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 Introduction- Why I Love a Scary Story by David Wood
 

Why do I love to read a scary story? Why do sweaty palms, a pounding pulse, and the sensation of something dangerous lurking just around the corner (or on the next page) give me a thrill?
I think it begins with my grandparents. Born in Appalachia in1900, and raised in the mountain hollows, they grew up in a culture brimming with myths, legends, and superstitions. To the mountain people, the nighttime forest teemed with spirits, creatures, and "haints" who were just as real to them as the I.R.S. is to us today.
Appalachia also enjoyed a rich tradition storytelling, and evenings on the front porch, or nights around the fire were my grandparents' Stephen King novels and their on-demand horror films. Their folklore is filled with bad omens, haunted crossings, and sprits of the dead that still walk the earth.
I will never forget my grandfather's stories of riding his horse home late in the evening, trying desperately to beat nightfall, lest he have to cross the bridge that everyone knew was guarded by an evil spirit. Sitting across the kitchen table from me, some sixty or more years after the fact, his hands still trembled and his voice quavered at the retelling. The fear was still fresh and real.
My grandmother had stories of her own, and she also believed that she had the occasional foretelling that came true (though she made enough predictions that some of them were bound to pan out.) What I remember the most was that, late in her life, she told me that she was visited at night by the spirit of an African American girl dressed in clothing from the late 1800's, who stood at the foot of my grandmother's bed night after night, not speaking, only staring at her. I dismissed it as merely a very vivid, recurring dream. Years later, I learned that the house in which she lived at that time was built in an area where freedmen once settled following the Civil War. They lived in poverty, and many, including children, died from exposure or malnutrition. Was it a ghost? The cynic in me doubts it, but the mere thought of it sets my heart pounding.
Scary stories are a part of my personal history and my family tradition, but they also appeal to the adventurous spirit inside me. Be it a story of the paranormal, or of the darkness that lurks in the hearts and minds of ordinary humans, reading such a story takes me into a realm in which through which I dare not journey in "real life." The same restless spirit that fuels my action-adventure novels also draws me into a darker world of mystery and danger.
In this anthology, you will find many different takes on dark storytelling. It is my hope that they will carry you on your own journey into a world just a little scarier than our own.
 

Happy reading from all of us at Gryphonwood!
 
 



 Cemetery by Alan Baxter
 

It's not so much the dark that scares me out here. After all, what can the dark do to you? It's the things that might be in the dark that scare me. The things that can hide until they're right behind you. Or above you.
The trees are stark against the night, silhouettes on purple shadows. Sometimes, when the wind catches them, they seem to reach for me, gnarled and twisted fingers reaching for my throat. Long, bony, skeletal hands. The grass is long in this corner of the cemetery, and it too moves with the wind. It sways and nods, dancing to the rhythm of the breeze in hypnotic waves. The stones that I crouch behind are old and worn, the words lost to time, the names long forgotten. A cemetery this old must have some history, some interesting stories to tell. The oldest corner here where I lurk may have the most gripping stories of all, but perhaps I'd rather not know them while I'm still here.
I can't help remembering the tale of Tam O'Shanter. Taking a short cut across a cemetery he was chased by the Devil himself. Tam's horse saved him, galloping faster than the Devil could run, crossing running water at the Brigadoon. I have a much faster horse than Tam O'Shanter ever had, and the key is pressing its image into my palm now as I grip it like a lifeline. I've taken off my helmet; it's sitting on the grass beside me. I can pull that on as I run if I need to. My jacket is still on and zipped up, stopping that sighing breeze from cutting in, and my gloves are in my pocket. If I have to run then my gloves can stay in my pocket. Cold hands are a small price to pay for getting away safely.
Of course, all this is assuming that I'm not a laughing stock, sitting here in the long grass of an old cemetery in the depths of the night. Looking at my watch I can see I have about another ten minutes to wait. Still, there's no need to be a laughing stock. If nothing happens, then I won't tell anyone that I was here. If something does happen, then... Well, I don't know what I'll do.
The girl that came staggering into the bar that night, torn and screaming, was so convincing, it's hard to believe that she was making it all up. Maybe she was delusional. Maybe she was tripping. Mack was convinced that she was off her face, but I still maintain that was fear. She wouldn't confirm or deny anything. She just shrieked and cried and begged us to lock her somewhere safe. Well, she never did calm down much and apparently she is locked somewhere safe now. I wish they'd let me in to see her. I'd love to talk to her again. Perhaps she's a bit calmer now, perhaps more able to communicate what it really was that she saw. I can still hear her voice now, inside my head. She didn't make much sense, but she kept repeating one thing, 'The cemetery! It's hell on earth!' So dramatic, so clichéd, but her eyes were terrified when she said it. And she knew that most people there thought she was mad, you could tell she was aware of the ridicule. But she could see that I understood. She kept staring into my eyes so hard that it felt like her mind was inside my own. I still don't know if I really heard the last bit, or if she said it directly inside my head. Maybe I just made it up myself, but it seemed so real. 'See for yourself! Midnight on the next full moon!' No one else seemed to hear, but it was clear to me. And when I left the bar that night I checked and the moon was full.
That was a month ago. Now it's full again and it's nearly midnight and I'm crouching in the long grass of this old, scary cemetery wondering if I'm an idiot or not.
What do I expect to see? What is a 'hell on earth' really? Her clothes had been torn and ragged, her hands were dirty, her fingernails torn and bleeding. She had certainly been through something, but what? What the hell was she doing in a cemetery at midnight anyway? She was a bit of a looker and seemed quite young. Maybe she was having a romantic meeting with a boyfriend. I know some people get a kind of perverse kick having sex in cemeteries. I can't really see the attraction myself, but I guess there's something gothic and exciting about it. It certainly wasn't safe for her that night. Perhaps I should have told someone I was coming here. Maybe I should have at least left a note that my flatmate would find, in case something happens.
Man, what's the matter with me? Sitting here in the night shadows of a graveyard wondering if I'll ever see another dawn! Looking at my watch I can see that it's past midnight now. I guess I am an idiot after all. I should just go back to my bike and pretend nothing happened. It's pretty late.
But hang on. What's that activity? I can hear voices and I can see what look like torch beams playing left and right through the headstones like searchlights in a prison movie. The voices are indistinct but there seem to be a few of them, male and female. And there's another noise underlying the voices, like a moaning, keening sound. It must be the wind. No, it's not the wind. It's like a constant wail, like some tormented, agonised cry. Damn, it's giving me the frights, what he hell is that noise?
The torch beams are converging on a point not far away from me and I can see a few people now too. They're wearing some kind of robes, their faces are covered. They look a bit like Ku Klux Klan outfits, with the pointy hoods and all, but in black rather than white. I can tell a couple of them are female because I can see the swell of their chests in the robes and I can hear female voices. There's eight people altogether. No, ten. What is that noise? It's slicing through my head like an icy knife.
There's three more people. That makes thirteen. What is this? Some kind of witchcraft? Some sort of Satanic gathering? Maybe that's what the girl stumbled onto. Perhaps she discovered this Satanic bunch doing something unspeakable and ran away. Maybe they nearly caught her which is what left her torn and bloodied and scared out of her mind.
The wind is growing, whipping the tops of the trees around and the grasses are frantically headbanging to the whistling beat. The wind feels hot, not like the cool breeze of earlier on. And that noise is growing, that screaming, pain filled, wailing cry, like the voice of Death himself. It's making me dizzy. What's going on here?
Red light is swelling around the feet of the gathered, black cloaked group, like a scarlet mist rising. That noise is cutting through the fibres of my being, tearing at my ears like a hunting dog shaking a rabbit. The people are all reaching upwards, toward the full moon. They have things in their hands, things that look like daggers and knives, clubs and spikes. The red light is growing and the wind is increasing. It seems to be whipping around like a whirlwind, slamming past me every couple of seconds, dragging at my hair and swiping leaves and dust past me. A sideways rain of grit is battering my face, getting in my eyes. The red is rising and that wailing cry is becoming deafening. My mind is beginning to spin, I'm having trouble maintaining my balance against the wind. Now I can see more figures, dozens of them. They're appearing from everywhere, popping up from behind headstones, staggering out from behind trees. Some of them are dressed in robes like the others, some are wearing regular clothes that are tattered, ragged. All of them are struggling against the wind, reaching up towards the moon. Now the original people, the sharp hoods of their robes whipping and snapping in the wind, are surrounding the newcomers. The daggers and clubs are flying and the people are being sliced and stabbed and battered. There's mass murder happening out there!
Oh, my ears are about to burst! That sound, that light. It's making me feel like I'm about to pass out, my vision is blurring, my body is becoming numb. My heart is pounding in my chest, I can hear and feel the blood rushing through my head. My legs feel like jelly as I stagger to my feet. The wind threatens to throw me over but I'm forcing myself headlong through the howling nightmare. I have to reach my bike. Just to the edge of the cemetery, over the broken fence and I'm there. Then I can fire up one thousand cubic centimetres of earthly power and get the hell out of here. No wonder that girl was so scared.
The wind seems a little less strong as I get away form the centre of the cemetery. The nearer to the edge I get the easier it is to run and that horrible, shrieking wail is less debilitating. It helps as I pull on my crash helmet, the foam and kevlar and fibreglass helping to dampen the sounds and stop the wind from tearing past my ears.
I can see the fence. I can see my escape. Over the fence and I'll be able to see my bike. The fence is rickety and unstable but I have little concern for that right now. If I fall or if it collapses it won't matter. I'll still be past it, out of the cemetery.
The fence is kind and I'm over it, stumbling along the footpath. I can see my bike. Oh, thank goodness I can see my bike and I can feel the hard key in my hand, begging to be inserted and turned. I can't wait to get away from this place, away from... There's someone by my bike. Who the hell is that? It's a girl. I can tell from the outline, her silhouette definitely feminine. I can see her hair lifting gently in the wind out here, far less ferocious than it was in the cemetery. My heart is still beating furiously, my hands trembling, my knees weak, but I have to get to my bike. She's looking around now. Ah, she's seen me! What's that in her hand? It looks like a dagger, it's blade wavy like a guttering flame. Oh man, I don't want to have to beat up a girl. I'm close enough now to see her face. It's her! It's the girl from the bar, the crazed, terrified girl from the bar. I can hear Mack's voice, 'She's off her face, man!' echoing through my skull. I don't care about her. I'll knock her flat, get on my bike and get the hell out of here. That's all that matters, I've got to get away from here. She's saying something, but I can't hear her through my helmet and the wind. She's standing right beside my bike and I'm just about alongside her. My fingers feel swollen as I ball up a fist, raising my hand to strike her and she's raising that wavy dagger.
My arm suddenly feels like lead, my legs threatening to collapse. I can see figures behind me, reflected in the mirror of my bike. I have no time to even turn around as they converge, grabbing my arms, my body, even my legs. I'm screaming and thrashing and kicking, but they have me fast. The girl is approaching me, the dagger raised high. Oh shit, I'm going to die! She's saying something again. What is she saying? She's leaning closer, smiling. That smile is pure malice. The hands holding me are gripping so tightly that it hurts. I think my bones are going to start breaking. Oh, man, it hurts! She's leaning right into my face now, that dagger raised high above her head. And now I can hear her, as that dagger comes plunging down I finally hear her.
'Curiosity kills another cat!'
 
 



 Skull Face Returns by Terry W. Ervin II
 

The campfire's flame sent shadows dancing across the camp director's clean-shaven face, casting a sinister view, one perfect for the story he told.
"And poor Hobo Bob never saw the bus filled with campers coming around the curve. Didn't hear it as he bent over to pick up a Pepsi bottle along the road for the nickel refund."
This was Shawn's second year as a camp counselor, and the ninth time he'd heard the tale. He stood behind the group of nine-year-olds in his cabin as they leaned closer, like all the other campers. Shawn smiled, knowing that shortly more than half would experience trouble getting to sleep. And more than a few of those would wake from nightmares. More so with the eight-year-olds than the ten to thirteen-year-olds.
Shawn began to wonder if they told the "Skull Face Tale" during the girls' weeks at camp, but returned his focus to Mr. Glinka's narrative as it neared the climax.
"A big thump told Old Bus Driver Agnes she'd hit Hobo Bob. No second bump or bounce indicated she'd run him over, so she peered through her thick glasses into the rearview mirror to see if Hobo Bob was just knocked aside and okay."
With a nod, Mr. Glinka inserted authoritatively, "She was running behind schedule, you know."
His vision panned across the wide-eyed boys. "'Be quiet!' Old Agnes yelled at the laughing bus-riding campers to no avail. Because of the noisy campers, she couldn't hear Hobo Bob's scream. Trapped in the wheel well, his face dragging across the pavement. Scraped to the bone.
"By the time the Old Agnes stepped on the brakes, there wasn't anything left. No cheeks, no lips, no eyebrows. Only blood and bone.
"Finally, the bus stopped. Mad with pain, Hobo Bob rolled from the bus into the ditch, pressing what shreds of skin still clung to the bone against his face with his blood-soaked hands. He half stood and staggered into the weeds, toward the woods and was hidden from sight before Old Agnes hobbled out of the bus to look around.
"Now, as Hobo Bob crawled up the hill, his ears still worked fine. See, he never cared for campers. Always making fun of him and throwing things out the bus windows at him."
A most deadly serious look covered Mr. Glinka's face. "All he heard was campers laughing and cheering. See, the camp was within sight. But Hobo Bob didn't know that. Poor injured Bob. In him hate and loathing grew. Bob thought the campers were laughing at him. Cheering for the bus driver, for causing his misfortune. And only on her deathbed a year later, did Old Agnes ever mention that she'd saw blood on the road, leading into the woods."
Mr. Glinka let his words sink in, before finishing. "Of course, by then it was too late. Hobo Bob had gone mad. And his scarred face never healed. Only a few have seen him wandering the hills here about. His bone-white face. Some say his hatred has kept him alive. Others say he really isn't alive---but he's still around, haunting the woods. Searching the night for campers. Noisy, laughing ones. Ones outside their cabin. To steal their face!"
The fire was dying down. The campers were torn between moving closer to hear the end, or running to hide beneath their bed sheets until morning.
Mr. Glinka held up his thumb. "They say he's grown a long nail, a sharp one to cut away the face of any camper he can get a hold of." The director dragged his thumb in a circle around his face. "The face of a hated camper. A fresh face to replace his own---the one that he lost all those years ago."
As Mr. Glinka stepped out of the flickering firelight, the campers wide-eyed and mouths hanging, a few near tears, turned to one another for support before looking back to their cabin counselors.
"Roosevelt Cabin," said Shawn, motioning for his twelve campers to gather around. "Come on, guys." He took count like the other counselors before heading back up the dirt trail toward the cluster of cabins.
Shawn smiled inwardly. Experience told him that the Skull Face story might keep the kids awake and worried, but they'd be quiet and wouldn't dare leave the cabin.
Shawn chuckled. "Give me some room, guys."
The nine-year-olds reluctantly complied.
Shawn shook his head. "Jordan, here. You take my flashlight and lead the way."
Eisenhower Cabin merged with Roosevelt. Vernon fell into pace with Shawn. "That story was kind of intense, don't ya think?" the first year counselor asked Shawn in a quiet voice. "Glinka told it last week and it really disturbed my kids. Looks like a repeat for this week."
Shawn shrugged but didn't voice his opinion: Whatever makes my job easier.
It wasn't that Shawn hated kids. Sometimes he even enjoyed his job. But that's what it was. A summer job. One that offered room and board and since it was a camp for the underprivileged, working there retired a sizeable chunk of the student loan debt he'd racked up during the past two years of college. It was a good deal, he reminded himself, even if the kids didn't listen half the time.
"It'll help keep them in line," he replied to Vernon. "You'll see."
"I wonder if there's any truth to the story?"
"Huh?" said Shawn. "What do you mean, truth?"
Vernon scratched his neck as he spoke. "The best stories, just like the most convincing lies, have some truth in them."
"If you say so."
It was Vernon's turn to shrug. "Eisenhower, follow me."
They were nearing the cabins whose porch lights provided reasonable illumination, especially compared to the erratic flashlight beams. Shawn watched the group of ten-year-olds and their counselor peel off from his group. Jordan slowed down and the rest of the cabin members did the same until Shawn caught up.
Shawn expected this. Roosevelt, twenty yards ahead was the cabin nearest to the hill that ran along the camp's western edge. Two sets of clotheslines laden with swim towels on a ten-foot ribbon of crabgrass were all that stood between the cabin's bank of west-facing windows and the steep, tree-covered hillside.
"There poison ivy really on that hill, like you said?" Jordan asked his counselor.
"Yeah," Shawn replied. "Why? You thinking on climbing around up there?"
"Then why doesn't Skull Face---I mean Hobo Bob get it?"
Shawn let the question hang in the air for a second before taking back his flashlight, whose dimming light told him the batteries were getting weak. "Why do you think?" He shined it on the boys' faces as they huddled under a midsized oak.
The echoing smack of Tyrone swatting a mosquito emphasized the silence. Finally Mitchie, the smallest of the group but also the most intelligent spoke up. "He wears long sleeves and pants and boots and you can only get poison ivy if it touches your skin." He paused before the rest of his answer squeaked out. "And he ain't got any skin on his face."
Shawn knew that allowing the campers' imaginations to run wild and fill in the blanks increased their terror. "Makes sense. Bone doesn't catch it then."
Jordan added, "He prolly knows the hills and places around here so well, any patch of ivy he'd know where it is."
"Good observations, gentlemen," Shawn said, ushering his campers toward the cabin.
Moths fluttered around the yellow porch light set above the wooden sign with faded white letters spelling out 'Roosevelt.' Shawn pulled the screen door open and waved his arm in a tight circle. "In-in-in before the bugs get in." Why they'd mounted a light above the door, Shawn could only guess. Probably an architect who'd never been to camp. He remembered two guys in his calculus class that planned to be architects. Nerds. So the light's placement made perfect sense.
Really, the cabin was pretty basic and didn't take much thought to lay out. Rectangular cinderblock. A door at each end. The south wall held a fireplace to the left of the door, used every Thursday evening. A tiny room barely big enough for a bed, dresser and desk, for the counselor was on the right. To the left of the north door was the lavatory with three toilet stalls, three shower heads, and three sinks. To the right was a small room for the water heater, fuse box, and a bit of storage. Brown tile floor, except in the lavatory, which had cement. The main room ran forty-five feet, holding brown-painted metal bunk beds with stained, cotton-stuffed mattresses on metal links held by aging springs. Five bunks lined the east wall and six the west, each aligned with a window. It had served as Shawn's summer home for going on two summers. Sometimes that depressed him.
He thought about flicking on his boom box to play his new cassette's lead song, "Eye of the Tiger," but figured it'd only rev his cabin up. It was his night for 'hill duty.' Hang out and patrol around the cabins until 11:30 pm. He was partnered with Vernon, while the other counselors, director, assistant director, nurse, head cook and her kitchen help watched TV and played cards and ping pong down in the boat house.
"Crank the windows closed," Shawn told the campers. "It's gonna cool down tonight. Wash up, do your business and get in your bunks."
Yep, Shawn consoled himself. Responsibility. That's why you're earning the big bucks.
 

Shawn and Vernon sat on a pair of old stumps next to the woodpile centrally located among the cabins. Everything had been quiet. No fireworks or loud boating down on the lake. No cabin lights flicking on and off. No ruckus or shouts. No campers daring to venture out.
Vernon angled his watch's face to capture some of Washington cabin's porch light. "Eleven-twenty. They'll be shutting things up in the boathouse."
"Time sure flies, doesn't it?"
Vernon ignored Shawn's sarcasm. "Think we should make one last round?"
It wasn't really a question. Shawn knew his hill duty partner was right. "Sure," he said, getting up. Movement beyond Roosevelt, on the hillside caught his attention.
"What is it?" asked Vernon, trying to follow his partner's focused gaze.
"Thought I saw something up on the hill."
"A camper?"
Shawn shook his head. "Probably a deer. Maybe a big raccoon."
"Where? How far up?"
"Ahh, forget it." Shawn stretched. "I hate taking a shower just before bed."
"I know," said Vernon, shaking his head. "But better than having bug-spray-smellin' sheets. I'll start at Grant and circle back to Eisenhower."
"I'll start with Hoover and work back to Roosevelt."
"Watch out for Skull Face up there on the hill," teased Vernon.
"Watch out for the wet dream you'll have fantasizing about him," replied Shawn, grabbing his flashlight and trying to remember if he had any fresh D-cell batteries in his room.
 

Shawn had just finished showering and was drying off with one of the camp's cheap white towels when he heard a brief, piercing shriek. He started to smile to himself, until it was followed by a crashing thump, and chorus of screams and cries of terror. Something more than a nightmare and a camper falling out of bed was going on.
Shawn whipped on his boxer shorts and ran to see what was happening. As he flipped on the lights the south screen door slammed shut, adding to the din.
Shawn shouted, "What's going on?"
His boys were sitting up in their bunks, screaming, or hiding under the covers, whimpering. Jordan had crawled underneath his bunk and was pulling himself up against the frame and mattress.
Shawn ran over to little Mitchie's toppled bunk. The camper wasn't there.
As the counselor, Shawn realized he had to get control of the situation. In his Orders-of-the-Day voice, he boomed out, "Attention, gentlemen!" That started a few from their frightened panic. "Anyone know where Mitchie is?"
After a few seconds, Jordan peeked out from under his bunk. "S-Sk-Skull Face took him."
"Who? What?"
Tyrone, perched atop his bunk pointed out the nearest window, up the hill. "There he goes," he said to his counselor. "He's got Mitchie too!"
Shawn ran to the window and cupped his eyes to block the reflection from the cabin's lights. At first he thought he saw something dark moving---maybe a trick of his imagination, shadows in the darkness. Then again, maybe not.
"Tyrone," ordered Shawn. "Right now. Run over to Eisenhower. Tell Vernon to ring the Emergency Bell and to get over here."
"But Skull---"
Shawn didn't have time to debate. "He's up the hill. Not at Eisenhower." The counselor pointed. "Go, NOW!"
The door had slammed, so it might have been Mitchie, Shawn thought while counting heads of campers as Tyrone sprinted out the door, toward Eisenhower cabin. Shawn ran to make sure Mitchie wasn't in the storage room. He wasn't, so Shawn marched across the cabin to his room, checked it while slipping on his boots and grabbing his flashlight and windbreaker. He shook his head, thinking about putting on a shirt and pants. "No time," Shawn muttered. His jacket would have to do. He put it on and stepped out the south door.
Tyrone was standing next to Vernon outside of Eisenhower. "What's up?" Vernon shouted.
"Either Mitchie McCormic took off or some pervert came and snatched him," Shawn replied, suddenly putting together a scenario that scared him. "Tyrone saw someone on the hill. Ring the bell and get Glinka. I'm going up to see---"
Shawn didn't finish the sentence. He didn't really know what he was going to see---if there was anything to see or find. A sense of responsibility galvanized in Shawn. He ran for the hill. Some other kid might run off or screw around and hide. Not Mitchie.
Shawn heard Vernon yelling for him to wait, but a sense of desperate urgency, like the time he lost track of his four-year-old cousin during the county fair's demolition derby, drowned everything else out.
His flashlight's beam landed on a white towel torn off the line and lying between a pair of trees about a dozen steps up the hill, suggesting a direction.
It wasn't hard for him to find a path with branches bent aside and a few stomped down. Keeping a steady stride and watching ahead, Shawn tried to guess what was beyond the hill. Cottages, mostly lining the lake, with a few gravel access roads leading to them from the main road that ran past the camp's entrance. He guessed the gravel ones would be as long as the camp's length, maybe a half mile. Thinking about the main road going west, Shawn recalled Courtright's Tavern almost a mile down. He and a few of the other counselors had visited it last year to celebrate the end of camp. He'd call the camp from there if he hadn't found Mitchie.
Shawn worried that he'd lose the trail once he reached one of the gravel roads. Whoever had taken Mitchie had a good head start. Adding to the frustration were thorns and brambles. He flicked the flashlight's beam on his scratched and bleeding legs, and sighed.
The bell sounded in the camp below. But that wasn't what caught Shawn's attention. It was a dog's barking. It reminded him of his Aunt Violet's German shepherd and gave him a direction as he made his way across lightly wooded ground, now level and sporting less undergrowth.
He shut off the flashlight to save the dying batteries, and trotted west, toward the lake and the barking. He crossed one gravel road and found a narrow dirt path, probably made by the locals, that angled toward the still barking dog. It was hard to see, but his eyes began adjusting to the dim light of several scattered, distant floodlights near the vacation cottages. No lights on the insides, Shawn noted. Probably because it was a weeknight.
He could see through the thinning trees to the lake; a few boats with lanterns dotted it. He passed two dark cottages with small chain-link fences around them.
The German shepherd was still barking but with less urgency. Shawn spotted the canine at the end of a chain, facing southwest, until it sensed the counselor approaching. For a second it hesitated, then ran along the chain's length, barking renewed, this time at Shawn.
"Damn dog," Shawn muttered, turning on the flashlight again. The smack of a door slamming shut to the southwest drew Shawn's flashlight and the German shepherd's attention.
A dilapidated wooden structure that looked more like a long shed than a cottage had to be the source. Shawn flicked off his flashlight again and made his way to it. He crossed a gravel road and onto a rutted car path circling up to the shack. It looked long unused as evidenced by the grass and small trees growing in it. But not completely, as recently trodden grass revealed. Shawn positioned himself between two tall oaks and hunched down about 30 feet from the tin-roofed shack. One tree blocked the dog's view of him, giving Shawn hope it'd stop barking. The other shielded him from observation through the shack's door he'd spotted, graying wood outlined in the shadows.
Shawn crept closer. He couldn't hear the camp's bell ringing anymore and wondered if someone was following after him. It'd probably take the sheriff forever to respond.
Crouched under a window to the left of the shack's rickety screen door, Shawn tried to peer in. Three of the four panes of glass were broken out, but a grating backed by a dark curtain blocked any light which might've been in the shack. He listened and inched closer to the door.
He heard a kid, Mitchie, whimpering somewhere inside and a harsh, half-whispered threat, "Shut yer trap err ya's gonna regret it."
The crying lessened, but was followed by a thump that reminded Shawn of a brick hitting flesh.
Shawn couldn't see in the door as the thick fabric had been tacked behind the torn and rusted screening. He didn't think it was locked.
Streams of scenarios ran through the counselor's thoughts. He could try the windows, and risk giving up any chance of surprise. He could bolt in and just try to get the upper hand. He'd placed fourth in the state wrestling tournament his senior year. He could yell, and try to bluff and scare the kidnapper into inaction. Or he could go for help now that he knew where Mitchie'd been taken. Not back to camp---too far. One of the cottages. They might have a phone.
The last plan sounded best to Shawn, especially since the kidnapper probably had a weapon, a knife at least. All he had was a 12-inch plastic flashlight.
Then Shawn heard, "Welp, guess nobody's out there. Time ta gets to business."
Mitchie halting sobs recommenced, accented by a frightened, "Noooo."
Although adrenaline had been pumping through Shawn's veins since starting up the hill, it spiked. Mitchie was his responsibility. He couldn't leave him to be raped and maybe even left for dead after that. No choice. Fight, not flight.
Shawn flicked on his flashlight, smothering the beam against his jacket. He dismissed a fleeting thought of tossing a stone onto the backside of the roof as a distraction, and instead yanked the door open and leapt in.
An oil lantern hung from a hook and chain screwed to a board supporting the roof. Mitchie sat huddled in the southwest corner on scattered rags covering the dirt floor, tears, snot and blood smeared across his face. In the center sat a lop-sided picnic table. Behind it stood a hunched old man with frizzled gray hair and a stringy beard, wearing a black trench coat. Across his face, folded to stretch over his nose he'd tied a blue bandana. The old man's eyes were wide and wild as he stared over the muzzle of his double-barreled shotgun at an equally wide-eyed Shawn.
Survival instinct kicked in. Charging a crazed-looking guy standing behind a table with a ready shotgun was a losing proposition. And backing out the door would give the old man too much time. Out of options, Shawn flung his flashlight at the man's face and dove right, hoping the coming blast would miss.
Blam! The shotgun blast filled the shack. And the lead pellets found flesh in Shawn's naked left calf.
Half of the tight pattern had missed high, striking the wall, and a few pellets had imbedded themselves in Shawn's leather boot. But enough of the small-game sized shot struck, sending searing pain up Shawn's leg. Even so, he crawled, seeking cover from the expected second barrel's blast.
Only rags and dirt and a rusted coffee can filled with equally rusted nuts and bolts, and bent hacksaw blades were to be found---there was nowhere to hide or take cover. Shawn saw the old man's dusty boots moving around the table toward him. The old man said something, but Shawn's ears were still ringing from the first gunshot.
Shawn hobbled to his feet, steadying his weight on his good leg while trying to formulate a plan. Blood trickled from the old man's forehead. My flashlight must've hit him, Shawn thought. The crazed old man didn't even duck, ensuring his shot's accuracy. And that scared Shawn even more.
Shawn's eyes locked with the old man's. They were narrow, with a hint of mirth that matched his yellow-toothed menacing grin. "Run, Mitchie!" Shawn yelled. It wasn't an altruistic tactic. Sure, the camper might escape. But he might draw the old man's attention for a fraction of a second. Maybe even the second barrel's load.
Mitchie didn't move. The old man didn't flinch. And Shawn wasn't fast enough in his off-balanced lunge at the old man, hoping to get a hold of the shotgun. The old man stepped aside and slammed the shotgun's hardwood butt against the base of Shawn's skull.
 

Pain, radiating from his skull and leg, was the first thing Shawn noticed as he regained consciousness. The second, he was lying on his back at a downward angle, tipping slightly to his left with gravity forcing blood into his already throbbing head. The sound of duct tape being torn from its roll was the third, quickly followed by the realization that he couldn't move, or speak.
That he even awoke---was alive---surprised Shawn. He opened his eyes. Above, hung the oil lamp. He couldn't lift or turn his head, or even his shoulders. His arms and hands were secured along the edge of a thick, rough board. He listened to duct tape being pulled and torn, and felt it stretched down across his right ankle. Shawn determined the gray tape was pinning him to the lopsided picnic table he'd seen the old man standing behind when he foolishly burst into the shack.
How long had he been out, Shawn wondered. Did anybody hear the shotgun blast? Or did they mistake it for fireworks? Was Mitchie still around?
"I see you's awake." It was the old man's gruff voice. He stepped into Shawn's view and pointed with his thumb."Yer little friend over there said you'd come fer him. Said you was brave an tough." The old man sloughed off his trench coat and rolled up the sleeves of his tattered flannel shirt. "We'll see soon nuff."
The old man adjusted the straps of his bib overalls and spat on the floor before grabbing Shawn's taped chin, mouth and forehead, seeing if the counselor could move. The old man nodded in satisfaction.
Something didn't appear right about the old man's face, partially covered by the folded bandana. It was hard for Shawn to tell. The man's face was shrouded in shadow, but it seemed too flat.
"Ta tell ya's the truth, I'm glad ya decided to folla yer friend, Counselir Shawn." The old man shook his head. "I busted him in the face to git'm ta shut up. Mighta busted his nose." He looked over his shoulder. "Kinda small anyway."
Shawn tried to talk, anything to stall whatever the crazy old guy had in mind, but the tape over his mouth allowed only a mumble. Someone at the camp certainly had to have heard the shotgun blast.
"Yer friend there calls me some sorta Skull Face." The old man looked over his shoulder and stared back into the corner before laughing and checking to see if Shawn's arms and legs were secure. "Heard tell of that ol' story. Some truth to it, specially Agnes bein a lousy damn driver. Near blind ya know.
"Anyhow," the old man continued, reaching up to adjust the lantern, shedding more light across the room. "Let's get down ta business." He untied the bandana from his face and began unfolding it.
Shawn's eyes went wide half in shock, half in horror. The center of the old man's face was nothing more than two holes surrounded by a mass of mottled scar tissue.
The old man spit on the bandana and then wiped down Shawn's face, especially his nose. "See yer seein the purpose of our meetin. My name's Robert and I'll be yer surgeon today." He pulled a gleaming scalpel from the front pocket of his overalls, the lone pristine object in the shack. "Thank ya's kindly fer volunteering fer our organ donation program."
Shawn bucked and tried to scream. He nearly knocked the table over, but the old man caught it with his hip.
The old man shook his head and grinned and clamped his right hand over Shawn's taped-down forehead and drove the scalpel into Shawn's face with his left hand, just above the bridge of Shawn's nose.
From his corner, Mitchie screamed.
Pain lanced through Shawn's face and blood poured into his eyes, blinding him. He cried and moaned, and strained to break free while the old man calmly spoke as he worked. "Just like carvin autumn jack-o-lanterns."
Shock started to set in. Shawn couldn't breathe and began snorting and gagging as blood filled his nasal cavity and made its way into his throat. He heard a man shout, "Freeze!" Three crisp shots from a revolver followed.
 

Shawn's hospital room probably exuded the typical antiseptic odor but he doubted he'd smell that, or anything else, ever again. Making things worse, the doctors insisted on keeping him strapped down. Nightmares. Thrashing and clawing and yanking on the bandages covering his face only complicated the delicate situation, where the surgeons had attempted to reattach his nose.
Beeping equipment, paging of doctors, dim lights and a white ceiling filled with square tiles, each holding exactly 576 pin-prick sized holes, comprised Shawn's world. His mother, Rose, along with the occasional nurse and doctor provided minor distractions to the itchy, burn-filled pain beneath the gauze and bandages.
The IV-delivered morphine, Shawn guessed, dulled most of the pain in his face and the lesser aching in his leg. Shawn told himself the pain meds also helped him endure the droning soap operas watched religiously by his mother and the wife of the comatose heart attack victim in the bed next to him.
Shawn spent most of his time with the powder blue curtain drawn, pretending to be asleep whenever his mother arrived. While the ploy blocked his view of the wall-mounted TV and the ticking clock underneath, it was the only way he got information. She'd talk to the doctors and he'd overhear things, like the bad news that the grafting wasn't taking.
He heard someone knock gently on his door, and his mother get up from the TV, and slide the curtain aside a foot or two to check on her son.
"How is he?"
Shawn recognized the whispered voice of his aunt Violet, his mother's identical twin sister.
"He's asleep, Vi."
A commercial was airing, so Shawn figured they'd talk some.
Aunt Violet's heels clicked on the tiled floor as she stepped into the room. "Is he still tied down?"
Shawn's mom sighed. "He's still having bad dreams."
Shawn pictured them standing on the other side of the curtain, hugging and leaning close.
"It'll be okay, Rose. What about Rexford? He hasn't made it back yet?"
Right, thought Shawn. Work first. Family second. It's Dad's fault for my face as much as anybody. He's socked more than enough money in his three the bank accounts to pay for my college. The response his dad gave everyone who asked about the cost of college ran through Shawn's head. "The boy will appreciate his education if he works and pays for it himself."
Shawn refrained from clenching his fists. That's why I ended up working at that crappy camp.
"Rex?" said Shawn's mom. "You know what his over-the-road schedule's like. He made his drop in San Diego yesterday. He'll make it to Kansas tonight, drop his freight tomorrow in Indianapolis and then be here tomorrow night."
"What about the lawsuit," Aunt Violet whispered.
"Well," his mother said timidly. "The camp's lawyer left a message. He wants to interview Shawn when he's feeling better. Some more of the parents are filing a suit against camp, maybe one even against Shawn." She took a deep breath. "I was told they don't have a case."
"They should sue that mental hospital that let that lunatic loose."
"I know, Vi. They're suing them too. Everybody and anybody."
Shawn gritted his teeth. Mitchie's parents were blaming him and the camp in general for what happened. Their traumatized little darling. Ungrateful ingrates, Shawn fumed. The whole damn lot of them! What about me? He tried to keep calm as the throbbing in his face intensified. He didn't want to trip the monitors into sounding warning beeps.
"Rose, how is Shawn's nose healing?"
Shawn heard his mother slide the curtain open a few inches to check on him and then slide it closed again. "The doctors...they're not sure. Not confident."
"Not sure about what? How long it's going to take?"
"What to do next." His mom sniffled and the two women shuffled over to the visitor chair. The vinyl creaked as his mother sat down. "I wish Rex were here."
"More surgery, of course," Aunt Violet said.
More sniffling followed.
Finally, his mother spoke, sounding as if she'd regained her composure. "They're talking plastic surgery. The camp's insurance will cover it. They're suing the mental hospital. Rex talked to one of their lawyers and we will be taking them to court too."
Damn right, thought Shawn. If it meant money, his dad wouldn't hire any cut-rate attorney.
"But," his mother said, "the surgeons keep lowering expectations. Telling more what they can't do than what they can." Her sobbing renewed. "All the damage that crazy old man did. And now they're recommending a psychiatrist for Shawn."
"It's okay, Rose. That crazy old lunatic got what he deserved."
Uh huh, thought Shawn. Right. A hole in his face and decades in a mental ward. Because of that camp. And I'll end up just like him. Any settlement will go to trying to fix the hole in my face---which won't work. I'll look just like him. And once those parents get done in court with the hospital and the camp, they'll have tons of money, and their precious babies will get over their trauma.
I saved their sorry asses. Thoughts of despair intensified, finally breaking through his defenses. "And what for?" he silently mouthed. "I was an idiot to give a rat's ass about them!" he hissed between clenched teeth.
He tugged at his restraints and his face grew hot and began throbbing. He didn't care. It didn't matter. He was going to be a disfigured freak, locked up like Hobo Bob. Probably in his padded cell. But, Shawn knew, he'd get out some day, like Hobo Bob. And then...yeah, and then they'd pay.
 
 



 Stupid Pigs by Jim Bernheimer
 

"It wasn't supposed to be like this!" Karen whispered near hysterics. Ryan ... handsome, attractive Ryan said they had won a free camping trip from the online dating service where they met.
She'd thought that it was yet another lucky break. Now, Karen prayed that she never saw that bastard's face again.
 

Twelve other couples met them at the parking lot by the dating service's offices and they boarded a party bus.
She spent most of ride chatting with Darlene, who gushed about her relationship with Keith. Darlene simply adored his British accent. Karen was sorely tempted to counter with all the delicious stories of her dates with Ryan, but bragging didn't seem proper. Admittedly, Keith was every bit as yummy as Ryan.
Had she been a bit more paranoid, Karen might have noticed all the men looked like they were straight out of a magazine and the woman ... well they were a bit plain.
Around the bonfire, Darlene complained while swilling her beer, "I took some pictures with my phone, but we're too high up in the mountains to get a damn signal! I wanted to rub it in to that bitch at my office. Oh, sorry about your drink."
Karen shrugged, "S'okay, I'm not really drinking it anyway." She'd sworn off drinking since her mom had been killed in a DUI.
The chubby blonde leaned in and whispered with enough alcohol and nicotine on her breath to make Karen's eyes water, "I shouldn't be drinking. You need to cut me off! I want to remember tonight. It's going to be my first time."
"With Keith?"
"Ever!" Darlene wobbled unsteadily.
"Oh. Well congratulations." Apparently, Keith wasn't as gentlemanly as Darlene thought.
Karen turned to walk away when Darlene stumbled and collapsed on her. It was only then she saw most of the other women were falling down as well. She struggled with Darlene's weight. What was going on? She looked and saw one of the men run over to his fallen date. From nowhere, he produced a long curved knife and slit the woman's throat!
"Quickly, gather the sacrifices! The thirteen virgins will please our master."
Pushing Darlene off of her, Karen struggled to her feet. Ryan was coming towards her. The fire reflected off of his face and the eyes she loved to gaze into were filled with a maniacal hatred.
She bolted, screaming into the darkness.
"After her! We need all thirteen for the ritual to work."
"Karen! Get back here!"
Karen ran headlong into the forest, barely able to see. Seconds turned to minutes and minutes turned to hours. Still, she stumbled forward, listening to the shouts of the strangers, somewhere behind her higher on the mountain. Thorn bushes clawed at her short chubby legs, ripping into her jeans, but she kept running.
Finding a stream, she staggered along it while breathing raggedly. It was the only thing Karen could think of from all those nature shows, follow the stream.
Thirsty and needing to catch her breath, she sat, drinking as fast as she could. The shouts started again! Startled, Karen jumped up. Her long hair caught on a low branch and tangled. Wrenching it free and losing fistfuls, she didn't care; her panic had long since dulled any pain.
Time passed and the stream went under a bridge. Karen's hopes soared! The bridge meant civilization. Clambering up the side, she found herself on a road. She was going to be safe!
A car was coming up the road and Karen jumped and waved. It pulled up alongside of her.
"Help me! There's these men ... they're after me! Please!"
It was only then that Karen recognized Keith's sneering face as another man jumped out of the car. It was Ryan! She backed away in panic, but he was too fast for her. To her credit, she struggled so violently that Keith had to help Ryan drag her back to the car.
 

Twenty minutes later with the first hints of dawn approaching, the car pulled up beside the bus. Again, Karen was manhandled by both Ryan and Keith. They pulled her towards the roaring bonfire. In it, she could see a figure standing unharmed.
Karen knew it was impossible, but the thing stepped out. It stood nine, maybe ten foot tall with the head of a ram. The monster's chest was more human, thick and muscled with hands ending in claws. From the waist down it returned to an animal appearance.
"Master, we have your final offering -- the thirteenth virgin!"
The voice, which evoked memories of nails on a chalkboard, hissed, "It is almost dawn. Fulfill your part of the pact. As always, I will reward you."
Karen screamed as loud as she could.
Ryan laughed while taking the knife from another man, "No one's going to help you, stupid bitch! It's time to die."
Something odd occurred to Karen and it made her laugh madly. Ryan looked at her.
She taunted her betrayer. "I'm not really a virgin, dipshit!"
"What?"
"I lied on my profile!"
There were shouts and cries of panic. The thing leaned closer and smelled her. Everything about the abomination made her retch. She choked back the bile rising in her throat.
Finally, it rendered a judgment. "She is impure. Your offering is unsuitable and you have violated our pact. Suffer my wrath!"
Karen was suddenly released. All the men were howling in pain; some begged for mercy. She focused on Ryan's face and watched his nose curl and flatten into a snout as he stared in horror at his changing hands. His eyes were wide with terror as he collapsed to the ground. Hearing the creature's vile laughter she ran back to Keith's car. It wasn't until she was five miles down the road that the first lucid thought hit her.
 

Men really were a bunch of stupid pigs!
 
 



 Sisyphus, by Sherry Thompson
 

Evil pressed its inexorable hand upon Leslie, forcing her down unto the mattress. Her despairing whimper caught and died in her throat as she awoke, gasping for air.
It was happening again. She knew what she had to do, what she had done in each relentless repetition of this nightmare. The lurking malice in the unlit bedroom grew stronger the longer she tried to ignore it. She had to try to stand or the malice would smother her. It didn't matter if she succeeded in moving, or if she failed. Either way, it would do no good.
Leslie tried to move. Something - perhaps the silent voice of the haunting presence - reminded her she never succeeded in shifting so much as a finger or toe. It warned that the more she struggled, the more the feeling of terror and evil would grow.
It lied.
There. Her right index finger twitched. That accomplished, she had to continue straining muscle and bone against black smothering immobility. She worked and fought and strained in spite of herself, until her whole right hand lifted away from the mattress.
The small movement brought with it the certainty that this too had happened before. First, awakening. Then her finger. Her hand. How many times now had she battled through, striving to reach an ever-receding exit? Older memories, of sun and music and familiar voices, faded before the countless echoes of her struggles. She knew one thing beyond any doubt or hope. Each tiny triumph of movement only made the path to the final horror worse.
The heavy weight that had pressed on her poured away over the edge of the bed. She took her first unlabored breath. What should she do next? Move a foot? Her head? It was watching in the darkness, ready to mock and gloat, already insinuating that her choice didn't matter.
The skin-tight prison wrapped about her had only pretended to flee. It hid in nothingness. It gathered its strength. It crept back to teach its favorite message--it will do no good.
It was so dark, she couldn't help but try to reach the switch on the bedside lamp. Maybe she would be better off not trying but she couldn't help it. The darkness was ominous but it was hiding something even worse. Better to know. Better to see. Leslie put all her will into moving her arm toward the lamp. Eternity passed. And eternity again.
Her fingers hung in mid-air, heavy and limp, as she tried to push them a little bit further toward the switch. She felt the cool metal against a fingertip. She drew breath and strained, twitching desperately with a reluctant muscle. Light sprang into warm existence around her, but it brought no comfort. She was in the bedroom. Her enemy hid beyond, just outside the door.
With the arrival of light, Leslie found she could turn to one side. She managed to get her right elbow under her body. Using that as leverage, her rebelling muscles pushed until she was sitting on the edge of the bed.
Amid a tangle of sweat-darkened light brown hair, her pale face gazed at her in horror from the vanity mirror. She felt a cold shiver pass through her soul, unreflected by movement within her body. Something evil hid nearby, and it awaited her. If, perhaps, she could get into the next room, into Paul's study, perhaps someone would be in there.
The presence answered swiftly---how many times now had she chosen to do that, only to find horror where help should be. But, she was too far gone. Once she gave into the impulse to move, she couldn't stop what she had started.
Leslie looked down at the old braided rug and saw her bedroom slippers. Her toes twitched but she couldn't make her cold feet slide into their beckoning warmth. A shard of memory confirmed the reason. She hadn't put the bedroom slippers on before, so she couldn't do so now.
She pressed her feet against the cool of the rug, and willed herself to stand. The gravity of an ocean bottom dragged at her. She pressed the knuckles of either hand into the bedclothes beside her, until she felt she must be boring great holes into the mattress. At last, her body lifted between her straining arms, and she was on her feet.
A tiny revelation shimmered on another splinter of memory. From here on it was physically easier but more terrifying. Why hadn't she stayed hidden in the dark? Had it really been so bad?
Too late. Leslie slipped quietly toward the half-open bedroom door, her heart pounding with dread. Walking into the dim hall required little effort---every pace away from the lamp's light added to her foreboding. Was the feeling of evil growing around her or was she drawing closer to its source?
Her feet pattered on the cold hardwood of the hall until she stood in front of a closed door. A dim band of light shown on the floor, casting fugitive reflections on her toenails. Good. The lamp was on in Paul's study. Her body was moving freely now but her will was barely strong enough to force her hand toward the dim gleam of the brass doorknob. Her fingers shrank from the first touch of its cold surface. Leslie forced them forward. Opening the door and looking inside was the last thing, and then it would be over.
She reached out and gripped the knob, forcing herself to begin turning it as soon as it was within her grasp. She heard the tiny click and felt the familiar jiggle of the loose handle. She started to push.
Like a rubber band straining to its greatest length then snapping back, Leslie felt herself tugged backwards toward the utter, immutable reality of her unmoving body in the bedroom. She fought desperately against that tug. The first few times she had the nightmare, she had given in to that backward pull. Now she knew better. To let herself be pulled back there, would be to admit that all this, that every hard-fought movement to get here had been a fool's dream. Once she was back there and realized that, then the horror she was trying to fend off would only clamp down on her even more relentlessly.
Her hand clutched at the knob, clenching it with fingers as hard and unyielding as its brass surface. She welded fingers to knob and pushed, defying the immobility pulling at her. Open! She cried out, and remembered another cry, a scream. She had screamed in the study. Why? She opened her eyes.
"No! Oh, God, no!"
Paul was facedown on the floor. Blood was on his temple, more of it on the pale carpet, circling his head like a demonic halo. She caught the sound of breathing, but not from Paul. Someone was hiding behind the study door! Leslie took a half step backwards in sudden terror.
"Don't run. It will do no good to run." warned a strange voice.
The warning itself did no good. At its very sound, Leslie turned and ran back into the hall.  Then her head was splintering in agony, and everything was bright flashes.
 

White blankness was all around her. Daylight. The echoes of a scream. Leslie felt so weak and dizzy, she was unsure she could keep standing. She reached out with one shaky hand for a bedside table she had never seen before. It seemed to scoot away from her on silent wheels. A high metal-framed bed was on her other side. Was she in a hospital room?
Before her, just feet away, a door opened. She flinched back from it, nearly falling in the process. Somehow, she managed to change a new scream into a quiet gasp. A woman dressed in white walked through the door, followed by a tall man in black -- in some kind of uniform.
"Mrs. Claridge?  My God, look at you! You're standing!" The nurse smiled at her brightly, but disbelief flickered in her eyes.
Fighting the foreboding, Leslie forced out a single word, "Paul?"
The woman's smile faded, and she glanced toward the policeman behind her. Then the smile was back as she stepped forward. "One thing at a time, dear. First, you need to sit. You know, this is the first time you've moved all week!"
"I'm not lying back down!" Leslie interrupted. Paul. She tried to push the memory away, and knew she couldn't. Pain constricted her throat and burned in her eyes.
The nurse smiled at her again. "Then don't, dear. But you're sitting, at least!"
The cop grinned down at her, "Don't blame you. A hospital of doctors and nurses couldn't get me sitting.  Not after being unable to move for eight days." The crinkle-eyed smile faded into intense scrutiny. "Mrs. Claridge, I've got a few questions."
The nurse glowered up at him. "It'll keep for a few more minutes. First, she needs to see the doctor." She gave Leslie another artificial smile. "And the doctor needs to see YOU!"
Leslie ignored the nurse's words. She forced herself to think about that night, to remember, just as she'd forced her body toward that nightmare door.
Settling unto the side of the bed and blinking back tears, she whispered, "What do you want to know? I ...I think I remember everything."
 

The policeman didn't answer. He wasn't there, of course. How could he answer?
The room tilted and Leslie found herself staring directly at the ceiling. She tried to voice a horrified "No", but something in her mouth prevented it. The only sound was the steady mechanical beeping of the monitor by her hospital bed. Above her, a woman's smiling face slipped into her line of sight.
"You're awake early, Mrs. Claridge! Would you like me to sit you up a little bit?"
Leslie blinked yes, as a tear formed.
"How are we doing this morning, dear?"
I remember! I need to tell you!
Busy with the bed's button and supporting her back, the nurse didn't see her fluttering eyelids.
What else? Need to do something! She huffed out air, and threw all her will against inaction. Her index finger rose and fell with a forceful tap.
 
 



 The Chosen One by David Debord
 

"That is the place up ahead." Ilstead bit his lip as he strained to see through the morning fog that shrouded the temple. "How do you think we should proceed?"
At his side, Arisrian stood stock-still, his sharp eyes taking in every detail. Finally, he spoke.
"The way is guarded. Ramoc, you take the lead. Let them see you, but be certain to look like you're trying to avoid notice."
"But of course, send the dwarf out ahead to draw their fire. If he's killed, no harm done." He stared up at Arisrian, defiance glimmering in his eyes.
"You must be the one." Arisrian spoke in the same patient tone he always used when trying to make Ramoc see reason. "We cannot risk Ilstead. He must reach the sanctum alive. They'd never notice Skye, she's too small." Hovering above his shoulder, the little fae folded her arms across her chest and frowned at Arisrian, but did not interrupt. "I am the best archer here, so I must be the one to shoot them once you draw them out. Besides, even an orc is not so foolish as to believe an elf would let himself be seen."
Ilstead laughed, his nerves choking the sound before it escaped his throat.
"Very well, as long as you truly have a plan." Ramoc blew out his mustaches, hefted his axe, and strode forward at a measured pace. "You had better not miss."
Ilstead kept his eyes peeled, but he had not yet spotted the orcs before Arisrian's arrows hissed through the air. The beasts fell with low grunts of pain.
"My turn," Skye sang. She buzzed forward, vanishing into the mist. The others trotted along behind her.
No matter how many steps he took, the temple door seemed to hang in the mist, just out of reach. Ilstead wondered if this were another illusion left by Dakkan to throw them off the trail.
And suddenly, they were there.
The door was inlaid with realistic carvings of people in exquisite agony. The faces seemed to Ilstead to cry out for precious release from their suffering.
"Do not let it bother you." Ramoc's gravelly voice broke through the gloom. "Soon, it will all be over, and you will have fulfilled the prophecy."
"I want to put an end to such suffering. It is an abomination." Now that they were so close to their destination, Ilstead felt a renewed sense of confidence. He was the chosen one, and he would do what must be done.
His hand fell to the leather pouch at his waist, where the scrap of parchment was kept safe inside its wood and wax tube. He did not need to look at it, though. He had memorized the words.
 

"...and in the year of the dragon, in the time of the fourth waning moon, the fourth son of a fourth son shall ride forth...."
 

With a grinding, scraping sound, the temple door slid backward. Inside, the faint, silver light of Skye's wings illuminated the first few feet of the way forward. Ramoc again took the lead. He signaled for Ilstead to follow behind him, and for Arisrian to bring up the rear. The elf kept his bow at the ready.
"I've already scouted ahead," Skye whispered. "Dakkan is alone in the sanctum."
 

"Four shall ride forth, one from each race..."
 

Ilstead wondered if the others could hear the tattoo his heart was pounding inside his chest. He believed in the prophecy. It could mean no one else but him. Still, he wondered if he were truly worthy.
 

"And the fourth shall carry the egg, and in his hand shall rest the fates of darkness and light."
 

The dancing, orange glow of firelight filled the passage as they approached the sanctum. Strange, he thought, that the sorcerer kept no guard. There must be some trap. But, Skye continued to buzz about, flying ahead to inspect the way and keep an eye out for danger. And then there was Ramoc, whose eyes were even better in the dark than those of Arisrian, and if there was a trap somewhere in these tunnels, the dwarf was sure to spot it. Finally, there was Arisrian. The elf had been a steadfast guide and loyal fried every step of the way. His keen senses had never failed to warn him of approaching danger. The had kept Ilstead safe so far. He could trust them to protect him the rest of the way.
He thought of his father, King Istan of Aquallia, and felt a pang of regret. "Forgive me, Father," he whispered.
"You did the right thing." Arisrian placed a hand on his shoulder. "Your father would never have risked letting you go without an army at your back. And if our number was more than four, the prophecy..."
"I know. I don't doubt we did the right thing. I just feel bad. Father does not know what has become of me. Most likely, he thinks I have run away to avoid being given over to the priesthood. And if he has discovered that the egg is missing..."
"I promise you, when this is over, your father will know exactly where you have gone and why." Arisrian's smile lifted his spirits and strengthened his resolve. "Everyone will know your name. It will go down in the annals of history."
 

"And in the heart of the dark, the choice must be made. And should the egg be cast into the fire, every creature of the dark shall fall..."
 

"I don't deserve it. I've lost track of how many times you and Ramoc have saved me along the way. And without Skye, I'd have been lost once we left Aquallia."
"The prophecy required the four of us, and that's what it got." Ramoc kept his eyes fixed on the arched doorway to the sanctum, to which they were now frighteningly close. "We all did what we were supposed to do. None of us could have succeeded without the others."
"And now we shall finish it together." Skye's voice was like the babble of a mountain stream in the springtime, lightening the burdens of all who heard her.
"I am ready." Ilstead switched his sword to his left hand, and with his right, he drew the egg from his leather pouch. His fingers brushed across the torn bit of parchment. Arisrian entrusted this prophecy to me, he thought. He knew I would keep it safe. He believes in me. All of them believe in me, but I still do not believe in myself.
As they took the final steps to the sanctum, the golden egg seemed to grow hotter. He glanced down, expecting to see it glowing red, but it looked the same as it always had---a golden egg engraved with dragon scales. It was still hard to believe that the old family treasure was, in fact, an item of great and sinister power. He squeezed it tight, ignoring his searing palm. If he could only get close to Drakkon's Forge, he would hurl the egg into the fire, and it would all be over.
 

Orange light danced up the walls and across the vaulted ceiling of the sanctum, drowning them in the glow of the forge. Ilstead's eyes fell on the column of flame that spiraled up from the crevasse that split the sanctum in two.
But a shadow hung in the air between the four of them and their destination. It grew larger and darker, until Ilstead realized it was, in fact, a cloaked figure striding toward them.
"It's Dakkan! Get him!" Ilstead raised his sword, but a burst of energy crackled through the air, sending the blade spinning away.
"Sorry if I hurt your hand." Skye danced before him, just out of reach. "But we can't have you harming Lord Dakkan. Oh, and you had better not drop that." She pointed to his right hand, and it closed of its own volition, squeezing the egg tight.
"Skye, what is happening?" His head swam, and his voice sounded as if it were coming from the end of a long tunnel. Strong hands pinned his elbows behind his back and he felt himself lifted from the ground and carried toward the fire.
"Stop this! Ramoc! Arisrian! Why are you doing this?"
"The egg must be cast into the fire." Arisrian kept his voice at a conversational tone. "But that is not the only thing that must be sacrificed."
"What are you talking about?" The heat from the forge was now hot on his face as they drew closer. "The prophecy..."
"Did you think you had read all of the prophecy, boy?" Dakkan's voice was like the creak of a rusty dungeon door. "You never noticed it was torn at the bottom?"
"It was old, ragged..." Words failed him as fear, the likes of which he had never known, swept over him. They stopped at the edge of the forge. He turned his head away from the flames, but not before he had seen the bottomless pit from which the fire poured.
"Here, read the rest." Dakkan drew his own ragged bit of parchment from within his cloak. "It is only fair that you should know the whole of it."
Ilstead did not want to look. He squeezed his eyes closed and tried to force himself to wake up. It had to be a dream! But when he opened his eyes, Dakkan's pale fingers were inches from his face, holding what was unmistakably the rest of the prophecy.
 

"...to their knees and worship, for the sacred fire and the blood of the fourth son shall call forth Drakkon, and his reign shall be over all the land."
 

Ilstead screamed, a cry of rage and despair, as Ramoc and Arisrian hurled him into the fire.
"Bye bye!" Skye hovered above him as he flew through the air, dancing away as he flailed his arms and kicked like a drowning man.
The air around him grew unbearably hot, and he released the egg. It shone with the intensity of a thousand suns, and as he fell into the heart of the flame, it surrounded him in golden light. No longer aware of the heat, he watched, mesmerized, as cracks formed across the surface of the egg.
With a thunderous boom, the egg exploded, and a dragon burst forth. It swelled and grew before his eyes. Its scales were shining emeralds, its armored neck and belly glowing topaz, and its eyes were ruby fire. It looked at Ilstead and smiled, baring crystal teeth, and spoke to his mind.
"Blood! My sacrifice."
Ilstead screamed as the jaws opened wide. Darkness surrounded him, and the chosen one knew no more.
 
 



 The Night Bus by Alan Baxter
 

'I'm telling you, man. Given the chance, I'd go back and change it.'
Steve laughed at his friend. 'What would you change, Nate? You ragged on that kid for years and years.'
Nathan stared into his beer, watching tiny bubbles rise through the amber liquid. 'Just go back to the start, I suppose.'
'The start of school?'
'I guess so. Terry was there right from the first year of kindergarten.'
Steve laughed. 'And you started in on him right away. You were born to bully, my friend.'
Nathan shook his head. 'I don't know why you find all this so amusing. The kid is dead. The man is dead.'
Steve laid a consoling hand on his friend's shoulder. 'The man was a loser, Nate. You think it was only you that bullied him? He was a weird kid and he grew up into a weird adult and people gave him a hard time. At the end of the day, Terry chose his own life.'
Nathan looked up sharply from the ceaseless streams of bubbles. 'Did he?'
Steve raised an eyebrow, confused.
'Did he really choose his own life? What if just one person had been nice to him? His life might have gone in a whole different direction.'
Steve shrugged. 'What if he was normal-looking? What if he knew kung fu and kicked the crap out of everyone that ragged on him? What if his mum and dad had lived somewhere else and he'd been popular there? There's a million what if's and none of them will change anything now.'
'All it would have taken was for someone to treat him like he was worth something.'
Steve shook his head. 'It's easy to say that now, mate. But think about it. He looked bloody weird. He always smelled of that stuff he used on his shocking acne. He always had patches and bandages on himself. He ate the weirdest stuff in his sandwiches at lunch time. If you ever talked to him, he'd freak you out with talk of some insect's breeding cycle or something.'
Nathan raised a hand. 'All right, all right. I get it. He was different.'
'And that's all it takes for kids to make someone's life hell. Sure, we shouldn't have done it, but poor old Terry copped it all his life. From everyone.' Steve shook his head. 'Poor old Terry,' he said again, quietly.
Nathan was silent, staring into his beer. Steve watched him uncomfortably, with nothing else to say. It was apparent that nothing was going to stop him from feeling as bad as he did right now. Eventually Nathan shook his head and drained the rest of his beer in a single, extended draught. 'I'm going home,' he said sullenly.
Steve looked at the paper open on the table between them, with its beer stains and crumpled pages. Terry's sad, oddly shaped face looked back at him from the obituary. Steve picked up his beer and began drinking in big gulps.
'Don't choke yourself, man,' Nathan said, pulling his jacket off the back of his chair. 'Stay and finish in your own time. I could do with some time alone, anyway.'
Steve frowned. 'You're really affected by this, aren't you?'
'We're all responsible for that.' Nathan's voice was strained as he pointed at the paper. Local Man Found Hanged.
Steve nodded. 'I know what you mean, mate. We shouldn't have bullied him. But it wasn't just us. It was everyone, throughout his life. It's sad as hell and it can teach us all a lesson, but there's nothing we can do about it now.'
Nathan sucked a long, deep breath in through his nose. 'I'm just saying that I wish I could go back. If just one person was nice to him, it could have made all the difference.'
'Maybe, mate. I guess we'll never know.'
Nathan shrugged. 'I'll see you later.' Without waiting for a reply he turned and walked out of the bar, past the poker machines and their zombies mesmerised by flashing lights and empty promises.
With his hands thrust deep into his pockets, shoulders hunched against his conscience more than the cold, Nathan trudged heavily along the street, passing through pools of orange streetlight. At a junction he turned right and crossed the road. When he reached the harshly lit glass half-box of a bus stop, he leaned against one corner. Staring at the tarmac of the footpath, he waited.
After ten minutes or so a bus pulled up with a creak and a hiss. Nathan got on board, paying no attention to anything in particular. There was only one bus on this route. He dipped his travelcard into the auto-reader and watched his feet overtake each other along the vinyl floor. Subconsciously taking the seat he always chose, opposite the back door of the bus, he slumped down. The bus revved, lurched, and pulled away from the kerb.
A strange smell seemed to rise in the bus. It was a familiar smell, but familiar like déjà vu. It was an odour that seemed to stretch across years to reach him. Nathan looked up, not sure what he was expecting to see. He saw nothing and that surprised him mildly. There was no one else on the bus. The only other person present was the driver, silhouetted behind the heavy Perspex canopy of the driver's pod. These suburban routes were always quiet, especially at night midweek. Nathan had been watching the time as he'd drank and talked with Steve, mindful that the last bus would save him a long walk home, but he had anticipated a few more people like himself catching the last ride before morning. There was something strangely unsettling about being on a bus all alone, its windows like dark mirrors, its overhead lights too bright, artificial.
What was that smell? He looked behind himself. No-one there, either, and nothing that was obviously aromatic. Nothing but threadbare seats and greasy chromed grab-rails along the back of each one. Grubby yellow hand-holds swung lazily with the motion of the bus as it travelled along.
Nathan's eyes narrowed. Just how old was this thing? He hadn't noticed that it was old when he had gotten on, but it was the most rickety-looking bus he had seen in years. It was like the old buses in the seventies and eighties, with their low seats, upholstered in awful patterns of drab colours. Not the tall, plastic, garish seats on buses today. There were no air-conditioning ducts. There were no upright bars to hold onto between seats, and no Stop buttons, as there were no bars to put them on. Looking up, Nathan saw a cable running the full length of the bus, hanging in pregnant bulges between eyelets screwed into the tarnished aluminium internal walls. Small signs periodically stuck to the walls: Pull To Stop --- Fine For Misuse.
A deep sense of foreboding began to seep into Nathan's bones. Something just felt wrong. And what the hell was that smell? So familiar, yet seemingly ancient, as if it would be clearly recognisable if he could only blow away the fog of time.
Nathan cupped his hands around his eyes and pressed the edges of his palms to the window, trying to see out into the night. They seemed to have been going a long time without stopping. There were stops every few minutes throughout these dull, barren suburbs. As his eyes began to adjust to the darkness outside, Nathan caught his breath in a gasp. They were going incredibly fast, kerb and garden walls whipping past in a blur. Occasional streetlamps fled past; no time to see what they illuminated. Nathan tried to see farther. He could make out silhouettes of houses, smeared into cartoons by the speed. They all seemed dark and empty.
He shot out one hand, grasping the rail along the back of the seat in front of him. It was cold and slightly slimy with the grease of a thousand hands before his. His body began to feel the speed of motion that his eyes were seeing and his stomach became light. He was slightly drunk, he was perfectly prepared to admit that, but not this drunk. He began to feel queasy. He swallowed hard and pulled his eyes away from the window, staring down towards the front of the bus.
'Hey,' he yelled out, slightly embarrassed by the weak crack in his voice. He cleared his throat. 'Hey! Why so fast, buddy?' And why no bends? he thought to himself. They seemed to have been barrelling along in a straight line for miles.
Nathan grabbed the rail in front with his other hand as well, both sets of knuckles white and bony under the fluorescent glare. The sense of dread increased and it felt as though the speed of the bus increased with it. How fast were they going? It felt like a thousand miles an hour.
'Hey, driver! What are you doing, buddy?'
That smell. What was it? It made Nathan feel like a kid for some reason. A smell from his childhood, but something else too. Like an old smell mixed with a bad smell. Memory and horror. Past and brokenness. A deep tremble began in Nathan's nauseous stomach and spread slowly up his spine. Absurd thoughts began to circulate in his mildly drunken mind. At least take a bend! He wished for anything normal to break this spell of the bizarre. He yelled louder this time.
'Hey! Pull over, man, I think you missed my stop.'
The rocking of the bus was becoming frantic, the speed increasing exponentially. Gripping with grim determination with his left hand, Nathan half stood, swaying with the motion of speed, and grabbed for the pull cord along the side of the bus. He saw his own reflection in the dark window as he stood, his face pale and scared. He looked wrong somehow, the reflection distorting what he expected to see. He reached above the window and grabbed the cord, pulled hard. Nothing seemed to happen. He pulled again, harder. Still nothing.
A slight whimper of fear and despair escaped him as he began yanking frantically on the dirty, twisted line. With a twang it came free, whipping back and wrapping itself around his hand and forearm. One end came snaking through the air, aiming directly for his eyes. Nathan screamed and clawed at the twine with his other hand, pulling it free, throwing it as far away from himself as possible. With both hands taken off the bar of the seat in front, half standing, Nathan was at the mercy of the thundering speed of the bus. The back his knees hit the edge of his seat, buckled. He went down crookedly, grabbing for the seat back but missing. He bounced off the edge of his seat and landed heavily on the floor.
The vinyl flooring was filthy and scuffed. Nathan struggled to his hands and knees and began crawling toward the front of the bus. His breath came in sobs and hitched gasps, his nose ran, and tears fell unnoticed from his cheeks. What was happening here? He looked at the front of the bus, trying to see the driver. Through the front windscreen he could see an impenetrable blur of speed. There was no detail to be seen, no recognisable shapes at all, just blurring smears of dark colours swirling by.
'Stop the bus! Please, stop the bus!'
Nathan's elbows, hips, and shoulders bashed against the metal frames of the seats as he crawled along. His knees felt bruised as they slipped left and right. His hands hurt. That smell, it was stronger here. At least, a part of it was stronger. One of the old parts of the smell, an aromatic memory.
It was a cleaning fluid, a disinfectant of some sort. It reminded him of school.
He was nearing the front of the bus.
'For pity's sake, stop the bus!' he hollered at the top of his voice. Another part of the smell was becoming clearer now. A liniment of some sort. It made him think of changing rooms at sporting venues. But there was something medical about it, too, something old-fashioned and disconcerting. The memories, the powerful memories of smell, caused the terror in his gut to spread like ice water through his legs. Slipping along on hands and knees, sobbing, Nathan shook his head. 'No, no, no!' And another part of the smell was clearer now. As he recognised one part, another part became apparent. This one was darker, more horrible. When his grandmother had lain dying in a hospice last year, she had smelled like this.
Bracing himself against the chairs and the floor, sobbing out his terror, Nathan's mind tried not to pull the threads of recollection together. He tried to think otherwise, but he recognised it all. Everything and the stench of death.
The speed of the bus was inconceivable now. Nathan felt as though his skin were being peeled back off his skull by forward momentum alone. He stretched one hand toward the edge of the little door that let the driver into his seat. As he reached, he felt his bones twist and convulse. He watched in horror as his hand seemed to shrink. He felt the terror of a child, convinced the bogey-man was coming to get him. Nathan howled, his voice no longer that of a man.
'I'm sorry!'
Terry's face, green and pasty with death, leered down at him from the driver's seat. His weirdly shaped ears stood out from his drawn skull, his eyes bulged, and his greasy hair hung limp about his sallow cheeks.
'Just how far back do you want to go, Nathan?'
 
 



 A Sailor's Tale by Sherry Thompson
 

Look on the southwest side of the Bay Light, and you'll still see it. You may have to look hard and long, but it's there amidst the overgrown grasses: a cast-iron plaque to mark the spot where they say Anne fell. The plaque was her father's idea. The framing edge of seagulls, mine. Make what you can of the plaque, if you'll not believe an old sailor's memories or the testimony records.
Anne was only sixteen the October her father found out she was in love. To say he was furious would be to speak faint of the man's cold rage. To find her in love would have been nothing. But the galling fact was she loved a common sailor from the courier ship, 'Albatross'. And that could not be borne.
The lighthouse keeper was not a staunch Royalist. Some even whispered that Jacob sided with those who thought of insurrection. The same murmuring voices said it made his teeth grind to keep the fire burning when the king's own ships were due in harbor. Jacob was never a friend, but I'll say this. He was a principled man. No matter the provocation, he would never have let the Bay Light go out when any ship was due.
It was the day of the night that the 'Albatross' was expected. 'Vengeance' had seen and hailed her with cannon, only hours before the fog began closing in. She reported the 'Albatross' due to touch dock after midnight, bearing messages from the governor at the great port north of the town. But in those few hours the fog was thickening and billowing, ...and tempting Jacob.
Michel was Jacob's help at the light. Michel and I, and Jacob of course, knew Anne to be strange. Jacob couldn't help but know it. He'd married Anne's mother and, even without the rumors, he couldn't help but know. You needn't spy Anne up on the rocks with her arms aloft, her loosened hair like a great sail streaming at her back to wonder about her. You could see it in Anne's black eyes, just as you could have seen it once in her mother's---a reflection of the sea but not as the sailors saw it on their wooden steeds, nor even as the townsfolk saw it from their quays. It was a giddy thing to look into Anne's eyes, and those who encountered her in the town played it safe and scarce even looked in her face.
Jacob knew all this. He might even have suspected the reason why, in one part of his soul. But he'd loved Anne's mother once, and he'd shut out that part of his whispering soul, the more comfortably to keep loving her. And the daughter, his beloved Anne? Well, hadn't he done what he could with the priest's holy water? Yes, he'd done all he could. But the townsfolk talked, and his soul whispered, and Anne's eyes kept on reflecting the sea.
Michel's testimony is still stored at the old courthouse, if you've a mind to read it. You see, Michel loved her too, even though he also thought he knew the truth. But that night, oh those many years ago in October, Michel knew something else even stronger and more urgent. The man Anne loved was due to port in just a few hours. And, for all the grinding of Jacob's teeth, Jacob would do naught about it.
So Michel set to work. The ale in this mug is good, but the dew in Michel's flask was better. And Jacob was of a mind to partake, though both men knew that spirits weren't permitted on the light.
Evening wore into night, with the fire burning brightly, and the bottle passing back and forth between them over the tiny mess table. Anne peeked into the room of occasion, her face a battle of lover's anticipation and anxiety. Michel, facing the door, watched her face change as the night grew darker and his plans went on apace. He told himself, as he added more whiskey to both men's cups, she didn't realize what he was about, she'd be asleep by the time he'd doused the light, she'd understand some day and turn to him. His thoughts warned otherwise through the whiskey haze but---like Jacob did about the whispering in his mind---he refused to listen.
Last Michel saw of Anne, it was near midnight. Jacob was nodding in his chair, and mumbling about the light. Michel heard Anne struggling to lift the locked hatch to the signal fire deck, then the patter of her feet down the steps. Her pale form flitted past the mess door and was gone.
Michel wondered to where she was bound, but he had little time. He bounded up the narrow, bent steps to the next level, and then up the last tiny flight, his head nearly cracking against the trapdoor frame as he wormed his way through. The fire buckets were full and he used them to best effect. When the last of the fire was nothing but hissing embers and steamy fog, Michel plunged back down through the trapdoor hatch, and went looking for Anne.
The window of her tiny room was open---the fog was chill and thick right to the room's door. But Anne wasn't there. Michel tried the other rooms, his ears attuned the while for the ding of a ship's bell in the distance. As he burst through the outside door and into the yard, he heard it. Close, but not so close yet. Time still to find her.
Some say he found Anne's discarded gown in the yard, just at the hour she found me. I make no claims. All I know is that it was a gleaming white seagull which came to me at look-out, and warned me of the rocks. A seagull with Anne's eyes.
 
 



 The Scene of My Second Murder by Terry W. Ervin II
 

I stood in a towering oak's shadow, surveying the scene of my second murder. I'd broken the nearest streetlights the night before with a slingshot, so only the quarter moon lit the cemetery across the street and the row of bungalows behind me.
It'd been years since I'd shot out a streetlight. Since then I'd married, gone bald, divorced, lost fourteen jobs, and gained a nervous tic. I left the slingshot in my rundown flat across town. Instead, my freshly oiled .38 caliber revolver rested in my trench coat pocket. The other tools I brought included a flashlight, a stethoscope, and a crowbar I'd slipped into my belt.
I looked over my shoulder before crossing the street. While striding past the cemetery's wrought-iron gate, I surveyed the long rows of engraved markers. Some were aging granite monstrosities, but most were simple affairs surrounded by pots bearing brown-leafed flowers. Extravagant family mausoleums sat scattered across the expansive graveyard. One of these in particular was my objective.
All remained silent except for rustling leaves stirred up by a chilling autumn breeze, and the annoying chirping of crickets. Instead of cursing myself for leaving my hat on the shelf above the slingshot, I took my frustration out on one of the merry black insects scuttling across the sidewalk. With a crunch, my boot terminated its participation in life's choir.
I considered the gut-stained splotch. Its squelched silence now mimicked my soul. While there was no hope for the dead insect, my soul could be salvaged if I reached my first victim. In my nightmares she always promised me that.
A chain-link fence ran along the cemetery's eastern perimeter. I ducked through the gap cut by miscreant youths years ago. Ignoring the paved drive, I strode between the headstones toward the resting place of my first and second victims.
The first, Valerie Stromson, mother of two, died under the wheels of my rusted-out Dodge Dart. She never knew what hit her; neither did the police. But I knew precisely where they had entombed her. That slate-gray engraved marker haunted my tortured nights too often to hope otherwise. And because her husband interrupted me here on the first anniversary of my crime, they'd filled the second of six mausoleum tombs with his corpse.
I froze at the sound of leaves rustling in the grass. With revolver in hand I searched the shadowy headstones and markers. The last time I'd entered this graveyard, I ignored such a sound. My shoulder still aches where Carlton Stromson had clubbed me with his tire iron.
Motionless under a walnut tree, I stared into the grass silvered by the pale moonlight. A set of reflective gray eyes peered around the base of an oblong stone. The fields nearby were infested with groundhogs. They don't come out at night, I thought, before picking up a green-husked walnut and chucking it at the varmint. The steady left-right gait of the fleeing animal identified it as a possum.
My smile disappeared when my peripheral vision caught motion ahead to my right. As if on cue, an owl hooted, but the lonely call wasn't what caused the hair on my neck to stand on edge.
The cricket chorus faltered. Still, the wind-rattled leaves frustrated my attempt to detect further movement. I pulled out my flashlight and set my thumb over the switch. The flashlight wasn't big enough to club anyone, but its narrow beam could temporarily blind them. My revolver solved problems. The coroner who examined Mr. Stromson ten years ago could attest to that.
The last time I entered this graveyard I'd been too careless. For a year I'd read the newspapers and followed the growing reward posted for me, the Route 511 Hit and Run Killer. Things like that happen when the wife of a respected lawyer turned influential state representative is run down. Technically, it wasn't murder, but it didn't matter.
I didn't go to the funeral even though I knew Valerie from the corner coffee shop. We were both regulars. Her favorite was French vanilla with cream. Mine had been simple black, until she introduced me to hazelnut. If I'd shown up at the mortuary and looked her husband or the police chief, or her children in the eye, it would've been over.
I'd prayed endless nights for forgiveness. All I got was silence, a deadening silence that stifled my soul.
It started exactly eleven years ago. I loved baseball and picnics, until that night on the road. I loved a lot of things, until that night on the road after the company pig-roast. Since then my life had gone dead. Only the forgiveness of Valerie Stromson could revive it. Her blood-filled, dying gasps said so. Her intrusions into my dreams confirmed it.
It's not like her ghost returned to haunt me. Simply, I had snuffed out her life's light. In return she snuffed out mine. My chest was empty. I was alive in name only.
Nothing moved in the night. I finally decided it was another possum hiding behind a headstone. I searched the shadows one last time before moving on. Within three strides---thwack---something struck me in the thigh. My coat absorbed most of the blow. I spun around to discover a walnut rolling at my feet.
I pointed my revolver, seeking a target, knowing I couldn't allow any witnesses. Whoever was in the cemetery would flee, or join the planted corpses. Thunk. From behind, a second hurled walnut glanced off my head.
This was madness, I thought. The fools. But, if I used my revolver, how long before the cops came to investigate? Would I have enough time with Mrs. Stromson?
I turned and marched, figuring if the miscreants wanted to continue their game, they'd have to follow me. Then I could spot and deal with them. I pulled the crowbar from my belt. It'd be bloody, but it would solve my problem without gunshots. When I got one of them, the other'd run off. I'd be gone before the punk could tell anyone.
I detected the sound of footfalls trailing me. Increasing my pace, I circled around a pair of nine-corpse mausoleums and stood with my back against a sizeable oak. I waited, crowbar now in my right hand and revolver in my left, just in case.
I remained motionless with my back pressed against the tree, taking shallow breaths. The owl hooted, and the crickets recommenced their chorus. I waited, confident no one could distinguish me from the oak's shadow. If they passed nearby, I'd nail one with my crowbar. If too far away, I'd stalk and club, or shoot the troublemakers.
Finally, my vigilance was rewarded with a faint shuffling crunch of leaves. I wondered if they'd guessed my location as the intermittent sound grew closer. On the breeze I smelled stale sweat and cigarettes. I readied myself. Teens or not, it was their mistake for interfering.
Fabric scraped against the bark of my tree while, twenty yards away, a hunched shadow crept between monuments. I adjusted my grip on the cold, black crowbar. The shadow, carrying a stick or club, froze.
Now or never, I thought, and spun to my left, around the oak tree. I spotted the crouched figure too late to adjust my swing lower. The stinging rebound off the trunk broke my grip on the crowbar.
The punk shot forward and into me, driving me backwards and to the ground. My head landed inches from a headstone.
The foul-smelling punk, with wild frizzed-out hair, wearing a padded black vest over a flannel shirt, outweighed me by thirty pounds. Maybe he thought it was over, but I let him know otherwise by slamming my revolver into his temple.
I knocked the hoodlum off balance and spotted the flash of a knife's blade in his hand. He recovered, but not fast enough. I shot him in the chest before he could stab me.
He fell back, groaning. I climbed to my feet, trying to shake life into my numb right hand, just as a screaming woman charged me. Although she was far smaller than her partner, the crazed teen's hair was longer and wilder. She came at me holding an aluminum bat cocked back, ready to swing.
With my left hand I leveled my revolver to silence the screaming girl. She proved faster and struck my hand, breaking bones while knocking my gun into the darkness. Her momentum carried her into me and we both crashed to the ground.
Adrenaline muted my shattered left hand's pain. I grabbed a handful of hair with my right hand and yanked her away from the bat.
I was on my back and hadn't let go when she leaned close and spat in my face. "You bastard!"
I promptly head-butted her in the nose before rolling away and staggering to my feet. The punk girl was still on her knees so I kicked her in the stomach. She fell back, gasping for air.
With my right hand I clutched my left wrist to stem the rising, throbbing pain. I began to search for my gun when I saw the man I'd shot climb to his feet.
"Ready for some more, killer?" His grin flashed brighter than his blade.
I didn't waste time wondering why he wasn't dead. Without a weapon I was no match for him. Even if I got to the baseball bat before he reached me, wielding it one-handed wouldn't be easy. Plus, the girl might recover, making it two-on-one, so I turned and ran.
"Coward," yelled the punk. His taunt told me I'd put some distance between us.
I leapt over grave markers and sprinted between monuments until my foot found a groundhog's hole. My right ankle twisted with a snap. Instinctively I tried to catch myself. When my shattered left hand slammed into the ground, pain shot up my arm. My mind flared in agony before I blacked out.
 

I awoke to cold beer spat in my face.
After a deep, throaty laugh, the beer-spitter said in a menacing voice, "Wake up, Mr. Welson. You won't want to miss this."
I was seated with my legs resting out straight. The excruciating pain in my ankle and hand told me the cemetery experience wasn't a dream. I tried to wipe the beer from my face, but my right hand was bound to the chair.
The beer-spitter's heavy boots trod on gravel behind me. The odor of stale sweat and cigarettes told me it was the punk I'd shot.
"Hold still," he said.
I opened my eyes. A propane fishing lantern's glow lit a small white roadside cross. I knew immediately that I'd been brought to the lonely spot on Route 511 where I'd run down Valerie Stromson. Layers of gray duct tape secured my arms and chest to the backrest of a lawn chair and a wire cord ran from my neck across the road, into the darkness.
The punk tugged the cord and secured it to something behind me. The loop around my neck cut off my breath until he adjusted it. "Mom said you'd disturb her rest tonight."
I didn't say anything as he came around front and grabbed a roll of duct tape from my lap. He tore several lengths from the roll with his teeth and used them to secure a burlap sack to my trench coat. I strained to identify my captor through the flaring shadows. "Louie Stromson?"
I winced and felt my left cheek begin to twitch. I'd always done my best to avoid Louie. Most people did. He'd become a cold-blooded thug, plain and simple.
"That's right," he sneered. "You killed Mom. Now it's your turn. She wants you dead." He adjusted the sack's opening. "For your head. And don't try to go anywhere. The chair's staked down." He pulled my revolver from his belt and pointed to his chest. "Bullet-proof vest. Dad would've got you if he'd had one," he said before trotting across the road.
The crickets were unable to drown the sound of ratcheting as the cord tightened. Its weight pulled the loop tighter until I was barely able to draw a breath. Tape held my legs to the chair so I couldn't get leverage to stand, nor could I free my arms. Looped wire beneath the tape insured that.
Louie Stromson trotted back across the road toward me, his hand held at hip level, following the wire. "Showtime," he said as the glow of headlights appeared.
The oncoming car would clear the rise and have only seventy-five yards to stop. It wouldn't. Its grille would catch the wire.
"That's right," said Louie as he rubbed his hands in anticipation. "Decapitation. At least your death'll be quick."
Ignoring the shooting pain of my injuries, I gasped, "No," and rocked, trying to free myself.
The headlights crested the hill. At first I thought it was my screams, but the beat-up pickup truck skidded to a halt ten feet from the wire.
Louie's wild-haired sister, Jenny, stuck her head out the window. She laughed and tossed Louie a beer. "Bet he pissed his pants," she said.
They snickered and finished their beers while I sat erect, struggling to keep the wire slack so I could breathe. Then Louie pulled my revolver. "Let's get this over with," he said, walking past the lantern. "I'll leave you some light, but you're not going anywhere." He aimed and shot out my right knee.
I screamed, writhed, and gagged as the wire tightened with my every jolt and twist.
Jenny opened the pickup's door and slid over so her brother could take the wheel. With a repeated twitch of his left cheek, Louie mimicked my nervous tic and laughed rancorously while putting the truck in reverse. Through watery eyes, I spotted headlights cresting the hill. Louie saw them scant seconds before impact. He tried to turn off the road, but the sedan slammed into the truck's side.
The pickup rolled toward me behind a shower of gravel and debris. Jenny's ejected body landed five feet away. The t-boned truck came to rest on its side six feet from the wire.
Blood poured from a deep gash in Jenny's forehead, but that didn't concern me. A steady stream pouring from the truck's ruptured fuel tank did.
The expanding pool of gas would eventually reach me or---worse---the propane lamp. It could ignite the fumes. With all my arms' strength I yanked and pulled, straining to break the lawn chair's rivets and bolts.
The gas had just reached Jenny when I managed to free my right arm. I tore at the tape around my left arm, fear masking the pain, all the while choking for breath.
Once it was free, I wedged my left hand's fingers between my neck and the cord and with my right, grasped the wire, tugged, and slowly extracted my head from the noose.
I sat back, breathing deeply, inhaling gas fumes. I looked to see how far the fuel had spread. Jenny lay sprawled in the center of the gas puddle, staring up at me through bloodied eyes. We both looked to the lamp.
Ignoring my shattered knee and ankle, I strained with both legs and tore with my right hand to break free from the duct tape's hold. I watched Jenny smile as she deliberately rolled over and kicked the lamp, toppling it.
Flames erupted. Despite my injuries I kicked and tore before lunging away, half uprooting the staked chair. I crawled as my clothes caught fire and my flesh burned. I screamed while rolling to extinguish the flames.
Then the truck exploded.
 

A week later, I awoke in a hospital's burn unit. Twenty minutes after a nurse noticed I was awake, a dumpy detective entered my room. With a notepad open and ready, he asked me what had happened that night on Route 511.
I lied, and the detective wrote it all down. I counted on Louie's record for felonious assault and Jenny's stint at the state mental hospital to bolster my story.
It turned out that Louie and Jenny Stromson, along with the sedan driver, had all perished in the fire.
 

Shortly after midnight, long after the detective left and the nurses were busy working at their station, Valerie Stromson invited me to meet with her on our twelfth anniversary.
This time I knew it was a set-up. But Valerie still promised me forgiveness and she'd always been a lady of her word. She just wasn't going to make it easy. Forgiving someone never is.
It was the only offer of hope I had, so I swore to Valerie that this next time I'd make it.
 
 



Hell on Earth by John E. Bailor
 

October 28, 10:15 pm
If I hadn't gone to the clubhouse tonight I might not have noticed the strange shit that was happening-until it was too late. Maybe it's already too late. God, I could use a drink.
I'm recording this in case it makes any difference. My father had written about his battles against the forces of darkness. I'd always thought it was just an outline for some horror novel he'd wanted to sell. Now I'm not so sure. Keeping a journal seems like the right thing to do.
I'm Mick Foster. Most people would probably say I'm a normal guy. I work for J. B. Enterprises, a consulting company headquartered in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. We help businesses improve their efficiency and income-usually by buying out their smaller and more efficient competitors. I spend my days running numbers and preparing presentations. Fortunately, I don't have to deal with a lot of people and I don't have to wear a suit most days.
That's me, a normal guy with a drinking problem. I haven't had a drink for almost a month, but I could really use one. So this week I finally decided to go to the local Alcoholics Anonymous clubhouse with my buddy Abdul-Jabaar.
I guess the meeting went well. It's great to know you're not the only one battling your personal demons, but I don't care for this counting on other people crap.
After the meeting, I'm driving A. J. back to his apartment, and I turn onto Market Street. We'd been talking sports and women and then A. J. began to hyperventilate. He asked, "What...what the fuck wrong with you, Mick?"
The question and the fear came out of nowhere. Abdul-Jabaar's a big son-of-a-bitch. More than six feet tall and in damn good shape, even with the beer gut. His powerful arms look like they could rip an ATM machine out of a wall. If he was scared, I figured there was a damn good reason. For a moment I thought I was about to smash my nine year old Volvo into the back end of a tractor trailer or something.
I slammed the brakes. The tires squealed and we came this close to sliding into a parked Cadillac. Horns blared and the few cars behind me careened around us at speeds well above the posted twenty-five mile-per-hour limit. I looked around. Other than the angry drivers passing us, it looked safe enough. "What the hell's wrong?"
"Fool, don't be goin' downtown." A. J. said it as if I knew why I should stay the hell away from there.
I was tired, ready for bed, doing him a favor by taking him home. And now he trips out on me. No wonder I hate people. "It's the quickest way to get to your place from here."
"Downtown. That's where they is." The street lamp gave enough light for me to see his left eye twitch. I hadn't noticed a twitch at the clubhouse.
I was worried someone would rear-end my C70, so I gave the car some gas and turned north onto Cameron Street. A. J.'s eye stopped twitching and he began breathing normally again.
Trying to figure out what he was so worried about, I asked, "What are you avoiding downtown? The bars?"
"The homeless."
What the fuck?
Keeping an eye out for Maclay Street, I replied, "If we stop at a red light, they'll beg for a few bucks. No big deal."
We rode in silence until I'd circled around the long way and approached A. J.'s apartment from uptown. This part of the city-hell, most of the city-had seen better days. I wanted to be able to continue down Green Street in a hurry if I needed to. Like a Harrisburg native, I refused to pull into any of the empty spaces alongside the curb. Instead, I stopped in the middle of the one-way street, between two parked cars. No one was going to park me in.
Abdul-Jabbar got out. Before slamming the door, he warned me, "Mick, don't be goin' downtown. 'Specially not at night. The homeless ain't people no more, man. They be bad-asses in the day, but nothin' can stop 'em at night."
 

October 29, 7:40 am
I worked my way through downtown Harrisburg's rush hour traffic and jockeyed around the self-important assholes parked in driving lanes. Brilliant. Take a gray car, an overcast day, a busy road, and see if anyone rear ends your piece of shit so you can sue them. Fucking people. I finally pulled out of the insanity and into the relative calm of the Walnut Street Garage. The garage wasn't far from J. B. Enterprises and J. B. gave me a discount on the parking pass. He's okay for a prick.
With my waist pushing past forty, I needed all the exercise I could get, so I took the stairs down from the third level. I strode toward the office building where J. B. housed his enterprises in a small suite. I was working on a big project and needed to nail the damn thing down today.
As I approached the corner, I stopped in my tracks. For the first time, I noticed the large number of people walking around with unwashed hair and tattered, dirty clothes. Were there this many homeless here yesterday?
They were trying to lure the workers over to a pathetic-looking group of the down-and-out huddled alongside the building. If I was only spooked by A. J.'s bullshit, why did I feel the tingle from my neck hairs standing straight out? Something was very wrong.
I recognized an older man in a linen suit. I didn't know him, but I'd seen him before in the building. He reached for his wallet like a charitable Samaritan and allowed himself to be guided by one of the derelicts to the destitute group by the building.
 

My mind screamed he was in danger, but I didn't get involved. Why should I? I didn't even know the old man. Besides, what could they do to him in public? I stood by and squinted through the gloom to watch as he willingly walked into their midst.
The homeless gathered around him. One reached out with a grimy hand and they shook like gentlemen. Others smeared soiled hands along the sleeves of the man's linen suit. When another laid his hands on the man's back, the older man's body seemed to wither then refill. Like someone holding an inflated balloon, letting most of the air out, then blowing it full again.
Balloon Man's suit was stained with grime but he didn't notice. He turned and saw me staring. He had been walking briskly moments ago, but now his shoulders slumped and he shuffled over to me. "Mr. Foster, would you please come with me a moment?" There was a horrid stench. I wasn't sure if it came from his breath or the filth on his suit jacket. I gagged and took a step back.
I stopped thinking about the reek and realized I'd never met this man. How did he know my name? The autumn chill suddenly turned frosty. "Sorry, pal, I need to get to work."
"Me too," Balloon Man replied and shuffled away.
I entered the building, reached the eighth floor office and poured myself a mug of coffee. When my slacks started getting tighter, I'd given up sugar. Then creamer. I took the bland brew to my cubicle and waited for my workstation to boot up. J. B. didn't waste money on things like flash storage.
The deadline for the merger project J. B. assigned me was coming faster than good ideas. I worked through lunch and late into the evening. Finally I felt it was ready for Monday's presentation.
I shut down my terminal, stood to leave and finally noticed how dark it was outside. I checked my Seiko. Nine o'clock. Where had the day gone? I'd go home, hit the bed and not miss the vodka one bit.
Jogging down the eight flights of stairs didn't take long. I pushed the bar that unlocked the door and stepped outside. Balloon Man hurried over as the door clicked locked behind me.
"Mr. Foster, good to meet you." He reached out to shake my hand. I started to put my hand out. It was a natural reflex, but then something besides the door's lock clicked. Balloon Man wasn't shuffling along now. He radiated a strength and confidence not there when he'd spoken to me earlier.
My last moment of sanity shattered like a broken mirror when I saw the homeless running to surround drivers foolish enough to come downtown after dark. The homeless were smashing automobile windows and dragging screaming motorists and passengers from their cars.
A doberman barked and leaped out of a broken car window. It clamped its mouth around the thigh of one of the homeless. Blood spurted from the man's artery and sprayed across the dog's face. The doberman yelped and fell to the ground, limp. Suddenly it stiffened. It stood, bared its fangs and growled at me. Terror gripped me tighter than my snug slacks. I ran. Nothing followed me but the sound of laughter.
I could hardly breathe by the time I reached my Volvo. I locked the doors and did my best to leave a trail of rubber from my parking space to the exit gate.
I drove until I found myself parked near Abdul-Jabaar's apartment. What did he know? I locked the car, ran to the front door of his three-story building and entered the small foyer. Tenants' mailboxes were set into the wall. The inside door was locked. I pushed his apartment's call button.
A frightened voice came through the speaker, "Hullo?"
"A. J., it's Mick. Let me in. I need to talk to you about the homeless people."
"I ain't opening no door this time of night, fool. And I told you, they ain't people no more."
"I saw some fucked-up shit today. What the hell's going on?"
"The legend be true! Jahannam fi al-ardhi. Hell on earth."
"Let me in so we can talk. I need to know more."
"The demons is here, Mick. It's all over, man." The speaker went silent. I buzzed again and again, but there was no answer. I returned to my car and, careful to avoid the downtown area, drove to my storage shed.
 

October 30, 2:15 am
For years my father claimed he was haunted by evil. Mom said he was crazy, but maybe I should have listened to him while he was still alive. Would he have known how to deal with this?
Dad's chronicles now lie scattered across my coffee table in no order. I scanned them, hoping to find something useful.
The fantastic events he'd described brought back suppressed memories of the stories he'd told when I was a young boy. Back when mom and dad were still married. What if it was all true and not the ravings of a madman? Would things be different if the authorities had heeded father's warnings?
It was truly amazing. He'd defeated over a dozen minions of evil, but had lost two encounters. Some demons were defeated with holy water, others with fire. More often, he cast the demons out with his faith. I wished I could have faith like he did. Those possessed were usually people going through traumatic times or who, for whatever reason, felt they had nothing left to lose. Dad's theory was the demons tricked people into letting them take over their bodies by promising wealth or power. It could explain why so many homeless would allow the demons to enter them.
Now it was no longer a one-on-one sport that could be won with faith, holy water and fire. Even armed with all three I would be hopelessly outnumbered. Tired but determined, I studied the two files where dad had lost.
Dad wasn't defeated by two different demons, but by the same demon twice! Dad's first journals were faded with age, but legible. I'm including the parts that seem important.
 

June 6, 1974, Washington D.C.
...I told Senator Townes I had film showing the bullet bounce off his chest and strike the shooter. He agreed to meet me later, in private. I went to his office-alone. What was I thinking? He could have killed me. Instead he did something far worse.
The senator explained he'd traded his soul for power. After all, why would a senator need a soul? He was now the avatar of a demon named Zednar. He would lay the groundwork and change the course of the country over the next few decades. He told me he could use someone like me. He'd make me rich. Famous. After struggling so many years, I almost wanted to believe him.
I laughed and told him I'd support my family the old-fashioned way, by hard work. It was his turn to laugh. He forced a vision on me. I felt violated, raped.
I was in a mansion watching a huge projection screen, like I had a color movie theater in my home. My family was showcased on some entertainment program. We were wealthy and I was finally respected.
Senator Townes promised, "Join me and this is your future." I realized I was in the presence of a demon. I should try to stop it or kill it. But how? Bullets didn't work.
It sensed my fear, read my mind or both. "You are powerless to stop me. You are nothing and shall always be nothing. I could destroy you now, but I want you to see my work and spend the rest of your life knowing what you gave up. For nothing. When we meet again, you'll beg me to kill you. To end your miserable life.
I hurried to the nearest police station and told the desk officer about the senator, but he didn't believe me.
 

December 30, 1980, New York City, New York
I was desperate. What could I do? My own wife and son didn't believe me, but surely a man of God would. I went to Saint Patrick's Cathedral and requested an audience with Archbishop Warren.
I humbly entered his office. Ancient tapestries and paintings hung on the walls. Important texts were crammed in the bookcase. Two sat open on the desk.
I faced the back of his great leather chair from across the wide mahogany desk, while he looked out a window. Without turning or asking me to sit, he simply said, "Speak."
I gave him a condensed version of my encounters with evil over the years and illustrated how matters grew progressively worse.
Finally the archbishop turned to face me. I knew those eyes. I'd spent years trying to forget, but they were always there...in my nightmares. I was nothing. I'd always been nothing.
If only I'd tried to exorcise Zednar from Senator Townes when we'd met, maybe I could have stopped him then. Suddenly it was all clear. The lesser demons I'd overcome through the years were simply distractions he'd placed in my way. They weren't meant to defeat me, but to poison my mind and break my spirit. While he grew stronger. Invincible.
Now he possessed an archbishop and led the congregation at one of the largest cathedrals in the world.
He raped my mind with another vision. Demons overran the planet. God had deserted us. Lucifer claimed both Hell and Earth.
I was terrified. My faith utterly destroyed.
But he was wrong about one thing. I never begged him to kill me. Instead, once again, I ran from Zednar.
 

October 30, 7:30 pm
I slept through most of the day, plagued by nightmares. The radio broadcast news stories of chaos spreading across the country. I turned the radio off. Why was I driven to save the world? I didn't give a shit about most people anyway.
Why did I care? It wasn't really about everyone else. It was about dad's legacy. He didn't stop Zednar, but maybe I could. This was more important than mergers and maximizing profits. This was giving a higher purpose to dad's life and mine.
Someone like A. J. would be a big help, if I could convince him to fight. I started to drive to his apartment, but only made it a few blocks. The main streets were littered with burning cars. Impassable. From the flickering light of the flames, I saw hordes of demons. They subdued screaming men, women and, dammit, even the children. Possessed them. It hadn't been safe to go downtown. Now nowhere was safe.
My locked car door popped open with a snap of metal. A burly hand gripped my arm and yanked me to my feet. It was nighttime and the demons were even stronger than before. The demon looked me in the eyes and told me, "Go to Abdul-Jabaar. He's waiting for you." The damned thing could easily have killed me, but I knew now this one wouldn't harm me. It released my arm and pointed in the general direction of A. J.'s apartment.
Abdul-Jabaar wasn't A. J. any more. Zednar had taken over his body. He'd broken my father and now he wanted me. I experienced the same hopelessness and fear dad must have felt. What could I do to stop him? Who else would believe me? It's all over. We're fucked.
Like my father before me, I ran. Back into my house. Locked the deadbolt. Closed the blinds. I knelt and prayed. Prayed and prayed until I curled up on the floor, crying for myself, for my father-even for mankind.
 

October 30, 11:30 pm
Dad may have left me the key that can still save mankind. If our Father hasn't already abandoned us the way my father did. My prayers don't seem to reach Him from here.
It'll be Sunday by the time I make it to A. J.'s apartment. Halloween has always been about sacrifice. Maybe it always will be.
I'll make it safely to A. J.'s. Zednar will kill me. Then my soul can seek out God. If He's out there, I'll find Him and plead for Earth. Only God can defeat Zednar now. Destroy him and his legion of demons. If God still gives a damn about us, Zednar will lose everything.
I'm running, but this time I'm not running away.



Memory Game by Ryan A. Span
 

I'm dreaming of a woman. She smiles and holds her hands out to me. I reach for her, but suddenly she slides backwards, she's falling. I cry out but can't catch her.
I wake up in cold sweat, alone in the dark. White linen sheets around me. Blank white ceiling above. I don't know where I am. I want to call for help, but I don't know who might answer. How did I get here?
I don't know. The horrible realization comes over me that I can't remember the past, my mind is a blank all the way. Nothing about how I got here. Nothing before then, either. Not even a childhood. I can't remember who I am.
The lights come on and the door opens. I scramble backwards onto the pillows but it's too late, the person has already seen me, her mouth curled into a surprised 'O'. A woman in a white uniform. I don't recognize her.
"I was supposed to come and wake you," she says in a gentle, caring voice. Her mouth turns into a smile. "I guess you beat me to it."
"Who are you?" I ask her. "Where am I?"
She quietly shuts the door behind her, then turns back to me and stops at the foot of the bed. "I'm nurse Hammond," she says, then adds in a conspiratorial whisper, "but you can call me Zoe if you like." She hangs her clipboard primly on the bed's steel railing. "You're in the Charles Daventry Experimental Hospital for your injuries. You've been in a coma for some time, you were hit pretty bad in the battle. And you're here because of the . . ." she hesitates, "the ray."
I come forward, studying her heart-shaped face. It's made up of soft red lips, high cheekbones and a forehead hidden behind a long fringe of raven-black hair. I'm close enough to smell her, subtle hints of soap and perfume. Her eyes hold my attention the most, narrow brown ovals that shine like mirrors in the light. She blushes and I realize I've stared at her too long.
"What battle? What ray?" I ask her.
"You wouldn't remember, would you?" she says with pity in her voice. Gingerly she sits down on the bed and invites me to settle down beside her, and I do. She takes my hand with warm fingers. "I've got some really bad news for you. You didn't just get hit with some gun. It was an experimental enemy weapon, a mnemonic oscillator, what we call the 'ray.' We've had other people come in with it too. It wipes out their long-term memory, scrambles it all up. People can't remember who they are. Why they're fighting. Where their homes are, their families. Anything new they learn lasts only a few hours before it fades away again."
"And that's what happened to me?" Biting my tongue, I look at her. I'm not sure I quite understand what she tells me, but it sounds bad, and I don't want it to be true.
"Yeah," she whispers. "I'm sorry." She takes a deep breath, then her smile returns and she stands up. "But the good news is you're here now, and we're going to help you. The doctors here have devised a therapy that is showing good results in other patients. Every day we remind the patient who they are, and make them keep a notebook throughout the course to mark their thoughts and their progress. Combined with regular treatments at the radiology lab, we should be able to partly restore your ability to remember new things."
"But I can still walk and talk, I still know what words mean even if I can't think of any examples . . ."
"The ray only affects higher memory. Things like language and instinct are too deep-rooted for it to erase. You're not in any danger of losing them."
"So what about you?"
The question seems to please her, and she beams at me. "I'll be here to hold your hand through the whole course." She pulls something out of her clipboard and brings it over to a small desk in the corner, clearing a space between the cluttered pens and pencils. I approach out of curiosity. She holds a thin leather-bound notebook with the name 'Eric' embossed on the front.
"Eric?" I mused. "Is that my name?"
"That's right! You catch on quick, they told me you were a brainy guy." She flips open the cover, and I see a list of information written down in unfamiliar handwriting. Full name, Eric Aldrin Morgan; age twenty-seven; birthplace Casablanca, Morocco; rank Squadron Leader, UN Air Corps. A photograph has been attached to the top left of the page by a paperclip. A shaven, dark-skinned man with a broad nose and white smile looks out from under a camouflage-printed cap, sand and blue skies behind him. I raise my hands to my face. Instantly I know the man is me.
She looks at me and says, "This is your notebook. Part of the therapy, I'll leave it here for you so you can read and write in it. We can even write it together if you like."
"That'd be nice," I reply. I glance at the door and wonder. "Am I allowed to leave?"
She clears her throat. "I'm afraid we have to keep you here unless you've got a treatment. It's for your own good, your recovery might be affected by outside experiences and we can't risk it upsetting your memory." She falls silent for a moment. Then she picks up again, "Would you like me to help you write some right now?"
I nod. "Okay."
We both sit down at the table and I lose myself in the sound of her voice.
 

Eric Morgan
June 07
Dear reader,
I'm sorry if you thought you were getting a diary, I'm not the kind of guy who does diaries. I just have to get my head in order. Write things down for tomorrow in case I really can't remember.
Apparently my name is Eric Morgan, I was a pilot in the UN peacekeepers (whatever they are!) and I got hit by some new weapon that's made me lose my memory. That's a lot to deal with in one day. Of course, if they're right, I'll have to deal with it all again tomorrow. I hope having this around will help.
It's already getting late and I'm having trouble focusing on things I did this morning. I remember talking with Zoe, the nurse, but I couldn't tell you what about. Zoe's telling me about it right now but it brings back nothing at all. My whole life is a blank. I can't imagine anything worse.
P.S. Zoe just left, it's nearly time for lights out. I like her. She seems really nice, like a sister. Did I have sisters? It doesn't say, I need to ask about that tomorrow. Goodnight!
 

Who am I?
I look up from the book and stare blankly at the wall. There's no denying the handwriting is mine -- whenever I put pen to paper it comes out exactly the same. Zoe looks at me with compassionate eyes, and I wish I could remember meeting her for the first time. According to her I've already been here three days.
"Do you believe me now?" she asks, and I nod. "Good. So your name is?"
"Eric Morgan," I reply, repeating from what she told me. "Twenty-seven, only child, from Casablanca. My father was a soldier. My mother died when I was young. I was an average student, intelligent but an underachiever, and I dropped out of school at fifteen. When I was old enough I enlisted and made it into the Air Corps."
"That's it!" She smiled. "See, you can remember things. Your brain just has trouble holding on to them for very long."
All of this feels so weird. I can barely believe what she tells me, but I can't even begin to suspect her of lying. I say, "Is there anything else I can learn about my past?"
The question brings her face alight. "As a matter of fact," she says, pulling a chip out of her pocket, "they gave me this just this morning. It's some video of you from the war, you made this early on in the campaign. Do you want to watch it?"
"Sure," I reply. I haven't the faintest clue what's going to happen. I sit back and watch as she fits the chip into a slot in the desk. Suddenly images appear out of nowhere, hovering in mid-air above the plastic blotter. I see myself from the side, sitting in a chair surrounded by electronic controls and equipment. A window over my shoulder shows sand, sand-camouflaged tents and the walls of sand-colored buildings. It's surreal. Doesn't seem like me at all.
The man, the me on the screen, says, "Good morning Vietnam! Is it hot in here or is it just me?" He gets up and takes the camera, whirling it around to show the back of the vehicle. It's a compartment with lots of seats and two big machine guns mounted just inside the sliding doors. It's wide and roomy except for a large spherical bulge in the middle of the floor. The footpaths all curve around it.
"Welcome to my hovertank, I like to call her Fatima, but most of the other guys just stick with Betty. I don't really care as long as you respect her, right?" He hits a button, the sliding door opens, and he jumps out onto the sand. "This is my base, but I spend most of my time in Fatima nowadays. Things are getting worse on the ground here. The rebels are really hitting back hard and-- Jesus Christ!" A streak of orange fire flashes in the corner of the camera and slams into a building, turning it into a pillar of fire. Thick black smoke billows forth from the top.
He breathes hard, watching and filming, and blurts out, "You can tell I wasn't kidding about the rebels, and neither are they. It's action time. Seeya!" The camera swerves away and blinks off.
A gentle beeping sound echoes through the room, a light flashes above the door. Nurse Zoe stands up and takes the chip away. "That's my cue, doctors say you've had enough excitement for one day. I'd better go. Try and write some, and get lots of sleep, okay?"
"Okay," I say. I resent her leaving so abruptly, but my heart is beating fast and anxiety burns in my blood. I know she's only doing her job. Weakly I add, "See you tomorrow, Zoe."
She snorts a laugh and walks out. I'm left with my notebook and a pen.
 

Eric Morgan
June 10
Today I had the first signs of a response to the therapy. If there is such a thing as a therapy and I'm not just going out of my freaking mind. Listening to Zoe I had the weirdest feeling of déjà-vu, I was absolutely certain I'd heard it before. She was really happy, said that it was the first step for a lot of people. Apparently I'm making quick progress.
I also watched myself walk around a hovertank in some desert hellhole. I can't imagine ever having been a soldier. Fighting, killing, I don't think I'm capable of them. Maybe it's different actually being there in the middle of it. Probably, I don't know.
Time for lights out, good, I'm tired. Goodnight.
 

Who am I?
I lie awake wondering. The only thing I can remember is that I can't remember anything, like some cruel joke. Is there anything left inside me? Will it come back? Will I have to start over and be someone new? Will I get the chance?
Sleep sneaks up on me without warning. I dream again, a woman standing on a cliff, her hair flowing in the wind. She turns to me and smiles. I reach for her and suddenly she's falling. Her mouth opens into a silent scream, but I don't even try to rescue her. Something inside tells me I've had this dream before.
I wake up restless, the sheets rumpled and bunched around me. The lights are still off but I get up anyway, seeing by the dim glow from under the door, and walk to the desk. I don't know why. There's a notebook there. I don't recognize it but open the cover regardless. I see a man's face and the details of his life condensed down to a single page.
"Who are you, Eric Morgan?" I ask the darkness. It doesn't answer me.
The lights come on, a man enters the room. He is wearing a white plastic mask of some kind covering everything except his eyes and scalp. He looks at me and seems surprised I'm awake. He grabs for something at his waist, then shoots me with it.
Next thing I know I'm lying on my back and the world is swimming back into focus. My eyelids are being held open by hooks, a laser is burning into me, slicing into my vision like staring at the sun. Then it stops. The hooks release, and my eyes adjust to see a woman's face hovering over me.
"Eric," she says, "do you know who I am?"
I shake my head, my mouth's too dry to speak. Her face falls. Then I stiffen; something shifts inside my head, and a brilliant spark of knowledge rolls off my tongue. "Zoe," I whisper.
Her expression is enough to break my heart, so happy she could cry. Real tears are already streaming down my face, I know that something tremendous has just happened, though still a little too confused to understand exactly what's going on. I barely notice the corridors going past me until I'm back in my room with Zoe helping me off the gurney. The drugs in my system make my legs weak, like useless bags of sausage meat.
"That was your third treatment," she explains as she lowers me into a chair, "for your memory loss. Don't worry, it's over now." Everything relaxes with just the two of us in a room. Suddenly I don't feel so strange.
"I've had that done before?" I ask.
"Of course, and you're making really good progress, Eric. It's only been a week. Some patients still don't respond after a month of work."
I nod. This seems right and fitting. I wait for her to sit down beside me, once she's done fussing over the room and the state in which I leave it. I say, "You know so much about me. Have I asked about you before?"
"Yeah," she whispers, seeming a little bit uncomfortable. "I told you I don't really like to talk about myself. But I guess it might help you now that you're actually starting to remember things, right? So in that case," she sits up straighter and puts on a brave face, "ask away."
"What's your favorite food?" I ask with a wink. I don't want to press her.
She snorts with amusement, and her shoulders lose some of their tension. The ice between us breaks just like that.
"I like sushi. Japanese thing, you know, bits of raw fish. I used to live in Japan for a while, working as a nurse. Big hospital, but nothing as prestigious as this."
I nod sagely, pretending to understand what she's saying. "What do you do for fun in Japan?"
"What, me specifically? Well . . . I used to be part of a theatre group there. Traditional stuff, getting painted up like a geisha doll and everything. We did public performances for fun." She giggled at some remembered joke. "I had a lot of fun there."
"So how did you wind up here, then?"
"The job was open, and I really wanted the chance to help people like you, you know? Believe it or not, I only started here a couple months ago and most of that was training." She lowers her head with an embarrassed grin. "Outside of a damned simulator, you're my first real life patient."
"Hey, we're all new at this," I tell her and throw a mock punch at her chin. She seems to appreciate it. I wonder aloud, "Do you work with anyone else here?"
"At the moment you are my one and only patient. I'm really doing my best for you." She suppresses a frown, and I pat her on the shoulder in support.
Finally I dig up the courage to ask, "Why do you think they linked you up with me?"
"The doctors match nurses and patients together based on psychological compatibility." She says it as if from a textbook. If Zoe believes it, though, I'm happy to do the same. She adds bashfully, "You know how it is, in medicine we try not to leave anything up to random chance."
I laugh and the words come to me naturally, no questions or doubts. "I'm glad. If anyone's memorable enough to stay in my brain, it's you."
Her blush deepens. My stomach flutters as I look at her. "You remembered my name," she murmurs. "Your first memory. Even if you lose everything else, try and hold on to that."
"I will," I promise her.
 

Eric Morgan
June 14
I think I'm growing a little bit attached to my nurse. Her name is Zoe, Zoe Hammond. I can remember that, I've not forgotten it since this morning. I can't quite picture her face but I know she's beautiful. It's sad how exciting that is to me.
Eric Morgan, I remember that as well. My name. It's right there at the top of each page, and I know it's supposed to be me. I don't know why but I'm starting to dislike the name. It's like a weight of responsibility, something to live up to, to aspire to be. I'm not sure if I can or if I even want to. Right now, what I crave to do most of all is read and write. I feel like a kid just wanting to learn.
Will they expect me to go back to war if I'm cured? They haven't said and I haven't asked. Maybe they won't, maybe it'd be too expensive to train me all over again. Probably best keep my mouth shut about it. I'm just wondering, if I had a gun, could I really shoot someone? Anyone? The only person I really know is Zoe and the thought of hurting her makes me sick.
Just caught a moth. How the hell do these things get in here? Oh well, I let it go again, I don't mind sharing space. I could use the company.
I'm looking forward to seeing Zoe again. I don't know when she's coming back, but I can't wait. It'll come quicker if I'm asleep. Goodnight!
 

Who am I?
A pilot in a big, armored tank, zooming over the desert landscape, raining fire down on a sand-colored city. Little colored cars zig-zag across the roads far below, red and blue and yellow and white, making crazy patterns while they try to flee the bombs. I chuckle, the whole scene strikes me as amusing.
Another neighborhood goes up in flames as one of my bombs spurts out a cloud of super-hot fuel and ignites the very air itself. A woman in a black robe stumbles out into the street far below, burning, and falls down. I watch it happen. I swallow hard.
"Base, this is Red Leader," I call into my radio. "Requesting triple-check on mission coordinates, it looks like we got women and children down there, over."
"Confirmed, Red Leader, all targets are to be considered enemy combatants. There are no friendlies or civilians at your location. Continue mission, over."
I shift in my chair, but decide that ultimately it's not my responsibility. Orders are orders. "Roger, Base. Out." I glance into the camera sitting next to me. "You gotta' love this place, huh? See what the rebels are dragging us into? War's like that. You gotta' . . . You gotta' harden your heart and just do it. Just do it."
I reach over and switch it off. The screen goes blank, and I look away, blinking. I'm in my chair at my desk, I've gone cold inside. My fists clench in my lap.
"That was horrible," I declare. Zoe starts to say something but I cut her off. "Get rid of it, I don't want to see any more!" The sight of the burning woman falling down plays back in my head. I swallow a mouthful of pure bile, my stomach roiling with nausea.
"Eric . . ."
"I'm alright. I'm alright." I stand up on shaking legs and turn to face her. "Do you think I could do those things, Zoe? The guy in that clip, that's me, isn't it? That's what I'm like."
She forces a smile. "I know you, Eric. You've woken up a dozen mornings without any memory at all, and you've been a nice guy every time." She glances at the chip in her hand. "Maybe it's just a mistake. You know, video doesn't always show the whole picture . . ." She bites her lip, knowing how pathetically weak that sounds. Her fingers hesitate a moment. Then she drops the chip and crushes it under her heel. All my anger melts away.
"Thank you," I whisper.
"Don't mention it," she says, then glances at her watch. "I'd better go now. Got a lot of paperwork to fill out for tomorrow." She rests a tentative hand on my chest. "You don't have to be anyone you don't want to be, Eric."
I can't help but laugh at that. "Who am I, Zoe?"
She smiles and shakes her head as she closes the door after her.
 

Eric Morgan
June 17
I don't want to watch any more of those goddamned clips. Zoe's promised not to show me any more, thank goodness. This other Eric Morgan, the soldier, I'm really struggling to come to terms with him. Have I really changed so much? How much of him is still in me, how much of what I am comes from him? Are we both the same but for our experiences?
I can't find it in me to hate him, but I think the only thing I'll be doing in a firefight is run.
My pet moth died today. I guess it was its time, but I still felt a little bit sad. I buried it in my desk, in its own little drawer. How absolutely stupid is that?
All I want is for Zoe to come back.
 

Who am I?
I don't know. Does it really matter? As I read my notebook, I can see none of this philosophical bullshit has really gotten me anywhere. I'm starting to think it's time to just live and let live.
I remember my dream. I remember having it before, but this time the woman has Zoe's face. God knows what it could mean.
The door opens and when Zoe peeks round the door I rush toward her and sweep her up, spinning her high in my arms. I laugh and call her by her name, she laughs and does the same. At the end I let her down and, in the heat of the moment, I find my lips on hers. I'm kissing her. She's too surprised to resist at first, almost goes along with it, then spurts out protests and pushes me away.
"Eric!" she exclaims in near-panic. "You shouldn't have done that!"
I stare at her, slightly hurt. "Why not?"
"They've got cameras set up in here! I could get into a lot of trouble if someone sees that footage!" She seems really angry now, and I feel like a fool.
She sighs, sitting on her temper and taking control of the situation. "I came because you've got a treatment in a few minutes. They don't want a repeat of last time, so I'm supposed to get you to take a sedative peacefully. Can you do that?"
"Sure," I say and watch her pull a syringe out of her apron pocket. I roll up the sleeve on my blank white tunic. I can't look her in the eye while she jabs me, and within seconds I can feel myself drifting off. With her help I climb onto a gurney ready to be wheeled off.
Just before I go under, she kisses her fingertips and touches them to my forehead. It's not clear what she means by it but the gesture sends my heart racing, speeding the blackness as it swallows me up.
I wake up right back where I started, lying restlessly in my bed. A chair stands next to it. Empty. I sit up and wonder what happened to Zoe. Then the memories come in, hard and sharp like knives driven into my eyes. I remember her. I remember my name. I remember a couple of other things too, a laser and a needle and a kiss. A sudden lump catches in my throat.
Hours pass without a sign of her. I get to my feet and systematically hunt across the ceiling for cameras. Every inch of the room, the furniture, even my clothes. Nothing. Anger starts boiling in my stomach. I know they're watching me, and I start shouting at them. I'm not sure who 'they' are, but I know in my gut that they're keeping her away from me. I shouldn't have kissed her. In a rage I shout her name at the walls and curse the people who are doing this.
Nothing happens.
 

Eric Morgan
June 18
She's gone. I'm terrified of going to sleep because of what I might forget. I just sit here reading my own words again and again and wonder if they mean a thing.
 

Who am I?
Someone going mad. Nobody has been to see me since Zoe and the operation. I'm crawling up the walls, banging on the door, trying to break it down in vain. I manage to put a few dents in the plasterwork and thoroughly bruise myself.
I start to wish I had a gun. I think that if there was a gun in my hand, I'd know what to do with it. I'd make them bring her back or I would shoot them down one by one.
I drive my shoulder into the door again and again. I scream at it, and it opens. A man stands in the doorway, the same doctor I saw before, his face covered behind his white mask. His voice sounds like a penny rattling in a tin can when he says, "Nurse Hammond won't be coming back. She has been dismissed and will not be allowed to see you again."
Those words drive me over the edge. I lunge at him, arms outstretched to choke the life out of him. The only thing I feel is the door slamming in my face, literally. It knocks me out cold.
I wake up crumpled at the bottom of the door. A smear of red blood stains the white paint above me. My nose is numb now, I can't feel it. I can't feel much of anything anymore. I crawl into bed, defeated, but refuse to cry.
A thought nags at me in the darkness. It tells me I've overlooked something. The lights go on and the door opens, the same doctor from before. "Eric," he says. "We understand you're upset. We will find you another nurse."
"Why did you dismiss her?" I ask. The doctor turns away and closes the door behind him. I snort with contempt, clenching and unclenching my fists. I growl at the walls, "This isn't about me or her or us. You took her away. Why?"
I get up and walk over to the desk, staring at it. Then my nagging thought explodes into clarity. I dive under the desk and pull out Zoe's brown leather purse; she'd been carrying it when I surprised her, I never even realized, but I saw her let go of it and forget about it in the confusion. Rifling through the contents I find a small dictaphone, its little screen showing entries for specific dates. I fiddle about with it until it starts playing, then sit with it pressed up against my ear.
"Second of May. This training's a real drag. The doctors are creepy, with their masks always on and muffling their voices. The lectures are dull and endless and full of crap. I'm a nurse, I know how to treat my damned patients! If this were college I'd have walked out by now, but I can't afford to lose this job. Just keep plugging away at it, I guess. Zoe, out."
"Fourteenth of May. I think we got a new patient in today. It's the first one I've seen arrive, they brought him in with more security than a politician, we weren't allowed anywhere near. I only caught a glimpse once and I swear I saw them roll him into the laser lab. Why would they do that?" She fell silent for a second. "Hell, what's really weird is that there seem to be fewer and fewer nurses in my class. The others have noticed it as well, people just stop showing up for work. Nobody knows what's going on and asking the doctors is frigging futile. Rumor has it that they're being let go one by one, their behavior deemed unsuitable for the program. I hope they don't do that to me . . . Zoe, out."
"Thirtieth of May. Next week! I'll be getting my patient next week! They haven't told me anything about it yet, but I'm over the moon. Training's done and dusted. It's lonely at the top, though, I think all the other nurses are gone now. Was it all just one big race for top position? I know I'm a good nurse but some of them had really impressive qualifications. Maybe one of the doctors likes me. Ugh. I don't even want to think about that. Zoe, out."
"Seventh of June. Met my new patient today! Poor guy, his head's messed up seven ways from Sunday. I know we're supposed to tell the patient they'll recover with treatment, but the success rate is less than ten percent. I feel like a total shit having to lie like that." She sighs. "Oh well. Guess that's why I went into medicine! The next week or so will be the real indication, I really hope he does well. Zoe, out."
"Ninth of June. I feel terrible for Eric. I keep telling him how much he's improving, it's heartbreaking to see him struggle to remember how to tie a shoelace. He's had his first laser treatment today but it doesn't seem to have had much effect yet. Better luck tomorrow, eh? Zoe, out."
"Eleventh of June. Things are going well, I think. Eric's body language is changing, he seems to recognize certain things on a subconscious level, even if he doesn't realize it. He seems different, more emotional. More angry about his situation. It scares me a little bit, knowing what he used to be, what he might still be capable of . . . Heh, I can't stop talking about him, can I? Every day all I do is try and figure out what to say to him, what to do with him, how to cure him. It's stupid, never mind. Zoe, out."
"Fourteenth of June. That Eric's a real charmer when his head's working right! I don't know where he gets it from, but I'm really enjoying the time we spend together. Maybe a little too much, and I'm starting to think he likes it too much too. The doctors are encouraging me to keep bonding with him, which is creepy enough in itself. He's becoming less like a child and more like a man every day. It's impossible to keep thinking of him as a kid anymore, he's not a kid, he knows what he's doing and-- Jesus, the last thing I need right now is a case of Nightingale syndrome! Him or me. I've got to stop this now and let him down gently. I just don't know how. Zoe, out."
"Seventeenth of June. Shit. I'm such a coward. I can't be romantic with him, so why can't I just tell him that? What's wrong with me? Damn it . . . Zoe, out."
My heart aches in my chest. I put the dictaphone down and climb back into bed, the only clear thing in my future now gone. And not that interested in me after all. This just isn't my year . . .
As I drift in and out of consciousness, the door opens again. The doctor. He says, "She's not coming back. It is time to move on, Eric, or your treatment will suffer." He shuts the door again and leaves me in silence.
 

Eric Morgan?
June?
Well, this sucks.
I haven't had a treatment in . . . God knows how long. I feel like my mind's slipping away from me. Can't picture Zoe's face anymore. I've forgotten what she looks like. All I can do is read my book back and listen to her dictaphone, pointless as it is.
She's not coming back. They won't let her. I'm alone, and I need her to figure out who I am.
 

Time passes. I'm aware of nothing until the lights fizzle out above my head. Somewhere outside an alarm begins to sound. A dull klaxon repeating its single note over and over, whump whump whump. I hear feet pounding outside my door. That's never happened before. I get up and try to listen at the door. For a long time there's only the alarm. Then I hear someone fiddling with the lock.
Suddenly the door opens and I see her standing there, out of her uniform, dressed in simple civilian clothes. She pushes me back and slams a wedge into the door, then closes it as far as it will go. From the inside and outside it looks locked.
"Zoe," I choke out, unable to believe my eyes.
She reaches into her bag and throws some things at me, I recognize them as a t-shirt and a pair of jeans. I don't remember anything about them, but I know that those words go with these items. "Put those on," she says. "I'll try to explain, we haven't got much time." She helps me get out of my tunic and dresses me with painful quickness. "It wasn't your fault they tried to get rid of me. I found out some things about the hospital. About you."
"Your name isn't Eric Morgan," she goes on as she does up the buttons on my jeans. I watch with fascination, not a clue how she's doing it. "I don't know who you are or where you came from, but you weren't hit by any kind of new weapon. I'm not even sure you were in any war at all. And the reason why I wasn't treating any other patients is because you're the only one in this whole goddamned place." She shakes her head and giggles manically as if she can barely believe herself. "It's them, Eric, the doctors and their supposed treatments. They're lobotomizing you."
I stare, horrified. "Why?"
"I wish I knew. We'll figure it out when we get out of here, okay?"
She tries to move me, but I resist, holding on to her. I ask, "Why did you come back?"
Out of nowhere she leans in and kisses me deeply. Nothing has ever felt so good. She's smiling as she disengages, saying softly, "'Cause I'm in love with you, dummy. Come on."
She leads me out the door and into a dark corridor. Red lights are flashing on the walls and I stare at them overwhelmed. Branching corridors blink in the uneven light. In the end I just follow Zoe, she seems to know where she's going. She dives into a stairwell and we run down it as fast as we can, our noise echoing like thunder all the way up the wall. Voices are shouting somewhere in the distance. I hear more footsteps not far off, and cold fear pounds in my throat.
"I got in touch with some people who know the truth about this place," she pants. "They helped to get me in and they're keeping all the doctors distracted while we get out. If we can just make it to the car, we'll be home free. We can blow this whole thing wide open."
"Will that work?"
She doesn't reply, dashing out onto the ground floor. The door swings back and forth on its hinges behind us. We are in another corridor, but I have no time to look at it. A man with a rifle stands just ahead of us and he knows we're here.
Zoe has seen him too and is trying to turn away. Something takes hold of me, keeps me going as the rifle swings around. I knock the barrel away upwards as he begins to fire and slam my shoulder into his chest. A string of bullets digs harmlessly into the ceiling. The man flies backwards. I rip the gun from his hands, automatically check the chamber, point it at his face. Then I stop. It strikes me that while I recognize this thing as a rifle, I don't have the slightest clue how it works. I only know that it kills.
Time freezes in that moment. Am I supposed to kill this person? He was ready enough to blow me away, but have I got it in me to do the same? I tell myself I was a soldier, this sort of thing shouldn't bother me. I should harden my heart and just do it.
"Just do it," I hiss through gritted teeth and my finger trembles on the trigger. The man pushes himself up to his elbows and furrows his brow at me until Zoe's foot drives into the side of his head, knocking him out.
"Hippocrates forgive me," she mutters. The next moment we're on the run again.
There's some kind of lobby or reception ahead of me, encased in glass, filled only with a massive white security desk. I can look straight through into the night. I haven't seen the sky in so long.
Zoe squeezes my hand as we pass the glass doors into the lobby and urges, "The car's just outside! Come on! We--"
Out of nowhere a rifle butt hits her in the face. She goes spinning across the floor, dazed, and I hear myself scream. I bring my liberated rifle up and stand facing three masked men, all armed, all aiming at me. I look down at Zoe, she's too stunned to do anything. I curse quietly under my breath.
Another figure appears behind the line of guards, and I nearly pull the trigger out of sheer instinctive hatred. It's the doctor who visited me, still hiding behind his shiny plastic mask. A shock of thin platinum hair curls up above his milky white forehead.
"Drop your weapon," he says in gravelly tones. "You'll be returned to your cell unharmed."
"What if I don't want to go back to my cell?" I growl back, angry almost beyond words. The thought of Zoe being in danger from these freaks is more than I can bear.
"Then you will not get out of here alive, Eric Morgan."
I bare my teeth in elemental rage. Only one solution. My finger tightens on the trigger, ready to pull back, I know exactly what to do without knowing why or how---
Something heavy hits me in the back of the head. I meet the floor face-first, unable to move. Although I'm barely conscious I feel Zoe reaching out and grasping my hand.
"Return the patient to his cell," the last voice echoes in my head. "Take the woman out and shoot her this time."
My head spins into unconsciousness.
 

I'm dreaming of a woman. She smiles and holds her hands out to me. I reach for her, but suddenly she slides backwards, she's falling. I cry out but can't catch her.
I wake up in cold sweat, alone in the dark. White linen sheets around me. Blank white ceiling above. I don't know where I am. I want to call for help, but I don't know who might answer. How did I get here?
I don't know. The horrible realization comes over me that I can't remember the past, my mind is a blank all the way. Nothing about how I got here. Nothing before then, either. Not even a childhood. I can't remember who I am.
The lights come on and the door opens. I scramble backwards onto the pillows but it's too late, the person has already seen me, her mouth curled into a surprised 'O'. A woman in a white uniform. I don't recognize her.
"You weren't supposed to be awake so early," she says in a soothing, generous voice. Her mouth turns into a smile. "That's okay, though. We've got all the time in the world for introductions."
"Who are you?" I ask her. "Where am I?"
She quietly shuts the door behind her, then turns back to me and stops at the foot of the bed. "I'm nurse Becker," she says, then adds in a conspiratorial whisper, "but you can call me Mary if you like." She fishes a pen out of her knotted blonde hair and uses it to push her thin silver-rimmed glasses back up her nose.
"Mary?" I blurt out.
"That's right!" she says cheerfully. She takes both my hands and shakes them as if introducing herself. "And you're . . . Richard. Yes, that's right, Mr. Richard Wolcott. I'm afraid you were in a pretty bad accident, Richard."
I look around the lonely room, lost and confused. "I can't remember anything..."
"We know. It's alright." She sits down on the bed next to me and rests her hand on my shoulder. "Your noggin may be messed up for a little while, but the doctors here are the best in the business. We'll sort you out in no time."
I nod and hold my head, trying to remember what I was dreaming about. The pictures slip away from me whenever I try to focus, I can't bring them back. Soon even the feelings are gone.
"Goodbye," I say to the air, and I don't know why.
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