothing but the sighting all night, despite trying to convince his brain to change the subject. The logical part of his mind struggled to convince his heart that it was all an illusion, but some part of him knew it wasn’t. He’d seen a lot of things while experimenting with longer wake times, but never an image so bright or vivid.

He stretched and turned the the left and right, digging a compression pattern into the cushions. As his eyes closed again, he allowed the dots to persist. The two laser circles turned to retinal flares, and a kaleidoscope of color patterns replaced the otherwise black image. His body went numb, and he drifted into the realm of sleep, where the fires of a burning town filled his view. He was running with a pack of wild dogs who followed close, and attacked anyone trying to escape the destruction.

“Bah!”

He shook himself awake on the sofa. His throat was dry, forcing an annoying hack. His breathing labored as he propped himself up on the couch. He rubbed the sweat from his face without the care or finesse needed to keep his glasses from coming free and bouncing across the carpet. Other patients stared at him like he was a circus attraction. He pulled the phone from his pocket.

“Zero hours at ten o'clock,” he whispered.

He stretched, sensing the thin film covering his whole body. His shirt was damp with it, as was common when waking from such dreams. The cup on the table had disappeared. The plain white walls and accent furniture were sterile and uncaring, like the two guests reading magazines while pretending not to stare from the corners of their eyes. He heaved off the couch, scooping up his specs on the way. By the time they adjusted, he was staring through a plastic window at the receptionist.

“I need to pee,” he said.

The nurse knew him. They all knew him. She didn’t say a word, just tapped the buzzer and held it until he cracked the handle to open the side door leading deeper into the building. No instructions needed, he knew the way. He walked past the exam rooms, and straight to the tiny bathroom for urine samples.

After washing his hands, he cupped them into a bucket and bailed water into his stomach. The mirror reflected his pale complexion and bloodshot eyes, topped with a mop of sandy brown hair that refused to lay flat on his scalp. Beads of water dripped from his broad chin. The glasses sat crooked on his face above hollow cheeks, and the semi-liquid coating on his skin shined in the dim overhead lights. He needed to shower. He toweled off with rough brown paper from the dispenser, and emerged into the hallway.

Dr. Jennings stood staring at a clip board and addressed Scott without looking up. “You know it was just a dream, right? Your mind is playing tricks on you. Even if you don't want to sleep, your mind is already in that mode. It’s falling asleep without you.”

“This wasn't a hallucination, Doc. I've seen enough of those. Never anything like this.” He rubbed at his eye behind the glasses. A burning sensation started at the tear duct, and rubbing made it itch. “It was in the middle of thin air—it changed. No broken background for my brain to confuse with something else. It was moving—it wasn't—a dream. And those eyes.”

Dr. Jennings passed a quick smile, the kind of expression he would show a patient who wouldn't listen to reason, no matter how silly their idea was.

“Stay hydrated. Call me later and let me know how you’re doing. Are you still having nightmares?”

Scott nodded, and glanced at a staring nurse behind the counter. He was well known as the wimp that was allergic to everything and hopped up on anxiety and depression medication.

“We might need to change your prescription,” said the doctor. “I scheduled you an appointment on Friday. Is nine o'clock okay?”

He nodded again while staring into the doctor's unconcerned eyes.

“All right then. Try to get some more sleep. You need to get on a regular cycle. If the nightmares are still happening that often, then we'll try another drug.”

Thanks, Doc. As always, no help. But what did he expect? Doctors prescribed pills. They didn't take care of ghosts. He followed his feet to the front door on autopilot, wondering how much the bill would be for this visit. He never had to pay out of pocket, but it still surprised him that Doc could charge the insurance company a hundred bucks even if he never saw an exam room.

Outside, nobody was around to judge his ramblings, so he let them flow. “Maybe he thinks it's my fault that I'm allergic to everything. Maybe coming down with the flu is my fault too. Broken arm? Yep, my fault.”

He continued chirping until his toe caught a seam in the concrete, tossing him sideways. His body dipped and swayed, righting itself a few steps later. He scoffed and continued on.

“Tripping on the concrete is my fault too,” he said sarcastically, and with the next step, he caught a second crack. Down he went, bracing his hands against the sandpapery concrete.

“Stupid sidewalk,” he screamed. There was only so much he could laugh off. Lying there, he glared at the seemingly smooth surface hiding billions of jagged crystals which formed tiny caverns and sharp outcroppings across the vista of sparkling flecks, each glistening in the sunlight. Everything else in nature dulled after repeated exposure to the elements, but somehow sidewalks sharpened over time. New edges appeared behind any grains that washed away, waiting to scratch careless palms. It had the magical ability to stay cold and damp even as the sunlight warmed the rest of the world. Wet or dry, it retained the capacity to dig just as deep into bare flesh.

The scrapes on his palms burned as he pushed off the ground. A sigh followed heavy breathing. It was going to be one of those days, and he knew it. Three hours wouldn't make up for three days without rest. He entered zombie-mode, and treaded toward the coffee shop, carefully sidestepping every crack.

When he walked in, laptop guy was sitting in his usual spot, hammering away at the keys. He looked up, and something cold appeared behind the man's eyes. His forehead relaxed, almost as if he were staring at a past memory. The look cut right into Scott’s thoughts. For an instant, he saw his own future. Sitting in a café, scribbling out notes about his insanity. He shrugged it off, and turned toward the counter.

“Tall cap.”

The barista's mouth opened with a smile. Without looking, the guy grabbed a paper cup, scribbled on it, and passed it down the line.

“Two bucks.”

As the barista poked the cash register keys, his lips closed over a fixed grin. His head shook in a gentle rhythm. A chime from the register opened the cash drawer. He looked up and snatched the four bills from Scott's hand.

“You going on four days?”

“Might as well.”

“You are one crazy little dude.”

The machine hissed and growled as the cup filled with foaming milk. Scott scanned the shop filled with the usual daytime customers. Everyone studied or chatted among their groups of three or four, wearing business attire and flipping through the morning paper, or staring at their phones while waiting on their name to be called. Scott didn't have a group. He didn't have a place. The only ones who knew him were the baristas, and most of them didn't know his first name. As he panned across the room, his gaze stopped on laptop guy, who stared back at him. An uncomfortable wince created pressure between his nose and the grip of the glasses.

“One tall cap.”

He spun around, grabbed the coffee, and headed to the exit opposite of laptop guy. On the patio sidewalk, he stood staring up at the building. At least the morning sun killed the bout of cold weather. The air was more inviting than the shivering he endured through a long night on the steps of the clinic. He bathed in the warm rays as they fought a war against the cooler breeze. His eyes opened on the second-story window of his apartment. That place wasn't safe.

Tuesdays were supposed to be for resting after the long weekend awake. He kept to a schedule, even if it wasn’t the same as anyone else’s. He should have been in bed, suffering from night terrors. Instead he was standing here, only feet away from the entrance to his building, debating the sanity and safety of heading up. He was one staircase and a short hallway away from a bright-eyed demon that chose to make a home in his apartment.

“Screw the jacket. Screw the shower.” He sipped at the hole in the lid, singing his tongue on the over-roasted bean serum.

He needed a friend, and aside from the doctor and his mother, there was only one person he could call. He jerked the phone free from his pocket, and with a shaky finger extending from his coffee hand, he wiped his passcode across the screen. The contact list was short.

He blew at the steam rising from the cup as the soft ringtone purred in his ear.

“Hello?”

“Maria, it's Scott. From the café.”

“Hi. I was wondering if you were okay. I stopped by for my check this morning, and Patrick said you looked more pale than usual last night. Everything all right?”

“Can we talk?” It was worth a shot.

“Oh, so now you want to be social. It’s a little early for shots.”

“No, I mean, just talk. Something happened to me last night.”

“Told you that you should have come out.”

“Maybe. Can we meet somewhere?”

“Yeah, I have about an hour before my next class. I'm in the quad.”

Scott glanced up again, squinting at a bright reflection of sunlight that chose that moment to bounce off his window in an attempt to blind him. He sipped carefully. “Okay. I'll be there in a couple minutes.”

“Okay great.”

The phone beeped, and dropped back in his pocket. He spotted the blonde approaching down the sidewalk, looking particularly nice in her high boots and purple dress. The pleated fabric bounced against her bare legs, and her free hand pulled a lit cigarette to the side for a flick. She would cross his path in about six seconds.

A glance into her eyes was enough to send his body into shock, and his mind into a stream of thoughts impeding his buried desire to force any kind of greeting. A wave of the hand, an utterance of simple acknowledgement, or anything. Not now. You have somewhere you need to be. Maybe next time. She looks busy anyway.

A passing car gave him something to fixate on so she wouldn’t catch him staring. He let out a short sigh as she passed. Silly Scott Stone.
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The sun hung high in the sky. Maybe daylight meant he was safe from the darkness. The interlocking bricks covering the ground were littered with spiny seedpods this time of year, and the air was filled with colorful flying star-shaped leaves. Occasional gusts stirred the piles that collected in low areas, or beside buildings, resurrecting them with a final fluttering of life as whirls that resembled dust devils. They came alive for a moment or two, before neatly reverting to the lumpy auburn beds.

Maria sat on a ring of concrete that formed both a planter for one of the sugar gum trees, and a seating area for students between classes. Her black hair and dark skin were unmistakable. She wore a white, papery dress with matching heeled sandals. Like most girls, she had an unhealthy addiction to shoes. She never wore the same pair twice, as if she rented them by the day.

“What's up, Scott?” She waved. Through the shades, he wondered what those brown eyes were actually watching. Him, or the leaves?

“Had a little scare last night.” He stopped in front of the planter and looked harshly at the cement construction. “Why does everything have to be made of concrete?”

“You okay? You sounded a little weird on the phone.”

“I saw something in my room. I can't get it out of my head.”

“Another panic attack?”

Scott huffed. Sickly Scott Stone. That's what the kids called him in grade school, the ones who bothered to take note of his existence at all. He parked his butt on the bench, maintaining enough space to ensure that they didn't touch, and keeping his scraped hands safely away from the jagged surface. It was the formal thing to do. She had a boyfriend, and he didn't want to appear as more than an acquaintance. People might get the wrong impression, and run off to tell Mike.

Every time she spoke to him, he wondered if there might be some future chance. He knew the outcome of such speculation, but he pondered the possibility anyway. It was in his nature. He didn’t know who he might end up with, so every female in talking distance was a potential. He also knew exactly what his chances were. Girls didn’t talk to him, and it was rare that he mustered up the courage to start a conversation. That alone crippled his chances.

His mind settled back into place. Maria was a special friend, overly extroverted, comfortable, and the fact that she had a boyfriend made her easy to talk to. He didn’t have to worry about saying the right thing, or trying to win her over. There was distance between them, and the barriers to communication crumbled as a result. She was the one girl he could talk to without his tongue seizing up.

“You look more pale than usual,” she said. “Just like Patrick said.”

“I didn’t get any sleep last night. I should be asleep right now, but I can’t turn in. I can’t go back there.”

“Why? It’s not like it was your first nervous tick.”

“It wasn't a panic attack. I finished my philosophy paper and turned around, and there was something in my room.”

“Like a cockroach?”

“No. I don't know what it was. At first I thought it might be a mouse. Something moved in the corner of my eye. I turned to look, and it was gone. You know that feeling? When your eye catches something, you look, and there’s nothing there?”

“Happens to me all the time, when I drink too much coffee.”

“Instead of ignoring it, I kept looking. Something inside forced me to keep looking. It just sort of, appeared. Or disappeared. I'm not sure which.”

Maria's eyebrows wrinkled. Her round face exaggerated every tiny expression. Even behind the dark glasses, he could tell her eyes were squinting as she deciphered what he was trying to say. She was probably wondering if he was nuts.

“It was like, something. The air darkened over my sheets. Like a shadow, but hovering in the middle of the room instead of stuck on the wall where it should be.”

“Trick of light?” she asked.

Scott's head shook with a snappy quiver. “It wasn't a trick of light, or my mind. Something was there. It turned black. The thing. In a second it went from nothing at all to this black shape standing on my bed, or sitting. Maybe floating above it. And those eyes.”

“Eyes?”

“Like tiny red neon lights. Near the top of—I guess it's head. You think I’m nuts don’t you?”

“I don’t think you’re nuts, Scott.”

“Yeah you do.” He stared across the quad. “I sound nuts.”

“Well go on. What else?”

“You really want to hear it?”

“It’s not like I’m doing anything else right now.”

He sighed. “It reached out with like—like tentacles. I couldn't move. Till I dropped my coffee and burned my frickin’ leg. That’s where this stain came from. My leg was frozen for the rest of the morning.” He glanced at the brown spot for a minute. At least it was on the wrong side for someone to assume a bowel accident. “Then I ran. I'm not even sure my door closed, but I don't want to go back up there.”

“That's it? Black shadow thing and red eyes?”

“I wasn't going to hang around long enough to take a picture,” he snapped. “It was after me.”

“Did it move toward you or something?”

“No. Maybe. It was about to. I know it was trying to kill me, though. I know it.”

“How long were you up?”

“This isn't an insomnia thing.” His nasally voice sounded like a plea for sanity rather than the intended bark of anger.

“Okay. Just calm down.”

Every time he had a problem, or got sick, or appeared to be overreacting, someone would tell him to calm down. As if he could magically control his heart rate and mood. Trying to calm down only caused more stress, and being calm would not solve the problem at hand. He took a deep breath, and forced it out before continuing. “You don't believe me, do you?”

Her dark glasses followed her face from side to side, and her hand landed on his shoulder. “I believe you, Scott. You saw something. But I can't—I believe you. What do you think it was?”

“I don't know. A ghost?”

“Thought ghosts were supposed to be white.”

“Don’t make this a racial thing.” He had been saving that line for a while, and finally got a chance to use it. The spell of seriousness broke, and Maria let out a clutch of laughter that resonated against his lips, coaxing them into an uneasy smile.

Scratching noises clawed at the concrete behind him, and he spun to look. Nothing there.

“What is it?”

“Did you hear that scratching?”

“Probably leaves.”

“Maybe.” The sun baked day-old sweat into a grainy skin crust, and the chilly breeze felt like ice on the shaded side of his body.

“When’s the last time you slept?”

“This morning. At the doctor's office. He thinks I'm nuts, too.”

“I'm sure he doesn't think you're nuts. It's hard not to suspect delusions from an insomniac. That doesn't mean you're nuts.”

“I've been without sleep before, long enough that I can tell the difference between dozing off and what's real.”

“What's the difference?” She removed her glasses, and with them, any suspicion of not having her undivided attention.

“Hallucinations from being tired almost always happen when your mind plays with what you see. If you see something against an plain background, then it doesn't move. Sometimes I see animated things, but it's always against a busy background like marble, or when I'm walking or riding in a car.”

“So this wasn't a hallucination because it moved while the stuff behind it stayed still?”

“Exactly.”

“Wasn't there a thunderstorm last night?”

“Yeah. So?”

“What if the flashes from outside made it look like it was moving.”

“I don't think so.” He shook his head. “This was different. I can't explain it. I just know.”

“Okay, Scott. If you say it was real, I'll humor you. Do you think it's still there?”

“I don't know. I don't want to go up.”

“You don't want to go up? You have to change your clothes and get some sleep sooner or later. It looks like you've been digging in the mud. Plus if we snap a picture, you can probably sell it to a tabloid for lots of money. Enough to pay for your books next semester at least.”

He stared at the brown stain across his pant leg, the same kind that Maria typically wore on her smock at work. “That's never going to wash out.”

“What if I went with you?”

Scott frowned, then nodded, but refused to look her in the eye. “Maybe. At least then if it attacks me, I'll have a witness.”

His heart thumped lightly against the sternum. He'd never had a visitor in his apartment before, much less one so beautiful. He didn't need anything from her. Company was enough. He scolded himself for considering the thought that they would be anything but friends. There was no point thinking about it, and at best, if he made any kind of move, he would only lose her friendship, not gain a lover.

It was comforting that she actually wanted to spend time with him. Fake friends never come over unless you throw a party. Their relationship was cemented in place, and if he would have answered her request to hang out, none of this would have happened. Friends. To normal humans the thought seemed silly, but when you don’t have any, buddies are a very special thing.

The consideration frequently clouded his thoughts about any girl he met, like a giant squid stalking a schooner on the open ocean. He wished offending thoughts would vanish completely, and he could free himself from the obsession of trying to find a girlfriend. He wasn’t any good at dating or meeting people. Try as he might, the loneliness persisted. Even more in the quad, surrounded by couples holding hands as they walked to and from classes. Cupid was the one baby he wouldn't mind punching in the face.

His introspection turned into a daydream, and when he snapped out of it, Maria had already packed her books. She was standing before him.

“C'mon. If I'm going to go with you, then we need to do it now. I have class soon, and I want to grab a coffee.”
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Maria had to push him through the building entrance. He trudged up the steps cautiously, and dragged his feet down the hall toward the still open door. The building was old, as were the doors. Slamming them shut was a trick that rarely worked. It must have rested open against the bolt all night. Maria pushed her way inside.

“Anyone here?” she called.

He watched through the doorway as she disappeared into the tiny apartment. Some would call it cozy, but any sane person would see it for the slum it was. She’d probably be telling her friends about the dumpy apartment that bubble-boy lived in later that night.

“No ghosts here. C'mon, Scott. Come in. Whatever it was, I think it's gone.”

His heart quickened as she reappeared and grabbed his hand to tug him inside. He scanned the apartment, hunting for anything out of the ordinary. Something brushed against his toe. He glanced down, and jumped at the sight of his wrinkled jacket laying on the ground.

“Little paranoid?”

It was jet black, just like the creature. Every shadow in the room taunted him. His eyes wandered toward the brown stain under his overturned office chair that appeared as a painting of the creature. Cappuccino radiated in tentacles from what looked like a blast center, some of the lines a few feet long. Bubbles of cream-colored foam blistered atop the otherwise white carpet.

“Look, just lay down for a while, okay? Humor me.”

He crawled onto the bed and stuffed the side of his head into the cotton-clad pillow that grew softer, warmer, and more inviting with each passing second, causing his eyelids to droop. When he went long enough without sleep, his body needed no coaxing to start a rest cycle. A soft blanket was often catalyst enough to take care of any wavering thoughts, and Maria tossed one over him.

She walked to the closet, and his eyes followed her dress. The draped fabric hugged the top of her legs with every step. She stood at the closet, staring back at him.

“I really think it's gone, Scotty. Do me a favor, and try to get some sleep. I'll check on you later, okay?”

He nodded. The short hairs on his cheek scratched against the smooth pillowcase.

“Okay,” she said.

She walked out, closing the door gently. Scott's stare fixed on the leather jacket. It lay against the carpeted backdrop bordered by plain white walls. In the dark, fabric took on fantastic shapes. Most of them grotesque and creepy, but it was only a jacket, and no amount of dreamy brain manipulation could shake that reality. He couldn't close his eyes. The monster might appear at any moment, and he was ready to run.

His mind played with the gentle folds of leather, the subtle contrast of shading between them enhanced, taking on the shape of a man’s face. It melted as the image aged into a wrinkled old witch cackling at him. Like looking into the clouds, his brain constructed shapes and patterns out of the jacket seams and variances of light and shadow.

He slammed his eyes shut, and lay there waiting for fatigue to take over. His knee throbbed. His hands burned, and his glasses pressed against his temples uncomfortably. Without looking, he pulled them off, and placed them on the wooden nightstand. Behind closed eyelids, the red dot eyes appeared again. A memory that refused to release him. Perfectly round circles, colored evenly, like glowing neon lights. The shape of the monster became clear, or maybe his brain was filling in the details on its own. The head securely attached to the body without need of a neck, like the shadow of of 20's gangster in a short brimmed hat and trench coat. A perfectly innocent shape, if not for those eyes.

He drifted off, and another terror waited for him in the realm of dreams.
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Sometimes, during a traumatic experience, human beings forget things they had planned.

The alarm on his phone screamed, as loudly as he had tried to in the dream. He couldn't remember why, only that no sound came out, no matter how much wind he put behind the pipe.

His eyes opened to buzzing and wailing from his pocket, the alarm blared with the emergency siren of an ambulance. His palm burned against the belt loop on his jeans as he fingered his phone and slid it out. A tap of the thumb shut it up, and it became obvious that the short nap was hardly beneficial. His tongue turned to sandpaper, and the room spun, forcing an unsettled feeling into his stomach, much like being hungover. If you drink enough, coffee can have the same morning effects as alcohol.

Maybe two hours of sleep. Maybe three. The apartment was dark, and the creepy black silhouette of his jacket remained. No monster. Nothing crazy.

He rolled out of bed, and staggered toward the sink. It was one of those moments when it was prudent to skip the cup and stuff his head directly under the tap. His socks were soaked with sweat, as were the rest of his clothes.

There was a limit to the amount of liquid he could imbibe at once, even when thirsty after four days of subsisting on caffeine. He continued drinking until his stomach protested, threatening to open the dump valve, and then paced to the bathroom. He’d grown accustomed to waking up covered in sweat. Something about the mixture of caffeine, prescription drugs, and lack of hydration made for moist rest periods. He had to wash his sheets once a week to keep them fresh.

Once in the shower, he braced against the wall to hold himself upright as hot water fell over his bare skin in a penetrating stream. Slowly, he reanimated from his previous mummified state. At least enough to attend class.

He padded across the apartment in search of fresh clothes, treading through the frozen coffee stain soaking deeper into the carpet by the minute. There was no time to clean up. He dragged his damp foot, wiping off the dross on the way to the dresser.

He patted his jeans to ensure his pocket possessions were where they needed to be, “Books, pencils, wallet, phone.” He snatched his books off the desk that held his laptop, passing eyes right over the top of it. He never took it with him. The rest of his classmates may as well have been surgically attached to their electronic devices, but it was of no real use, just extra weight. He couldn’t type and pay attention at the same time, so pens and paper still had a purpose. He balked at how the other kids treated their gadgets, wearing them out before the semester was over by constantly dropping and otherwise abusing them. Maybe if the spoiled brats had to buy their own stuff, like him, they might treat it with more respect.

He checked the clock on his phone. “One hour.”

His normal routine was to start each day with a cup of coffee. His breathing labored as worries about the lack of sleep stirred paranoia about his ability to get to class without passing out in the street. He dug frantically through the pill drawer, shifting empty bottles around before finding the right prescription.

One was enough to quell the rising blood pressure, but reminded him that coffee was a necessity today, not just a habit. He'd know when the pill kicked in, as the irritation of every prying thought eating away at his mood would fade to apathy. He grabbed the jacket, and dragged his feet all the way to the coffee shop. By the time he received his fresh tall cap, most of the anxiety had melted away. He could almost handle class like a normal kid.
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The chairs in the library were plain, crafted from wood, and almost as comfortable as a boulder. Every time he sat, blood pooled to the point of leaving bedsores on his rump. The silver lining was that being so uncomfortable zeroed his focus, forcing him to work quickly, so that he could release himself from the torturous seat sooner. Procrastination equaled pain.

He opened his email and downloaded the file to the crude library machine, which was likely older than him, and clicked the print button. Across the room, the giant office machine came to life with a subtle hum. It was just loud enough for a user to know their document was on the way out, but not so annoying as to break anyone else's concentration. His gaze passed to a student librarian standing behind the counter, staring directly at him. She looked down at her screen the moment they made eye contact.

“She must think I'm sick.”

“What?” asked the kid in the next chair.

“Nothing. Never mind.”

Despite the danger of a butt-flattening, he opened a search engine and entered the phrase “shadow ghost.” There were millions of online entries, thirty-five million to be precise. He scrolled and clicked through random pages, seeing everything from “ghost expert” opinions to theories about aliens and parallel dimensions. Most of the sites hosted gibberish, and required clicking through several pages of ads before seeing any explanation, which usually ended up being a copy of some other article he had already read, sprinkled with fake pictures of creatures who looked like blacked-out bodies. A silhouette of a fat man in a fedora. Another of some cloaked figure. All of them looked edited. None accurately described what he saw in the apartment. The ones with red eyes shot a chill down his arms, but still failed to describe the entity.

Half claimed that the spirits were demonic, while the rest maintained they were either benevolent, or at the very least, non-invasive. Watchers, one of the articles called them. Watchers observe from a distance, and run when spotted.

Other pages listed attacks by the monsters during sleep paralysis, or sometimes the creatures diving toward a victim when spotted. No deaths, as far as he could tell, but when something appears from thin air, blaming it for someone’s death would be impossible. Who could say that heart attacks weren't a symptom of something scarier than medical science? As if having your heart stop wasn't terrifying enough, the monsters could kill with impunity as they pleased.

Self-proclaimed experts suggested that the creatures might be some type of cryptid; that's what they called it. He searched cryptid:

An unknown animal that hasn't been officially discovered by science.

So-called scientists called them hallucinations and mind tricks. Apparently, psychologists received the question enough to have a consensus on the matter.

He pulled out his phone, realizing that he'd been staring at the computer for far too long. He shut off the running programs and hopped up from the wooden torture chair, feeling his legs go numb in the same moment. He hobbled toward the printer on pins and needles while the world around him watched in jest at his dance of sleepy leg syndrome.

His assignment was buried somewhere in a one-inch thick stack of paper on the printer tray. Students printed things all day long and left them. It was free, so who cared if you changed your mind about reading that 50 page cookbook after printing an illegal copy? People here were no different than the bastards at work who left sticky messes for him to clean up. They carried no regard for the poor sap stuck with the job of picking up their garbage. There were days when he thought he was the only sane soul of his generation, or perhaps the only human left that gave a shit about anything.

He dug through the pile, and found four pages of philosophical arguments with his name at the top. The lecture hall wasn’t far. His legs would have to put up with the pain just long enough to sit in another uncomfortable chair.

In the classroom, he walked to the little folding table near the podium and dropped his homework pages on a small pile of others. There were plenty of seats to choose from.

Dr. Landers droned about epistemology, which could put anybody to sleep.

This is a rock, but how do you know it's a rock? How do you know it's real? What if you are just imagining it? How do you know that you are real?

He wondered how people could wreck their brains so much over inconsequential arguments about the nature of the universe. Science had to start somewhere. Maybe the old philosophers were rich old men with nothing better to do. Everyone around him seemed to have something halfway intelligent to say about Nietzsche or Descartes, but when faced with a real problem of reality and perception, they would probably answer very simply, “You're imagining things. It's sleep deprivation. You're off your meds, or maybe you need to get on some more. You're nuts.”

Dr. Landers wasn't a typical professor, but he looked the part: old, bald on top, overweight from sitting too much and thinking about literally nothing instead of exercising. He wore wire-frame glasses with tiny square lenses. His gray goatee rounded out the picture, blending into the shorter hairs of the rest of his beard.

He was different from the other professors, however. When he talked, he spoke from an unknown energy source that charged him with ideas and random thoughts. He paced quickly back and forth, stopping behind the podium for brief moments in between. Perhaps lecturing was his only opportunity to move around. His hands swung about as he talked, and he frequently lost himself on a tangent for the whole lecture hour, especially when nobody stopped him. A few students consistently redirected his derailed thought trains and got him back on the tracks. He probably kept a few of them on the payroll for that purpose alone. Scott could almost see Landers in his head, bargaining with a couple of students. “I’ll give you five bucks per class if you keep me from drifting away from the syllabus.”

This was philosophy. Fun to some students, torture to the rest. Every class period, some war broke out between two or three of them, batting the puck back and forth, strong in their convictions, and never settling anything. Every class period but this one.

Landers broke into a discussion with himself about the mind-body problem. Trying to separate the id from the ego. He preached that even if we could explain everything there was to explain about the human body, finding the soul would still be an inescapable paradox. What is it about the mind that makes it so mysterious? How does it interact with the brain and body to make us do the things we do? These were the questions of the day, and the class listened in relative silence amid a background of key-clicking from trust-fund babies that were so absorbed in their Internet connections they didn’t bother paying attention. They weren’t footing the bill, so it didn’t matter if they passed or not.

The previous reading material from Harman talked about brains in vats, and the idea that all of reality was a fabrication: a cruel prank played on our senses by some evil genius.

Maybe Mr. Evil Genius was injecting visions of creepy shadows into Scott's reality for amusement. Torment the sick kid. Everyone will think it's funny. Give him something new to gripe about. Last week, Landers was talking about Zen meditation and how there were monks in the Far East who could pull themselves free from the material world and see their body from a distance. They could interact with the vat, so to speak.

Tripe. All of it. Like the playtime class in college. Scott didn't learn anything, but somehow made passing grades as long as he continued to turn in papers. Landers was probably the easiest professor on campus to please. If you jumped through his hoops, you passed. It was hard to imagine anyone failing epistemology, but then, did you really pass? Was the class even real? Those would have been fun questions for Landers to examine as part of the lecture.

After class, armed with an extra thirty minutes, he decided to ask the professor’s opinion about the dark creatures. As the other students filed into the hallway, they lumped into small clusters of close friends. Scott walked alone. Dr. Landers walked alone, too. Up the stairs toward the Philosophy Department offices, Scott followed, keeping just enough room to not draw attention. Rushing up behind someone and tapping them on the shoulder wasn't in his nature.
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“Dr. Landers. Question.”


“Sure, come on in.”

Landers wedged himself through a narrow path between the desk and filing cabinet in the cramped office to reach his chair. Bookshelves took the rest of the wall space. His desk was covered with papers.

“Please,” he said, and motioned to an orange, plastic visitor chair.

“How would someone know the difference between a hallucination and reality?”

Landers frowned and squinted with one eye.

“Between hallucination and reality,” he muttered.

“Yeah. Say someone sees a ghost. They go and tell their friend about it, and their friend doesn't believe them. Add a little sleep deprivation, and everyone thinks that the guy’s nuts. That he imagined the whole thing.”

“The ghost is certainly real to the person who saw it, but not real to anyone else because they didn't see it.”

Unhelpful logic reared its ugly head, again.

“I wonder sometimes,” Landers continued. “Sometimes I do little thought experiments about psychology. Psychologists get to decide what's real and what isn't. They're the ones who prescribe the medication. They get to say who's crazy. Tough job. Of course, the ones that make the most money likely dropped their philosophy major because it was too hard.” He chuckled. “And ghosts, that's a topic we could discuss forever. No solid evidence on one side of that spectrum or the other.”

“I don't want to discuss it forever. I’m just curious. Is there some kind of test you could do? To see if the person is crazy or not? Or if their senses can be trusted when they see a ghost?”

“Ah. Here's the thing about that. You remember the broken pencil experiment?”

“Which experiment?”

“When you shove a pencil into a glass of water, it looks broken, because you see part of it through the air, and the other part through water, which refracts light differently.”

Scott thought back to the second day of class, and some argument over whether human senses could be trusted at all. Sight could be tricked, as could the other senses, and Dr. Landers gave plenty of examples besides the broken pencil that day.

“People have been debating what's real and what isn't probably as long as there has been language. If you figure out a way to tell for certain, then come by here and tell me about it. We'll publish a paper together.”

The dialogue was headed nowhere. Just as Scott stood to leave, the professor posed another question, interrupting his move toward the door.

“Have you seen a ghost?”

“I don't know what I saw. I’m not sure if I should even call it a ghost.”

“What did you see? And when?”

He spun facing the professor. “It looked like some kind of shadow thing floating over my bed. The lights were off. Might have just been my eyes playing tricks.” Admit insanity before he accuses you of it.

“Shadow people? I've read about them. Did it run the moment you saw it?”

“It didn't go anywhere. I thought it was going to attack me.”

“That's strange. What did you do next?”

“What do you think I did? I bolted.”

“There's a lot of talk about ghosts and demons and apparitions. Most people say the best thing to do is try to communicate. Were you in bed when it happened?”

“No. I was about to go to bed, but I was wide awake.”

“You might have an honest sighting. If you see it again, let me know. I'm fascinated by that sort of thing.”

“If I see it again, I might not live to tell about it.”

He laughed, and rocked back in his chair. It creaked beneath him, straining under the stress of a body over capacity for the thin plastic.

“People don't die from seeing ghosts. I don't think you have to worry about that. If you want, I know someone you could talk to. She's been investigating ghosts and ghost related stories for years. She's become quite the expert. I can make a call and get back to you.”

Scott nodded. “Maybe.”

“Maybe or yes?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. I'll get in touch with her and let you know what she says. Just out of curiosity, what do you think it was?”

“I don't know what it was. I'm not even really comfortable talking about it. But I figured. I mean, you talk about theories of how we know things or why we don't really know some things that we think we know. I thought you might be able to give me some kind of test, or some criteria to judge the experience that I haven’t thought about.”

“Doesn't work like that. Philosophy is speculation. Usually by the time you think it's all figured out, someone else comes along and punches holes all through your arguments.”

Scott nodded as he eyed the bookshelf. His mouth scrunched as if he'd taken a bite from a tart pickle. “I just hope it's gone. Thanks for the talk.”

He rushed out of the office. Landers muttered something else, but the words drifted past him. Skittish Scott Stone.
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Walking across campus was a ritual. It felt like being trapped on the set of a really bad romantic comedy. All around, students walked in pairs, some of them holding hands, others holding private discussions. Some were friends, some were more, and some were much less. Some hated each other’s guts, yet it was obvious that they were in relationships. Someone like Scott, who would generally appreciate a partner, was passed over for assholes who wanted to drop their load and move on. He popped another pill. Water wasn't required to nurse it down the hatch.

Math class passed even slower than Philosophy. He hated every minute of it. Numbers frustrated him more than logic. The two subjects were tied together by a thin but important thread. As long as he made it through the rest of the semester with a C or higher, it didn't matter. That would be the last of the math problems, hopefully for the rest of his life. He strolled through the quad again, this time on his way home.

The sky had darkened, and the view at night would have been magical were he holding hands with a girl. Globe-shaped lamps illuminated the walk from their antique posts. Soft yellow light bathed everything in off-color hues. Red bricks almost glowed while the gaps between them became flat black, as if they were hovering over a void. The round concrete planters shimmered like magical islands in an endless sea of synthetic stones that was the quad.

Everything was different at night. Normally he liked it, but every shadow he passed that night struck panic into a skipping heart. He watched bystanders as he walked, picking apart the details of their lives from a distance. A hooded man in the distance breathed out a cloud of smoke, and the ember of his cigarette drifted in an ark from his belt to his face and back. Each time it returned to the belt, another smoky puff drifted from his face. Maybe he worked in a nearby building, and this was his break. Maybe he was homicidal and waiting on the right victim to walk by. It was impossible to know the whole story about anyone at a glance.

The darkness after twilight was most inviting when other humans weren’t around. Empty streets provided a calm setting for thoughts, but any animated person detracted from the serenity. Any one of them could be a serial killer, or worse. Anything that stirred, shadow or otherwise, was transformed into a potential nightmare from the darkest region of a sleep deprived mind.

Tonight, he tried not to look at anything for too long. Every movement was something for his eyes to avoid. Any flickering of shadow could be the creature stalking him. Scared little Scott Stone.

    By the time he reached the apartment building, his body felt numb, a consequence of staying up too many days in a row. Fatigue riddled every muscle, including his brain, which tried to swell inside its unrelenting bone cage with no room for growth. Going too long without sleep forced a constant hangover. He was always thirsty. There was no such thing as a headache; it was full-blown migraine, or nothing at all. The long walk left his tongue dry, and the rest of his mouth coated in nasty film. He flicked on the light in the apartment, and walked directly toward the sink.

He cranked the faucet, and grabbed a glass that waited patiently on the counter. He filled it, and his stomach emptied it four times, until a subtle sickness rose in the back of his throat. He pressed the bottom of the glass against the faucet handle to stop the flow, and put it back on the counter inside a perfectly matching white ring that had formed over time.

He crawled into bed, rolled himself in the warmth of the comforter, and even though his stomach sent out pangs of hunger, he passed out almost immediately. His body had been through enough, and there was no stopping the imminent shutdown.
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He woke to a ringing phone, the soft purr attached to Maria’s number, and the arm of his glasses bruised against his ear. He rolled on his back to relieve the pressure, and the room spun around him. The glasses came free, and he dropped them on the nightstand. His body was numb, his shoulder sore, and he held the blurry white rectangle above him in bed.

“Hello?”

“Did you get any sleep?”

“A little.”

“Any ghosts?”

“No. Nothing.”

“Well that's good. Maybe it left.”

“Maybe.”

“Not in much of a talking mood are you? I woke you up?”

Of course you did. But how can I tell you that without also letting you know it made me happy? He nodded. “Yeah. Sort of.”

“Okay. Mike and I are going out tonight, so I have to get going, but I wanted to check in on you. Guess you’re skipping out on us again?”

“I had to wake up for class. Need to sleep for at least a little while.”

“No problem. Get some rest. I’ll drag you out another time.”

She hung up. He was still half asleep. The realm of the unconscious hung in his thoughts: burning buildings and suffering. It was always times like this when his brain would provoke paranoid and hateful thoughts about his station in life. Maria acted like his friend, but was she really? Nobody else paid him attention. Why should she? Why couldn’t people just be friendly to everyone, instead of segregating themselves into closed groups?

His gut wrenched with a sudden lack of concern for other people. They didn’t care about him. He was a customer, not a friend. He didn't have a rapport with any of them. He was this guy that everyone knew, but he didn't know most of their names. He was always alone, and he hated them for it. Suddenly, he wanted to be forgotten. At least if he willed it, he couldn't blame them for ignoring him.

He shut the world out. Let them have their laughter and stupid relationships. Every memory of someone bitching about a breakup filled his ears. Screw them all. Let them be alone for a while, and maybe they'll learn to appreciate what they have. Something he would never have. He wished they would all disappear, or die, or maybe just leave the city so he could be as isolated as he felt. A tear escaped, soaking into his pillow. The tiny spot grew cold against the corner of his eye as he drifted into his only escape from the pain of reality: the terror of his dreams.
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His eyes closed. The memory played in his head, focusing on dark things. Monsters, demons, and haunted images of lost souls. The bright red eyes appeared with the dark shadow against the backdrop of a burning city. The dream was the same at first glance, but the shadowy figure now commanded the chaos.


The memory began to fade as he lay there in the darkness. He grabbed for the phone to check the time. He hadn’t been asleep for an hour before his subconscious shook him awake from the nightmare. Suppression meant returning to strong thoughts that could make him forget. Thoughts like the anger he felt toward happy people, toward Maria and her boyfriend. To any couple holding hands as they strolled across the quad, trapped inside their own fleeting relationships. To every girl that ever ignored him, or shot down his humble efforts in the past. The gears refused to stop turning. His mind rolled through thought after hostile thought, and a new monster was born inside of him, angry at the world for being so cruel, and strong enough to eclipse the new threat sewing its seed progressively deeper into his psyche. The harder he tried to fall asleep, the more frustration and restlessness poured in.

“Well,” he shouted as he tossed the blanket into the darkness. “I'm obviously not sleeping tonight.”

He bounced off the soft mattress, still wearing his shoes. Even if he did manage to fall asleep, he would only wake up screaming again. It was no use. The universe didn't like him that night, and he cursed it for its lack of empathy. His eyes caught the brown stain on the carpet, now black in the faint light. He shuffled through the cabinets for carpet cleaner and paper towels. He soaked the stain and stomped towels into the muck, leaving them to sop up the mess. Another block in his way. I can't even walk through my apartment without being hassled.

He snatched a biology textbook off the desk, and his jacket off the floor. It was time again to face a long night of self-induced insomnia. If he couldn't rest, he would get some reading in. The door closed behind him, and he heard scratching on the other side that instantly sent a chill down his spine. He had almost forgotten about the monster, yet it continued to torment him. The tingling skin opened a vent behind his cheeks that flooded his face with warmth. This was a stupid problem to have. He was accustomed to a lack of sleep, but if this continued, it would eventually break him. There was no telling what kind of psychosis might follow. If there was one thing he had learned from his insomnia experiments, it was that sooner or later, human beings had to sleep.

Inside the shop, he caught eyes with the laptop guy from across the room. He was talking with Maria and another man, but his stare focused on Scott, and his eyes sharpened.

“Tall cap,” he said.

“Another one?”

“Number eleven.”

“You ever going to sleep?”

“I'm trying.”

“Might be easier if you cut the caffeine drip.”

Scott shook his head. “Won't make any difference at this point.”

The cappuccino machine howled and stirred, and a large presence appeared beside him. He looked up at a man twice his size: Maria’s boyfriend.

“Scotty Stone.”

“Yes?”

Mike extended his hand. Scott did the same, feeling the crushing grip of a more powerful human being. “Maria was telling us about your scare. That's kind of crazy.”

His pulse beat to the rhythm of the background music on the café speakers, music that he normally ignored. The pain of betrayal bled from his heart into his stomach. “So now everyone knows that I'm nuts. Great.”

“I don't think you're nuts, but if I were you I'd try to get a little more sleep. I didn't really come over to talk about ghosts and demons. The two of you seem to be good friends, so I figured it was only right to say hi. I don’t think we’ve ever actually talked. We're all about to head to the bar, if you want to join us.”

“No thanks,” said Scott. His voice broke as a building full of drunks appeared in his mind's eye. Too many people. Too much risk. He waved his Biology book like a magic wand for introverts. “I have some studying to do.”

“Okay, man. We'll be over there all night, so if you change your mind, the invite is open. You any good at darts?”

“I’ve never really played.”

“You can be on Maria’s team then. If you finish your, um, studying.”

“Tall cap,” said the barista.

Scott took his coffee from the bar and nodded. “It was nice talking to you. Thanks for the invite. Maybe next time I’ll be in a better mood, but I’ve been having kind of a rough week.”

“So we’ve heard.”

His eyes again caught the stare from laptop guy, whose face burned with anger. Perhaps he was trying to hide it. Nobody else noticed, but his eyebrows told all. He was disgusted, and Scott had no idea why. Maybe he had a prejudice against crazy people. Maybe he thought Scott was trying to get attention, or use the insane story to win favor with Maria. Maybe he was a homicidal lunatic hiding behind a laptop, on the lookout for someone to hate.

Outside, the cold air stung his face. The temperature dropped rapidly after sunset, and it would continue to drop until morning. He glanced up at the window of his apartment, lit from inside by a laptop screen. In the apartment, he'd be alone with the monster. In the coffee shop, he'd be in the presence of the menacing customer with a scraggly beard. The only safe choice was to sit around one of the outside tables and freeze.

He unfolded his textbook and flipped through it. Maybe he should have picked another science elective. The constant memorization and regurgitation routine was already old, and midterms were still weeks away. Burying himself in the text calmed his nerves. Reading had a funny way of disconnecting him from the world, and from his problems. Even a boring Biology textbook could clear his head of other thoughts. Never in his life did he find himself so entranced by the composition of a cell. He contemplated each structure, from phosphate heads in the cell walls to mitochondria.

Time marched forward as his fingers froze to the point where he had trouble turning pages. The coffee grew cold, and he stared up at the apartment again.

“A sleeping pill will knock me out.”

He glanced the other direction, staring down the street toward neon lights that advertised various brands of beer. A long sigh escaped in a slow release of steam that drifted upward in front of his face, fogging his glasses. Part of him wanted to go. It couldn't be scarier to surround himself with people than it was trying to sleep in a room with a demon, and the drinks would definitely put him down, though they might also give him a stomach ulcer. Darts on Maria’s team enticed him, but he’d probably miss the board completely and end up sticking some drunk with a steel point. That was trouble he didn’t need.

The short journey of escape from the cold played hell on his mind, and each step toward the door enhanced the dread of going inside. The soft treading of his shoes against the hallway carpet echoed in his ears like a bass drum. He pressed his arm against the door, keeping the book secure while carefully twisting the knob with his coffee hand, enough to pull open the portal to Hell.

He dropped the books on the bed, and slung his jacket over the bed post. Philosophy homework was still displayed on the laptop. He leaned against the workstation to close programs and check his email. Nothing, as always. Nobody wanted to email him. Nobody wanted to talk to him. He was the modern equivalent of a hermit. Even spam avoided his inbox. Social media accounts were pointless, as were dating websites. Maria was his only real friend, and that wasn't saying much, as they usually only talked at the café as customer and clerk. He wondered if she thought of him the same way he thought of countless gas station customers he was forced to smile at as a job requirement. As the last program closed, the webcomic he kept on the computer's wallpaper gave him a chuckle, until he noticed something move. A reflection in the glass screen.

His right hand began to shake, putting the now iced coffee in a precarious position above a pile of paper towels where the last one spilled. He placed it on the desk, spilling a few drops from the lid while spinning toward the bed, staring downward. He squeezed his eyes shut.

Breathe in, breathe out. His eyes shot open. A micro-shot of adrenaline kept him alert. His eyes darted about the room. If something was here, he wanted to catch it from the corner of his eye, and not in the center of focus.

“Who's here?”

Nothing stirred. He was tired, and likely making too much of an isolated event, or so he told himself.

“Screw this. I'm going to bed. You better not interrupt my sleep.” Threatening the thing might not be the wisest choice, Scotty.

He turned again and yanked his medicine drawer open. One of the empty bottles on the desk rolled into the drawer as he shuffled through the rest.

“There we go. Temazepam.” He popped one of the tiny capsules and washed it down with the gritty cold coffee, slamming his eyes closed again.

“Four steps to the light switch.”

He paced forward behind closed eyes, feeling around with his hands until he found the wall. His fingers slid left to the door frame, then down and over the switch. He clicked it off, turned ninety degrees, and pictured the bedroom in his mind.

“Okay. Three normal steps, plus a little to the bed.” He paced carefully, and then inched forward until his fingers found the soft mattress. Once on top, navigation was easy. He kicked off his shoes. The blankets and sheets wrapped around him, and he buried himself like burrito meat in a tortilla of soft linens.

“Done. Now sleep.”

Scratching. Scraping. It came from the window. Maybe someone outside was playing tricks. Maybe Maria’s friends. Maybe that scruffy laptop toting psychopath. Torment the crazy kid. That’s what they’re doing. The noises stopped every time he glanced over, and began again seconds after closing his eyes.

Maybe the wind was stirring up leaves outside, but it hadn’t done much to keep his breath from condensing on his glasses earlier. The scratching continued. He unwrapped himself from the blanket burrito, aimed his eyes at the ceiling, and then back toward the window.

Headlights from passing cars tossed a dozen moving shadows through his room at regular intervals. He wriggled every time the light was bright enough to shine through his closed eyelids. He should have been knocked out. The pill should have tranquilized him, but he remained awake, and somewhere between terrified and furious. He rolled toward the door, and stared at his jacket to verify its position and shape, just to be sure that he wouldn’t mistake it for a monster later. Somehow, he managed to place it in such a way that wrinkles didn't give his mind anything to distort. All of the leather folds hung in straight lines that even his fatigued brain couldn’t toy with.

As he laid there, his whole body went numb. He wasn't even tracking hours at this point. His sleeping rhythm should have left him crashed out until morning. He was back on the waking part of the cycle. No wonder he was agitated. It didn’t matter that he didn’t get enough sleep, another three-day period had started. He should have been wide awake and studying. He was now too tired to do anything useful, but too awake to sleep.

If he couldn't see the creature, then maybe it wouldn't see him. The mechanics of how shadow people operated wasn't covered in the web search. They were supposed to run if you spotted them, but this one wanted to be seen. He knew it.

“Ughh,” he moaned. “Why did I do this to myself?”

Scott's insomnia was self-induced. Well, not completely, but he gave up fighting insomnia with medication. He knew what he was doing by staying up for three days at a time and then crashing an extra day on the weekend. Natural circadian rhythms are only set for a twenty-four hour cycle because people live on Earth. If humans lived on Mars, they would adapt to a twenty-five hour day. On Titan, the rhythm could stretch to a twenty-three day cycle. Human beings are naturally adaptable creatures, especially in their sleep patterns. Such adaptability allowed some to function nocturnally while others slept. It also allowed him to stretch his days well past the limit defined by his planet.

His first experiment was a thirty-six hour day, and it would have been great if work and school were not factors. The forty-eight hour day was a fascinating attempt. That one should have worked perfectly, but for some reason, his wake cycle constantly overshot to the following sunrise, and he would knock out as if sleep were bestowed by Apollo's arrows. He discovered that it took less downtime to sustain longer wake cycles. The longer he stayed up, the more efficient he became as a human being.

The only problem with the seventy-two hour day was that reverting to normal time was impossible. Screwing with your circadian rhythm was like sailing off into the unknown. The return trip wasn’t guaranteed. It took time to adjust. The self-reflection took his mind off any danger that might be lurking at the end of the bed, and he finally drifted off.

But there were other dangers that lurked on uncharted waters. The causes of ships failing to return to port. Such unknown horrors existed in every phase of life. Every decision. Behind every door, every window, and every sleep period.

Ancient people might wake up to a hungry beast attacking them while helpless. The monster he might see upon waking was much worse. A danger that walls and doors, even in modern times, failed to guard against.
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A trigger in the human brain shuts down the nervous system while sleeping, so the body won't toss in bed. Sleepwalking happens when the switch doesn't flip, and paralysis results when the brain wakes up before the body can reboot. It’s the perfect time for an attack from the astral realm, and the scent cast by the pheromones of fear attracts dark entities like blood for sharks.


It didn't take long before he woke up. In his mind he never fell asleep. No nightmares, thank God. The drugs usually enhanced them. He lay there, unable to move anything but his eyelids. Sleep paralysis. This wasn’t his first experience with it, but somehow, in light of recent events, it was more terrifying than the first time he felt it, when he had no idea what was happening. Now he knew exactly what it was, and how long he would be locked in place, defenseless against anything that chose to invade his apartment.

Some of those ghost websites had mentioned sleep paralysis alongside shadow sightings. Tingling sensations ran across his body. That was the first symptom of recovery. Muscle tissue was coming back online.

Scott's head lay propped against the pillow, twisted in a position that was certain to leave a kink in his neck. His jacket was directly at the center of view. He blinked repeatedly, trying to wake his body up. He’d learned a couple of tricks since the first time it happened. Sometimes he focused on wriggling his fingers. The trick was to use any working muscles until others become available. Unfortunately, they weren’t activating fast enough, and his mind distracted itself from the focus needed. His brain was on high alert, fearing that the neon red eyes would appear any second. He was stuck, and the dark shadow of his jacket hanging from the door started to grow.

It’s just a brain trick, Scott. Relax.

But it wasn't. Leather normally shined like obsidian, reflecting any tiny glint of available light. The silhouette of the jacket darkened to pure black, and grew larger with each passing second. Before long, it was half the size of the room behind it, eclipsing his desk. Then the eyes appeared.

Keep looking. Just a bit longer.

He slammed his eyes shut, but the presence of the creature surrounded him. He struggled inside his own skin, trying desperately to rouse his muscles into action.

Something scraped at the window behind him, like a wolverine trying to claw its way inside. His skin numbed, and tingling sensations raced up and down his legs, then up his spine. He couldn’t move, but felt the prickle of raised hairs over his entire body. His blood flowed like ice water. It was hard to say if this was really sleep paralysis, or if he was paralyzed by fear.

Just a bit longer.

That’s not my voice. I’m not imagining this. Something cold and wet scrolled from the back of his neck forward along the line of his chin, and the skin tingles changed, radiating out from his face. His fingers shook, and suddenly he could wiggle them. He pulsed his fist open and closed, trying to force the motor control to spread.

His teeth clenched. It was working. Just a bit longer. His jaw was sore, but again under his control. His tongue licked at the roof of his mouth and the back of his teeth. The scraping intensified, now coming from every direction. The window, the door, and even his desk.

Hissing. Scratching. An electric field wrapped him, the same sensation as holding a pencil point just between his eyes, but in lines around his body. The feeling spread and widened, covering him. Pressure followed. Something held him in place, but he was terrified to look. The sensations continued around his neck, as though it were being sniffed or licked by a dog. Tears filled his closed eyes, and he found himself praying that it would stop.

Please, God. If you’re really out there. Make it stop.

This was it, the end. Claws wrapped his heart, and his lungs emptied in surrender. His gut sucked in to the point of cringing pain. A tickle in the back of the throat forced a cough, which shot pins and needles across his body. His limbs were heavy, and whatever forcefield constricted his body tightened. He had no choice but to fight back. He ripped against it, and struggled to free himself until he tossed right off the edge of the bed.

The squeezing force loosened its grip as he smashed into the ground. He wriggled free of the demon’s clutches, and clawed at the top of his bed, dragging himself toward his glasses. Eyes still shut, he planted them on his face. He kicked at whatever still had him by the legs, and again fell from the mattress, this time onto soft fabric.

“I’m a freaking idiot!” he shouted as his eyes shot open. He’d been struggling against his own sheets, and it wasn’t the first time he’d caught himself doing so after a nightmare. His heart continued drumming away at full speed. His breathing labored into hyperventilation. He forced himself up, embarrassed, and shook his head again.

“Screw this. I’m going to get coffee.”

As he spun toward the door, two burning red circles stared back from the darkness. He slammed his eyes shut again.

The pressure returned, first around his leg, and gradually wrapping toward his chest. This time there were no blankets to blame. The grip tightened, but he refused to look. Time slowed to a stop, and a cool wetness coated his cheek.

Just a bit longer.

There must have been some kind of barrier between himself and the demon. Even under increasing tension, the monster would have surely killed him if it was able. The thought squeezed out under the tightening grip. He pushed off the balls of his feet, and the restraining force vanished. Before he could consider if it was another mind trick, he smashed into the sharp, uneven edges of the heavy wooden apartment door.

His mind spun as he scrambled back to his feet. His hands, hunting for a hold, caught his jacket. It slipped, and he fell again. A roar of laughter erupted like the beginning of a death metal song. He finally stabilized, and nearly ripped the doorknob off while racing for the hallway.

The door slammed behind him, and he collapsed into a heaving pile, coughing and hacking between gasps.

He caught his breath as a tiny red dot landed on his eyelash. The nightmare was over, but the devil was still in his room. The door might not be able to stop it. He scrambled down the hallway, and tumbled down the stairs to the first floor. The steps cut across his back, his arms, and his legs, until finally he rolled onto his back in the lobby, eyes now wide open, staring at copper ceiling tiles.

He mumbled in short breaths, “Stupid. Freaking. Stairs.”

The voice spoke again.

Just a bit longer.

“Shut up,” he yelled, not caring who heard. With another beat of his heart, he found himself out in the cold, racing barefoot across the frigid sandpaper sidewalk toward the café. He yanked on the glass door with fury. A heavy crack sounded from the spring mechanism as it slammed open. Inside, his wet foot hit the slick tiles, and down he went.

Laughter erupted from the late-night patrons, mostly college students trying to catch up on studying, or sober up from their drinking sprees. It was exactly the type of situation he tried to avoid. He was in third grade again, crying on the playground when he would have been better off just taking his beating from the school bully.

“What the hell happened to you?” called the familiar voice of a barista, who rushed around the bar and skidded to a stop over Scott’s body. “Are you all right?”

Do I look all right?

The bearded barista hoisted him to his feet. Scott wrapped his arm around the guy’s shoulders as he was half-carried across the coffee shop. The whole world stared, covering their stupid smiles. Some of them couldn’t control their laughter, and the echo of giggles and smirks followed him to the back room. A minute later, he was sitting on a stack of pallets behind the kitchen area, broken and out of breath.

The barista looked him up and down. “What the hell are you doing? What happened to your face? You're bleeding.”

Scott's hand raced upward to touch the stings of a thousand hornets on his forehead. He drew it back to see blood smeared on his fingertips.

A cook looked up from preparing a midnight sandwich, “What the hell is this?”

“Shut up,” said the barista, and pulled a wooden chair between Scott and a heavy steel sink. He grabbed a rag and ran it under the faucet while staring down. A moment later, the scalding mass of heavy fabric was against Scott's forehead, burning away the sting. “Hold that there.”

“Thanks.”

The barista straddled the chair and leaned close, looking him over carefully.

“Get that guy out of my kitchen.”

“Shut up, Carl,” yelled the barista. He turned back to Scott. “You want to tell me what’s going on? I mean, you aren’t exactly 100 percent normal, but this is odd, even for you. Why are you bleeding?”

“I ran into my door leaving my apartment.”

“I sometimes run in to my ex leaving mine, but she doesn’t gash me on the forehead.” The barista frowned with half of his face, and smiled with the other. “Too soon?”

Scott shook his head at the guy’s poor attempt to cheer him up. “Too soon.”

“You've been coming in here almost every night for months, and tonight you decide to bash your skull in on the way out of your apartment? You needed some excitement in your life, or what?”

Fatigue set in, and Scott leaned back, falling against the hard wall with a bounce of his skull. His body went limp. If the monster wasn’t bad enough, he had now officially announced his insanity to the world. At least he slept in his clothes last night, and didn’t run in wearing boxers.

He brought his knees to his chest and rested his heels on the edge of the pallet. His arms wrapped around, pulling them in and creating a hiding spot to bury his sore face. Tears dripped onto his jeans, or maybe it was water from the rag. His heart was still pounding, a prelude to the panic attack he was about to have. His eyes closed, releasing more tears. A long sigh escaped with them. His face caught fire, and his body shook with whimpers that climbed out of an empty stomach.

“I don't know what's happening to me. I'm going crazy. I had to get out of there.”

The barista put his hand on Scott’s shoulder. “I never did get your name.”

“Scott,” he said, his voice muffled by denim.

“Scott? I'm Patrick. Now we're introduced, so you can stop calling me tall cap.”

Scott winced. A hint of levity from the comment fought against the helplessness of his sinking spiral of despair.

“You need me to call an ambulance or anything?”

“No.”

“Okay. Stay here. I have to get back to work. I’ll check on you in a little while, okay?”

He nodded, eye sockets pressed against the plastic rims of his glasses.

With the scrape of a wooden chair, Patrick’s presence disappeared into fading footsteps.

“No,” said a voice. “Get him out of here.”

“You shut your mouth and worry about your job. Let me worry about the kid.”

Darkness closed in.
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The clang of a pot roused him. His head zapped both ways. Everywhere, people were moving and cleaning. He caught sight of Patrick, who approached to look him over.

“A billion people were asking about you tonight. They all seemed to know you, but none of them knew your name. You're quite a celebrity.”

“What?” Scott's head was groggy and throbbing. His hand reached up to touch the rough mess above his right eye.

“All scabbed up. Don't scratch it. You'll end up like Richard.”

“Who's that?”

“Bartender. He picks at everything. Always has these rashes on his arms. Ever since. Well. Nevermind.”

“What time is it?”

“Almost five. Time for you to get out of here before the boss comes in. You live close by, right?”

“Yeah, next door.”

“Some of the customers said that. They said you walk here and back from that apartment building all night. You gonna tell me what happened out there? That's a short walk to get you into this much trouble. Girl problems?”

“I don't have a girl.”

“Well. I'd call that a problem. Roommate kicked your ass?”

“No roommates.”

“Somebody did a number on you. Maybe you’re just trying to be tough, or whatever. You don’t want to be a narc? You should tell the police. I don't know what happened, and it's none of my business, but you're a good tipper, and I'd prefer to keep you as a customer.”

A clattering of pots and dishes came from the sink. The guy who dropped them scowled at him, before heading to the front of the shop.

“I also don't want to kick your ass out for walking in here barefoot and bloody. Can’t have people just strolling in like that. You know?”

Scott sighed. How could he tell this guy anything? How could he tell anyone? Nobody would believe it. He hauled to his feet. Maybe the monster would kill him next time, instead of playing with him like a cat toy. It was one thing being the local wimp. Earning a reputation as the crazy straight-jacket kid was a whole other ballgame. He stood, weaving from a dizzy spell. The barista snapped to action, clutching him around the chest. Pain shot through his neck and back. His whole body was stiff.

“You gonna be all right?”

“I'll be fine.”

“Okay, man. I hope you get better.”

“What time did you say it was?”

Reality had a funny way of creeping up on him during moments of high anxiety. His shift at the gas station started in less than an hour, followed by classes for the rest of the day. He wobbled back to the apartment, his personal torture chamber, trying to calculate how many hours he might have slept. The door was wide open. He flicked on the light, revealing what looked like a burglary. His mattress sat cock-eyed on the box spring, his jacket lay in the middle of the floor, and sheets were scattered from the foot of the bed to the door. At least there was no demon waiting for him. Maybe the shadow creatures were scared of sunlight.
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His boss was a middle-aged Asian man. Always early to work. Most of the time he was in the back office counting things, watching video tapes and making backup copies for the outdated security system, counting the number of mistakes his employees made, or scanning the shelves and counters that failed to get cleaned by the graveyard shift. His name was Bob. An odd name for a short, dark-skinned man with tiny gold-rimmed glasses and a long ponytail, or so he thought. Bob’s accent may have been foreign, but his attitude was all American. Aside from his looks, he was probably the most iconic American boss ever: strict, motivated, and all business. He constantly changed the signing around the store, moved products to different places, and indulged the local community with car washes, Girl Scout bake sales, and a number of other events that could drum up business.


When Scott walked in, Bob was fighting with a roll of receipt paper and swearing at the machine it was supposed to load into. He slammed the plastic top closed and looked up.

“Scott. What hell happen to you?”

“I fell down.”

Bob shook his head. “You okay to work? Or you take day off?”

“I'm good.”

“Okay. You feel bad, you let me know. Okay?”

Bob’s short legs didn’t inhibit his speed. He made up for his size by moving in fast forward, and he was just as fast to layoff worthless employees. He trotted to the back in his usual high-energy fashion. Scott came to understand the reasoning behind it. Every day that he worked, there was some mess left behind by the night crew, and everyone he worked with directly was worthless. Most of them would be lost if not for the cash registers and their automatic calculating.

Scott kept his mouth shut. He hated his coworkers, who spent more time chatting with their friends than actually working, but he hated conflict even more. If they weren’t on their phone, they were having a powwow at the counter after inviting two or three friends over to discuss what party they were going to that night, or how much weed they’d be smoking. Scott never complained about it out loud. Maybe that’s why the boss liked him. He’d been working in the dump since he started school, while the rest of the employees played musical chairs with job vacancies. The gas station had an entirely new crew every three months, except for himself and Bob.

Eight hours of handling money and dealing with annoying customers was enough to drive lesser humans mad. The worst people on the planet showed up at convenience stores as customers. They held their hands out to collect change, because it was expected that the clerk should place money directly in their hand, yet when they paid, they either dropped it on the counter or threw it at him, when they were paying with cash. Credit cards had the magical effect of disengaging most of them from the annoyances of conversation and interaction altogether. Human beings were a race of self-serving creatures. Each one obsessed with nothing but their own worries and gripes, not sparing one second to consider how they treated others.

Half of them didn't notice the laceration on his forehead, while the rest would ask “What happened?” in a nonspecific manner, sometimes while looking a different direction. None of them really wanted an answer, but they liked pretending they cared. They put on their worried face until their overpriced soft drinks or snacks were paid for, and left without giving him another thought.

People spilled fountain sodas and ice, then walked away, as if nobody would notice the mess. They refused to pick up after themselves. If they didn't act so shady about it, it wouldn't be a big deal. He handed change back to one lady while watching the remnants of a mess drip from the outside of her cup onto the counter. That big forty-four-ounce cup, and you need to fill it all the way to the rim?

He whispered to himself, “I suppose that phone call is so important that you didn’t realize the cup was full, huh?”

“Hold on a minute,” she said into the phone, and then cradled it against her bosom. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“Have a nice day.”

“Okay, thank you. Hello?” The phone was right back in her ear, and she left a trail of sticky droplets on the tile floor as she walked away. The path led from the soda machine, through the snack aisle, to the counter, on the counter, and straight out the sliding doors into the parking lot.

Scott looked down at his hands, wondering how people could have syrup stuck to their fingers without going crazy. If he splashed even the tiniest amount, he had to make a trip to the nearest sink to get the nasty crap off with the utmost haste. Maybe they were crazy, or maybe he was.

“Store’s clear, one pumping gas,” he said aloud.

He jogged to the back to grab the mop bucket. And returned to see three more vehicles in the parking lot.

“Every time I move to do something.” He shook his head, whipping the mop around sloppily until the doorbell chimed to announce an early lunch rush. He was back behind the register before the first swab could be wrung out.

The first person in line held a twenty dollar bill across the counter with one hand, and a phone to his ear with the other, like Scott could magically figure out what he wanted. He scanned the cars outside to see which was impatiently trying to pump gas while waiting on the computer system to approve the sale. He snatched the bill and asked, “Twenty on pump four?”

The man jumped, just like the last time the jerk came in. Scott figured that if he directed his speech to emphasize the same information repeatedly, they would eventually figure out which words to use. Nope. The redneck’s head bobbed left and right, looking past the other customers into the lot. He spun round. “Yep. I think so. That white truck.”

Scott sighed. A whole day of this was waiting for him.

It was a job. It paid for books, helped with tuition his grant didn't cover, and paid the rent. The best and worst part of the job was that it taught patience and tolerance, whether he felt like learning those lessons or not. With a migraine the size of Chicago, he really didn't care about finding his calm center that day. He didn't care about being the silent pillar of self control.

“There should be a legal limit of six hours of work per day for anyone in customer service. Any more is cruel and unusual punishment,” he said to next customer, who was obviously ignoring him. He waited. The sound waves left his mouth, danced in the background of another feeble mind, and finally created an all too typical response.

“What? I'm sorry. I wasn't paying attention.”

Of course you weren't. “I said, have a nice day.”

“Okay, thanks. You too.” The man snatched his stale pretzel from the counter, pinching it between his thumb and a giant Styrofoam cup, while browsing social media with the other hand. He strolled out the door, leaving no indication that he had flooded the soda station with another sticky mess.

The upshot of working a mindless job was that time passed quickly. The more annoying the customers were, or the more generic labor tasks he performed to keep himself busy, the faster the clock seemed to run. He mopped the floor four times, stocked the cooler twice, and his shift contracted the time line by about four hours. As soon as it was over, he pulled off the work uniform, which consisted of a red cotton pullover and name-tag, and headed for school.

Class after class, the instructors took one look at him and asked how long he'd be out for. If he was going to skip class, he never would have showed up. He inspected the cut in a bathroom between American History and Bio. It didn't look that bad, or perhaps he was getting used to seeing it. He cleaned the wound, clearing tiny bubbles of pus or blood that oozed out during the work day. They looked like rhinestone gems on a felt backing. Miniature cabochon ambers and rubies, so smooth upon drying that they shined in the institutional light of the school bathrooms. Each tiny bead carried an inherent beauty, and a curse: they served as a lasting reminder of the horror that awaited him at home.

Biology 101 was followed by a break before creative writing, which he hated almost as much as math. He spent the spare time sitting in the quad with a sub sandwich from the cafeteria, shivering in the windy weather as he watched people pass. Nobody looked at him, or noticed him, or cared. On campus, he was the leper. The sickly kid with the acne problem. Finding a girlfriend would probably be easier if his face wasn't covered in tiny white blisters, or if he didn't have a big red gash running down his forehead, but that hardly mattered since he never opened his mouth to talk. He was the worst at making the initial move, and suspected that the result would be ending up with a girl who treated him like crap, if he was lucky.

He lost himself in the day’s writing assignment. For some reason, he couldn’t scratch out anything story related until immediately before it needed to be turned in. As long as he got a passing grade, it didn’t matter. It was just a stupid elective anyway. He scribbled:

The darkness rises from within. It stalks me. The sum of my sins, that will eventually consume everything else in my life. Perhaps I asked for this. Perhaps I called the evil. Perhaps I'll someday become the evil that torments me, if I survive long enough.

Dark and twisted, much like the professor. He worried for a moment that she might see the assignment as a suicide note and call the police. Then he remembered it for what it was: a creative writing class. People wrote messed up things all the time, and the darker the stories were, the more the instructor seemed to love them. He was getting an A on this piece.

“How you feeling today?” asked Maria.

As he looked up from his notebook, she recoiled in shock. “Oh my God, what happened to your face?”

He smirked, and exhaled a short huff. “I saw it again, and I ran. You’re buddies at the coffee shop didn’t fill you in? From what I understand, it was the talk of the town this morning.”

“How does running make a cut on your forehead.”

“Running at full speed in the dark, and forgetting there was a door in the way.”

Maria sat beside him on the planter, overlooking the crumbs from his sandwich that spilled all over the legal pad in his lap. She was more comfortable about spacing, and sat closer than he would have. Her knee bumped against his, prompting him to scoot left. Her presence, even as just friends, excited him a bit too much, and he didn’t want to invade territory where he didn’t belong.

“I probably dreamed up the stupid thing anyway. I thought my blanket was trying to wrap around and crush me like a giant python. I’m just going nuts. Same old Scary Scott. College is turning into a repeat of junior high.” He tapped the point of the pencil against the pad a couple times, and bit his lip while wondering if his theory on the monster was legitimate. He knew inside that he was wide awake. There was no mistaking the sounds, or the voice. Could keeping his eyes closed and staying calm be the solution?

Maria shook her head slowly, while her eyes stayed fixed on his. “You need to see a priest.”

“A priest?”

“Yeah. That's what you do when you have a demon in your house. Right?”

“I don't know. I don't even go to church. They’ll probably pray for me and send me on my way. Big help.”

“You need to talk to someone. Twice this happened now. You need help. You can't keep working at this problem alone or something bad is going to happen to you. Worse than the cut.”

The only reason Maria paid attention was because she was so outgoing, and managed to break his spell in the coffee shop. She talked to him and asked questions, and she pried for answers, forcing a friendship from her incessant badgering. At first, he figured she made a game of turning silent nerds into semi-socialites. Now she was forcing him toward an interaction that didn’t make any sense. He wasn’t a church goer. He believed in science, even if he sucked at the math. What could they do anyway?

“If I go to a church, and nobody there knows me, and I start spouting off about ghosts—that's a stupid idea. They're going to think I'm playing a prank.”

Her eyes sharpened. He didn't even notice the floral pattern on her black dress until he dropped his eyes to avoid her stare. “You don’t go to church either. Why would you recommend a priest?”

“I don’t know. That’s what they do on TV. Church people seem to know about this kind of stuff. Maybe that’s why we keep them around, until science figures it all out. Or you could talk to your doctor again.”

“He thinks my prescriptions are messed up. He doesn’t believe me.”

“So what are you going to do?”

Church. The place that old ladies go to sit around and listen to the fading mythology of Christianity. Landers was a believer, but he was also a bit of a nut. They sing their songs, they read an old counterfeit book, they blame the Devil for everything bad, and blame God for everything good. What a delightful delusion.

“Would you feel better if I went with you?”

“I—I don't know. It—it's not gonna work. No—no—nobody at some church is going to be able to help. They'll probably just want to pray with me. They're goofy like that. Church people, I mean.” Stop it. Stop stuttering.

“You never know. They might be able to help you. I mean, every ghost movie that I’ve seen, the priest is the person people go to. And they’re always nice.”

“It's a stupid idea.”

“Humor me. At least I’m not luring you to a bar full of drunks tonight, this will double as your social interaction for the week. Or I can send you to the tavern with Mike.”

“Or I could just go home.”

“To play with your monster? No. You are getting out of there for a while tonight. Even if I have to drag you.”

He buried his face in open hands, tossing the idea of letting another person in on his insanity. The loony bin was only a few rumors away. But she had him trapped, just like the first time she forced him to be social in the coffee shop. She carried the ability to crack the introverted safe where he hid from the world. She could read him like a text message, and open him up to new experiences, even silly ones.

“How do you do that?” he asked.

“Do what?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Fine, I'll go. But you have to go too, and promise not to ever tell anyone. Ever.”

Maria giggled. “Okay then. After creative writing?”

“Sure.”
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On the doorsteps of the church, Scott filled with emotions, but ease wasn't one of them. His whole body ached from the painful bruise striping across his back and the stiffness in his calf muscles. For a change, the only thing that wasn’t hurting was his head. The cold night air turned bruises into frozen hunks of meat that resisted any attempted movement.


He wrapped himself in the warmth of the supple leather jacket to guard against the gusting wind. Clouds had covered the sky at sunset, and they now glowed in eerie yellow. Another storm was on the way. Maria's black hair blew about, forcing her to repeatedly pull threads away from her face.

“This is the place,” he said. “What now?”

“We knock?”

“I don't know, that's a big door.”

“Go knock.” She shoved from behind, forcing his footsteps to comply with her will. The door must have been ten feet tall, constructed of heavy dark-stained wood. The huge, polished brass fittings fixed the ornamental gateway to weathered stones as a sparkling jewel in the side of the castle. It towered over him like the gate to a forbidden city.

He reassured himself that these people should be welcoming of walk-ins. They couldn't attract members by turning people away. Still, judging by the size of the structure, they weren’t hurting in the collection basket.

He knocked three times, gently. The mild rasp of his fist landed on the hardwood like an ant trying to win the attention of an outdoor picnic.

“Nothing,” he said. “Guess they're closed. Let's go.”

Maria caught him by the elbow as he tried to skate past her. “Quit being such a wimp. Would you rather go back to your apartment?”

He sighed, and stared at the concrete ground. The jagged microscopic vista taunted him. “Slip again,” it called. It invited him to scrape his knees and palms by taking a nasty spill. He wondered if broken glass was a common ingredient in mixed concrete.

Maria pulled harder at his elbow, dragging him to the top step in reverse. “Quit stalling.”

He spun about under her guidance, once again facing the threshold of his internal fears. She was right about one thing. It was definitely less intimidating than the monster.

“It's a church. There's gotta be someone in there. Just look at this place.” She hammered at the door with a closed fist, each thump echoed from inside.

“Stop it,” he said. “We're going to get in trouble.”

“What? That's what you're worried about? It's a church. It isn't like we're busting into a bank after hours.”

“I don't think anyone's in there.”

“Humor me.”

He took a single step back and scanned over the majesty of the white stone walls, dark doorways, and the yellow lighting that flooded down from every hanging lamp post. White lighting shined on the doors from fixtures inside the covered archways. There were exactly zero stained glass windows, but the architectural design was almost magical. Every block was placed a hairline crack from those surrounding it, and fitted such that the smooth planes resembled wallpaper. It obviously cost a lot of money and required skilled labor to build, all of it taken from collection plates and volunteers, no doubt. Every tiny accent, like the concrete faces along the roof line and the swirly ionic corner accents, added to the glory of the structure. He was sure that during the day, the cathedral looked inviting and intricate, but at night, it reminded him of a haunted castle from a vampire movie. He scanned the edges of the building, checking for stone gargoyles, but didn't see any.

Maria pounded at the door a few more times and called out, “Hello?”

“What are you kids doing?”

Both of them jumped, and spun to see a figure in a trench coat standing on the steps below. Leather shoes, visible wrinkles, clean-shaven. He was an imposing figure, but wore soft eyes under his black felt hat. Even the trench coat, which would make a normal person look like some kind of secret agent, accented his style in a way that made him appear professional. His eyebrows shifted, one of them raising and the other lowering in harmony with a muscle tick in the eye underneath. Maria thrust an elbow into Scott's side.

“Ouch. I—um. We're looking for a priest.”

“They don't do Vegas-style weddings here, kid.” The man smiled.

Maria blushed, “We aren't getting married.”

“I need to talk to them about something,” said Scott. “I've never been here before. I guess they've all gone home for the night?”

“You might find someone in the rectory. It's that building over there. The church always has caretakers, just not behind that door. That one opens for services.”

Scott turned as the man pointed down the walk toward a two story building behind the castle. It was a much simpler structure with a single door and several windows. The lighting was the same as that around the church: squatty lamp posts emitting a strong but cool yellow that reflected off the concrete paths into the sky, coloring the clouds above. Thunder rolled in the distance.

“Thanks,” said Scott.

“No problem. You two be safe.”

The man walked away, and the two of them paced toward the building. Maria smiled, but said nothing. Her hair whipped about unmanageably in the heavy wind.

The front door of the rectory was plain. Planks of wood stuck together in a rectangular shape. The only adornment was a small peep-hole. Maria stared blankly about as he inched his knuckles toward the door. Her presence encouraged him to beat on it with force. The sound echoed off of the gigantic stone cathedral behind them, far louder than he intended.

A moving shadow cast itself on the yellow curtains behind one of the windows, and heavy footsteps came toward them. Great, knock louder, and piss off whoever lives here. His hands shot into his pockets. An uncomfortable thought occurred to him as the bolt unlatched. He had no idea what what he was going to say.

The door swung open, and a very tall, thin gentleman stood across the threshold wearing black slacks and a black button-down shirt. His sparse short hair rustled in the wake of a sharp burst of air from the door.

“Something I can help you with?”

Maria elbowed Scott in the side again.

“I, uh. I saw something. I don't know if you do this kind of thing, but I'd like to talk to a priest about it.”

“Are you a member of the church?”

“No, sir. I'm not.”

The man's eyes drifted between the two of them, stopping on Scott. “Okay, come in. I just wrapped up my studies for the night.”

“Studying the Bible?” He sealed his lips tightly, before another stupid comment could escape.

The man behind the door smiled. “Something like that. What seems to be the problem? I was about to wind down and go to bed. Is it serious?”

He wanted to answer, but his brain gave his mouth the silent treatment. He followed the man inside through a small foyer that led to a library. The walls were lined with books. The reddish tint of the wooden shelves and furniture created a calm ambiance, and amber light radiated from the old lampshades, making the room glow softly. Warmth from a fireplace drew Scott closer. Leather chairs stood on either side of the fire, bordered by a couple of small tables, one of them holding a tiny black book and half a glass of wine. Flames danced around the fake logs from below.

“Sit. Please. Tell me what's on your mind.”

Scott turned as the man settled into the seat beside the book. He offered his hand toward the other chairs. Something seemed out of place. This whole building was here with one guy sitting in a fancy library reading a book. Scott didn’t know if he was some kind of butler, or why he hadn’t alerted any of the priests to meet with him.

Maria stared at him, prompting with here eyes to sit down and tell his story.

“There’s just,” Scott started. “Who are you?” He dropped into the open chair and waited for a response, while Maria pulled another close.

“Apologies. I'm Father Kendall.”

“You’re a priest?”

“I am.”

“Where's your thing?” asked Scott.

“What thing?”

“I thought priests wore those collar things.”

Father Kendall smiled and tugged at his shirt collar. “Not always.”

“Oh. You have to take it off to drink?”

“Scott!” Her voice was sharp, but quiet. The kind   used to scold a child in public.

Father Kendall chuckled. “It’s quite all right, my dear. No, I don’t have to take it off to have wine. At least not in this parish. The exact rules depend a bit on which church you belong to.”

A faint ticking came from a tiny birdhouse on one wall. The rumble of gas burners filled the space with white noise. Scott stared at the red and gold threads woven into the rug beneath their feet, as he tried desperately to watch what he said. He wasn’t good around new people, and the sweat on his brow indicated that he was about two steps short of a panic attack.

“Did you come over here to ask questions about my collar?”

“No.”

The priest waited, and then glanced at his watch. “That’s good. Because to be honest, you would probably get a more complete answer from the Internet. That’s what you kids use nowadays, right? I would only be able to tell you about the rules in this church.”

Several threads in the carpet were out of place. It was probably old, but other than a few dangling strands of gold, it looked brand new.

Father Kendall broke the silence again, “You said you saw something?”

Scott’s head lifted. He suddenly remembered that he was here for a reason, and he better get on with it before he sat staring into lampshades and book covers all night. “Yes, sir. I'm not really comfortable talking about it, but we didn't know where else to go for this kind of thing.”

“Well, this is a safe place, and you have my attention. Just start at the beginning.”

“It happened two days ago. Nights ago. Whatever. It was almost midnight, and I caught something moving in the corner of my eye. When I looked, there was nothing there. It happened again last night.”

The priest's head nodded as he listened. Through the bobbing, his eyes stayed fixed on Scott.

“I went to get coffee, and came back, and I saw it. Some kind of shadow, hovering over my bed, putting thoughts in my head. It was telling me to keep looking. I got out of there. I don't sleep a lot, so the doctor told me to take my meds and get some rest. Last night, I woke up paralyzed and the thing was there again, trying to get me.”

“A shadow?”

“Yeah, that's the only way I can describe it, except not stuck to the wall. Some dark thing with bright red eyes. It was shaped with these arms or tentacles coming out of it, trying to grab me. The second time it did grab me, and it squeezed. At least I think it did. I've been hearing scratching noises too, whenever it shows up. I tried to get out of my apartment with my eyes closed and bashed my skull on the door.”

“That explains the wound.”

“It only happens in my apartment. Crap. I sound crazy, don’t I?”

Father Kendall smiled again. “Don’t worry. I’m listening. You would be surprised the things that some people confess. This is hardly the first time I’ve heard a ghost story.”

“So you deal with this stuff? Like really? Do you guys do some kind of blessing or something to get rid of things like this? Or you can give me some kind of amulet to ward it off?”

The priest’s head rolled back, as if to let out a chuckle, but without sound. His eyes shifted to the corner of the ceiling, and he froze in place for a moment before answering. “Priests do blessings, yes.” His head dropped back to eye level. “But it's a little more complicated than that. We need to know what we're dealing with. Have you been having trouble sleeping?”

“It wasn't a hallucination.”

“Don't worry. I'm not going to mock you, I just need to get as many details as possible before I call my friend. You said something about medication?”

“I—yeah. I have some pills for anxiety and stuff. Does that matter? I mean, I’m being honest. I have a weird sleeping schedule, so sometimes I do see things that aren’t there when I’m ragged out, but this is different. I know the thing was real.”

“I’m not asking so that I can call you a liar, or crazy, or anything of the like. It’s important to get all of the information. When you go to a mechanic and something is wrong with your car, you don't want him changing your whole suspension if the problem is with your tires. Right?”

“Right. I guess. I don’t have a car.”

“Do you dabble in the occult?”

“What? No.”

“Just asking.” Father Kendall's hands came up in defense. “What about your mood? Your daily life. Depression or, you mentioned anxiety?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You'd be surprised.”

Scott’s face grew warm, and it wasn’t from the fake fire. “So if I'm not happy like everyone else, then it means I'm imagining things?”

The priest smiled and turned to Maria. “Is he always like this?”

“You should have seen him when we met,” she said. “He’s kind of clammed up by nature. One of those quiet types.”

“Hey.”

“Oh c’mon, Scott. You won’t even join us at the bar.”

“Shut up.”

Father Kendall interrupted, “Did you see it?”

“No.” She shook her head. The light in the room enhanced the sharp lines of her smooth legs. Scott caught himself staring, and his head twitched, returning his gaze to the priest.

“So,” said Father Kendall, “You think you have a demon living in your apartment?”

“A demon, or ghost, or something. I don't know what it is, but I know I'm not imagining it.”

“You got some sleep last night, though?”

“Yeah, I mean. It woke me up when it was still dark out. I’m not sure what time it was. I didn’t bother to check. After that, I went in the coffee shop, looking like a crazy person. The guy that works graveyard sat me in the kitchen and let me sleep.”

“Any sightings today?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I got in and out of my apartment with what I needed and tried not to look at anything. I don't see it during the day.”

“Well, it's interesting. If you want, I'll call my friend. He might be able to meet with you tomorrow sometime.”

“Tomorrow?” Scott sighed and turned to Maria. “Can I crash at your place?”

“I don't think my boyfriend would be okay with last minute plans like that. Sorry.”

“You can stay here if you want,” said the priest. “I can't promise the most comfortable accommodations, but there's a couch in the other room. You don't want to go back to your apartment, I assume?”

“I'm not going back there until the sun comes up.”

“It's up to you. The couch is in there if you want to use it. Maybe I can arrange a meeting in the morning.”

“I need to be at work by six.”

“Afternoon then?”

“Sure.”

“Okay,” said Maria. “If you're all settled up, I'm going home.” Her phone pinged, and she pulled it from her purse. Her fingers tapped away at the screen while she talked. “If you have any problems, call me.” She looked up. “Okay?”

“Okay.”

Father Kendall stood and led the two of them to the entrance. Maria left without saying another word, and as the door closed, Scott realized that he was out of his element. He was in a strange building with a new person. He didn’t like sleeping in the same place with other people, even when he was a kid. His arms began to shake.

“You want some coffee, or a soda or something?”

“No,” said Scott. “I'm kind of tired. I just want to get some rest.”

“All right then. There's a couch right behind you. I can grab a sheet and a blanket out of the closet. Maybe I can find an extra pillow or something.”

“The couch is fine. I’m already being a bother.”

“Anything else?”

Scott shook his head.

“All right.”

Father Kendall disappeared into the study, while Scott examined the uncomfortable looking couch. He ran his fingers across the rough texturing, thinking that he'd almost certainly wake up with a rash, but it was better than trying to sleep in the apartment. As he sat, a beep from his pocket prompted him to check the phone. Low battery.

Father Kendall returned with a mass of linens.

“I don't suppose you have a phone charger.”

Kendall dropped the blankets beside him on the couch. “What kind is it?”

The priest examined the device at the end of Scott's outstretched hand, and then disappeared again. He returned a moment later, and handed a black cord to Scott. “That should work. Anything else?”

Scott shook his head. A moment later he was alone in the entrance hall of the building. Near the door, the wall glowed with light from the adjoining room. He laid down, and pulled the covers over himself, rolling and tossing to find a comfortable spot to prop his head against the arm rest, but there was no such place, even using his jacket as a pillow. The zipper and leather folds were more of a distraction than he anticipated. Tiny fibers from his beard tickled his face.

He pulled one of the sheets around and under his head, using it as a buffer, but if he woke paralyzed again, then he might think it was trying to choke him. He stood up, and rearranged the linens so that they folded into a a kind of sleeping bag, and crawled back on the couch. Some of the really stiff fibers poked right through like tiny sticks, but after a couple minutes he acclimated to the sensations. His eyes closed, and he drifted off into a nightmare.



[image: coffeecup]






10




The city shook with a force that caused his old apartment building to crumble. Bricks rained from the heavens in clusters of black shards that occulted the raging fires in the distance. This was the aftermath of . . . something he couldn't remember. He felt scared and trapped, not by the carnage, but by a sense that someone else controlled his thoughts and actions.


Dogs ran through the streets, matted and filthy, and standing over four feet tall. They seemed to obey his thoughts, or the thoughts tunneling through him from another source, and attacked anything and everything that stirred. Funnels of golden sparkles poured out of screaming victims, the kind of sparkles that aren’t detectable by human eyes. They were the sparks of fear from those passing on. Moist and sweet.

Maria lay trapped under a boulder cut from the ancient facade that used to be her café. Blood spurted from her chest as if pumped out with every pulse of her fading heart. His belly filled with laughter. How could it be that he would laugh at her? Why? Why was he doing this? Why did they all have to die?

He turned a corner, and the fires vanished. The brief disorientation of leaving one dream for another quickly faded, and he was seated calmly in an open cove in the forest, picking at the gravel. He examined a shattered piece of limestone between his fingers, somehow knowing that he would die any moment. He tossed it toward the tree line, and those eyes appeared.

“Just a bit longer.”

His fist filled with gravel, and he chucked it toward the demon as it raced toward him. A sharp pain in the side of his neck was followed by the sensation of hovering above his own dead corpse.

Scott shuddered as his body came to life. He fought against the linens, stripping himself of the mass as quickly as possible. He tossed them to the ground, knocking his phone off the coffee table at the same time. It hit the wooden floor with a thud. Once the bout with the blankets and sheets concluded, he sat up straight on the couch, and covered his face, still breathing heavily and sweating.

He finally remembered a dream in living color, and he was glad to wake from it. The sky through the big windows had begun to lighten, and his phone rang with its usual alarm. He pushed the pile of blankets to the side, uncovering his shoes, his specs, and the lit phone, flashing and chiming.

“Paul,” said a voice nearby. “I have something for you. Young man believes his apartment is being haunted. . .”

It took a few seconds to realize where he was. This was the church building, and the priest was likely the one speaking. He listened to a few more muffled phrases, and then fixed his attention on the table. He planted the glasses on his face and scanned the top bar on the phone to ensure it had charged in the night.

“I'm not sure. He can tell you better than me. He called it a shadow with red eyes. Okay. Yeah, this afternoon. Okay, thanks Paul.”

The priest appeared in the room a couple minutes later. “You're awake. What’s all this?”

“Just a bad dream. It happens. I’ve been a little edgy lately. I’m sorry for the noise.”

“No worries. My friend said he could meet your around three. Will that work?”

“Sure.”

“You all right, son?”

“It’s just.” He wiped a thin layer of sweat from his forehead. The scab burned as his hand swiped over it. “Nothing, just a bad dream.”

“Was it about the shadow thing?”

“No. Something else. It’s normal for me. I usually don’t remember my dreams, so I can’t tell you anything about it.” He contemplated telling the truth, but it wasn't worth it. He knew that admission of one dream would be enough to call his real experiences into question.

“You going to try to get some more rest?”

“Nope,” he said, as he eyed the cell phone screen. “Time to go to work.”

As he said it, the backup alarm chimed. He thumbed the phone to shut it up. He always set two, a few minutes apart, as he had a bad habit of turning one off in his sleep.

“All right. I guess I'll see you this afternoon.”

Scott stood, stretched, and walked straight for the door. He didn't know how to end the conversation, and figured it best to just leave and avoid any awkwardness.
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Customers. They were like normal people, but underwent a magical transformation once they entered the sliding doors, becoming self-important monkeys. To them, he was just a vending machine behind the counter. He wasn't even human, or at least not on the same level of the evolutionary chain. He was a subordinate slave human, there to provide a service with no back talk. Some of the clerks he worked with deserved the treatment. They were just as self absorbed as the customers, often playing scrabble on their phone instead of cleaning the place between waves from the parking lot.

Today was Scott's turn to be self-absorbed. He couldn't resist getting sucked into daydreams about the monster. He wondered what it could possibly want with him, to the point of forgetting to turn gas pumps on until he heard swearing.

He wasn't anyone important. He was no fighter of demons. Maybe the antidepressants and antihistamines broke some kind of unwritten law of the universe. Maybe the creature functioned like a shark does in the ocean, killing off the weakest and slowest creatures. All wimps deserved to die before they could procreate. He didn’t need the monster for that. He doubted his ability to ever find a date, much less breed. He popped a pill around noon to quell the growing frustration.

Two o'clock took forever to arrive, but after it did, he found himself walking back to the big church. People passed in and out through the large doors freely. The sidewalk was crowded with them, though they mostly ignored him. A couple of them shot a look of horror at his forehead, but said nothing as he passed. At the door of the rectory, he met Father Kendall, and followed him inside. The priest was wearing his white collar today. The rest of his clothes looked identical to his dress the night before.

Another man dressed in all black sat in a chair by the fire. He stood as they entered the library. He was skinnier than the priest, and pale, he wore a neatly groomed beard, and his hair was short, jet-black, and gelled up into little spikes. The only adornment was a gold chain with a drop pendant ending in a gleaming cross.

“You're Scott, I assume.”

“That's me.”

“I'm Paul.”

They shook hands, and the three men sat around the fireplace. Scott pondered why Paul would introduce himself without some kind of title. Not Reverend Paul, or Father Paul, or Paul the exorcist. Just Paul.

The man stared at him while clutching the gold crucifix between his fingers. As the questions poured out, he flicked and fiddled with it. Maybe this was some sort of special prayer. Or maybe the guy just had a fixation with twirling random objects in his fingers.

The same old dribble, told again for the umpteenth time. Tiny red lights as eyes. A mass of shadow in the middle of the room. Tentacles. He couldn’t even be sure that the story wasn’t changing a little each time he told it.

Paul rubbed the golden cross as he probed with more questions. “What kind of medications are you taking? How much sleep do you get? How long has your father been dead? When was the last time you saw your mother?” This felt less like help and more like a government interrogation.

Scott popped a pill from the bottle in his pocket, and of course Paul wanted to see the prescription on the white-capped orange tube. Through the course of the discussion, his expression never changed. Not a smirk or a frown, just a pale, stone face. Was that a serious look, or a signal that he was captivated by the story? Or was it boredom? The discussion continued for more than half an hour.

“So, do you think you can help me?”

“I could do a blessing on your apartment, but it'll do no good if we have the wrong prescription, and I'd hate to mislead you into thinking that'll fix the problem.”

“What do I do then?”

“You keep saying over and over again that as long as your eyes are shut, it doesn't harm you. That's a defense. I would say use it. I'm not convinced that you aren't dreaming this whole thing up. You're on a lot of medications. You might be experiencing side effects.”

“Then why did this just start out of nowhere? I haven't had these—these side effects before. I haven't had any. I didn't come down with insomnia. I gave myself an oddball sleeping pattern, and it's been working for me. Okay?”

“I'm not a doctor, and I can't comment on drug effects. I can't endorse them, nor can I tell you to drop your treatment. What I can tell you, is that if this isn't a hallucination, I don't think a house blessing is going to do you much good. I've heard of spirits similar to what you’re describing. Not sure how I feel about these shadow people. Most cases are isolated, and the ones that aren't, well.” He paused for a moment. “Let's just say the reports aren't always from the most credible people.”

“Like an insomniac pill popper?”

“Exactly.” Without missing a beat. Not a single flash of compassion or a flicker of understanding. “I'll talk to the bishop. If anything else happens, let Father Kendall know, and he can relay it to me. In the meantime, I'd suggest that you go home, and if the thing shows up, keep your eyes shut. Don't panic, and try your best not to worry about it. Anxiety and fear have a way of attracting negative energy. I'll see what I can dig up on the wire. Is there a number I can reach you at?”

“So you think I'm crazy?”

“I didn't say that.”

Scott's eyes rolled to the corner of the room, then to the archway leading to the exit. This was all a waste of time. How he ever let Maria talk him into coming here, he didn't know. And people wondered why he didn't take their advice.

“Yeah, but if you aren't going to call.”

“I'm just going to check into some things. I'll call you.”

As Scott's stare returned to Paul, he noticed a slight change around the eyebrows. His face had softened. Barely enough to notice, but after almost an hour of back and forth, any tiny change from the unmoving image of Paul’s expression became obvious. The corners of his brow chamfered slightly. Somewhere, buried in this guy’s stone stature, rested a caring individual, but it wasn’t something he advertised. Then again, it could just as easily have been a trick of light. The guy was impossible to read.

“All right,” said Scott. He called out the number as Paul entered it into his phone. Then he stood up for a much needed stretch.

“Got it,” said Paul. “In the meantime, try to stay calm. Maybe you could find a book on meditation, or something positive to think about.”

“Stay calm?” Scott turned for the door.

“Are you in a hurry?” Father Kendell asked.

“I'm late for class.”

Outside he went. He wondered for a moment if he hurt their feelings by leaving so abruptly, before remembering that he didn't care. They weren't helping him, and he didn’t know either of them two days ago. To them, he was a crazy pill-popping college kid that probably fell into a batch of bad drugs. To him, they were a couple superstitious bats that took their position way too seriously.

Scott stood on the steps of the church, staring at the buildings across the street. He figured his case would soon be filed with the local church organization under crazy people. He needed to get home and grab a couple books before class started. He wasn't lying about that part. He started down the walk, watching the concrete pass beneath his feet, but occasionally glancing up at a passing car. As he crossed the street onto a familiar stretch of pavement, he looked ahead toward the café. She wasn't there. Maybe she caught wind of the rumors about him and found a safer refuge. He passed the first entrance, then the second. Something caught his arm with force and spun him around.

Laptop guy. Unshaven and angry. His volume was set at a whisper despite the harshness of his voice screaming from inside.

“Why are you still alive?”

“What?”

“Stay away from Maria. Stay away from all of us. Crawl back in your hole and die.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Listen, runt.” Laptop guy yanked him forward by his jacket lapel. “She told me what you saw. If you care about anyone, you'll stay away from her. Stay away from all of us.”

He shoved Scott to the side, and stormed into the café.

Standing in amazement, staring through the glass door, he watched laptop guy grab a coffee off the counter and set up at the same table as always. The computer opened, and his grouchy attitude plopped into a seat behind it. He went straight to typing without looking up.

For someone accustomed to a lack of friends, loneliness was a constant, or so he thought. As his cheeks relaxed, a chill poured from his forehead to his shoulders. His heart splintered, and the broken shards fell upon lungs that found themselves overworked under a heavy chest, bleeding into the void that used to be his belly. He was alone like he’d never been. Despite the self-inflicted jokes about being an outcast, something gripped him in that moment and wouldn’t let go, a thought that normally passed like water was now dammed up behind a closed valve near his heart, and it struck him like a hawk strikes a rabbit. Nobody wants me around.

He tried to hold back the irrational stream, but failed, and the ensuing flood rushed from his eyes as he dragged himself to the apartment building on autopilot. He scraped his feet on the carpet as he crossed the lobby and stomped up the stairs. Each step taken with the fear that fatigue would collapse the next, and he’d tumble to the bottom. The hallway was a march to his torture chamber of solitude. If Hell was real, his vacancy was in that apartment.

The unholy room lay in shambles, and his inner thoughts were headed straight for the same. His blanket dangled from the corner of the bed. As he overturned the computer chair, laptop guy's words rang through his head again.

Scott pictured him clearly, wondering what kind of prank the guy was up to. If he was jealous about Maria, that would be something to take up with Mike. What kind of sick human being tells someone they’ve never met to crawl in a hole and die? Maybe that was a normal thing. Maybe that’s how normal people thought, and every face he passed from that moment forward would leave him wondering. Did anyone care if he lived or died?

“Fuck him,” he shouted. “Fuck everyone.”

He seized the blankets, arcing them through the air onto the bed with a force that shook the apartment. His knee knocked the mattress back into place.

“Maria and her stupid loud mouth.”

He kicked the corner bedpost, snapping it into a shower of splinters that followed a broken chunk across the room. Amazed by his sudden strength, his mind returned from the angry burst of energy. He analyzed himself at a distance, being upset, and now making his problems worse by breaking expensive furniture.

He stalked across the apartment, and hammered at the keys to his laptop. As his empty email box opened, the pointer skipped, and highlighted half of the page.

“Stupid mouse!” He chucked the plastic rodent, shattering it against the wall behind his desk. “Great. Now I have to buy one of those, too.”

He exhaled through clenched teeth, expecting to see flames, or at least smoke. His hand slammed on top of the philosophy book that lay innocently on a stack of others. Pill bottles on the opposite side scattered and rolled free from the tremor that shot across the desk. His thumb wrapped around the top three volumes in the pile, and he ripped them away, spilling the rest in a scattered mess of paper that covered the pile of napkins atop the stain left from haunted coffee.

Another brief thought revealed that he had two emotional modes to choose from at the moment. Pissed off, or sulking. Pissed felt better, but sulking didn’t cost as much. Perhaps he could force his mind to choose between the two on command.

He took two furious steps toward the door and stopped. He turned to the window and shouted, “Leave me alone.” His words fired across the room like shots from a rifle. An inch further to the right, and they might have shattered the window. He stormed through the door, slamming it hard enough to latch it shut.
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Scott burst out of the building. The heat on his skin tempered by crisp air. It was that kind of year, and it wasn't getting any warmer. His skin chilled while fire raged in his stomach. He was no longer tossing glances, but throwing fury toward anyone or anything that caught his gaze, and the blonde just happened to be sitting in the firing line.


The second his eyes fixed on her, that gorgeous head dropped right back into a book. She stayed outside despite the brisk temperatures, with a colorful scarf wrapped around her neck and a beanie cap over her scalp. If ever he had a shot with her, it was gone now. He screwed it up in a moment of fury.

His lungs worked overtime, taking short breaks after each exhale. A momentary stop, followed by another fast and heavy breath, and the sequence repeated. He stomped toward the quad, marching to the tempo of his heartbeat. He scanned the pavement carefully for cracks, or anything else that might trip him up. He contemplated his sudden focus and drive, and how they were enhanced by the flames of anger licking his skin from inside.

The priest would probably contact him later, and drone on about how we all have a purpose. He knew what his purpose was, even if it was cliché. He was the butt of the cosmic joke. If that was God's plan for him, then God could shut the hell up and stay out of his way. It was a stupid concept to think about in the first place. He considered religious people goofs. But then, he was the one seeing things.

Lucky for him, there were no assignments to turn in. He stomped past the library and straight to the cafeteria for a couple of microwaved tacos. He wandered toward the lecture hall. The class before epistemology was still in session, and he waited outside the door for it to let out. The hallways looked empty, even for a Thursday. Nobody was in a hurry to get to Landers' class.

Scott struggled to settle his tantrum logically, stabilizing his emotional state by staring blankly at a corkboard, and manually forcing his breathing to slow and deepen. Even if he was a nervous wreck on medication, he spent a lot of time in his own head.

He recalled long ago thinking he could manipulate emotional states like some kind of superpower. Sometimes it worked, and sometimes it didn’t.

The corkboard was a healthy distraction. Why such things still existed in this world of social media was a mystery, but perhaps they persisted for just this reason. Fliers advertised social events around campus. Maybe the coordinators hung them there for people like himself: lonely or bored kids with nothing to do but stare at an otherwise blank wall filled with promises of entertainment and smiles, while robbing their wallets for donations and overpriced drinks.

Why is this bugging me so much? The corkboard vanished in lieu of images supplied by his own mind. Laptop guy’s face. What was he so angry about, and moreover, why did he care? He contemplated Maria’s betrayal, telling his otherwise private story to everyone in town.

It wasn’t her fault. It was in her nature. The only reason they were friends was because she sometimes didn’t know when to shut up and mind her own business. It was one thing to suspect the world could care less if you lived or died. It was something else entirely if someone told you to crawl in a hole and die. Laptop guy reinforced everything Scott thought about other people, that they were better off without him. The church guys thought he was a nutcase, and even Maria would be better without worrying over his mental health.

His legs weakened. He leaned against the wall as his hollow body slid toward the ground.

The preceding class let out, and a river of students flooded the hallway. Incomprehensible chatter spewed from them, carrying a positive outlook on life, perhaps for the weekend, or one of those events advertised on the wall. Once the traffic moved on, he let himself in, and took a seat at the back of the auditorium, still stirring the boiling pot of his own thoughts.

The professor lagged behind his students, stuffing a mass of paper into his briefcase beside the podium. Once loaded, he climbed the steps, pausing for a moment to stare at Scott. An eyebrow raised, but not a single word dared escape his lips. He was a looker. He had other things to worry about. He didn't really want to care, but probably thought about saying something when he noticed the festering wound. People chose what they noticed and didn’t about their own realities. Sometimes it was easier to ignore someone than investing precious seconds trying to help.

Oddly enough, Scott didn't notice Landers walk in until his voice broke a blank stare at the hanging wall lights.

“What in the name of God happened to you?”

“Long story. I saw the thing again.”

“And it did that?” he asked, pointing.

“No. I did that, actually. I was running for the door with my eyes closed. Okay, so it wasn't that long of a story.”

“You look upset.”

“What do you mean?” Compared to how he felt leaving the apartment, his mood had already calmed. Only his thoughts remained wayward.

“Your face is all flushed. Tears. Sweat. What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“I was a little pissed off. I’m not pissed off anymore. It’s no big deal.”

“Well, my friend said that she wanted to hear about your encounter, if you’re still up for that.”

“She wants me to tell her about the ghost? Another interrogation then?”

“What do you mean? No. She wants to meet with you, and maybe she can help.”

“So far everyone wants to help by making me repeat the story, so they can tell their friends about the nut job kid with the delusions.”

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Landers stammered. “Did I?”

Scott’s focus returned to the reality before him. As he looked into Landers’ eyes, he could see that his words inflicted the same kind of pain as those that told him to crawl in a hole and die. “Not you. I—I’m sorry.” Maybe it was that kind of pain, those deep emotional cuts, that hardened the people around him, and gave them the ability to deal with reality through wit and malice. He felt the new creature growing in his heart. Not a kind, soft skinned Scott Stone, but a viscous beast that could be trained like a fighting pitbull, and released on command to stop the torment from others.

“Who then?”

Scott closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He adjusted his glasses, and dumped the story. “I met with a priest earlier. Some kind of ghost expert or something. The guy was more curious about my medications than he was about actually helping me. Then he said something about being positive because negative vibes attract negative entities. Not sure how I'm supposed to stay positive when there's a monster living in my apartment.”

“He might be right about the negativity thing. But you're right, too. There isn't really an easy way to force yourself to be positive. Not in your situation. Not unless you want to be.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Two students filed in saying, “hi, professor,” as they passed.

“Positivity is a self assertion. You wake up, celebrate the good things, and downplay the bad. You put everything into that perspective, and your outlook will improve.”

“Sounds silly.”

“I'll give you Serena's information, and you can decide if you want to talk to her or not. I think you should. She's a nice lady. And she doesn’t have any of your information, so if you decide not to call, then I won’t press you any further.”

Dr. Landers took a card from his shirt pocket and placed it on the foldout desk attached to Scott’s chair. Scanning it revealed something too insane to be legitimate. It was a business card for a place called Crystal Cavern. Psychic, tarot and palm reading, herbs and incense. Serena Skygoddess; what a name. Some people thought they had fortune-telling gifts, even in the age of cell phones and space probes. Maybe they did, and science simply couldn't explain it, but it was hard to believe that if someone could see the future, they'd need a day job. Especially something as silly as reading palms.

He looked up at the professor, who must have noticed the twist in his eyebrows while reading the card. Then again, maybe she already won on her lotto numbers and didn't need to work. Maybe she did the palm-reading thing for the L-O-Ls.

“I know what you're thinking,” said Landers. “But she knows what she’s doing, and I think she might be able to help.”

“How much does she cost?”

“She isn't going to charge you anything. The business pays her bills. Despite the monetary remuneration for most of her services, she tries to help anyone in need of spiritual healing without asking for payment. Good lady.”

“I’m confused by this positivity thing. You’re saying that I can just make myself be positive?” If he could cool his fits long enough to open a childproof pill bottle, maybe he could unlock other powers, like transforming into one of those upbeat weirdos like Maria. Maybe that was her trick. Pretend to be happy and outgoing long enough that it actually happens.

“Try this. Think about one good thing that you did, or one positive thing that happened today. Focus on it. Pat yourself on the back. Give yourself a break for any mistakes you might have made. Look for the little wins, and forget about the losses.”

“That sounds dumb.”

“Maybe, but that’s how it works. Sorry I can’t give you more details. But just give it a shot, and see what you come up with.”

Scott glanced down at the card again, and when he looked up, Landers had moved to the podium. Other students filed in, and prepared for the day's lecture. He glanced around, wondering if he could forgive himself for the broken bed. It was laptop guy’s fault. Maybe he could hire someone big to beat him up. He did manage to make it to work that morning. He supposed that was a win, but it didn’t feel very victorious.

During class, Dr. Landers passed several concerned looks Scott's way. Normally, he would bury himself in a notebook, scribbling as fast as possible, but the notebook sat on the tiny foldout desk arm unopened, with Serena's card on top. Landers talked about an old story where a Chinese guy dreamed about being a butterfly, and woke wondering if he was dreaming of butterflies, or if he was the butterfly dreaming about being a Chinese dude. Something like that. Cool concept, but he didn’t feel like committing the details to memory. Luckily, passing this class didn’t depend on learning names and dates.
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Everything near campus was in walking distance, and he was glad for that. The only person he knew with a car was Maria, and she rarely drove.

The sun had set on another day, and the sky was pissing. Not heavy rain, just enough to make his hair uncooperative and sprinkle his shirt with liquid frost. First stop would be the apartment to drop off books. Then he'd have to figure out what to do with his night. He didn't want to spend it at home.

He walked in and flicked on the lights in deep thought. Maybe he wanted it all to be over with. Maybe he was sick of feeling like a helpless victim. Whatever the case, his certainty about a killer monster in the apartment, coupled with a bout of depressing thoughts, left him yearning for the fight of his life. If nothing else, it would prove he wasn't crazy, at least to himself, and the living nightmare would come to an end. Maybe he'd wake up in another reality. Maybe he'd wake up as a butterfly.

“Where are you? Stupid monster.” he called out.

No response, not from inside his own paranoid thoughts or the shadows on the wall. He dropped the books on the corner of the bed, staring toward the window, and waiting for the shadow to appear. If it wanted to fight, he was ready. He brushed the excess water from his hair, and found a kitchen towel to dry his jacket.

“Where are you?”

No luck. Maybe he was crazy. Maybe the evil found someone else to torment. Maybe it found laptop guy. Wouldn't that be fitting? Just being in the apartment brought his blood to a boil. Terror disappeared in the wake of a tempest of raw bitterness. Rage overtook him, granting courage to face the demon. To face anything. The corner of Serena's card dug at his leg from inside his pants pocket. He plucked it out and looked it over.

“Let this little palm reader do her thing. Anything is better than sitting around here.”

Maybe she would have a trick for keeping the demon at bay. He pulled out his phone and started to dial the number, then stopped. He was certain now that whatever the shadow was, it had something to do with fate, and if fate was going to be an indicator, and this lady was really some kind of psychic, then he didn’t need a phone.

The apartment was empty for the moment, and the rain started to let up outside. He'd walk to the magic crystal shop and see what happened.

Releasing control and navigating on autopilot seemed to free him of inhibition. A tiny chunk of burden vanished, as if his grief were a bag of rocks. One stone had worked its way free. Perhaps deciding to visit the crystal lady was his win. It was an action. It wasn’t sitting around waiting to be tortured.

Human beings take long walks. Long walks lead to long thoughts. If they were put on this earth as food for what they called supernatural entities, then by now there was no danger of those creatures ever going hungry. Six billion people on the planet, or was it seven? Plenty of people, and the number of monsters and ghosts seemed to be on the decline over the last century. Technology and modern society snuffed out supernatural occurrences and reports. Or maybe it was all bullshit to begin with. Very few human beings would discover anything about the supernatural until it was too late.

He didn't realize it at the time, but something was in his apartment. It stalked him through the dimly lit streets, waiting for the opportune moment to take him, but the present flavor of his mood was far too bitter. Just a bit longer.
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After walking for half an hour, he found the building. It looked more like a squatter’s cottage than a crystal cavern, but sure enough, a sign on the roof marked the location. The front porch was adorned with windows on either side that glowed with candlelight from inside. The building itself was painted a goofy shade of purple. And this lady expects people to take her business seriously? Maybe that was a requirement. If a psychic looked too professional it might turn off the women coming to ask if their boyfriends were cheating on them.


The driveway was a gigantic gravel square, and similar cabin shops lined about half of the perimeter. It was a strip mall of tiny shacks, each painted a different color with a hand painted billboard standing from the roof crown. A bead store stood to the left of Crystal Cavern, and a place called Leather and Lapidary to the right. Scott wondered about the type of people who frequented the lot. All of the stores fit a theme, but he couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

The closed sign on the window caught his attention as he climbed the stairs. He walked all the way over here. He wasn't going home without at least knocking, and felt no reservation about pounding on the glass loud enough to stir anyone inside. Maybe all of Maria’s prompting was having an effect. As his hand raised, a shadow moved across the curtain. A bolt clicked, and the door opened.

“Scott Stone?”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“I've been expecting you. Come in. I had a feeling you would be dropping by, but I thought it would be later. Landers said you were timid.”

He stepped inside the strange shop. Shelves were decorated with glass trinkets, tiny crystals, spices, herbs, and small bottles of who-knows-what. Hanging from the wall were plastic pouches filled with all kinds of odd leafy matter. Tea, maybe? Some looked like rocks, others like plant parts. White paper labels marked them with unfamiliar names like chamomile, frankincense, and horehound. Scott hadn’t heard of any of it. Dragon’s Blood seemed oddly mislabeled, as the contents looked like a powder. What he didn't see was a round table with a huge crystal ball at its center, though there were a couple small glass balls for sale in a display case under the cash register.

“That's a nasty cut. I have something that might help it heal faster.”

“Neosporin?”

“Better.”

Serena moved behind one of the glass counters. Her wardrobe was overdone, consisting of layers and layers of silky, draping fabric, one on top of another. Her golden hair was curly and frizzy, either from the humidity outside or to look the part of the crazy cat lady, with a few streaks of off colors: white, purple, and green. She had enough trinkets around her neck to be a walking shop, even without the storefront. Rings adorned every finger, and multiple bracelets hung from both wrists. Maybe she had another register buried somewhere in all the cloth for making sales outside of the shop.

She grabbed a flat tin and approached, twisting it open on the way. It looked like one of those candy mint containers, but dull gray with a paper label on top. Inside was a yellow material resembling petroleum jelly. She scooped some out with her finger.

“May I?” she asked.

“Sure, why not?”

The glob transferred from her finger to the cut. She smeared it up and down, irritating the wound, and then closed the tin, returned it, and grabbed a paper towel to wipe the slime off her finger.

“Landers said you saw a ghost.”

That was certainly one way to put it. Evil shadow thing with glowing eyes wasn't the first image that popped in Scott's head when he heard the word ghost. Ghost created an image in his mind of late autumn gimmicks constructed from sheets and papier-mâché for scaring children. The name was almost insulting.

“I saw something. Online, they called it a shadow person, I think. Red eyes.”

“I've heard of shadow people,” she said. “We call them the watchers. Lots of different varieties are out there. All of them are terrifying when spotted for the first time.”

He already knew where the conversation was headed. “And, let me guess. They never attack people.”

“Oh, bull crap,” she said sharply, forcing Scott’s eyebrows to twist. “They've been known to stalk people resting in their beds. Sometimes they'll lunge at your chest, like they are trying to climb inside. They also serve as warnings of upcoming disaster. Have you ever heard of Point Pleasant?”

“No, I haven't.”

“Never mind then. But yeah, they sometimes attack people. There isn't anything tying the victims together. Wrong place at the wrong time. The good news is, eventually they go away on their own.”

“Tell that to the one that's haunting my apartment.”

“I intend to.” She smiled. Her round face glowed a little, sparking an immediate emotional response that Scott couldn't remember feeling before. It was comforting, but it set him off balance at the same time. Whatever name he’d eventually give to it, she turned from a crazy girl with colored hair into a friend he could trust within seconds.

“Come, sit.” She motioned him toward a small room beyond a beaded curtain. “Tell me everything you've discovered so far. I want to know what it's like, so I'm prepared.”

The shack was so small, he had no idea how she managed to put in a separate room, yet a wall divided the space, with shelves and trinkets hanging from it. Behind it all was a tiny space, cut off from the rest of the building. Scott pushed through the beads into the smell of an overpowering perfume. A round table sat at the center, and the walls were coated with red fabric.

“We'll do some blessings. That should help. And if that doesn't stop it, well, I might have to exorcise the fucker. House blessings are usually enough with most S-Bs.”

“S-B?”

“Supernatural Beings. Come. Sit.”

Scott was beside himself as he took a seat across the table from her. A part of him only showed up here to find out how useless the new age goof could be, but somehow, she was winning him over, one witty comment at a time. At least she was ready for action, instead of sitting around taking notes. He recounted the story to her happily, and with every question, he felt more comfortable. At one point he even wondered if she was single. He told her everything, except the threat from laptop guy.

“Okay,” said Serena. “This is what we're going to do. I'd like to perform a protection ritual on you first. Then we can take a look at your apartment, and I can try to banish the S-B. I'll drop a lavender sachet above your pillow too, just to help you sleep.”

“What's the cost for all of this?”

“Don't worry about that. Right now we need to keep you out of harm's way. We can talk later about maybe making you an ointment for that acne. I told Landers I would help you, so no worries about money. Magic isn't about making money.”

“How do you know him, anyway?”

“He was one of my professors when I went to school here. Nice guy. Actually, he's the one who got me started on my spiritual path, by opening my eyes to religions I didn't know existed in a survey course.”

“Wow.”

“He doesn't know that. He was just teaching a class on religious philosophies. It's funny though, if the old me from high school saw me now,” she shook her head, “she'd probably laugh and call me an idiot. I never believed in any of this stuff before I started seeking.”

“So what does this ritual thing entail?”
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Scott wondered if he was getting in too deep. Serena placed a couple of candles on the table. At the center was an ordinary black plate upon which she placed a silver coin embossed with a star. She added a dish of salt, another cup filled with water, crystals, little statues, and a scary looking knife. He thought for sure she was going to find an excuse to cut him, but she assured him that ritual knives were never used to cut flesh. She even had a separate knife for collecting herbs. According to her, people often thought magic was some wild orgy where the participants took drugs, which forced a nod and a smile. She insisted that real magic was anything but, and that most of the normal associations came from bad movies.

Serena lit the candles and asked, “You aren't allergic to any kind of oils are you? I mean, cinnamon will cause a rash on just about anybody, but if you know of any others?”

“Probably. I'm allergic to everything.”

“Okay, I'll pick some herbs that shouldn't bother you then. I doubt you're allergic to olive oil. That's what I steep some of my herbs in. Just to make sure that they don't react with customers. It's not really about the ingredients anyway. Don't believe the spell books.”

“I've never read any spell books. Is that a thing?”

Serena chuckled. “You would not believe the kind of crap you can find at a bookstore. Love spells mostly, and all this baby crap that gets people focused on buying expensive products to do simple work that meditation would take care of. Real work is about harnessing the energies from within.”

“Work?”

“You definitely are not the type that I'm used to dealing with.” She laughed again. “Don't worry, all you need to do is close your eyes and follow my instructions. Not now!”

The music of her laughter was inviting. He'd been laughed at before, but her chuckles and outbursts came with zero sting. Her levity didn’t seek to insult or injure. She was simply a happy person. Her presence alone was enough to soothe the air, or maybe the smoke in the room was laced with sedatives. Maybe she was in here smoking pot earlier and he caught a contact buzz. He didn't know, and he didn't care, the company was enjoyable.

The room around him was filled with spicy fragrance. She lit a candle on the table and walked circles around it, sprinkling both the table and the floor with salt, and then water. She mumbled to herself as she “worked.” The ceremony went on without chants or calls, without extravagant poses or overacting. He focused on the highlighted strands of curls in her hair. The real magic may have been inside her, but the presence of it glowed all around. He realized that lighting and special effects didn't make magic. Watching someone perform even mundane tasks with such focus and intent was enchanting.

She dipped her finger in a bowl of water, and drew something in the middle of his forehead, away from the wound. The water bowl returned to the table and a smoking brass cup attached to tiny chains came off next. She waved it in front of him.

“Okay,” she said, returning to her seat. “I need you to close your eyes and concentrate.”

Darkness filled his vision as subtle scratching came from a distance. A slight chill tickled his neck.

“Imagine a white light in your belly. Concentrate on it as it grows to fill your body.”

Scott let go of any notion of silliness in the exercise. For a moment, his self-talk tried to interrupt, but he silenced it. He pictured the light in his mind, glowing from just below his heart as the scratchy noises continued. He saw the inside of his body as a black shell, filling with white radiance.

“See it getting brighter and brighter. Breathe slowly, and keep breathing. Let the light escape from your pores and surround your body. Every breath in floods you with light. Each exhale casts away smoke and negative thoughts.”

As her commands became more esoteric, he tried his best to follow along, wondering if he was doing it right. For an instant, the scratching disappeared. She muttered more commands, telling him to breathe slower, to pause between breaths, to try and feel the energy flowing through his muscles, and for a moment, he did. Tiny electric ripples raced up and down his arms. When the scratching returned, the ripples turned into a surge that rushed through his body, from his toes to the back of his face.

The noises grew louder. Scratches turned to scrapes, mice to rats, rats to dogs. Something sounded like a screaming baby, forcing his eyes open, and his head turned toward the exit.

“Just alley cats. Don't worry.”

“They sound sick,” said Scott.

“They're horny.”

He smiled a silent laugh, which sent good energy out to combat his fears. He was calm. He turned back to her serenity. Smiling was hard enough, but normally when one broke, he was alone. Sharing one created a feedback loop of positivity between the two of them, and the scratching noises vanished again.

Serena produced a paper bag from under the table, and from it she took a fancy cookie. One of those expensive sandwiches of chocolate and toast. She broke a piece off for Scott, and took a bite for herself. Peanut butter and sugar. The rest of the cookie went onto the silver coin with a star on it.

“People think sacrifices are babies or animals, but it's usually just a cookie,” said Serena. She winked, and proceeded to put up her things, or rather organize them. She made everything on the table neat and tidy. Candles were snuffed out. Trinkets found their homes on various shelves in the room, and before he knew it, they were standing on the front porch of the Crystal Cottage.

He should have worn an extra layer. The wind cut right through his jacket. As he watched the steam from his lips rise into the night, part of him wondered if it was carrying more of that negative energy away. He was certain there was still plenty inside. The more grounded part of his mind wondered what kind of trance she placed him under to make him even consider such a thing.

He watched the wisps float into the dark heavens. “Are you sure you want to do this? You can do this right?”

“I’m not standing out here in the cold for my health,” she responded.

He could feel his own worries trying to shut down the possibility of letting a stranger into his home, even after growing comfortable with her. His consciousness caught up to quell the pointless negative vibe.

“Okay, it’s down that way.”

“Let’s go.”
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The ground was wet, but the downpour must have come while they were inside. Maybe that was the source of the scratching noises. It was hard to be sure. The meditation and the odd environment inside Crystal Cottage left him wondering about lots of things, including the nature of reality. Scratching noises became a secondary issue.


They strolled through the city streets. Scott kept glancing up, expecting droplets to form on his lenses, but they didn't come. The light of the moon shined through a thin covering of clouds, causing veins of white between darker splotches of shadow.

“So this has been going on for two days? Three?”

“Something like that,” he replied. “It's hard to keep track with the insomnia, and the circadian rhythm experiment.”

“Experiment?”

“Yeah. I'm working on a seventy-two hour day. I crash on Sundays, and then restart the cycle.”

“I don't understand.”

“I stay up for about sixty hours straight. When you stay up that long, the need to sleep longer goes way down. To keep in pace with my weekly activities, I have a short day on Sundays where I lay around and doze all day.”

“You should really drop that. It isn't good to fight against the cycles that nature provides. That might be what made the creature curious about you in the first place. You never know. If you try to fight nature, you are always going to lose.”

A pair of cats darted across the street ahead of them. One black, and the other tabby colored. The cats ignored the passing strangers on their way to wherever.

“What about that? Black cat crossing our path. Isn't that a sign of bad luck?”

“Nah, that's just a cat.”

“I thought you spiritual people all believed in signs and luck and all that.”

“Don't confuse spirituality with superstition. Despite what people make me out to be, I'm a lot more grounded than I get credit for.” Serena tossed the bundle of curls out of her face. The cold air added color to her cheeks. Her face seemed built for a permanent smile. Muscles and skin pulled tight in all the right places.

“I'm having a hard time with that. You believe in all this magic stuff. Ghosts, spirits. Aliens?”

She laughed, and bounced off the balls of her feet as she walked, almost hopping. “No, not aliens. I mean. I don't think we're the only life in the whole universe, but I don't think alien spaceships are coming to visit us either.”

“But where do you draw the line between magic and reality? You're a palm reader. I don't know much about it, but I wouldn't trust a shuffled deck of cards or the lines on my hands to determine my destiny.”

“That's because you're thinking about it too simply.”

“What do you mean?”

Serena's arm shot out to the side, catching a passing street lamp. She swung around the post, and stopped under the yellow glow from above. Scott almost tripped as his head followed her odd movements.

“What are you doing?”

“Give me your hand.”

“Why?”

She snatched his forearm before he could pull it away, and held it while tracing the creases on his palm. Her touch was gentle against the raw scrapes. She drew around most of them without triggering any pain. Without lifting her head, her eyes raised to meet his.

“I'll bet you spend a lot of time indoors right? Lots of time on the computer?”

“Well, yeah. Doesn't everybody?”

“And you don't do any manual labor.” She poked at his hands and fingertips. “You're not exactly a shining example of health, either.”

“Is this a palm reading?”

“Nope. This is me looking at the physical features of your hands. There's no calluses, no scars. That's a sign of someone who doesn't do a lot of hard work. The nasty spill you took a couple of days ago doesn’t detract from the obvious story on your skin.”

She peered directly into his eyes, and he looked away. All of her comments to this point were so uplifting and friendly that the criticism cut a little. She wasn’t being mean. How could she? She was the nicest person he could remember meeting. Maybe this was a response to his attack on her “magic.”

“And you're shy. And you probably don't have many friends. Am I right?”

“Yeah.”

The release of his hand spurred him to look at her again, trying his best to maintain eye contact. She didn't flinch. Looking into other people’s eyes was uncomfortable. Despite being warm, he could tell that she was figuring him out faster than he liked.

“So,” she continued. “I can tell a lot about your personality just by looking at your hands, and watching your reactions. I don't need a palm map to figure that stuff out, but it gives me a chance to get in your head.”

“So you’re a psychologist?”

“Ha.” She shook her head. “Some people accept these things without challenge, others, like you and me, require a little more science in our outlook. If it’s proof you want, then I can’t offer you that. I assume being in Landers’ epistemology course, you already knew that. But there’s evidence everywhere. Our brains form a type of bond as I ask simple questions. My subconscious evaluates things I’m not even thinking about consciously. Heart rate, pupil dilation, breathing. Divination doesn't have anything to do with the lines or the cards. That just gives a baseline and introduces a random element. Think of it as keeping the conscious mind busy while the subconscious does its thing. Some mystics disagree with me, but I don’t care about them. I had to find a way for this stuff to make sense to me.”

“The subconscious does its thing?”

  “Those random elements fish out the subconscious data, and it's delivered through emotion. I can't see your future, or know what's happening in your love life, but your brain is carrying around the clues, sending them out to everyone around you. When we form a link, I let my subconscious decode those signals, and I can learn quite a bit about you, just through feeling.”

“So, you're saying there's a science to fortune-telling?”

“Exactly. It's not as easy as measuring the thrust from a rocket, or the weight of an atom, but there's a lot of things we don't understand about the brain, or about the mind, or perception. Sometimes, our bodies just know things. You can either find a way to tune into that, or you can ignore it. But it's happening, right now. Even to you. Sometimes our minds are even capable of decoding the future.”

His gaze turned to sparkles in the wet concrete. “Kind of hard to digest.”

“I know there's a girl you've been meaning to speak to, but you're afraid to break the ice.”

His eyes shot back to hers in an instant. “How did you? What?”

“You think she's out of your class, but she isn't. She has similar thoughts about you. She's intimidated. Probably because you look so grumpy all the time. And there's something else.”

“What?”

“I don't know. It isn't just shyness. You think that you did something to ruin your chances. You think that one mistake on your part is a reason to throw in the towel. It isn’t, Scott. Persistence is important if you actually want to accomplish anything.”

Scott took two steps backward. This wasn't a trick. Somehow she knew things. All the years he spent laughing about psychic hotlines and horoscopes, and this girl came along and nailed it in one swing. She was talking about the blonde at the coffee shop. She had to be. Maybe they knew each other. Maybe they talked. He couldn't figure it out.

“Don't be scared,” she said. “You're the one broadcasting. I'm just picking up what you're putting out, and all the little details that your mind has collected.”

“Is there more?”

“Lots. It’s not just the energy coming from you. Your energy is bouncing off of everything around us. The lamp. The sidewalk. The sky. Everything. The whole universe.”

“What does that mean?”

She winked and continued walking, leaving his mind struggling to figure out what just happened.

“You coming?”

“Yeah.” He snapped out of the daze, and trotted up alongside her.
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When they reached the building, he led her straight to the apartment without hesitation. With Serena at his side, there was no fear climbing the stairs or walking the hallway of doom. He surveyed the sharp edges of the door, looking for evidence of blood from his skull bashing, but couldn’t find a drop.

“Okay. I need you to leave so I can do this. Your place is going to smell like incense. Just be ready for that.”

“I can't be here?”

“No. Because you bug me.” She winked. “Just tell me where you’ll be, and I'll meet you there when I'm finished. It shouldn't take very long. You'd get bored watching this part anyway, and I need all of my concentration, so it works better if I’m the only one here.”

“There's a coffee shop next door,” he said. “I can meet you in there when you finish.”

“Okay, sounds good. Now go. Shoo.”

“Just. Let me, grab some things.”

He shuffled past her, standing his office chair up after bumping into it. He punched through the tubes, sifting for the overdue nine o’clock dose while sending a couple pill bottles into a dance across the desk. He grabbed his books off the bed.

“Okay, see you in. . .”

“It’s a small apartment. About fifteen minutes.”

“Okay.”

As the apartment door closed behind him, he wondered if he would return to find all of his stuff missing. She had earned his trust so fast that he felt as if he’d just been duped by a random car salesman or con artist.

He knew where to find her, and she was probably taking as much risk coming back to his apartment as he was leaving her there, except for her ability to read him. That part wasn’t mutual. Still, better her in the apartment than him. He strolled through the hallway and started down the steps.

It wasn't like he had much to steal anyway. His mind shifted gears to the monster. Would it attach itself to her? Would she be the next victim? Surely not. She seemed to know what she was doing, but still he wondered.

The sky started pissing again. Tiny droplets glided down from the heavens. It was bright enough outside that tiny currents whipped them into flurries. It wasn’t rain, but a heavy mist that descended on the street. His face coated in a film of damp, icy fluid. The clouds flashed with short bursts of electric blue. His eyes dropped toward the door, then raised again to the apartment window, where he saw Serena’s shadow. The building lit up with another flash from the sky. The flighty Midwest weather changed constantly. There was no predicting it. It could snow the next day, or go straight back to summer for a week.

The scene reminded him of the first night he spotted the creature. A trip to the coffee shop under a thunderstorm. An innocent night, followed by red eyes. Somehow, just thinking about it seemed to summon monsters from the darkness. Something flashed past him, and his head spun to catch sight of it. A car rolling down the road animated shadows on the building walls. They danced in his peripheral vision, taunting him.

“Was that the car, or the monster?”

His skin crawled as he jogged to the café entrance, hoping to hide from whatever he might encounter outside. The shop was brightly lit, a shimmering gem on the corner of the dark street. Perhaps that made it safe. He pushed through the door and dropped a pill on his tongue while approaching the counter. The table full of giggling girls grew quiet for a moment. They stared at him behind condescending smiles before letting out another clutch of cackles, laughter, and even a snort.

“Feeling better tonight?” asked Patrick. “You look a little better.”

As much as he wanted to have a normal human conversation, his inner extrovert was overworked for the day. He had moments where he could summon the courage to speak freely, but it was hard to do while wondering how many of the patrons saw him bust his butt the previous night. His eyes disengaged the barista, and his vision panned across the room.

“Tall cap.”

“I thought I told you not to call me that, anymore.”

His stare returned to Patrick. “I.”

“You what?”

“You’re here early.” He pulled his phone and tapped the button to bring up the time. It was already eleven.

“Nope,” said Patrick. “You’re late, mate.”

“Where's Maria?”

“She might still be in the back. She was supposed to be off an hour ago, but she was lost in some text message the last time I saw her. Here you go. Tall cap.”

Scott blew gently across the hole in the lid, paid the barista double the cost, and found a place to sit. A pair of eyes glared at him from across the room. He sat with his back to laptop guy, and took a sip.

“What the hell is this guy’s problem?” he whispered to himself.
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“Scott,” said Maria excitedly. She approached the table and beamed at him, resting her hand on his shoulder. “How are you?”


“A little better, I think.”

“No ghost sightings today?”

“Not a single one. Well. I had a nightmare this morning, but I don't think that counts.” He blew at the coffee lid again. Even with his back turned, he could feel laptop guy watching him. Silent threats drifted across the room as a mumbled whisper of brain energy. They decoded themselves as they filtered in. Like a smell, or the sense of touch from half an inch away from the skin, the thoughts seemed to materialize. Perhaps Serena had given him the power to draw on that universal mind reading thing. This place had been his safe zone since he started college, and was quickly becoming another on the growing list of stressors. He found himself lost in a sea of thoughtless musings and name-calling, once again the butt of the cosmic joke.

“You don't think it's invading your dreams, do you?”

“What?” She hadn’t moved. He wondered how long she had been talking. “Please don't put creepy thoughts in my head.” His heartbeat became audible as a daydream of laptop guy attacking him from behind took control of his focus. He glanced over his shoulder. The nut ball was still staring, but hadn’t moved from his seat.

“Sorry.”

Scott’s attention returned to Maria. “What? Sorry, I’m kind of distracted.”

“I guess I would be too if I was surrounded by monsters.” She pulled out the chair opposite his and sat down. “So you brought all of your books, but you’re just sitting there tonight?”

“Aren’t you usually off work by now?”

“Waiting on Mike to show up.”

“Oh.” His gaze fixed on the tables outside.

“What’s up with you? What’s going on? You don’t want to go back to your apartment, and I don’t blame you for that, but. . .”

“There's a lady doing a blessing up there right now.”

“From the Church?”

The conversation brought him out of the daydream. “Um. No. Nothing really came of that. I talked to some guy and he asked a bunch of questions. The lady in my apartment is some kind of spiritual person.” His lips pursed with the fear of making himself sound even crazier.

Maria’s twisted eyebrows demanded an answer. “What kind of spiritual person?”

His shoulders dropped. He couldn’t resist her, and he couldn’t lie. He took a deep breath before answering. “She’s a palm reader.”

Maria laughed. “You hired a witch? Yesterday you were afraid to talk to a priest and now you’re hiring loonies.”

“Little louder, please.”

“I’m sorry.” Her smile closed.    

“Dr. Landers dropped her business card, and told me that she'd be interested in helping out. I figured it was worth a shot.”

“Cool.”

“And she’s not a loony. She’s really nice.”

“Oh yeah? Did she read your palm and tell you your future.”

“No.” Not exactly.

“Did she give you that look?” She raised an eyebrow.

“What look?”

Maria let another snicker slip. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I really am. I should be nicer.”

He wondered again if their friendship was only for her personal amusement. Sickly Scott Stone sees a spirit. Maybe that’s why laptop guy hated him.

“That guy at the other end of the shop, on the laptop. You know him?”

Maria twisted in her chair, and waved.

She turned back with a smile. “Yeah. That's Richard. He's a friend of Mike's.”

“He threatened me earlier.”

“He what?” Her eyebrows dropped sharply over narrow eyes. “That guy? Maybe he was off his meds or something. You should give him a little leeway, he's had kind of a rough life.”

“Rough enough that I should ignore him when he says—never mind.”

“When he says what?”

“He seems to be very upset with me for talking to you about my ghost.”

“That's weird. He has moments where he freaks out a little. You want me to talk to him?”

“No. That'll just make things worse. I wish I knew what his problem was.”

“He's a bartender down the street. After he got clean, the owner gave him a job."

"Got clean?"

"He's a recovered addict. Doesn't have much family to speak of, at least he doesn't talk about them. I know something traumatic happened to his ex, right before he went to rehab. And he's not the friendliest person in the world, but he's usually quiet."

Scott leaned back in his chair, not knowing whether to be scared of the recovering addict’s remark, or at ease because the threat may have been a spaz. He wanted to relax, but fear ran unchecked through him. "That was the first time I'd seen him talk to anyone."

"Mike says the drugs messed with his head, and turned him into a sociopath. You sure you don't want me to talk to him?”

“No. I'd rather just forget about it.” As if that's possible.

“If he bothers you again, let me know. What did he say exactly?”

“I don't remember. He just told me to stay away from you, and him, and that I should shut myself up in my apartment and die.”

“Wow.” Her eyes turned to fire, looking straight past Scott. “You sure you don't want me to have a little chat with him?”

“No. Please. Whatever it was, I don't want to make it worse.”

He turned again, and saw Richard hammering away at the keyboard.

“You might be right,” said Maria.

“What’s he doing on that laptop all the time if he’s a bartender?”

“Talking to his buddies on some message board.”

“Message board?”

“That's just something that he does. He dropped his drug addiction, and now he's addicted to support groups. Some kind of therapy bull crap. Bunch of ex-users banding together to try and keep each other clean. He's on there like five hours a day.”

“That's interesting.”

“That’s Richard. Anyway. I have go, but I was hoping you would show up. I wanted to check on you.” Winking as she stood, she did one of those half-wave gestures and trotted across the café to wrap her arms around her hulk of a boyfriend as he entered.

Richard continued typing, and never looked up. Serena appeared by the table, spooking Scott into sitting up straight.

"Little jumpy?"

“How did it go?” He took a long pull from the coffee cup. She wasn’t dead, or bleeding, or shaking herself apart. Maybe she killed the monster.

“Didn't see anything strange.” She dropped into the vacant chair. “I did some protection work to ward off negative energy. See if that works tonight. If not, I'll just have to find a bigger hammer.”

Scott nearly choked on his coffee. “Hammer? What were you doing up there exactly?”

“It's just an expression. I'll break out the smelling salts and we can figure out what's going on, and how to get rid of whatever is tormenting you. I'm going to do some extra research on shadow people tonight, and maybe call. . .” Her eyes floated for a moment. “My teacher. He might have some more insight.”

“They have classes for this sort of thing?”

“Not exactly, just trying to put it in terms that make sense. We have a lot of our own nomenclature.”

“I see.”

“Hopefully everything will be okay now. If not, you know how to reach me.”

“I can hope. I'm still a little nervous about going back up there.”

“If anything strange happens, get out of there and call me. If you need a place to stay, I can let you sleep in the altar room at my shop. It's a safe place. But try your apartment first.”

Serena stood and checked her watch, which was hiding among the mass of bangles on her wrist.

“We won’t know if the protections are working until you give it a try. Good luck.”

“Thanks.” He polished off the coffee and took one last look at Richard, who was still consumed with computer stuff. The perfect moment to make a discreet exit.
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She wasn't kidding about the smell in the apartment. Scott walked into an intense fog of incense carrying a musky scent he couldn't identify. Everything behind the haze looked the way he’d left it. He stripped off his jacket, and hung it from the door handle. With the corner post of his bed broken, it could hardly be trusted. He only hoped that he didn’t hurt himself crawling into the sheets later.

His head swiveled from side to side. A couple of pill bottles dotted the floor beneath the desk, next to the dark stain. As the smell waged war against his nostrils, he waded through the complex scent toward the desk, and knelt to scoop up the empty orange tubes, tossing them in the wastebasket. Compulsive urges to clean didn’t come often, and it was important to take advantage of them.

The cloud cleared about a foot from the ground, as if an invisible forcefield levitated it off the floor. He climbed into the chair, and opened his email inbox, which was empty as usual. Social media was decorated with pictures of his mother’s garden. The squash harvest was apparently going well. Nothing urgent, as usual, and no homework tonight. Not even a reading assignment. He had the night off, and didn’t have a clue what to do with it. He pulled up a web comic, trying to force a chuckle, but nothing was funny. The day had worn him out, but as much as he wanted to turn in, he couldn’t help feeling that he was not alone in the apartment.

It’s incredible how a space can change your mood, or spark a certain kind of emotion. When this whole thing was over, he wondered if he would ever be able to sleep comfortably again. He might need to move to get away from the memory, that was assuming he got out of this alive.

He spun on the office chair, scanning for creepy things. The smell gradually faded to normality. Eventually, he pinpointed it. That building near the church had the same smell, but it was almost unnoticeable there. The thought of witches and priests using the same incense to ward off evil forced a smile. There was something professional about the scent, even if you'd never smell it in an office.

His eyes landed on a tiny sack taped to the headboard. He got up to investigate. The material was a porous purple cloth, and the bag held something that smelled like a fancy bathroom. Through the mesh, he could see tiny purple bits of plant material shaped like beads. The bag crunched as he rolled it between his fingers.

“Looks like she covered all the bases. Screw it.”

He kicked off his shoes, shut down the light, stripped off the sweaty clothes, and climbed under the cold covers. He yanked his glasses free, and carefully placed them on the nightstand. The cool blankets warmed quickly with trapped body heat. For a moment, he considered keeping them over his head, and wondered if doing so would drop the oxygen level enough to suffocate him. He rolled and twisted until the blanket wrapped him tightly. He was once again the meat in this bed-top burrito, and the remaining three bed legs supported the structure without wobble.

Wide awake behind closed eyes, between the random bursts of false color caused by confused retinal cones in the dark, the day played over in his head. The morning wake up call with the weird dream, Dr. Landers’ lecture, the waste of time at the church, Serena’s mind reading.

Eventually, the warm air in the blanket tube worried him. He pulled the covers down far enough to access the cool air in the room, and stared at the jacket hanging from the door. Patterns, lines, and the delusions of a tired mind. His body refused to adapt to a normal sleeping pattern. The flowers above his head rained their perfumy scent upon him.

“Lavender? Lavender. Yeah, that’s what she called it.” How a smell was supposed to help him sleep, he had no idea, but he tried to relax. He followed the breathing exercise that she had put him through, gently pushing the images in his head to the side while concentrating on the kaleidoscope of color dancing on his closed eyelids, visualizing a cleansing light inside his chest.

He rested with the breathing technique for what must have been half an hour, without falling asleep. If the meditation thing wouldn’t work, then a sleeping pill would. He fought the blankets free, and padded to the desk. After working off a stubborn bottle cap, he dosed himself with one of the pills. “Should take care of that.” He climbed back under the blankets before they had a chance to cool.

Another ten minutes, then another. This was not going to be easy. The wind outside rustled through the trees and whistled against the window. Howling sounds echoed through the street, followed by the light pitter-patter of raindrops. “Good. Rain always helps me sleep.”

Almost there. His heartbeat fell into a steady rhythm. His eyelids transmuted to lead, and his limbs tingled. He was used to the sensation. It's what happened when his body started to fall asleep before the brain, and his mind had to catch up.

The scratching started.
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Scratching noises came from the window. This time, he was sure of it. The rain pelted gently at the ceiling above, creating a repetitive percussion cadence. Something else made the scratching. Some beast, trying to get through his window. Maybe the shadow was only a scout, and something much worse was clawing its way in from outside. Or maybe I should just learn to turn off my brain.


Against his better judgment, he rolled over in bed and opened his eyes. It stopped. Nothing there. And nothing outside could have caused it. None of the trees planted in gaps of the sidewalk reached anywhere near his window. No bird clawed at the sill for a dry place to roost. Nothing. When he closed his eyes, the scratching recommenced.

His eyes flashed open again, this time glaring at the empty window. It collected droplets of color that accumulated before rushing down the glass haphazardly. His cowardly senses caressed an urge to get up and run.

Another part of him, buried deep in his gut where it had been growing over the last few days, told him to fight. He couldn’t hide forever. The creature would eventually find him, slamming his eyes closed would cease to work, but he didn’t have to go out like a wuss. He didn’t have to buckle. He could fight back.

He vowed, at that moment, to put a stop to it. No matter how much it frightened him, this torment was going to end, either with him being scared into cardiac arrest, or these things leaving him alone forever. A tiny flame burned behind each pupil. His fears didn’t disappear, but he stuffed them in a box at the back of his mind.

His fears swelled, trying to escape their mental prison, but the walls held. “I just want to sleep. Quit with the scratching.”

His eyes fixed on the window, waiting, just a bit longer. A single scrape, but nothing visible. Then, something stirred in the darkness on the other side. It didn’t have a definite shape, but wriggled like a pile of kittens under black felt. His heart raced. It was outside and trying to get in. He was sure the reports he read told him that shadow people could penetrate walls, but perhaps not windows. Either they were only there to annoy him, or they were waiting for something. He was tired of the stupid game. Something had to be done. It didn’t matter what it was, even if all he could do was shout. But he had to do something, instead of laying there like a suffering Scott Stone.

He reached above his head, and scraped with his fingers until they found the little purple bag. He sat up fast, took aim, and chucked it at the window. The darkness outside disappeared as the sack bounced to the ground. No monster. No red eyes. Maybe it was that simple. Maybe he could rid himself of the darkness by standing up to it, the way a child stands up to closet monsters by opening the door or turning on the light. He slammed his eyes shut again, and tried to force a state of relaxation that would lull him into a peaceful slumber. His newfound power provided a positive thought to hold in his mind until he drifted off.

Maybe a new attitude of attacking, rather than cowering, could eliminate the bad dreams as well. Then again, it might give him just enough stimulation to prevent sleep. His body went numb from the power of the pill, and he felt a bit of drool pooling at the edge of his lips. It was working. He might finally get some good rest this week.

He rolled over, facing away from the window. There were no more scratching noises, only the gentle drumming of raindrops, muffled by the thick overhead roof. He wriggled under the blankets, pulling the pillow down to his shoulder. Lying on his side sometimes caused his arm to fall asleep in the night, but he’d take the risk. If he could only fall asleep, then he didn’t care what pains he might wake up with.

Giving up again momentarily, or perhaps only frustrated from the restlessness, his eyes blinked open, and in the darkness, he caught a glimpse of something by the door. He refused to ignore it, or hide behind closed eyes. The fear of more worried nights eclipsed any apprehension about being attacked.

His jacket. Only his jacket, hanging from the knob. The folds in the leather shimmered with accents of reflected light from outside. The darkness of the black leather stood in contrast against the shaded white walls. Its shape morphed in his tired vision. One shape to the next, and it appeared to move, ever so slightly, but comparing it against the now visible cracks in the door revealed that the movement was an illusion of his own creation. His brain must have fallen asleep, and he wished that it would take the rest of him with it.

The jacket took on several forms: unfamiliar faces, animals with strange deformities, an old man, an old woman, a wolf’s head, a zombie. His mind cooked it a hundred different ways. Each of them unique, but somehow the same. Each of them sought to free his fear from its new prison.

Something flickered by the desk, and his eyes followed it. Two tiny green lights on the closed laptop, lights that should have been on solid.

Keep looking. Just a bit longer.

The air darkened between the bed and the desk. His eyes focused on the green glints until they were all he could see. He sensed the creature in his room. His heart quickened, driving his lungs to work harder. He tried to arrest his heartbeat by deliberately slowing his breathing, and focused on the tiny green lamps burning in the distance, like tiny lights on a high-flying jet plane at night.

He whispered, “Why can't you leave me alone?”

Blood rushed through his veins with the fury of the Mississippi. He couldn’t keep up the slow breathing any longer. His head swam. Heavy breaths bounced off the blanket and warmed his face. His teeth clenched. Darkness swam in a whirlpool, causing the laptop lights to flicker.

He concentrated on his eyelids, to ensure he wasn’t flinching. They were wide open, unmoving, and no lashes in the way. The lights disappeared, and he mustered any fury he could to let out a vicious plea. “Get the hell out of my apartment.”

As much as he wanted to confront the creature, to be brave, he couldn’t. Fear rippled through him like a tsunami, silent in the open ocean of his skin. Pushing it to the side ceased to work. Fear seeped out, bringing forth a tidal wave of terror that clenched his eyes, his teeth, and every other muscle in his body. Scary Scott Stone. Not this time. He stretched out his arm, taking his glasses from the nightstand and planting them on his face. The creature couldn’t hurt him if he couldn’t see it, but maybe he could still hurt the creature.

“Just a bit longer,” came the voice. It was no longer only in his head. It was audible. He could hear it just as well as the scrapes and scratches.

He rolled toward the window and kicked his legs free from the bonds of the blanket, sitting up in bed. The window was somewhere before him, and under it, his weapon. His toes felt around for shoes, and slipped inside them at the first touch. He leaned forward to pull them over his heels. He grabbed his phone from the nightstand, and stood up, still in the total darkness behind closed eyes.

He tiptoed toward the window, hands waving through the air before him like whiskers, until they touched the hard wood of his dresser, and immediately traced to a patch of denim. He removed his shoes, dropping his phone on the carpet beside them, and after pulling his trousers up, he knelt again to lace up. Then he felt around for a shirt.

Keep looking.

“Shut up.”

He pulled the shirt on quickly, and backwards judging by the tight fit around his neck. His arms retreated into the sleeves to turn it around. He felt the creatures breath on his nape. He knelt to the floor, his body covered in goosebumps, to find his phone and stuff it in a pocket. Finally, his fingers found the fabric sack with the magic herb inside.

Just a bit longer.

He spun and stood fast, slashing with the sachet at the air before him. The only response was amused bellowing.

Scott jolted forward. He slammed into what was left of his broken bed post, which cut across the side of his shin. He navigated slowly, stumbling toward the door he knew was directly before him while waving the sack. His fingers touched drywall, then the door frame, then the jacket. He wrapped himself in it, grabbed the knob, and forced himself into the into the hallway, hoping that he wouldn’t run directly into one of his neighbors.

He yanked the door shut, and let out a sigh of relief as he leaned against the frame. He could sense the light of the hall without opening his eyes. He had done it. The monster wasn’t gone, but he managed past it without bashing in his skull. Every breath from this point forward was a victory. He could tell Serena what happened, and she could banish the beast. He couldn't sleep anyway, and now, in the freedom of the hallway, he could escape unscathed.

“Keep looking,” said the voice. But how? He’d escaped the monster. Hadn’t he?

“One foot in front of the other, Scott,” he said. Something wet tasted his nape. He moved forward with deliberate steps, his outstretched hands gliding across the walls to guide him through closed eyes toward the stairs.

“You can't resist forever.”

Not knowing who would hear, he spoke just louder than a whisper. “What do you want from me?”

And just like that, the presence disappeared. He felt alone, and blinked his eyes open, testing the light. Nothing. He slowly cracked one eyelid, staring down the steps into the lobby.

“Thank god.”

He didn’t know why, and didn’t care. He let out a long sigh, then realized that it was time to get moving. He took a step and stopped suddenly, wondering.

His thoughts escaped into the air around him. “What if it’s a trap? What if it’s waiting at the bottom of the stairs?”

He froze in the moment, afraid to continue forward, and terrified to turn back. He wondered what could have happened to the beast that was so obsessed with him only seconds ago.

After a deep breath of affirmation, he scurried down the steps, and into the frozen night air. Icy rain pelted him, and his arms wrapped tightly around the leather jacket, holding it closed with white knuckles while shuffling into the coffee shop.

Richard stared up from behind his laptop. The expression on his face wasn’t one of anger. One eye winced, and his mouth smiled in pain. He knows something.

The only explanation for acting like such a jerk was having some knowledge of what Maria described to him. This bartender must have seen it or heard about it before. Maybe he knew someone who died from the monster. Maybe he had seen it. There was only forty feet of empty coffee tables between them, and Scott decided that it was time for him to do the glaring.

Scott knew now what Serena meant. The subconscious mind acted like a huge antenna of human thought and emotion. He didn’t need tarot cards or dice, or a mystical ball to look into. He didn’t need tea leaves or a bag of jumbled letters. His lack of sleep granted him the power to know that Richard held the key to his salvation. It was a feeling, just like Serena said, but it was real. He was certain.

There were moments in his life when his whole mind rearranged itself. Thoughts shifted in the wake of a new idea, and everything he believed needed to be reevaluated. It happened when he learned something new that shook the foundation of his logic. It happened when his voice changed. And though he wasn’t sure why, it was happening in that moment. A new strength uncaged itself. A new courage. It forced itself to the surface, propelled by fear, frustration, and agony. He was now in a fight for his life, and that scruffy typist had the answers he needed. Compared to the monster, Richard was about as intimidating as a newborn baby.

Scott embraced the change, and approached without stopping to order his tall cap.
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“What do you know about that damn thing?”


Richard looked up with scorn. “Leave me alone.”

“No, I want to know what you know.” It may have been lack of sleep, or lack of coffee, or the frustration from Serena’s complete and utter failure to rid his apartment of the creature. It may have been that the thing growing inside of him was a monster all its own. Or maybe he was simply desperate to be back to his normal boring life. Every day that passed since the shadow appeared, he became a bit more fearless.

“I'm sorry I grabbed you.” Richard’s words were apologetic, but his tone wasn’t. Even Scott, who rarely picked up on such things, could sense the teeth grinding behind those lips as he continued. “Please leave me alone.”

Richard folded his laptop, placed it neatly in a bag, and stood up. Scott followed him out of the front entrance.

“You know something, and you’re gonna tell me!”

Richard stopped cold, spinning around and stomping his foot toward Scott. “What kind of drugs are you on?” he asked.

Bewildered by the question, Scott took note of the sprinkle of icy droplets falling from the darkened heavens. Maria must have told him about the medications, too.

Richard didn’t wait for an answer. A throat noise later, he spun and kept walking. Before him, the parking lights of a black BMW flashed.

Scott snapped out of the trance. “I’m not on drugs.” He jogged to catch up. Going back to his apartment just to die was unacceptable. He had no option but to move forward, no matter what he might discover. He was driven like never before. Nearly every part of his being told him that persistence would lead to pain, but the monster inside raged on. One compelling voice drowned out the others in his head, saying, you do this now, or you’ll suffer for the rest of your life.

As Richard reached for the handle, Scott caught up and threw himself against the door.

“I’m going to give you three seconds to remove yourself from my vehicle. And then I’m going to rip your arm off and beat you to death with it. One.”

“Do what you gotta do. I’m not leaving until I have answers.”

“You don’t answer my questions, I can’t answer yours. Two.”

“Like you said, I’m going to die anyway. So go ahead and try something.”

“Three.” Richard twitched toward him, raising his arm.

Scott’s fists instinctively darted up and alongside his cheeks. It was an ancient instinct, buried in the primal part of his brain where it had remained locked up for years until that moment. His heart pounded like a bass drum, and he scowled at the bearded, laptop-wielding drug addict. He never flinched. He never let his eyes shy away from the aggressor. His muscles were loaded springs, waiting for release.

Richard’s eyes searched his face, moving left to right, scanning for any sign of weakness. But Scott refused to back down.

“You aren’t going to leave me alone, are you?”

Scott replied as sternly as he could. “Nope.” He felt his voice break, and the tension in his biceps doubled. The cocked hammer of his irrational instinct to fight rested on a hair trigger. In his mind, he could see his right arm hook forward into the side of Richard’s face, but the sear never broke.

“I should have let you die and not said anything.” Richard’s shoulders relaxed. The laptop bag inched along his collar in an attempt to slide free.

The tension in Scott’s shoulders relaxed. “I want to know what that thing is.”

“And I want to know how long you've been addicted to meth.”

Scott bounced back a step, vexed by the simple question. “I'm not on meth.”

“You're obviously on something.”

A memory of scattered pill bottles flashed across his mind. The door opened, and Richard tossed his bag through the gap between the front seats and climbed in.

“I'm not on anything.” He stepped forward between the open door and the driver’s seat.

Richard stared up at him, but didn’t say a word.

“Just tell me what you know, and I'll never bother you again.”

Richard let out a sigh. “It's more entertaining than sitcoms,” he mumbled. “You promise? If I tell you what happened to me?”

“Promise.”

“Even if it doesn’t help, which it won’t. You’ll leave me alone?”

“Yes.”

“All right, hop in.”

Scott nodded and raced around the vehicle. The short ride carried a long silence. He stared at Richard expectantly, watching him fiddle with the radio, tuning and tweaking the buttons without his eyes leaving the road.

When the car stopped, he said, “Grab my bag.”

Scott obliged, and reached into the back for the soft laptop case. He climbed out, and followed his mark up the sidewalk toward a white townhouse. The neighborhood looked familiar. It wasn’t far from the coffee shop, a common dwelling zone for students and instructors, even though it was technically off campus. The building looked the same as every other on the block. Richard left the door open as he passed through the threshold, and Scott followed him into the kitchen.

“Put it on the table,” said Richard, before disappearing into another room.

He placed the laptop bag neatly on a round wooden table. Four chairs were spaced perfectly, as if they hadn't been touched in months. The kitchen area was exceptionally clean. Every metal surface polished and shining, every countertop spotless. Knife rack, cutting board, and hanging spoons were arranged as they would be in a magazine. Everything had a place. The floor looked as if it were cleaned daily. There wasn’t a hint of dust anywhere. Wet footprints stood out in the polished vista like craters in a flat desert. A water purifier hung from the spout of the kitchen faucet over an empty sink, beside an empty dish rack, which was also spotless.

Richard returned and took a seat at the table. He scratched at his right arm through the thin sweater before flipping the laptop bag open.

“Sit,” he said. “I hope the stupid thing didn't follow you here. That's trouble I don't need.”

“What is it?”

“Sit.” His eyes were unrelenting. He froze in place until Scott pulled a chair back, when he removed his laptop from the bag.

Scott huffed and planted himself in the chair.

“You be completely honest with me, otherwise I’m not telling you anything. And you never speak of this conversation to anyone. Understand?”

Scott nodded.

“Black thing, red eyes.”

“Yeah.”

“And let me guess, you spotted something out of the corner of your eye, and you kept looking.”

“I thought I had a mouse.”

“Poor bastard. That was your first mistake. Is it talking to you yet?”

“Yeah, it—I can't be sure. I hear my voice, but it's not my—I don't know how to put it.”

“And what drugs are you taking? Don't lie.”

“I have some pain killers from my doctor, but I can’t remember the last time I took one. Sleeping pills. Antidepressants. Benadryl in the spring. That kind of thing. Nothing illegal.”

“No meth?”

“No!”

“Don't raise your voice at me.”

“What the hell does meth have to do with anything?”

“Because,” said Richard, “that's how it starts. My addiction kept me alive. The fact that I didn't just keel over caught its attention. There's something in the drugs that stops them from, you know, doing what they do. Doing what it does. But they're persistent little buggers, like dogs with tennis balls. Once you’re marked, there’s no escape. Well, almost no escape. They keep coming until you’re dead.”

“So you're saying if I take drugs, it can't get me.”

“Oh, it'll get you eventually. It'll find a way. The one that was following me killed everyone else on the first offense. As soon as they spotted it. I thought at first that I had some kind of immunity. See? The drugs keep it from taking you, but they have this side effect. They actually attract the creatures. Not at first, but the creatures are going to get what they want.” His stare drifted toward the sink, then down at the water spots on the floor. He eyebrows twisted.

“What do they want?”

“How the hell should I know? All I know is that they don't stop.” He connected eyes again. “They'll kill every—It'll take everyone around you if it can't get to you. You got its attention, and that kind of attention doesn't turn off. Don’t fool yourself into thinking you’re immune, or that more drugs will help. They won’t. At the end, I realized that my drug use was amusing the creatures. They enjoyed tormenting me, and that scratching. It never stopped.”

“How did you get away?”

“I died.”

Richard's eyes broke contact after the remark, and aimed at his warming laptop. He grabbed a power cable from the bag, and plugged it somewhere behind the table.

“What are you doing? Something you need to show me?”

“No. I'm checking my messages.”

Scott's eyes sharpened. “This is important.”

Richard sighed. “So is this. Look. I told you before. The best thing you can do is crawl in your little hole and die. I know it was mean, but it’s the best advice there is. That thing is going to wreak havoc on the neighborhood. People will start dying of what looks like natural causes. Brain aneurysm here, heart attack there. No methodology to it, they just drop dead all around you. And eventually the thing will get you too, unless God intervenes. But praying is hardly going to save you.”

“So that's it. After all that, you're telling me you were saved by God?”

Richard glared back at Scott as he coughed. “I was given a second chance. A chance to straighten my life out. Call it God or Allah or Buddha, or just dumb luck if you want. The shrinks at the rehab clinic were told me the whole thing was a delusion. Then I overheard you talking. I never really accepted the clinical diagnosis anyway, but they almost had me convinced. Until I heard your story.”

“So how did you get away?”

“I told you, I died.”

“Could you be more specific?”

“I got hit by a car, revived and arrested at the hospital, and stuck in a rehab clinic for six months. It didn't follow me, but when I got out, everyone I cared about was dead. Blessing? Curse? Call it whatever you want. Just leave me the hell out of it.”

“So it can't be beat, but maybe I can outrun it?”

“I guess so. Maybe if you move to Canada, and you're lucky enough that it doesn't follow you.”

“Do you know how it kills?”

“No idea, but the heart attacks weren’t a coincidence. I’m guessing they died of fright. I assumed that the meth deadened my senses enough to make me immune. Maybe they just like scaring us to death, I don’t know. So instead, it decided to haunt me. Maybe it gave up when the car hit me, and assumed that I wouldn’t survive the wreck. Technically, I didn’t survive the wreck. If there hadn’t been an ambulance cruising by on a side street and a hundred witnesses. . . . My heart stopped in the ambulance, and I was revived twenty-two minutes later.” He paused, and his eyes squeezed shut for a moment before they reopened, releasing a tear from the shimmering glass balls. “It went after my wife instead.”

His eyes fell, lower than the laptop, toward the edge of the table. His mouth forged itself into a frown.

“So wait, it was after you, tormenting you?”

“Every night when I went to bed. Sometimes it would pass by, but I’d either fall asleep with clenched teeth and cinched eyes, or I’d wake up screaming in the night. It stalked me, killed those around me. It laughed about their deaths, like it was some kind of game. It—tasted me. Kept telling me to keep looking, even though I never did. The more scared I got, the more it enjoyed itself, like it was feeding off of my fear or something.”

“And then?”

“I raced out of the house one night, baby screaming and wife chasing behind me, right into the path of a drunk speeding home from the bar. I woke up in the hospital, handcuffed to a bed. When the police went through my house they found a bunch of drugs and my—they.” A tear ran down his cheek. “My wife was—they called it an overdose leading to a heart attack, but that wasn’t it. I checked the report. She had shot up earlier, but that was hours before we went to bed. The thing unlatched from me and took her. The state took my son.”

“And then you never saw it again?”

He shook his head. “The end of one nightmare and the start of another. My kid died while I was in rehab. Some sort of baby sickness that nobody has ever been able to explain to me. I know what really happened though. I know what he saw before he died, and so do you. I never saw the creature again.”

“That’s why you yelled at me. You’re worried about it finding you again.”

“That's everything I know. Satisfied?”

“I don't think satisfied is the right word.”

“Well, it's going to have to do. Cause that's all I know. I can't help you. Nobody can.” He wiped the tears from his face and went to work on the computer. After hammering a few dozen keystrokes, he scratched at his arm again. “Now get the hell out of my house, and don't talk to me again.”

“How do I get home?”

“You got legs?”

Scott stood, tried to push the chair back as neatly as he found it, and left the house. Even though the rain had stopped for the moment, damp clothing wrapped him from the earlier drizzle, and the gentle wind turned it into a blanket of refrigeration. The streets were covered with subtle rainbows of grease welling through cracks in the asphalt.

A shriek, like something from another world, erupted behind him, and it was over in an instant. He swore that it came from the duplex. His heart was getting its exercise today, and his legs would follow. Another instinct commanded him, and every muscle in his body obeyed the order: Run.
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A little word of advice to all you monster hunters out there. You know who you are. You love your little thrills. That chill down your spine. You want to visit haunted places. You want to jump when an inanimate object skids gently across a table under some kind of telekinetic force. Be careful of the demons you hunt. Some things, once seen, can’t be unseen. There are some creatures that will consume the rest of your shortened existence. You see them, they see you, and they never forget.


Richard thought he got away. This time, he was weak. He was just like the others. The satisfaction was sucked right out of the kill.

Scott's legs had worn out. He lay there on the wet sidewalk, giving him time to contemplate the events of the night while soaking in the early morning mist. A monster in his room was only the beginning. Richard’s scream echoed through his brain, clinging to every wrinkle. How could he go home? How could he go anywhere? It hurt more to move than to lie there and freeze. Death seemed less like an enemy to be feared, and more like a friend offering a warm blanket on a cold night.

He hoped that the sound was merely a television cranked too loud with a horror flick playing, but he knew it couldn’t be anything but the creature.

The side of his head scraped against the concrete as tears rolled across his temples. He was going to die, and he only wished that it would be quick. He debated going back to Serena's shop, but surely she didn't live there and it was way past closing time. His fingers scratched at the outside of his pocket, feeling her business card printing against the soaked denim. Maybe Father What's-his-name was still up. Or he could wait for the creature to take him. Maybe he could mimic Richard’s getaway and roll in front of a set of the moving headlights zipping past. Scratching noises rustled all around him.

The sky opened up. Raindrops pummeled from above. Another car drove by, casting shadows against the buildings across the street. Some of them came from posts, some from bushes. Some appeared to come from nowhere. He slammed his eyes shut.

An ambulance screamed by, breaking the trance. He shivered, and pushed himself off the frozen concrete, soaked to the skin. Maybe the creature was watching from a distance, laughing. He hauled to his feet and looked around, suddenly realizing that he had no idea where he was. He picked a direction and walked.

“Sorry, death. I’m going to take the painful route a bit longer. We’ll meet soon enough.”

Hypothermia might still knock him down before he found a place to dry off. Each step sent shock waves through his frozen muscles; one foot, then the other one, for nearly half an hour, before spotting the church in the distance. Finally, a landmark to guide him home. The conversation with Richard ran through his head again as he turned toward the apartment. His fingers were long since frozen. He stuffed clenched fists inside his jacket pockets in an attempt to thaw them.

This entity, this being, whatever it was, wasn't going away on its own. His eyes played tricks on him. Every shadow danced unnaturally. Everywhere he turned, he saw dark figures. Around every corner where the light hit a branch or a bush just right, another tormentor appeared. They were gone just as fast. The corners of his vision crawled with moving blurs he refused to look at. The freezing wind cut through his clothes, and beads of prismatic rainbows materialized on his glasses.

When he reached the coffee shop, the sky had begun to brighten in the east. That deep shade of blue before sunrise, a sight he'd become very familiar with while working morning shifts. He dragged up the steps to the apartment. He stripped as soon as the door latched shut, and dropped his soaked clothes. Each garment slopped against the carpet, leaving a trail of wet rags littering his path to the bathroom.

He cranked the shower as hot as he could tolerate, and stepped inside. Against his numb skin, the temperature was hard to judge. He was an iced slab of meat, thawing under a faucet. His stomach growled. His muscles cried out in pain. As his fingers warmed back to life, an ache emerged that grew stronger with each second. Maybe his cells had frozen to the point of bursting.

He hung from the steel pipe running to the shower head, warming like a lizard on a hot rock. He turned the cold nob down further. Steam rose all around, but the inner trembling refused to stop. His phone rang from the other room. Probably his boss calling to find out where he was. He cut off the shower, and found a towel and fresh clothes, after which he dug the phone out of his soaking jeans, and called back.

“Bob. I'm sorry I'm late. I'm on my way right now.”

His foreign voice sounded like an attack, “Overslept? That’s first time for you.”

“I know. I'm really sorry. I'll be there as soon as I can.”

“Okay, I see you in a while.”

He receded into the misery of normal life. Even the beauty of a sunrise couldn’t offer him a way out of the dark pit he found himself in. Every step was a chore, his toes and fingers hurt more than the series of cuts and bruises all over the rest of his body. He limped on quick steps toward the gas station, despite not caring if he would arrive at all. The world never exactly glistened, but his new perspective struck a layer of distance between the rest of the universe and himself. Everything turned gray.

He was detached. Cut off. Just like when Landers spoke of parallel dimensions and close possible worlds. The universe Scott knew remained, but he had stepped outside of it, and onto another plane. The clear sky made him wonder if the falling rain earlier that morning was a dream. Perhaps it was a sprinkler system. The clouds had long since vanished.

As soon as he was through the door, he played the employee game, and layered a thousand apologies on his boss. It didn’t matter. He would be worm food soon enough, and nothing he did would have meaning. Bob told him not to worry about it, but he insisted on apologizing again. Because that’s what you do, right? You make apologies. You pretend to care even when you don’t. That’s how we play the game. The more Bob insisted that it was forgiven, the more Scott apologized.

Bob’s voice always sounded harsh, even when he was being nice. Something about that pacific accent made every word sound like a shout, or maybe it was the volume. Bob disappeared into the office, and Scott began another shift in hell.

He waded through the morning rush in a trance. Working in front of a cash register year after year, things became routine. Buttons pressed themselves, customer complaints didn’t matter, even if he was showered in their spit and appeared happily apologetic to them. He was the Zen master, capable of escaping his own body, able to burn alive without making a sound. The real world became a staged play, reality filled with monsters that only he could see. This was hell. Complete and utter isolation from everyone and every thing, even when they were standing right in front of him. Entry back to the physical realm had closed. His body was there, still attached somehow to his consciousness, but it was an empty husk he watched from a neighboring dimension.

The first chance he got, he darted for the restroom to pop a handful of painkillers. He was out of tears, and even cleaning fountain drink spills couldn’t take his mind off of the fate which lay ahead. He wanted to feel numb. He cupped his hand under the sink, and slurped the nasty city water to lubricate his throat for the dry capsules. He stretched, and stood as erect as possible, waiting for a pop. A fire burned from his left shoulder to the middle of his back, and his full-blown migraine was getting worse. He scooped more water from sink to face. Bags had grown under his eyes, and the whites held feathered wisps of crimson coloring, complemented with the dark red cheeks of dried tears, and a spreading acne infection.

He jumped at a shriek that came from somewhere else in the store. He leaned back, supported by the bathroom door, and knocked his head gently against it. Loud, obnoxious laughter followed.

“God. Damn. Customers.”

He slammed the lever on the faucet closed and stormed out. More work, there was now a mess of sticky soda all over the floor by the machines, mixed with a coffee spill he must have missed earlier. The other clerk stood behind his register, chuckling with two large ladies. Scott stormed into the back hallway and found a mop behind the cooler. He pushed the rolling bucket toward the mess, and his phone rang on the way.

“Scott,” said Dr. Jennings. “I thought we had an appointment this morning.”

“I had to work. I must have forgot.”

“Have you gotten any sleep? How are the hallucinations?”

Hallucinations. What an ass. My doctor doesn’t understand anything. He doesn’t care about actually helping, just prescribing more pills. How much money could he make if the demon simply went away?

His voice perked up dishonestly. “Been sleeping better! It wasn’t easy, but I’ve been forcing myself to go to bed at eleven. No more hallucinations. I’m actually feeling pretty awesome today.” Careful, Scott. Don’t overdo it.

“Great. Stop by on Monday if you can, and check in with me.”

“Sure will, doc.”

He stuffed the phone in his pocket, and mumbled, “Asshat.”

It was a Friday. That meant an avalanche of classes after he finished work, followed by a weekend of studying and homework mixed with an afternoon shift on Saturday. Sundays were for a crash after two back-to-back seventy-two hour days. At least, that's what he'd come to know as normal. By now, there was no telling what would come next in his trashed circadian cycle.

He sat like a zombie through classes. His professors lectured about their self-created artificial realities, while their thoughts bounced off him like raindrops. Words on the page blurred in the stagnant air of looming death. Walking from class to class, he moved in slow motion compared to the rest of the world. A scattering of clouds returned to the sky, tarnishing the soft blue coloring.

His skin tingled with numbness. He wasn’t afraid of dying. Death was liberation. Nothing could possibly affect him after that thought entered his mind. Not stupid customers, not the chilly air, and certainly not another couple of pills. He shook the bottle as he pulled it from his pocket, popped the cap off, dumped the remaining few capsules, and tossed it. The college hired people to clean the quad, it was only right to ensure that they stayed employed. There, feeling the hand of death around every corner, he accepted his fate. The monster would take him, no matter what he did. He still planned on doing something about it, but it was no longer worth the worry. In the end, the monster would win, no matter what he did to try and stop it.

The world split into two parts: Scott’s reality, and the rest of the universe. As an introvert, it wasn't a new feeling. He often lived in his own world, trying to ignore other people, and hoping they would leave him alone. This new feeling was only a natural consequence of that precursor. His internal organs hollowed. Like being hungry, but not wanting to eat. The world he could see and touch wasn’t real. Nothing was real.

And this was where he found himself, walking tormented beneath a darkening sky toward the final class of the day, surrounded by the soothing staccato of raindrops and woodwind breezes that rustled leaves to accent the percussion section of thunderous bass drums rumbling in the distance. He wondered if the rain would ever stop, or whether the sky would make up its mind for rain or shine.

The lecture went the same as the others, the professor throwing words at his shield of apathy. He paged through the textbook, reading to himself instead of listening.

All of the answers are in the book anyway, not on this guy’s whiteboard.

When his time in the stiff plastic chair expired, the professor told them the weekend assignment. The pages he'd already read were included. He stacked his books and tucked them under his arm. At the entrance of the liberal arts building, he saw more rain through the window. Tiny droplets fell in assault waves with breaks between each front. He waited while flicking a rain-soiled business card between his fingers, and after a while, took an open chair in the entrance area of the building, watching as other students opened umbrellas before venturing into the storm.

He stacked his schoolbooks on the chair beside him and pulled the cell phone from his pocket. He scrolled through his contact list, looking for Serena, when a number he didn't recognize called him.

“Hello?”

“Scott. This is Paul. We met in the rectory the other night.”

Maybe this was a sign from God. Maybe it wasn’t Paul the exorcist, but Paul the harbinger of death.

“I've done some research, do you have time to meet?”

“Sure.”

“Okay. I compiled all the records I could find on something like you are talking about. All the symptoms of a shadow creature, but attacking people. Has the thing actually grabbed you or tried to get at your chest?”

“No. If I keep my eyes closed, it leaves me alone.”

“That's odd by itself. Has it physically harmed you in any way?”

“Not exactly.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think it got someone else last night.”

“Someone else?”

“Another guy I was talking to about it. When I left his house last night, I heard a scream. I think he’s dead.”

He scanned for eavesdroppers.

“I'm at the rectory now. If you drop by, we can talk some more.”

He glanced outside. The rain faded to a drizzle. He suspected that Paul might call the police, but he really had nowhere else to go. I didn’t do anything. They can’t blame me for it. And even if they do, who cares?

“I can meet you there in about ten minutes.”

“Okay. I'll be waiting.”
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Scott’s hunger overcame him. He grabbed a couple of quick tacos, and ate on the way. It was the first time he’d eaten since sneaking a couple of the hot-rolled taquitos from the junk food rollers at the gas station. He approached the rectory and rapped on the door. When it opened, Paul invited him inside. He half expected to see uniformed officers waiting to arrest him for the death he ran from. Paranoia is an unwanted side effect of guilt.


“Father Kendall said he's been hearing a lot of strange reports from his flock. Crazy things. You aren't the only one seeing ghosts this week.”

“That's good to know.”

“That's good?” Paul's eyebrows twisted. “Most of the sightings have happened over the industrial part of town. People are claiming everything from dark angels to UFOs. Whatever descended on this town, it’s not here to make friends.”

“What did your research turn up?”

Scott glanced around. The place appeared empty. Paul didn’t answer. Instead, he turned toward the library, and Scott followed.

The fire must have run day and night. Fake gas logs were good for that. He warmed his hands near the flickering heat source.

“Sit down. This isn't going to be easy to digest,” said Paul. He took a seat by the fire and waited for Scott to follow his lead. “You ever heard of the Black Bird of Chernobyl?”

“Never.”

“Figures. Nineteen eighty-six. There was a meltdown at a nuclear power plant in the Ukraine, causing the worst nuclear energy disaster on record. For almost a month prior to the incident, people reported seeing a dark, headless, winged figure with red eyes. Same thing at Silver Bridge in Point Pleasant, West Virginia, nineteen sixty-eight. They called that one Mothman. There's been some other reports, but most of them are sketchy. They still might be connected. The church was investigating several hauntings about a year ago in South America. A month later, the town with the offending spiritual entities was buried under a lava flow. You probably heard of that one.”

Scott nodded, remembering seeing something about a volcanic disaster on social media.

“As far as I can tell,” he continued. “Whatever happened in those places. It’s happening again, here. I mean, disaster doesn’t occur in every case of these dark shadow sightings, but for whatever reason, they seem to be attracted to disaster areas.”

“So we’re going to have a volcano?”

“Cute. No. But, there have been other incidents around the world. Each of them featuring these harbingers of impending disaster, almost one for every disaster you've heard of, but all of the reports differ slightly.” His hands moved as he talked, emphasizing each point in the same fashion Landers used. “Sometimes lights. Sometimes animals. Screaming sounds at night. And the ones that were investigated more deeply always contained a mixture of different supernatural events. I think that's why there's no obvious connection between them. Each person sees something different, but when a lot of sightings start in one place, the general rule of thumb is be somewhere else.”

“So this thing is trying to tell us there's a disaster coming?”

“I think it’s possible, yes. And with all the reports, I'm betting it's going to be quite a show.”

“People normally see these things, but they don’t attack?” His patience wavered. This guy was busy chasing ghosts and he had a real threat looming. “What the hell do they have to do with me then?”

“During the events leading to the Point Pleasant disaster, bodies were found frozen in the woods.”

A chill shook Scott’s spine as he recalled his night freezing on the sidewalk.

“Deaths and sightings go hand in hand. Heart attacks, brain aneurysms, odd looks on the faces of the dead, eyes always open. There have been a number of theories about the deaths. Suicide, dumb luck, coincidence, even that some of the reports were faked to drum up attention to the quiet little town after the fact, and never really happened. Ever since the movie came out, that town turned into a tourist trap for ghost chasers, and new ‘never before released reports’ have come to light. People get silly over stuff like this. The facts get distorted. But we can’t ignore the connection. You may be the only person seeing an attacking shadow, but I think that entity is part of something bigger. And those red eyes you mentioned. There’s at least one similar report in every single event.”

“So, we leave town as soon as possible and it should be over, right?”

“Not that simple. I need to keep sending reports off to my colleagues, so I can document as much as possible, and that includes events surrounding you. Besides, this could all be a coincidence. Obviously, disaster-related sightings are going to get more weight than others. They get investigated more. For all I know, that creature of yours has nothing to do with the other sightings, but it’s hard to discount the connection. We stay.”

“No. If I can get out of here and lose that thing—”

“Then it’ll follow you. What happened to your friend? You said he was dead.”

“I never said he was my friend.”

“What happened?”

“He’s just this former drug-addict turned asshole. For all I know, the guy was trying to pull something on me.” As he spoke, the truth became clear in his mind. Richard was up to something, and he probably didn’t have Scott’s safety in mind. He probably faked the whole thing. “He threatened me the other day, and asked why I wasn't dead yet, after overhearing my description of the monster in a coffee shop. He said when he saw it last, the drugs he was on kept him safe, but everyone around him started dying. While I was leaving his house last night, I heard him scream.”

“You didn't see the creature take him?”

“No. Just a scream. I freaked, and ran. He probably planned the whole thing that way.”

“Where does he live? Maybe we should go see him, just to be sure.”

“Are you crazy?”

“If he was attacked—What's his name?”

Scott’s mind feuded with itself. Each passing thought that Richard was playing a trick on him added credibility to the idea. There would be no police, because there was nothing to investigate. Just a jackass trying to scare poor little Scott Stone.

“His name’s Richard. Look, this is a great history lesson and all, but how does this help me get rid of the thing?”

“I’m working on it.” His face was as unrelenting as ever, and he obviously hadn’t shaved since their last meeting. “I know that isn’t what you want to hear, but I think you should probably crash over here tonight. In all the records I can find, nobody has ever been successful at getting rid of one of these creatures. You’re in a lot of danger.”

“Richard said it quit hunting him after he was hit by a car.”

“If you stay here, I’ll do what I can to protect you. But I don’t think there’s any charm or incantation that’s going to run it off. You’re an anomaly. I think the lethality of this thing is such that it doesn’t leave much of a paper trail. I don’t think they like us knowing about them, that’s why it’s tormenting you. It couldn’t take you at first, for whatever reason, and now it’s determined to drown you in your own fear. It’s haunting you to keep itself out of the newspapers.”

“Or it’s toying with me.”

“Either way. I don’t—” One of his eyebrows dropped, as if some kind of human pain finally infiltrated his cold skin. “I don’t think you should be alone.”

“Or maybe it doesn’t give a crap either way, and it’s just antagonizing me for amusement. Everyone else does. Thanks, but if that’s all the help you can give me—there’s somewhere I need to be.”

“The door’s open, just so you know. You don’t have to go back to that apartment, and most of these creatures don’t like being surrounded by crosses and holy water. This place is a sanctuary if you need it.”
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Scott wandered back toward his apartment, determined to do something about the problem. Tired of being scared and helpless, he gave Serena another try.

Her magic shop was open, and he walked in as another customer left. She looked normal enough, a young girl clutching a paper bag filled with who knows what. He held the door for her, and then stepped into a vacant shop. Serena was behind the counter, scribbling something in a notebook.

“Scott,” she said. “How did you sleep last night?” She folded the book, and placed it under the counter.

“I didn't. It happened again.”

“Okay. We should definitely do a ritual at your place then. I can come over tonight if you like.”

“You should know, I might have an immunity to the monster, but you don't. If it attacks you—”

“Pish. Nothing's going to happen to me. Can I meet you at the coffee shop later? I’ll close this place up in about an hour and head that way.”

“Okay.”

“I'll see you there.”

He walked back to the apartment, holding his books against his stomach. He began to acclimate to the pains running through his body, and tried to ignore the shadows dancing on the street and the glitches in his peripheral vision.

He searched for happier things to think about, and daydreamed about the blond-haired girl at the coffee shop. He told himself that this would all be a distant memory very soon. Serena would figure out a way to kill the monster, or it would kill them both. He cared less about life, and more about putting a stop to his own madness. He didn’t have time for Paul’s investigation.

Serena had to know what she was doing. If she had a doubt, she would have mentioned it. She had probably done this before, a billion times. It was time to pony up and let her do what she did best. He promised himself that if she got rid of the monster, he would frequent her shop and spend every extra penny he had, buying all of her junk. For the first time he could remember, he actually wanted to trust another human being. He wanted to put faith in someone, or something. This job was beyond anything he could do on his own. He hoped that she was the expert he needed. If nothing else, she was confident.

As the apartment and coffee shop appeared in the distance, a bright light drifted across the skyline. The blazing green ball crept from east to west, leading a bright tail, and lighting up the sky around it. It was far too bright to be a plane. Maybe one of the UFOs that people keep talking about? Whatever it was, it disappeared over the buildings in less than a minute. Maybe it was a sign. Then again, maybe it was just a stupid meteor. Are meteors green?

The coffee shop grew larger, and something scurried across the road in the dark. Animal? Monster? It didn't matter. He entered the building, his heart rate increased with every step up the stairs. He started talking to himself.

“What if it knows we’re trying to kill it?”

“What if it gets mad?”

“What if it’s been following me all day, and I’m playing right into its trap?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said to his closed door. “This ends now.”

He pushed his door open with conviction, tossed his books onto the bed, and fell into his computer chair, spinning toward the laptop. He flicked it open and scrolled through the recent social media list, reading all the posts he would never be tagged in. Everyone in town was seeing aliens and men in black, while he was nearly on a first name basis with the demon. His email box contained a couple homework assignments. His instructors insisted on sending them every weekend as a reminder. He couldn’t remember anything being assigned. Maybe they decided to add homework after class was out, or his lack of attention made him disregard them earlier.

It was just past nine o'clock. The night was still young. He popped two anxiety pills and dry-swallowed them. He stormed out without stopping to check for monsters.

His focus shifted to the coffee shop patrons, and his heartbeat returned to normal. Through the glass, there was no sign of Richard. He instead spotted a colorful scarf of yellow and pink under a mass of curly blond hair. He entered, and went straight for it. He must have spent more time surfing the Internet than he thought.

He passed the table, sliding his fingers along the edge until he spun into the open chair across from Serena. He leaned forward, propping his arms on the orange slab of a table, unsteadying it. Serena grabbed her cup before it could spill or slide off, almost as if she saw the wobble coming.

“Sorry about that.” He leaned below, holding the tabletop steady with one hand while unscrewing the leveling foot under one leg.

When he sat up, he leaned close and whispered, “You should know. I'm pretty sure that whatever it is we are about to get rid of already killed someone.”

“Killed?” It was the first time he spotted worry in Serena’s eyes.

He couldn’t make up his mind on the issue, but it would have been wrong not to warn her. “I'm pretty sure. I met someone who claimed to know about the monster, and after I left his house, I heard a scream. Haven't seen him since, and he's usually in here. He usually sits right over there, almost every night.” He nodded toward Richard’s normal spot: an empty table.

Another presence appeared beside him. It slid a tall cappuccino beside his elbow. His eyes darted toward the cup, then up.

“Nice to see you talking to someone. You're wound is healing up, too.” Her attention turned to his guest. “Hi. I'm Maria.”

“Serena.”

“Nice to meet you.”

The two of them shook hands, and Maria continued. “Any friend of Scott's is a friend of mine.”

Maria turned to Scott and winked as she strolled back to the counter.

“That’s one of my friends. My only real friend. She's a very nice person, but she can be extra chatty sometimes.” He noticed the conversation pulling itself away from the matter at hand, and redirected. “You aren't worried about this thing killing someone? That doesn't bother you?”

“I think you’re starting to buy into some of the myths you read on the Internet. Your friend probably just got spooked and doesn’t want to leave his house.”

“Maybe.”

Anything was possible. This could have been part of Richard’s game. Maybe he was dead, and maybe he wasn’t. There was no evidence to prove the monster got him, one way or the other.

Epistemological thoughts ran through Scott’s head, and he probed once more into his semester of investigations on the nature of truth. Was the scream justification to convict a monster of murder? Was Richard’s behavior enough to prove a clever deception on his part? He realized that his eyes were swiping side to side as he spent far too much brain power arguing with himself over the matter.

Serena leaned forward and winked. “He was probably just trying to scare you.”

A smile broke across Scott’s face. “So you think you can get rid of it?”

“Absolutely.” She didn’t miss a beat. Her confidence gave him strength. The dreadful thoughts drifted away.

“Okay, let's do this then. You ready to banish a monster?”

“It’ll be the event of the season.” Serena smiled as they stood. Coffee in hand, she followed him back to the apartment.
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The place was a mess. Wet clothes dried slowly on the carpet while attracting mold spores. Pill bottles were scattered here and there, from the desk to the coffee stain, which was beginning to grow a layer of white fuzz.


“Yeah, I know,” he sighed. “Haven’t really done a lot of cleaning this week.”

“You could at least toss your clothes in the hamper.”

“Does it matter?”

She surveyed the apartment, then turned to face him. “Everything affects everything. I can’t do the ritual unless we clear a spot. Don’t worry, I usually prep with some kind of cleanup anyway, even if it’s only a symbolic sweeping, so I’ll help you tidy up.”

Scott nodded. They started with the bed. The two of them turned it sideways against the wall, with the headboard blocking the window. He grabbed a trash bag from the kitchenette and stomped around, dumping empty pill bottles and coffee cups into it, while Serena vacuumed the carpet. For twenty or thirty minutes, the apartment underwent a complete transformation. She even cleared the remainder of the coffee stain with supplies she found under the sink. He couldn’t help but think that she should have been charging him. He could always thank her for killing the demon by purchasing one of the crystal balls from her shop. He didn’t care about the price tag. Every day after this would be a blessing.

“Sorry again about the mess,” he said, tying the garbage bag. He set it to the side in the kitchen area and returned to the main living space, which now stank of bleach.

“Rituals start by creating a sacred space. Wouldn’t feel sacred with wet, dirty jeans laying in the middle of the room, would it? Much better now. I think we’re ready.”

She crossed to the desk where her purse had been sitting and dug through it, pulling out several artifacts, some of which Scott recognized from the magic shop. A glass jar full of salt, another with water, some tiny brown vials, and a bunch of miniature dishes.

“Why do you keep all of those pill bottles?” she asked.

“I used to need them when I went to fill my prescriptions. When the doc has you on so many, it pays to keep them around so you can remember the names.”

“But you had dozens of them.”

He stared at the carpet in shame. “I don’t know. There was one time when I didn’t have the right one, and forgot the name Temazepam. Guess that sparked a habit of keeping all of them.”

Serena moved her stash of magical items to the center of the room, halfway between the bed and the desk. She arranged everything neatly on the carpet while frequently looking at her phone.

“Expecting a call?”

“Just going over my checklist. Don’t want to get started and then be missing something.” She looked over the setup again. Each trinket had a place. She touched each of them, adjusting their placement this way and that like an obsessive compulsive.

“All right,” she said. “Stand here.”

He followed her instructions, standing on one side of the pile of trinkets as she knelt on the other. She sprinkled some of the salt into the water glass, and stirred it with a crystal.

“Some kind of magic potion?”

“Hush.”

His lips pursed as he watched in silence. She took up the water dish and drew a circle on his forehead with marks inside or around it. It was hard to tell which from the sensations alone. She then proceeded around the room, sprinkling water as she went, and stopped for a moment at the desk, the bed, and each of the walls, tracing out a circle with her steps.

When she returned to the arrangement, she lit a candle, and placed it on a small plate. She grabbed a small black puck from a foil bag, and held it over the fire until it caught flame and sputtered sparks. Ash coated it as the glowing orange line of embers marched from one side to the other.

“That some kind of incense?”

“Charcoal brick.” She placed the smoking puck into a brass bowl, and sprinkled a yellow-green powder over the top before covering the whole thing with a matching metal lid filled with holes. “I use resins for smoke. The charcoal keeps them hot. Now hush.”

White smoke plumed upward from the shiny holder, and Serena picked it up by three chains attached to the rim. She waved it between them before proceeding again around the room, following her previous circular path and hitting the light switch on the way. Other than some light creeping in over the headboard from outside, and a crack under the door, the room was lit only by candlelight.

The aroma of the smoking bowl filled the air with the same odd scent from her previous blessing. The tiny candle cast undulating shadows that seemed almost alive. Scott watched them dance around the room as Serena revisited the pile of magic stuff to swap the smoking bowl for a crystal.

The candle licked at invisible currents of air, flickering in the darkness. Whenever she moved past, or stood, or sat, the quivering flame increased in both movement and intensity, causing Serena’s shadow to dance in theatric resonance with the wispy wall lighting. As he watched, he couldn’t help but wonder if at any moment, the shadows would come alive.

Something itched at his cheek, and he swatted at it, realizing a moment later that it was only a wayward strand of hair, which he combed back.

“Try to relax,” said Serena. “Concentrate on your breathing.”

She fiddled with her magic kit some more. Opening bottles, mixing things, smearing oil on everything, including the candle and his own forehead. After what seemed like way too many steps, she negotiated her legs underneath until she sat cross-legged, and motioned for him to do the same. She closed her eyes, and sat quietly for a while. Scott stared at the flickering shadows. No red eyes. It won’t attack while she’s here. He slowed his breathing, and his eyes seemed to drop closed under their own power.

“I need you to close your eyes and concentrate,” she said in a gentle voice. She must have not checked before speaking.

Her voice carried him into a relaxed state. He felt the soft drumming of his heart against his ribs. He heard his own breathing, and hers. Instinct told him that they should be in sync. He paced himself to mimic her lead.

“Tighten all the muscles in your hand, and then relax your fingers, and let any tension drift away. Totally relaxed. Now do it again, feel the tension melt from your forearms through your hand, and out of your fingertips. Totally relaxed. Now tense your biceps.”

She continued like that, working through every muscle group of the body, one at a time, until he was relaxed to the point that parts of him seemed to fade out of existence. His arms had disappeared, and his chest became invisible. A heartbeat, some lungs, and cool air across his upper lip were all that remained.

She started the healing light meditation. In his mind, smoke seeped from his pores, and even though he couldn’t see it, the room around him shrank and swelled with every breath. Perhaps it was his own body growing and shrinking.

He didn’t want to speak, so he assumed the sensations were normal.

His eyelids glowed with a dim red light from the candle flame, and something appeared in the radiance. Details emerged. What started as wispy shades sharpened into the features of his room. He saw the outline of his bed, then the walls, and the lady sitting across from him. He could see the candle dancing between them.

He squeezed his eyelids to ensure they were closed. He didn’t know how, but he was seeing with some sense other than his own vision. Maybe this was some kind of trance.

“Repeat after me,” said her voice.

Scott repeated her words at every pause.

“Creature with the red eyes. Creature with the shadow skin. Creature in the darkness. We order you to show yourself. Come forward. Be warned, this will be the last time you visit this apartment. This will be the last time you visit Scott Stone.”

Scott's eyes flashed open, and he refused to shut them again. His heart quickened. Serena's face, lit only by the candle, remained calm as a sunrise, while her shadow twitched and flickered on the wall behind the bed in apparent distress.

The shade of her silhouette wasn't the only thing that moved. Those red eyes, the same as before, drifted from right to left behind her, and a dark mass followed. He couldn’t look away. His eyes followed the red glow from side to side. The longer he stared, the more it came into focus.

“Concentrate on your inner light, Scott. Sense it radiating out into a cone around us.”

The dots stopped cold, staring back at him. The dark mass came into focus, the snout of of a beast. Around its head, a lengthy mane of black-velvet fur waved through the air, even without a breeze. The candle burned steadily. His own breathing had stopped.

The creature’s features distorted. The head appeared close, and everything around it blurred into the background. Tunnel vision. Each pulse of his heart caused the monster’s shape to throb. The eyes pulsed in cadence. This is it.

“Scott?”

The hair of the creature turned to tentacles, and they inched closer. The eyes grew bright, their red edges sharpening as the glow inside changed to a single point. Fading beams radiated from each stellar core like starlight.

His mouth hung open, frozen like the rest of him. He heard a faint squeak, followed by a cluster of scratching claws from every corner of the room.

“Keep looking. Just a bit longer.”

It paced again to the right, never breaking their shared stare. More details came into view. It walked like a dog, the body arching higher than the head. A thick tuft of fur stood from the back, like that of an angry cat. Massive legs stomped across the ground as a long tail lashed silently through the air.

The tail ended with a sharp talon. The eyes moved over Serena’s head, coming closer, and hovering just above her.

“Scott. Do you see it?”

He couldn’t move, not even to speak.

“Command it to leave.”

The eyes nodded up and down. The mouth opened with a faint golden glow shining behind sharp fangs. A roar of laughter shook his insides. The synthetic sound echoed through the room, and pulsed in his mind. One laugh broke into a dozen, and then a thousand. The echo turned into a symphony, resonating louder and faster as the pitch increased to a scream. Then silence. Then it spoke.

“Command it to leave,” growled the creature. “Foolish girl. Go ahead. Command it to leave. Command it, Scott.”

A few bursts of air popped from his mouth, but failed to form words.

“Scott, you have to command it,” she said. “Focus on your light.”

The creature reared onto its hind legs and bellowed. “You thought it would be that easy? You thought your little witch could stop us?”

“Creature,” interrupted Serena, “we command you to leave this place forever, and return to where you came from.”

“You thought she would save you. You thought the priest would save you. You belong to us, and you’ll be with us soon.”

Tentacles wrapped Serena’s waist, and coiled upward across her stomach.

“Crea—I—stop.”

“What is it?” asked Serena. “Is it gone?”

Scott became aware of a stream of whimpering noises pouring from his trembling lips. The tentacles transformed from a coil to a solid sheet of darkness that wrapped her from belly to bosom, and she failed to notice.

“You're already dead, and so are they. Just like this one.”

Her voice broke. Her eyes welled with tears. Even if she couldn’t see the monster, she could see the horror on his face. “Scott?”

“We’re older than your priest's religion. We saw the birth of it, and the death of the city that bore it. We saw it burn over and over, and others.”

“Scott,” she insisted.

The darkness swallowed her from the neck down. The creature leaned close, and licked at her nape while she shivered. Her face became white as milk. She must have felt something. Twinkles of golden radiance jumped from her like showers from a sparkler.

“This one will make a snack for the pups.”

The scraping and scratching became deafening, attacking his skull. Shadows swirled the room to accent thumps and hammering racket. Louder, faster, tearing at the walls like a stampeding herd. The eyes vanished, and the darkness eclipsed her face.

“Foolish girl, keep looking. That's right. Just a bit longer.”

Serena gasped, and rays of golden light flashed from behind the creature. A slurping sound followed as tiny sparks blasted across the room, dancing toward the door and window. The eruption of sound snapped his body free, his hands pressed against his ears, his whole face clenched.

And suddenly, nothing. Dead silence. His muscles relaxed, and in the light of a single candle, he found himself staring into the lifeless eyes of Serena Skygoddess.
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Scott didn't know it yet, but the creature watched from above. Minutes went by without any movement but the fountain of pheromones spraying into the room. The pups scratched at sparkles for nourishment. Take him? No, not yet. He was still too valuable. There was plenty of time.


It felt like hours, staring at the cooling body that lay limp three feet away, but it must have been only minutes. He snapped out of the trance. His body quivered. His internal trembling had become external as he struggled to free the phone from his pocket. He took care to manipulate the touch screen without hitting the wrong buttons. His hand quivered millimeters from the surface, and his finger struck the buttons one at a time. Eventually, the contacts list appeared, and the name was selected. He tapped the speaker-phone option.

“Scott. I've been meaning to talk to you. You were right about that Richard guy. Police said they responded to a 911 call last night in that neighborhood and found him dead at the scene. First name Richard.”

Paul waited for a response, and then continued, “The cause of death was cardiac arrest. Scott?”

“There's been another incident.”

“What happened?”

“Do you know where the coffee shop is on Cedar Street?”

“I do.”

“How soon can you meet me there?”
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Scott stared at his coffee cup. He had removed the lid to let it cool while gazing into the steam hovering over the black pool. Tiny bubbles swirled in the center, like a miniature hurricane. He didn’t always add sugar, but he needed it tonight. Caffeine alone wasn’t going to cut it.

The pattern in the cup turned like a galaxy, tiny bubbles were the stars of a whole system that drifted round and round, occasionally morphing from spiral to blob and back. In his science survey courses last semester, they talked about different kinds of galaxies, and how they had formed. He wondered if it was all a misunderstanding. Maybe such a complex swirling mass exhibited all possible structures over the course of its life, each for a limited time. Galaxies that didn’t look swirly might only remain disorganized for a short blip in their existence. But of course, from the perspective of his short life, he would never notice a change.

Every time a chair leg scraped the linoleum, or a blast of air shot in from an opening door, he jumped in his seat. His focus shifted toward the disturbance, and then returned to his coffee. New puddles of brown liquid had appeared on the table surrounding it. Some of them dried into circles of whatever remained from evaporated spills. It was probably the same stuff that was in those instant-mix coffee cans. Every outburst or sudden exclamation broke his breathing, and every spray of steam into a froth cup shook his memory back to the reverberating howls of a creature he didn’t understand. The place was nearly empty, but he didn't feel alone. The creature might have been sitting right next to him, hiding in the shadowless light of the café.

No scratching. No darkness. But somehow, he knew. In a state of heightened senses, human beings pick up on things they otherwise wouldn't see or understand. It was similar to stories of a mother knowing the moment her child was injured or in danger, even from the other side of the planet, or thinking about a person right before they called on the phone. After the fact, we call them coincidences. But sometimes, people just know. Maybe it was part of the subtle energies that Serena talked about.

A change in pressure sparked another jump. His head snapped toward the door. The table popped as his hand slammed into the edge. There in the doorway stood a very professional looking man, dressed in black from the shiny leather shoes all the way to the dark buttoned down shirt and matching sport jacket. A gold crucifix sparkled from under his lapel. Paul stared down at him, wearing no hint of emotion.

“You look like you've seen a ghost,” Paul said nonchalantly. “And I would know. Give me a minute.”

He strolled to the counter, returned with a hot tea, and sat across from Scott. The eyes of other patrons fixed on the two of them. Paul bobbed a teabag up and down in the paper cup.

“Another incident, you said?”

“Yeah. There's a lady in my apartment—” His mouth seized, and his lips locked together like the airlock of a space ship, preventing another syllable from escaping.

“And I take it she isn't waiting for me to meet her.”

“No. She's—”

“I understand.” Paul let out a sigh, released the teabag, and leaned back in his seat. “That's not going to look good when the police show up.”

Scott's heart banged against his chest. “You called them?”

“Not yet, but we're going to have to. Can't leave a body lying around your apartment. And I'm not moving it. I just want to know how it got there.”

“She was going to banish the monster. She did her spell, and, well.”

Paul nodded. “I see.”

“Let me guess, you think only Catholic priests should mess with that kind of stuff, right?”

“No. There's—I've worked with a lot of people, of many different faiths. You don't have to be Catholic to experience these things. I've seen a lot, but I'm not going to sit here and tell old ghost stories. For the moment, I'll just say that I try not to judge.”

“They're going to put me in prison, aren't they?”

“You didn't do anything, right?”

“I sat there and watched it happen.”

“It would be hard to arrest you for homicide because someone had a heart attack in your apartment.”

Scott's mind filled with a snapshot of her face, that cheery, rosy-cheeked, friendly person he’d led to her death. “There's still a candle burning,” he said.

“Better go snuff it out before it burns the place down.”

Paul stood and lifted a cell phone from his jacket pocket. “C'mon, let's go.”
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In the apartment, Scott snuffed out the candle. He tried not to look at the body. Hours ago she was full of life, and his only hope. The word “body” drifted through his mind, and he dwelled on it. Landers was right. There was most definitely something contained in a person that wasn’t encapsulated by human flesh. Some mystical force that gave off golden sparks when it was sucked out. In the classroom, it was easy to pretend that the human experience could be summed up as a biological machine, but staring at a cold body, that was something else entirely.

“Should I?” started Scott. He surveyed the room. “Should I hide any of this stuff?”

Paul stared at his phone, still in the hallway. He dropped it in his pocket and entered, stopping at the threshold. As his eyes landed on Serena, his expression changed. That everlasting poise disappeared. His jaw fell, prying his lips slightly ajar. His cheeks hollowed. “Aw, shit.” His tongue poked free from his closing lips. He stared unmoving at Serena’s corpse.

“What?”

Paul’s eyes shifted to the pile of trinkets. He approached and knelt beside the mess. His fingers took the silver pentagram resting on the small plate. He wiped the smooth metal with his thumb. He mouthed her name. “Serena.”

He dropped the item in his shirt pocket. “Don't need them asking that question. Leave the rest. The two of you were meditating together. Anything else, you're too shaken up to talk, and you can fill them in later. You don't want any demon talk slipping out.”

Scott watched Paul’s eyes as they peered back into his own. He imagined that anyone else on Earth would throw accusations at him, and shove him into police custody, but this guy remained unnaturally calm, despite everything happening around him.

Something moved out of the corner of Scott’s eye. A flash of red, then blue, coming from the window. A couple of minutes later, the police walked in. One of the men was dressed in a cream-colored cotton jacket and khakis, the other two in blue and black uniforms. The uniformed officers passed him a short glance, and strolled around the apartment, while the other man examined Serena's body. As he knelt down, the bald spot in the middle of his thinning gray hair became visible.

“What happened?” the man asked.

“Kids were meditating together,” said Paul, “then this one freaked and keeled over.”

“You were here when it happened?”

“No sir.”

“And what about you, son? You want to tell me what happened?”

“I—Just like he said. She was telling me to imagine colors and stuff, and then she was d—”

Scott’s head dropped, and tears fell toward the carpet. The room spun, and his knees went weak. Paul caught him around the chest as he started to fall, lowering him gently to the ground.

“I see,” said the man.

One of the officers glared at him. The other prowled the room, probably looking for evidence, and stopped in front of his desk. The officer shuffled some papers around, and opened the top drawer. “What are all these pills?”

“That's my medicine. I take antidepressants and sleep aids, and some other stuff my doctor prescribed.”

“There's a lot of bottles in this drawer,” said the officer, wading through the orange plastic cylinders with his fingers. He scooped a couple up and examined the paper labels. “Did she take any of this?”

The other uniformed officer dug through Serena's purse, while the man in khakis joined his friend to peruse the pill bottles.

“Paul,” said the officer with the handbag. “Do you know what this stuff is?”

The officer held out a small plastic baggy, which Paul opened and sniffed.

“Mint and lavender.”

“Why would she have that?”

“Who knows? New age kids carry weird stuff.”

The officer’s attention turned to Scott. “Were you kids smoking anything in here? Don't lie to me.”

“No, nothing.” He was emotionless. He had no energy left to care what they thought.

The officer knelt before the makeshift altar on the carpet. He picked up a tied bundle of leaves and smelled them. “Mmmhmm. What kind of meditation were you doing?”

Ignoring Paul's earlier advice, Scott answered, “She was doing a protection spell for me.”

“Protection from what?”

His palms began to sweat, and his heart started another round of drumming. Dizziness increased. He thought that he might pass out. “Something to keep me from getting sick all the time, and help me sleep. Some kind of blessing for the apartment.”

“I see. Can I get your contact information? Just in case I have any more questions?”

Scott told the officer everything he wanted to know. Full name. Address. It was like being interrogated without the torture. The Zen attitude he used at work took over. He became a machine, dolling out minimal answers to every query. He handed his license to be photographed front and back by the officer's phone. They even took down his mother's address. Meanwhile, the guy in khakis walked the perimeter of the room quietly several times. One of the blue suits called in a report on his radio to request a coroner. Just when the investigation seemed over, the guy in khakis took his turn at questioning.

“You moved your bed earlier?”

“I—yeah. She said we needed more room.”

“Detective Wallace, by the way,” said the man. The detective chewed on his lower lip while he scanned the room again. “Looks like you did a lot of cleaning up. Am I going to find anything in that trash bag? Or on these towels?”

“What?”

“Am I going to find anything incriminating if I run lab tests?”

“No. We cleaned up before the meditation thing.”

He nodded. “Before the spell?”

“I—”

“I understand you’re a little shook up, son, but try to concentrate. This is important. If I’m going to find blood or drugs, it’s better if you tell me now. Think hard.”

He didn’t know how to answer. The detective’s words ran together in his head until he couldn’t decipher what the actual question was, or whether he should answer with a yes or a no. Luckily, the detective asked again.

“Am I going to find anything illegal in your apartment?”

“No, sir.”

“Okay. You don’t mind waiting outside then?”

Paul helped him to his feet, and he moped out the door. He stood in the tiny foyer at the bottom of the steps, staring into the street. It wasn’t long until an ambulance arrived, and workers carried a stretcher inside. They pushed it back through a few minutes later with a sheet-covered body on top. It was like living in a dream that he couldn’t wake up from. The passing of time surged and stopped repeatedly as his mind shifted from thought to thought. Sometimes a blank slate, sometimes worrying about the monster taking him. Even some thoughts about making it to work on time.
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Scott sat outside the café, chin on his knees and jacket wrapped around him like a blanket. His arms held the bundle together, trying to keep the warmth in. A coffee cup hovered inches from his face, while the warm vapors steamed his glasses. He didn’t need to worry about spotting the creature if he couldn’t see. The screeching of chairs and the random sounds from the building when the door opened ceased to faze him. He was frozen, partially stunned by the dead body, and partially petrified by the thought of spending the rest of his life in a cell.


The chair to his left scraped against the pavement, and he felt the presence of a warm body dropping into it. The fingers of his free hand wiped the fog from his lenses. The movement of his new companion reflected in a few remaining droplets. He didn’t even shudder. He stared past the light of the overhead lamps, into the darkness blanketing the sky. At the end of the long road was a pair of stoplights, glowing red. Behind them, the taillights of an old vehicle. Another pair pulled on the road halfway between the two. The lights were everywhere. Those two eyes, everywhere he looked, peeking through the early morning fog.

“They aren’t charging you with anything. I know the detective. I gave him a couple more details when the officers left. He’s seen this kind of thing before.”

His head turned past the steam, staring right past the skinny exorcist in the chair beside him. The detective returned to his vehicle parked on the street. Maybe this was the right time to crawl into his hole and die. Words seemed to fall from his lips without any conscious prompting. “If I were you, I would stay as far away from me as possible.”

“We can figure this out.”

“It told me that it was going to kill you.”

Paul didn’t move. He didn’t flinch. Aside from the slight downturn of his lips, he’d resorted to his poker face. He seemed immune to everything surrounding the creature, but then, so did Serena.

Scott didn’t know how, but he had uncovered something neither of them had seen before, and their little magic tricks weren’t going to work against it.

“Did it say when?”

Scott’s emotions erupted deep inside, restarting his muscles and turning him from a depressed lump into an animated psychotic. He drifted the coffee cup out of the way in time for his legs to unfold, and he leaned onto the table, glaring in Paul’s eyes while a drop of warm fluid landed on his knuckles. “That thing just killed Serena, and you still think that you can do something about it? All you do is ask questions and speculate. How is that helping? What are you going to do? Throw salt at it and pray?”

Paul stared down at his feet. “She should have called me,” he whispered.

“What?”

“This was a little out of her league, and she knew it. Damn her pride.”

Scott pieced together the hazy puzzle pieces. “You. You knew her.”

Paul nodded and evolved a frown for half a second before his face returned to normal. His focus never shifted, even as his shoes squirmed against the concrete. The lack of words streaming out of him was unnerving, but understood. Nothing he could say would bring her back, and suddenly his loss became more important than Scott’s. It was bad enough having his own personal tormentor and losing a new friend, but the loss of a good friend would have been worse.

Scott didn’t understand everything, but there was enough evidence to know that Paul had lost a companion, a student. He instantly felt guilty. He hadn’t given a moment of thought to Serena’s family or friends, or those of the recently deceased laptop chattering junkie. He didn’t think about a bar owner that would have to replace him. He never considered Mike and Maria’s loss. Now he had something new to be depressed about, the fact that he was so selfish as to look straight past anyone else’s anguish in the same manner that customers looked straight past him to pay for their gas.

“You’re right,” said Paul. “I haven’t done anything yet. That’s why I’m still alive. And you could probably use a friend right now. Whatever this thing is, it’s not going to stop. It’s not going to leave you alone, and you can’t fight it by yourself.”

“You could die, though. Why are you helping me? It already marked you.”

“If I’m already on the list, then there’s no getting away. I have to help you, or I might be next. Besides, it’s not the first time I’ve been threatened from the other side. Now it's your turn. I need you to tell me what happened up there. As many details as you can give me. I need to know what she tried.”

He leaned back in his chair, coffee safely on the table, and looked blankly away from Paul, toward the shop. The chairs inside were filled with innocent people who had no idea of the terror right next door. They carried on with their lives. Being happy or miserable didn’t matter. They were alive, and had no doubt that the same would be true tomorrow, a luxury he had given up on.

Life was such a precious thing. It was a shame that he’d taken it for granted for so many years. Through the course of his life, there was always a tomorrow, another day, a chance to set things right. There was always a chance that he would work up the courage to talk to the blond-haired girl. There was always a chance that he’d go out drinking with Maria and her friends.

That promise was dead now. Richard was right. He should have died the first night. That first glimpse should have been the last he had seen of the monster, but he managed to screw that up too, like everything else. His whole life appeared before him, selfishly squandered by living up to some false standard that he should work and go to school. Wasted on the idea that there was a straight path from point A to point B, and if he stayed on that path, everything else would eventually work itself out. A life spent worrying about himself and his feelings instead of considering anyone else.

“Scott?”

“I’m thinking.”

He huffed, watching a couple near the window share a laugh. What the hell could they possibly be so happy about? He wanted to stab Cupid, and parade the little bastard around Times Square on Valentine’s Day. He wanted people to realize the misery he felt. He wished they would wake up from their daydreams, and realize how much time they were wasting.

The fleeting happiness he observed in the window wouldn’t last. That guy would cheat on her, or she’d cheat on him. Former friends would become enemies, and once again, love would be destroyed. It was typical. Relationships didn’t last anymore. They were as useless as a phone that’s only good until the next upgrade, and then tossed in the trash. They always say, “better to have loved and lost,” but he would never find out for himself. Even if by some miracle, he defeated the monster, who would ever love him?

“Scott.”

He sighed. “I saw it better. I kept looking at it, but it wasn’t after me. As it paced, it became more clear. You know? The guy that died told me everyone around me would be first. The monster would take them all. That includes you.”

“I'm not interested in what some drug addict told you. What did you see?”

“It looked like a cross between a bear and a wolf, and maybe a lion. Red eyes, the same as before, they were the only feature sharp enough to make out. None of it was clear at first, but the longer I looked, the more details came out.”

“Like?”

“The tentacles. They were part of its hair. The hair on it's head anyway. The rest of it was fuzzy, too. I'm not sure, either fuzzy shadow, or hair. Anyway, the tentacles wrapped around Serena. Then it licked her.”

“It what?”

“It looked like, it licked her. Like a dog, leaning close to your face before assaulting you with its tongue. Maybe it wasn’t a lick, maybe it was sniffing. Creepy either way.”

“That's new.”

“I’m telling you. This isn’t one of your little ghosts. This is something else. Older than religion.”

“How would you know that?”

“It told me.”

Paul smirked. “You wouldn’t believe some of the bullshit stories that come straight from the mouths of demons, in so many languages. It’s probably right. Some of them were probably around before Christ, but that hardly matters. Religion examines these mysteries. It doesn’t create them or own them, it only seeks to explain them.”

“Is that how you ended up being friends with a palm reader?”

“I told you before that I try not to judge,” his voice gained a harsh inflection. “People of all faiths, at least those devout in their beliefs—we’re all chasing the same thing. We’re all experiencing the same things. We give them different names, and sometimes see them a little differently. People living in caves would hardly have quoted the Bible on anything, because it didn’t exist yet.”

Paul relaxed and flexed in his seat. “Serena and I held different beliefs, but we both wanted to help people. That’s all that mattered. She was young. Her faith led her astray from caution.”

He didn’t want to accept it, but Paul had a point. Maybe he puffed the demon’s words up too much. Just because Serena wasn’t prepared, didn’t mean that this guy would end up with the same fate. He continued to recount the memory. “Then Serena disappeared. I couldn’t see her through the thing. It told her to look, and to keep looking. Just a bit longer. I don't know if she could hear it, but I could.”

“Did it say anything else?”

“It said all of them would die. Everyone I talked to. It also said we were already dead. I think.”

“Keep going.”

“It said she would feed the pups, and told me that my priest was worthless against it.”

“Pups?”

“That’s what it said.”

“I’m sorry I can’t give you a quick solution. Most of the time, I get called after victims are already possessed, and the situation is immediate. This is a little different.”

“So you are an exorcist?”

“I’ve been called worse. I was an exorcist anyway. Seeing that kind of thing on TV is one thing, living it is something different. I’m pretty much done with that line of work.”

“But you’re helping me?”

“What can I say? I’m a sucker for people in need, especially young people. I got a call from an old friend, a call about a kid that needed my help. I can retire after this one. Just one more. Been telling myself that for years. The second your demon is gone, I’ll probably get another phone call. It happens. It’s a trap you fall into when you have a special skill.”

“So how do we kill it?”

“I know you won’t approve, but I need to do some more research. The key to exorcising it properly, especially such a unique entity, is knowledge. I need to find the best way to dispatch it before I make a move, or I’ll end up like your girlfriend.”

Scott paused, his vision turned sharply toward the cup, which was no longer steaming. “Girlfriend?”

“Sorry, I just figured—never mind.”

Girlfriend? He may have known a lot about the supernatural, but Paul was a dope when it came to observing humans. A brief reflection started his mind down the path of what could have come if Serena had been successful. Maybe Paul considered that he looked like a kid chasing female companionship, and extrapolated his girlfriend theory based on that. Or maybe he understood teenage mating rituals better than he let on. The fleeting thoughts were interrupted as something raced past in the corner of his vision.

“What is it?” asked Paul.

“Thought I saw something.”

Paul's eyes darted toward the building, above the awning of the shop. He didn’t hear it, but Scott did, “That's right, just a bit longer.”

“No,” Scott shouted, suddenly propelled by a rush of adrenaline. “Shut your eyes.”

Paul glanced back with a raised eyebrow. His movements were nonchalant and relaxed. It was obvious that he didn’t realize the danger. “What?”

“Don't follow them. Don't look. That's how you see them. Once you see them you can't unsee. It'll kill you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Let him look,” whispered the voice, as if it were standing beside him. Tears welled up in Scott's eyes.

“Please, just trust me. Shut your eyes and try not to look at anything.” Something wet touched his neck.

“All right,” said Paul. He leaned back in a meditative pose as his eyes closed softly. “How long do I have to keep them closed?”

Scott blinked, and the air blackened before him. The red circles appeared inches from his face.

“Foolish human,” it roared. The sound waves shook him. His balance failed, and he spilled onto the concrete. His arms and legs flailed, pushing him back onto his feet while kicking the chair away. A symphony of demonic laughter raced off into the night.

“What the hell was that?” asked Paul, his eyes now wide open.

“I think I pissed it off.”

“All right. That's enough of this. I need to get you out of here.”

Paul took him by the arm and pulled him toward a silver Mercedes. “Get in.”
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The drive was short, but the lack of conversation gave Scott time to digest the events of the night as he watched the urban planted trees drift by the passenger window. Even with all that had happened, he managed to endure the creature again. It wasn’t confined to his apartment, and as long as both of them existed, the shadow would stalk him. There was no escaping it. There was no hope that it would get bored. His life was no longer his own. It belonged to the creature. In a way, it had become a part of him.


The car rolled to a stop, and everything passed as in a dream. His memory left a gap between leaving the vehicle and walking behind Paul toward the rectory. Then he was in the library, curled on a leather chair by the fire, while Paul searched through books for an answer.

Scott’s eyes blinked open from time to time, prompted by the shuffling of books and papers. The exorcist would be standing with an open book, or flipping through pages. Every so often, he let out a quiet “ah ha” before ripping another volume from the wall.

All the while, Scott’s desire to combat the beast, that fire which had been brewing in his belly, was quenched by cold reason. He was only a mortal. Without the monster, he might live seventy years. Any attempt to destroy something one hundred times older was a foolish thought, cemented into the brains of fools by B-list movies.

The only visible change between short rests was Paul. The shelves, the lighting, and even the warmth of the fire against cold skin remained constant. Was it all a dream? Was the whole incident a nightmare? Would he wake up, and shake it off as he had thousands in the past, forgetting instantly everything that happened? Would he wake as a butterfly?

Father Kendall entered from another room, wearing white boxers and a sleeveless shirt, with a beaded rosary hanging around his neck. “Everything okay?”

“Probably not,” said Paul. “But for the moment we're safe. Go back to bed, Father.”

Father Kendall stared at Scott for a moment. “You all right, my son?”

Not knowing what else to do, he nodded. He watched the priest disappear through the doorway, and turned his attention to the warm glow of the fire. The shadows cast in this room were only half shadows: thin veils obliterated by the mixture of overhead fixtures, lamps, and flame. If the creature was truly made of shadow, maybe it wouldn’t appear with his eyes fixed on the brightest source of light.

Paul shuffled more paper, scanning through another dusty old book. Scott shifted in the chair to face him. “What are you looking for?”

“Not looking for,” said Paul. “Found.” He pulled from the shelf an old tattered book wrapped in leather and took a seat by the fire. He flipped the volume open and paged through it.

“What is that?”

“Maybe the answer. Maybe some answer, or idea.” He looked up from the pages at Scott. “You should probably lie down and get some rest. You look like you haven't slept in days.”

“What’s that book?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Paul’s head turned toward the foyer. “Go in there and get some sleep. You’re going to need your strength tomorrow.”

Scott nodded and found his way to the uncomfortable couch. He plopped on it and pried off his shoes. He rubbed the stinging sensations that pricked at his arm, which must have been pinned against the chair for hours. The scratches and scrapes he’d been collecting went sore. A bruise on his hip announced itself as he lay down. Even his ears shouted in pain as the glasses pinched between cartilage and bone. He pulled them free and dropped them on the coffee table. His eyes closed, but his mind refused to rest. The flipping of pages from the next room echoed in his thoughts. A daydream about Paul finding a solution turned into a fantasy about crawling through tunnels, searching for something, only to emerge in a burning city.
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Paul's voice came from the other room. “All right, thanks for your help.”

Scott rolled to the edge of the couch and pushed himself upright. He could not have been out for too long because it was still dark. He pulled his phone free to see the flashing green alert light flickering. He tossed it on the coffee table, grabbed his glasses, and fitted them over his nose while stomping toward the fireplace. It was the first real sleep he could remember having. “Did you find something?”

Paul glanced up, looking startled. “You said something about not looking and closing my eyes. What were you trying to prevent me from seeing, exactly?”

Scott dragged his feet to the open chair across from Paul and fell into it. He stared into the fire, trying to form the right words.

“It looks like a shadow when you first see it. In the corner of your vision. You look, and there's nothing there. It keeps still while it coaxes you to keep staring. ‘Just a bit longer,’ it says. I don't know if everyone can hear it, or just me. But once you see those eyes, they're the last thing you see, unless you're hopped up on sleeping pills, or meth.”

“Interesting.”

“At least, that’s how I think it works. Maybe they don’t like being noticed, and when they are, they attack. Serena was different. It went straight after her. It didn’t give her a choice. It jumped in front of her eyes and stayed there until.” He bit his lip, tasting a dangling strip of chapped flesh, which his teeth closed around and ripped free. “It’s more aggressive now than it was with me, like it gets a thrill from watching me react to dead bodies.”

Paul slid a small corner table toward him, with an open book resting on top. He pointed to a passage. “Read that and tell me what you think.”

Scott stared at the line of text by Paul’s finger, written in the most peculiar fashion.

The text from the church speaks of whirlwinds, lightning, and fiery dragons, followed by famine, and finally the attack on the church at Lindisfarne.

“What is this?”

“Keep reading.”

Another scroll found in the ruins, lays claim to a demon invading the church before it fell in the Year of our Lord seven hundred and Ninety three. It claimed that shadows came alive, and took the souls of those foolish enough to stare for too long.

The fatigue wore off, and his eyes widened. “What did they do about it?”

“They burned. The church was looted. Most of the records left behind were vague and at best the stuff of myths and folklore. If this is the same creature, they couldn't stop it. And just like the other cases, it happened right before a disaster where a lot of people died. A Viking raid on the church, before anyone even called them Vikings. This book references the account centuries later, some time in the sixteen hundreds, even though the actual church account from Lindisfarne doesn’t mention the sighting.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Please don't do that.”

Scott's eyebrows twisted for a moment until he realized that Paul was referring to his use of Christ's name. Apparently, that was a no-no, even for an ex-exorcist.

“These pages,” said Paul, “they don't refer to any of the typical demons, but cases of sudden affliction. Plagues. The fall of Rome is in here too, with references. Unfortunately, almost all of the documents this text refers to no longer exist. It’s a bread trail of quotes, notes, hearsay, and dead ends, but somehow it makes sense. The UFO's, the ghost sightings, and your monster.”

“Does it say how to stop it?”

“There isn't a single case of it ever being stopped, or the evil disappearing until after a disaster. The sightings stop, and whatever it is just, vanishes.”

“So we're screwed?”

Paul looked at his phone. “It’s late. I’m going to get some rest. I urge you to do the same.” He stood and patted Scott on the shoulder as he walked by.

Returning to the couch, Scott checked a message waiting on his phone. It was from Maria, asking about the cops in front of the building. She was already too close to this. The only way to protect her was to stop the conversation altogether. Richard was right. He should simply leave her alone.

He dropped the phone on the coffee table, and his glasses on top of it. His body was so tired that falling asleep would be easy. Those tingles that signaled imminent bodily shutdown covered him the moment his eyes closed. It could have been minutes or hours before he heard the voice again.

“You thought you'd be safe here? You thought they would be safe?”

Scott sat up. This wasn't a dream. It couldn't be. The creature stood in front of him, about four or five feet tall, its red eyes burning into his own.

He froze. The creature surged close, until the red dots became clear in his hazy vision. He felt the tentacles wrap him, and a cold sensation on his neck sent tingles down his spine and across his face.

“What the hell do you want with me?” he whispered.

“You think you can understand us with your feeble mind? We've been here since you had tails.”

“Why don't you just kill me then? Because you can't? Because the drugs?”

The creature recoiled in what could only be described as laughter, but it reminded him of yipping coyotes he remembered from camping as a child. “You think your drugs will save you? You have a gift for us. Food for the pups. You’re soaked in the sweets.”

“You can't kill me. You have a weakness. And I'm going to figure it out and—”

The creature's tentacles closed around his neck, choking his words. “Foolish human. You think you can win this?” The yipping laugh continued. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. He could only stare into the red lights until they were all he could see.

“I'd squeeze the life out of you now if it pleased me. You remind me of someone. An old soul that thought it could fight us. It now resides with the rest of them, as will you.” Scott’s ears rang in pain.

It tasted his nape, and the cool, damp saliva drained into his blood, coursing through his veins like iced coffee. He floated upward, leaving his body. In an instant, the monster vanished, his body remained below, and he fell back inside.
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He woke with a sense of falling on the sofa from high above. The sensation was so powerful that he bounced off the couch and onto his feet, bathing in the warm sunlight pouring through the windows. Voices came from the next room. Was it a dream?


“We'll be in touch.”

A uniformed officer strolled through the foyer, casting an angry glance Scott’s way as he turned to the door. At least, it looked angry through his blurry vision at a distance. A blaze of sunshine beamed in through the entrance, stinging his eyes.

Once the officer was outside, the voices continued.

“Something else you needed?”

“Paul, how long have we known each other?”

“About twelve years I guess.”

“You wanna tell me what's really going on here? Between you and that kid, this makes three heart attacks in three days, and he is always in the vicinity. Should I be expecting more of these?”

Scott rubbed his eyes while he dragged his shoes toward him with his toes and squeezed into the still laced sneakers. He grabbed his glasses, and planted them on his face.

“To be honest. I wouldn't be surprised if I was next.”

“Then maybe you should dump the kid.”

“I can't do that. You know me.”

“Maybe make an exception this time. He’s nothing but trouble, and this is getting way too real.”

“I can’t. He’s just a boy, and I have an obligation. Plus, I can’t help but feel that there’s something about this kid. Helping him might end up helping a bunch of people indirectly. Something big is on the horizon.”

“Well, that’s it for me for the night. I think I’m going home to try to forget this whole week.”

“Something else happen last night?”

“This morning. Some crazy dude out in the hills. Went out last night in his boxers and a wife-beater. Wife said he was chasing some sound he heard, or a voice, or some nonsense. He didn’t come back, so she called emergency services. When we arrived on scene, the dude was frozen solid, laid out under an old sycamore tree.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I wish. When I saw those blue lips—so many years on the force and you think you’ve seen it all. He just decided to take a nap out in freezing weather.”

“Heart attack?”

“Coroner called it exposure. We sent the body over to the M-E for examination. Crazy things happening around here lately. Spent the whole week taking notes on frickin’ UFO sightings. I’m gonna go home and wash this shift off. Be careful, Paul.”

“I will.”

Paul led the officer through the foyer and out the door. He closed it and turned toward Scott.

“What happened?”

“Father Kendall passed away last night in his sleep,” said Paul. Today he was wearing a white shirt with fancy embroidery on the sleeves, combined with the usual black slacks and shoes, and a black tie. “I didn't want to wake you. It's the first time I've seen you sleep since we met. The officers didn't need a statement. The coroner called it natural causes, but I suspect it was another attack from the creature.”

“The creature came to me last night. Before I fell asleep.”

“Before or after it killed Father Kendall?”

“I don't know. It said the drugs weren't helping me stay alive. Now I'm even more lost. Why doesn't it just kill me?”

“Don't try to understand a supernatural creature. They don't live on our plane, and they don't think like us.”

Scott felt a hole rip open in his heart, leaving an empty space in his chest filled with gnawing pain. The thought of a dead priest was too much. He didn't say another word. He collapsed on the couch, eyes squeezed shut, hoping that at any moment he would wake up from this craziness. He would wake up in his bed, and the whole thing would only be another nightmare. He missed his normal life, as torturous as it was. At that point, he’d have given anything to return to it, to return to being a nobody, to return to being the leper outcast of his former life.

The rough texture of the sofa scraped at his face. He wasn't built for this. He spent years being the wimp, the anti-social, the boy that belonged in a bubble. Suddenly, he had more attention than he could handle, and wanted none of it.

A slight pressure stroked up and down his back.

“We'll figure something out,” said Paul. “I promise.”

Promises that can't be kept aren't worth the air waves that carry them. Scott was hatching his own plan. He had more than enough pain killers, sleeping pills, and other medication to put him to sleep for good. He'd collect them from the apartment. After that, a quick trip to the bathroom would solve his problem, and hopefully save everyone else, too.

“What did it say?”

“I don't know,” he mumbled through the cushion. “I can't remember.”

“Yes you do. I know it's hard, but think. Maybe it gave you another clue.”

“It was licking my neck, just like it did with Serena.”

Paul's hand stopped. Scott turned his head to look out from the couch toward the ornate carpet that must have decorated every room in the rectory. Paul's eyes followed toward the corner of the room.

“I have an idea,” said Paul. “Stay here. You’ll be safe.”

He strolled across the room and out the door, leaving Scott alone on the couch with the ghost of Father Kendall. His mind twisted, wondering what Paul could be up to. It didn’t take long to realize that whatever it was, it didn’t matter. He lay on his side, and his eyes drooped to a close. His breathing slowed, and he fell back into the slumber of a crashing insomniac.
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“Scott, wake up.”

His eyes opened slowly, adjusting to the brightness of sunlit windows. Paul stood over the couch with a paper grocery sack in each arm.

“How long have I been out?”

“Long enough. Get up.” He walked across the room, away from the library, and through an arched opening.

As he sat up, his feet fell asleep inside the sneakers that must have pinched off the blood flow during the nap. The pains of sleeping fully dressed weren’t foreign to him. With an odd sleep cycle, sometimes he didn’t know where or when he would suddenly crash. He stood up, balancing on the bed of needles under the soles of his feet, and followed the sounds of ripping paper and crunching plastic bags.

The kitchen was clean and gleaming. A large island in the middle of the room was topped with stainless steel, and upon it were several items: mostly bottles of fluid or powders, several fresh plants from the produce section or flower shop, and an empty pickle jar.

“Grab those purple flowers. Strip off the buds and put them in this jar.” Paul grabbed the empty vessel, and placed it on Scott’s side of the island.

Scott stared at the sprigs of violet pods dotting the ends of slightly hairy and deep green stems. “What is all this stuff?”

“Something that might help. We’re going to make a sort of talisman to get rid of the creature. It’ll either work or it won’t.”

Scott plucked a bundle of flower spikes from the counter, and dangled the purple pods into the jar. He wrapped his other hand around and pulled gently to release the tiny beads from their stalks. A familiar scent filled the air, and he sniffed at his hand to realize that it was the same flower previously hanging in the sack over his bed.

“Lavender?”

“Yeah. You know that one, huh?”

“Serena put some of these on my headboard. I don’t think that the shadow thing likes them.”

“Good, then I might be right.” Paul chopped away at garlic cloves, which added a spicy odor to the air, masking the soothing smell of flowers.

“About what?”

Paul stopped chopping and sighed. “I don’t want to get into a bunch of details. You keep mentioning that thing licking and sniffing. I think it’s feeding off some hormone you’re releasing. If it can interact on our plane like that, then this stuff might be enough to repel it. Maybe poison it.”

“A bunch of groceries in a pickle jar?”

“Just get the rest of those flowers in the bottle.”

He nodded, and scraped the remaining stragglers off of their stalks. He dropped the last of the flower pods in as Paul filled it halfway with olive oil.

“Are we supposed to eat this when we're done?”

“Olive oil is one of the ingredients with the quality I’m looking for. It'll act as a carrier for the other fragrances, too. Do the mint next. Tear the leaves off, and put them in that white bowl.”

Scott glanced at a porcelain container holding a thick mixing stick. It reminded him of the symbol at the local pharmacy. He followed the instructions as Paul emptied contents from the other glass bottles into his vat of olive oil. Lemon, cinnamon, pumpkin, and even apple flavoring. Each bottle labeled organic or natural, or both. Perhaps enough nutrients to support a living brain, just like the Putnam reading in philosophy class. Maybe Paul would end up being the evil genius.

Before he could finish filling the bowl with mint sprigs, Paul snatched it, and ground the plant material into a paste with the porcelain stick. It took only minutes. He held the bowl over the pickle jar, and wiped the mass of green gunk out with his fingers, dropping it one plop at a time.

For a finishing touch, he produced a vial of clear liquid from his pocket and dumped it in. He screwed the lid on the jar and shook it.

“Were those holy pickles?”

“Short notice.”

“What do you plan to do?”

“Easy. I'm gonna get you out of here. We'll start at sundown, since you don't seem to have any problems during the day. It'll look like we're running. We get your monster to follow us out of town. Somewhere secluded. Taunt it until it shows up. Then when it moves to kill me you douse it with this stuff. If the pheromones of fear and suffering are it's lifeblood, maybe this will kill it. Or at least let it know to back off.”

“You got all of this from that dusty book about some old castle?”

“Mostly from your descriptions and my own theories, mixed with a dash of experience and expertise. You know? Exorcist stuff.”

“It's the stupidest plan I've ever heard.”

“I've seen a lot of bizarre creatures and odd cures. Sometimes it all comes down to using the right trinket, or the right word. Sounds dumb, I know, but it works. It's amazing what you can do with just a bottle of water and a blessing sometimes. These ingredients all cause the human brain to release pleasure pheromones.”

“What’s a pheromone?”

“Details.”

“What is it going to do?”

“I don’t want to get into all the science of it. To be honest, I’m not a doctor, like I told you before. I can’t prescribe medicine and my working knowledge mostly comes from a scattering of journal articles and Internet reading. But. The way you talk about it, it seems that it craves fear. Not just in an emotional sense, but that it’s interacting with actual chemicals that are spawned by fear. The chemicals these scents create are the polar opposite. Like I said, it’ll either work or it won’t.”

“So this goes down tonight?”

“Right at sundown. You going to be up for it?”

“Sure.” Last night he put his faith in a new age girl with a ghost fetish. He could give Paul one last chance. The backup plan was already formulated. All he needed to do was get Paul to leave him alone for a couple of hours. It was Saturday. He could tell everyone goodbye before he left to face his fate. Luckily, Paul was so focused on his magic pickle jar that he wouldn’t be able to put the pieces together.

“I have to go take care of some things at home.”

“Cleaning the mess in your apartment?”

“Something like that, yeah.”

“Okay, whatever. Meet me back here before sundown.”

“I’ll be here.”

Paul nodded and pulled a tiny notebook from his back pocket. He scanned it as Scott left without another comment.
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Scott strolled toward his apartment, carefully considering every detail of the grand plan. Today would be his last day on earth, and he had to tie up all the loose ends, and quickly. He wasn’t afraid anymore. He had a task to accomplish, and nothing else mattered. After the monster killed Paul, he wouldn’t give it another chance. The conflict had to end tonight. Living with the creature was too unbearable. Any hope of Paul’s holy salad dressing working against it was nonexistent. There was about three seconds back at the rectory where he thought it might have a chance, but the overall outlook remained bleak.


It’s okay. I’ll be at peace after tonight. It doesn’t matter.

He stopped in front of the apartment, and looked up at the sky. No clouds. No threat of rain or lighting. Just a perfect, peaceful day. He took in a long breath. His eyes closed gently as his chest filled with clean air mixed with a hint of dark roast.

“It’s time,” he said.

He charged up the stairs into the apartment, where he went straight to his desk. He fished through the rest of his pills, and put together a mixture he was certain would do the trick. He loaded the deadly cocktail into a single bottle, and dropped it in his jacket pocket. Buying a gun might have been more prudent, but whatever worked. He'd never purchased a firearm, and didn't know the procedure. The pills would be fine. They would be quick. They would be quiet. At least, he hoped so.

His phone rang, and he snatched it from his pocket.

“Hello?”

“You come to work today?”

“I'm sorry. I woke up late, and I'm pretty sick. I know I should have called, but I forgot.” He faked a couple coughs, and sniffled loudly. It didn't matter. He'd be dead by tonight, and if the monster had its way, so would the rest of them. Dead men don’t pay bills.

“All right, you get better. Call me when you can come work. I reschedule.”

His fingers rubbed against the rough, oily scar. The scab material had solidified into a coarse brown rock, and it had been a while since his last shower.

He dropped the phone on the ground, and peeled off his shirt. The glasses came with it, but he hardly needed them to find the hot water valve. With the shower running, he stripped, and climbed in. He scrubbed over most of the scrapes and bruises without caution. Compared to the threat of dying, the aches of raw flesh were nothing. He embraced the pain. He padded around the cut with a washcloth, not because of any stinging triggers, but to keep the scab from scraping off and the wound from bleeding out.  

Once out of the shower, he stomped naked through the apartment to his chest of drawers. “Last day on Earth, Scotty. What do you want to wear?”

Jeans, t-shirt, and a blue striped button up he'd been saving in case he ever got a date. Perfect. It was past noon; time for coffee. Down the stairs and into the shop, he greeted Maria with a smile. Giving up on life renewed his spirit. For the first time since he was a kid, he didn't have a single worry. He accepted his fate and that of the world around him. He was a master of patience and self control. He had the courage to be outgoing, and the internal voices that normally prevented human interaction were silenced.

“Scott! Hi. Tall cap?”

“You know it, babe.”

“Babe?” asked a man at the other end of the counter.

He didn’t miss a beat. He looked the overgrown hulk directly in the eye, and cheerfully commented, “Just being polite.”

Mike shook his head, and returned his attention to the menu.

“You sticking around for a while today? I thought you worked Saturdays.”

“I took the day off. Told the boss I was sick.”

“Are you?”

“Sort of. Who knows? We could die any minute, so it really doesn’t matter. Sometimes you have to take a day for yourself. I’m leaving anyway.”

“Leaving?”

“Can I get one of those sandwiches, too?”

“You’re acting weird.” Her expression turned to worry. She pushed his drink across the bar. He snatched it and sipped at the plastic top, as if he was actually trying to grow blisters on the roof of his mouth.

He winked at Maria. “Delicious. It's a little hot.”

“What’s going on with you? You never texted me back.”

“I’m taking a trip tonight. And I’m happy. Can I get that sandwich please?”

“Okay? You’ve been coming here several times a day for over a year, and you have never, ever, asked for a sandwich.”

Scott shrugged and took another sip of the coffee. Maria paced to a glass case filled with appetizing, overpriced food. Scott followed past Mike, and pointed to one he’d been eyeballing for a while.

“What’s up, Mike? You guys getting shit-faced tonight?”

Mike’s eyes stayed fixed on the menu. “I dunno. Probably. Why, you coming out finally?”

“I got something I have to do tonight.”

“Of course.”

“And this time, that’s not just an excuse for my social anxiety. Sorry for ducking you guys all the time. Crowds just make me nervous.”

Mike’s eyebrow lifted as his attention turned to Scott. “Hey man, whatever makes you happy.”

As soon as it finished warming in the toaster oven, Maria delivered the sandwich to the counter. Scott grabbed the plate and turned to Mike.

“Excuse me,” he said. “I have to go.”

Mike leaned against one of the display cases to let him past as browsing customers came from the other direction. He passed the crowd, and out the door he went. The girl of his dreams sat at a table outside, behind a stack of books and a laptop, wearing a short dress. She looked up and connected eyes with him. He smiled, and she smiled back. One last chance, Scary Scott. Stop being a chicken shit.

“Hi,” he said.

Her smile opened and bright white teeth appeared behind her lips. “Hi.”

His heart pumped heavily. His mind flooded with all the normal inhibiting thoughts. Internally, he told his dialogue to stuff it, and pushed himself forward. His movements didn’t feel like his own, but rather as if he were watching himself in a movie. He slid a chair back and sat down without asking permission.

“What's that you’re working on?”

“Just homework. Nothing important.”

“Cool stuff. I see you here all the time.”

“Yeah,” she laughed. “I’m a study bug.”

“I'm here all the time too,” he said. “We should hang out.”

“I'd love to. It's nice to see—never mind. What are you doing right now?”

He glanced up. The sun hung high in the sky. There was plenty of time. He nodded and placed his sandwich on the table. “I'm Scott.”

“I'm Anna. Usually you look away when I see you. I thought you were ignoring me.”

“No. Just scared of my own shadow most of the time.” He winked.

“What happened to your head? Did you fall down or something?”

She hasn’t heard the rumors yet. “Yep. Fell down the steps.”

She giggled, and his grin grew. He proceeded to talk about anything that was not demon or drug related for over an hour, until Anna realized that she needed to be at work, wherever that was.

“It was very nice meeting you, Scott. I don't know what you're doing tomorrow, but I'll be here all day if you want to chat or whatever.”

He couldn’t help himself. He had to know what she would say. “I'd love to. If you want to give me your number, I can call or text you and see what you’re up to.”

“Okay. Text, if you don’t mind.”

Like a jock in a story, he unlocked his phone and handed it to her. If it worked, awesome, and if it didn’t, there wouldn’t be enough time to worry about it. Tonight was the night. The smile on her face told him she was interested.

See, dummy? That’s all you had to do.

Maybe it was a sign that Paul's plan would work, one of those moments that Richard talked about, where God intervened. Or maybe it was simply the outcome when you stop being a pussy, and say “hi” when you like someone.

He went over the plan again in his head. There was someone else he needed to talk to. It wouldn’t be right to drag her into the whole demon mess, but he wouldn’t get another chance to say something nice before departing the world.

He walked inside the shop.

“I thought you had places to be,” said Maria.

“Something came up. I'm about to go, but I need a refill first.”

Maria made him another cappuccino and handed it across the counter. “How did it go with Anna?”

He smiled. “I'm supposed to meet her here tomorrow.”

“Nice. She's a sweet girl, and she's always polite. You think the two of you will hit it off?”

“I don't know. I guess that's up to God.”

Maria laughed. “You go to church one time, and now you're talking about God. What did they do to you?”

“Things just, seem to be happening. Things I can't explain.”

“So is the thing gone?”

“Should be after tonight.” He winked. “And if it is, I might even start reading the Bible.”

Maria smiled uneasily while shaking her head, “Just don't start thumping me over the head with your Bible.”

“No worries on that.”

Another coffee in hand, he walked out of the café and down the road, almost floating toward his mom's house.

Everything looked brighter. The sky was clear blue, the flowers planted along the sidewalks in their copper pots were in full bloom, under attack from a swarm of honeybees trying to store up provisions for the winter. The air was cool and refreshing. He considered that if he had slept more, the world might always be this bright, or at least a little less gray.

Whatever it was, the presence of God, the too brief meeting with Anna, or the sense of freedom from embracing death, possibly a hope of cheating it, nothing could shake his mood or outlook. The long walk turned into a self reflection. There was something liberating about knowing he would die, about giving up. Having just one day left made every other problem in the world seem insignificant. There was nothing to be afraid of, not embarrassment or deadly monster. He could be the person he wanted to be. Outgoing. Friendly. Happy. For one day.

At the steps of his mom's house, his mind played back several of his earliest memories. The old neighborhood invited them in, and the daydream came naturally. Getting in trouble. Growing up. Playing in the yard by himself. The adventures of carrying a stick around like a wand, fighting imaginary dragons, talking to snails and lizards. Distant memories that colored his childhood. Even the sad one, the last time he saw his father before a deployment. He saw himself on the steps, receiving the black leather jacket, and his dad insisting that it was only a loan, and he’d be taking it back soon.

Most days, he never thought about the good times. He couldn’t escape the flooding memories of taunts and threats, being called a leper and a nerd. Sickly Scott. In that moment, there on the steps, with the first rap on the door, he forgave all the kids on the playground. He forgave his dad for not coming back. If he would have learned to brush everything off sooner, then maybe he could have come out of his shell. Perhaps a happier life would have kept the demon away. Maybe he'd have met Anna sooner.

His mom opened the door, beamed, and wrapped her arms around him.

“I've been missing you, boy. I wondered when you would drop by to see your old mom. Come in.”

He didn't speak. He listened to her drag on about the house, battling with weeds, the mower not working, and anything else she wanted to rattle about. He listened intently to every single word, and said nothing. If all he could give her was a few hours to enjoy with her only son, then that would have to do. He told her that he loved her before he left, twice. The trip wasn’t for him, but for her. He didn’t want to leave any residue to follow him into the afterlife. He wanted her to hear those words before passing on.

He climbed down the steps toward the gate, and looked up to see the sun hanging low on the horizon, casting a beautiful display of pinks and purples into the sky above, which transitioned to a dark blue in the east. It was time to meet Paul.
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The long walk to the church was daunting, but not enough to sway him. He saw the smaller shadow creatures that the thing referred to as pups. They raced along the building edges, following him just outside the dim amber glow of street lights. So far, so good.


Paul stood decked out in black on the church steps like a sentry warding off evil spirits. He puffed away at a cigarette, which he dropped before him onto the pavement. He snuffed it out with his shiny shoe as Scott approached.

“You ready for this? You look better.”

“I didn't know you smoked.”

“Just a few before I do this kind of thing. There's one thing I need to tell you before we start. I don't know what your beliefs are, and for the most part I don't care. But for this to work, I'm going to need you to believe. Doubt isn't crippling, but it interferes. It drags the process out.”

He handed Scott the jug.

“Believe in the magic pickle juice. Got it.”

Paul’s right eye twitched. “Do you think it'll follow us?”

Scott glanced at the buildings across the street, then around the cathedral. Behind one corner of the stone castle, he spotted a pair of glowing red eyes, which could have been the demon, or the reflection of taillights. He winked at them.

“It already is. And all of its friends.”

“Let's go then.”

They climbed into the Mercedes. Scott rested in the passenger seat, staring at the scenery as they left the city. The drive took forever, but Paul said it would be better if they were away from other people. Just them and the demon, or ghost, or whatever it was. He said he'd never done an exorcism like this before, but he was certain that it would work. God would be with them every step of the way. He didn't care how old the demon was. He would put a stop to it. Tonight. He rambled on about his studies, about the history he had unearthed, but Scott couldn’t care less.

The car turned off the highway into a state park. Forest closed around them down the pebble paved one lane road. The car rolled into a secluded parking lot. As they got out, the stars above were bright. More stars than he could remember seeing. Something inside him wished that he had taken time before that night to look at them, for such beauty is rarely revealed as a dark sky away from city lights. It could have made the perfect location for a date with Anna. Part of him wished the herbal salad dressing would work, but he knew they didn’t stand a chance. In thousands of years, someone would have tried this at least once.

“All right, monster,” said Scott. “Show your ugly face.” Paul walked toward the edge of the gravel parking lot, and returned with a lit cigarette hanging from his mouth.

“See anything yet?”

Scott scanned the trees and shadows. Nothing. Maybe the creature figured out their plan. Maybe it was scared. Can you frighten something that feeds on fear?

They stood around for half an hour. Paul smoked two more cigarettes in that time. Glances toward the tree line revealed nothing. No movement. No red eyes. No flashes from the corner of his vision. Nothing.

The stars continued to brighten, and with every passing minute, more came into view. Chirps and trills came from the dark woods. He sat on the crushed rock, staring up, and finally lay on his back, even though the sharp stone edges poked through the leather jacket and cut into his skull. Paul flicked a glowing cigarette butt toward the center of the lot, and took a seat beside him.

“How long will this take?” asked Scott.

“I dunno.” He lit another cigarette.

“Can I try one of those?”

Paul squinted at him, and then held the open pack out. Scott sat up, and took a single stick from the box.

“I never smoked before.”

“Never too old to start, I guess.” Paul offered him a cheap, plastic lighter. As he fired up the tube while drawing off the colored end, he erupted in a volcanic blast of coughing.

He took another puff. His throat dried out in an instant, and he hacked in repulsion. He held the fiery stick at the end of his extended arm while he struggled to catch his breath again.

“Yeah,” said Paul. “I don't know why anyone starts these things.”

Scott tossed the cigarette into the parking lot, following the arc of a burning cherry until his eyes stopped on something dark moving in the bushes. The chirps and trills coming from the forest went silent, and he heard the voice again.

“Just a bit longer.”

He scooped the jar up in his arm and grabbed the lid tightly with his free hand. Paul’s head turned toward the trees.

“You see it, don't you?”

“Maybe,” replied Scott.

The red eyes appeared against the black underbrush, and the monster charged toward the two of them.

Faster than he could react, Scott’s body froze as the tentacles wrapped him. The bottle dropped against his leg and rolled away. “It's your turn now,” said the voice. He was paralyzed. All he could see were two glowing red circles. His lips leaked what he was certain would be his last breath. The monster sucked the air straight from his lungs.

A splash of cold liquid hit him like a brick. The monster released, and Scott rushed toward the ground, smashing into the jagged rocks below, the mothers of a thousand tiny cuts. A gasp of air ripped into his lungs, followed by a string of coughs. A roar echoed through the trees.

Paul stood erect. The demon before him flailed and howled. “Stupid creatures,” it sprayed. The monster appeared in color. Huge bat-like wings spread from its back. Its bearlike head showcased enormous fangs as it spewed the reverberating combination of scream, howl, and growl. Its eyes were rings of fire around solid red cores. At the end of each arm, a paw sported six-inch talons.

“In the name of the father,” started Paul.

“Shut your muzzle,” it roared. It clutched him by the neck, lifting him off the ground with one arm as the wings flared and batted. Dreadlock strands whipped around its head, and wrapped the exorcist as two tentacles from its shoulders rushed into his gaping mouth.

A golden glow shined over the penetrating tentacles, as if from a flashlight in the back of Paul’s throat. As he struggled, more liquid splashed from the pickle jar toward the creature. The monster flashed red, and dropped to the ground in a burst of flames. Paul hit the rocks like a sack of rice, the jar like a bomb. Shards of glass sprayed with oily fluid in every direction, setting ablaze a ring of fire around the creature.

Scott crawled toward the shimmering bits of sharp glass as the demon sprang to its hind legs and ran from one side of the lot to the other and back in an instant, like an excited dog in a small backyard. Its tail and tentacles whipped in fury. Its voice rumbled. The dreadlocks stretched into long, fiery bull whips that threw rocks every time they scratched gravel.

It’s not going to work. Scott was stunned by the pelting of rocks, except for his right hand, which shook the pill bottle free from his jacket pocket. As he’d done a thousand times, he popped the top single handedly, and raised the rattling bottle to his face. The creature charged as he sucked down the mix of anti-depressants and muscle relaxers.

The creature skidded to a stop before him. His body went numb, and he fell. The monster dropped to all fours, folded its wings, and stalked over the top of him. The pills took immediate effect. His heart rate plummeted.

“Get the hell out of here and leave us alone,” yelled Scott.

Paul recovered from hacking and heaving to continue the prayer. “The son.” He coughed again. “And the holy spirit.”

The creature tossed its head toward the exorcist, sending the mass of tentacles crashing against his body. They split the skin on his face and knocked him back thirty feet. It howled at the sky with the sound of a million wolves. Scott grabbed hold by the fur on its chest. His fingers felt nothing, but he could see the mass of hair and twisted flesh in his fist as the creature roared. Cold fire blazed from his grip.

Paul continued as the creature made a final lunge at Scott.

Fangs pierced deeply into his neck as he grabbed the creature’s mane with his other hand, fighting to force it back.

His grip loosened, his fists released, and he floated upward, bathed in golden light, wrapped by shadowy tentacles. His vision turned panoramic, seeing not only the creature, but Paul to one side, the Mercedes to the other, and his own body below, going limp. The creature stood tall and howled again.

Paul’s chants about the Virgin Mary and Saint Michael stung him. The glow turned from gold to red, and he felt the release of the rage in his gut. He heard thousands of voices, including Serena’s.

Fire burned over the skin that was now his own. He and the creature whipped toward Paul in unison. He felt the creature, and the creature felt him. He was one voice melting into a thousand others, perhaps a million. Remembering some of Dr. Landers’ lectures forced him to realize what was happening. That divine spark, or motivating essence that couldn’t be pinned down in a science lab, had transferred itself from his body to the creature’s. His movements were no longer his own, but an agreement from all the individual souls composing it, all vying for survival above everything else. He was a single cell in a much more complex spiritual organism.

Paul showered liquid fire from a vial toward them, and in an instant, he was back in their claws. They squeezed, while their tentacles probed at his spirit, and plucked it out through his mouth. A beautiful strand of gold, amid a shower of sparkles that the pups rushed to slurp up. As each golden fleck danced across the rocks, the dogs of darkness inhaled them. They exorcist’s spirit became part of them as the golden strand was sucked into their belly. Not a single sprinkle was missed; the pups lapped up everything. And as they did, fear disappeared from the exorcist’s shimmering soul, as it had from Scott.

The smell of the human spirit became food, and the scent of fear became sweet and delicious, while hints of lavender oil burned their snoot. Burned flesh on their skin added fresh scars to the collection of deformities hiding beneath the fur. They coalesced as a creature of the night that would live forever.

In the distance, the glow of the city guided them, but it wasn’t created by street lamps or apartment lights. They saw in a new spectrum. It was the glow of fear, of a terror that was only inches away in the future. A hot-spot for the spirits of the weakened and desperate, not to mention every other annoying creature that could see down the road of time. The meddling beasts.

They raced toward the light, in search of a feast that would be served very soon.

Paul’s voice resonated in the hive mind. The ancient ones had long drifted into obscurity, while fresh souls were the loudest. The priest’s mind refused to quiet. He speculated that the monster couldn’t see the disaster coming, but followed the traces left by other spirits who could. Hunger drove the creature, not forecast or precognition. It was an instinct, a pursuit of the golden glow that lead to sustenance. New voices weakened over time, becoming quieter and less influential. The creature was all of what remained from digested strands of human soul. All of them worked together toward a singular end: ensure the pups were fed.

They rushed toward the light. The pups chased, struggling to keep up. The city erupted in a fountain of terror as they neared. Just a bit longer. The ground shook. Buildings fell, and they gorged themselves on dying corpses, lapping up every last bit of energy before moving on. Others had beaten them to the buffet, but there was enough for everyone in the wake of the worst earthquake ever to hit this tiny college town.

After the incident, they crawled into the sewers while the chasers of rot and decay finished off the leftover masa. They found a dark hole, and dropped into a comfortable ball on the ground. Just like physical creatures, a heavy meal necessitated a long nap. A well deserved nap. The extra drain from absorbing so many terrified souls put the creature down. The pups nestled against it.
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A young man, like so many others, lost in college life. Worries hung on his mind about the future, and about his failure at relationships. He was stalked by a homework assignment due the next morning, but chose to drink with his friends instead of finishing.

They watched from a distance, scurrying along the walk. The man’s head flashed their direction, and they froze. Waiting. Just a bit longer.

The young man looked away, and they continued sniffing about. The pups were hungry again, but not strong enough to kill if spotted. They sniffed and licked at fragments of stale fear on the walk, following the hope of a good meal.

The creature dug at the sharp sparkles of concrete. Every tiny crevice held tiny bits of rage, fear, and pain. A spark or two popped up from each scrape, and bounced toward the pups. They felt the stare of a human and froze again.

A few sparkles jumped from the man’s body, and the moment he looked away the pups rushed after them. The foolish man turned to watch them again. The creature stared back, furious at his curiosity. A shower of golden sparkles erupting from his nape could mean only one thing. They had been spotted. He fixed his eyes on them, and they on him. Food for the pups. Keep looking. Just a bit longer.

It was the first time he saw us, and it was the last.
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