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			Introduction

		

		
			by

			Harper Atkins

		


		
			

			Rare is the person stronger than ritual, memory, and cycles of violence. To resist these currents – to reclaim lifeless spaces, to combat indignities and violence, to succeed, create, and understand – is an invitation to be swallowed by the undertow.

			Horrors beyond imagining unfold at this very moment. Why send more to print? Why talk of wunderkammers, sexual violence, abortions, and stillbirthed places? Why return to the staples of the genre – hotels, orphanages and sanitariums, wendigos and homunculi, illusion and nightmare? 

			Each of the tales to follow holds a mirror to the apparent hopelessness of the present moment. Each grapples with occult and systemic forces beyond our control and, often, comprehension. Only a lucky few walk away, scarred and storied.

			“Into the Volume” (or, if you like, “Tantrum! At the Board Meeting!”) offers a Black Mirror-flavored engagement with the massive, hyperreal stages known as virtual production studios. The failed, haunted housing developments of “The Skeletons of Ibis Lane” indict efforts to “expand a nothing town in the middle of a nothing place with nothing to offer to anyone.” The story of “Patches Magoo” shows how the need to perform, to maintain or reinvent an image, is an all-consuming impulse. “Glass Houses” explores a matrilineal science practiced in filth, preserved in scribbled margins, darkly commodified and exploited. Finally, there is a claustrophobic, deterministic tale recovered piecemeal from a chat room, a camcorder, a tabloid, a memory – “The Wreckage of the Shrew.”

			As the last of these stories begins: “There are doors out there that should stay shut, no matter how hard they try to push back.” With the peel of a cover and crack of a spine, these doors now open to you, dear reader. 
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			The

			Skeletons

			of

			Ibis Lane

		

		
			by

			Buddy King

		


		
			

			I remember the air was cold and sharp as the sun began its final, dramatic act of the day. Thick, dark clouds were rolling in from the East like overcranked cinematography, eager to snuff out every last breath of the dwindling dusk. 

			I recall Jonie curling her fists into the lapel of her raincoat, like she always did, pulling her hood down tight as we walked briskly down Ibis Lane. The sky rumbled so deeply and suddenly that it caused us both to flinch and then seize. It sounded like the aching belly of a starved wolf being amplified out into a vast canyon. We both took a moment to peer up at the looming drama, a moment broken up aptly by Jonie turning heel and picking up her pace. I followed her lead, knowing for a fact that the rain was about to turn on like a broken faucet. It did. The shower came down with such force that I expected it to instantly dissolve the asphalt and wash us away with it. 

			I saw Jonie mumbling through her battened down lips, and I could almost hear her voice over the rain, “I fucking hate this town.”

			Ten miserable minutes later, or what might as well have been ten thousand years to me, soaked to the bone and all, and we had reached our destination: The Graveyard.

			The old suburban housing project loomed across a large span of culs-de-sac. It was surrounded by fields of dead, overgrown grass, and was further surrounded by an impenetrable tangle of bramble and pine. The whole thing was the result of an ages gone attempt to expand a nothing town in the middle of a nothing place with nothing to offer to anyone. This place had been left to the vultures. And to us.

			Frames of unfinished houses pressed into the dark membrane of the sky “Like petrified bones”, Jonie once observed. “Just the skeletons of Ibis Lane here to remind us how truly dead this place is.” It was our disenfranchised inheritance, and we lovingly called it “our graveyard away from home.”

			Approaching the third house down the fourth row, the one with the sparse siding reminiscent of a decaying ribcage, Jonie stopped at the crumbling curbside that cradled the would-be sidewalk. She cupped her hands over her mouth, and called out over the unrelenting downpour, “hoo hoo.” 

			Not a second later, a third, more exaggerated “hooo” was returned from the direction of the house. Our barnyard call, antiquated but convincing enough. Jonie peered at me and I, satisfied, nodded approval. Had Elijah really beat us here? She nodded back and continued onward. I followed her through the jawless gape of the doorframe, watching my feet, and simultaneously my head as I stepped through. The legions of rusted nails there begged for blood sacrifice the same way mosquitos do when they somehow sense living flesh anywhere inside of a hundred miles. 

			Once inside I turned on my flashlight. Jonie flicked on hers, too, shaking it once or twice before it came to life, and we waved them in opposite directions in our customary seance to ward off any lingering bad vibes that might not have gotten the memo that we were just here again to have a good time and to not bother anything. 

			The wooden beams that made up the structure were warped from years of harsh seasonal punishment, and showcased every existing gradient of putrid moss green to blood dried brown. The air smelled like the ghosts of sawdust that had been consumed by mildew and, half digested, been spit back out in contempt. We crept up to the arthritic staircase, if you could call it that, and knowing just where to step and just where to hop, made our way up the groaning boards into the second story of the beast. 

			We whipped our flashlights around more erratically now, still clinging to the childish notion that they would protect us from anything bad. We were the main characters here, and our fickle devices were our ultimate guardians. We both knew in our hearts we were truly vulnerable to the darkness of night. 

			Jonie’s scream made the hairs on the nape of my neck shoot out like quills. Adrenaline sent my heart into a frenzy. As I desperately jerked my light in her direction I witnessed, to my relief, that it was Elijah hanging upside down from the twisted cross beams that stood open underneath the ramshackle roof. Hanging from his knees, Elijah held Jonie in a special embrace that I could see had extinguished all of her fear.

			“Oh, good one,” I thought, still jittery. I watched Elijah, the spider himself, release his arms from the hug and swing down from the mutated two by fours with ease.

			“Boo, bitches.”

			“Bitches! You scared the shit out of me!” was Jonie’s reply. I stood, internally shaken from the whole experience but externally, I was convinced, like a rock. I laughed. Reflexes, maybe. I recollect saying “Elijah, you are the only bitch here.” 

			He stood tall, chest out and slowly walked toward me. For a brief moment we stared into each other’s eyes. I reached out an arm, bowing my head in ritual, murmuring something like “you’re an asshole, dude,” and he bowed deeper, grabbing my arm and replying, “No shit, what took y’all so long?”

			We commenced our hang. Jonie set out a million or so tea candles and lit them meticulously while Elijah and I lit cigs and fumbled around for our offerings. He procured the book of the month from his bag, while I procured from mine a case of High Life. Jonie lit herself a smoke, grabbed a beer, and used the lighter to pop the top in two to five smooth movements, letting the cap rattle on the floor until it didn’t. Then she pocketed her lighter and pulled from her carelessly flung aside coat two crushed up bags of potato chips.

			“Anybody need a snack?” 

			“Hell yeah.”

			“Of course!”

			In those days I liked to call us The Lithopedions. “You know, like stone babies forever unborn inside the unknowing wombs of these long forgotten streets,” I had mused.

			These barren streets, more archaically. It was a special place for us to hide away and escape into the infinite possibilities that existed far, far away from all the bullshit. And that’s what we lived for.

			We took turns reading passages from various books, this time a collection of self-published science fiction short stories from unknown authors. A particularly good find by Elijah. We talked shit about our dead-end jobs and our fake-ass coworkers, we dished on our various inspirations, as well as lack of motivation, for whatever art projects we had been trying to throw together, and we dreamed out loud in unison.

			Sometimes when we came here, more often than not, actually, we’d reach this moment when everything would go so quiet you could hear the candle smoke whispering ancient secrets in your ears, even over the incessant rain, and witness the history of the unknown universe painted by the fluttering shadows on the withered drywall. We would absorb this precious moment with a deep breath or two, and then we’d break out laughing at the absurdity of it. 

			I was taking five to stare into eternity while Elijah and Jonie were talking plans to move across the country. I was feeling good after two or three beers, and so it took me a second to notice the rotating red and blue lights infiltrating our sanctuary through all the exposed gaps in the upper anatomy of the skeleton lair. 

			Elijah reacted first, “What the fuck.”

			Jonie responded in kind, “Oh shit!”

			“Jesus dude”, was what fell out of my mouth.

			We snuffed out the candles that were still lit and huddled under the ominous aura of the doom-lights for an hour-long second before Jonie winced, “We gotta get outta here!” 

			In this new state of panic I brilliantly conjured up, “Yeah no shit!”

			Elijah jumped up. I thought he was gonna take me out, the way he moved, but his hands landed squarely on my shoulders and he said resolutely, “I got this.”

			“What the fuck you mean you got thi-” 

			He held up his hand to silence me and articulated, “Just stay up here. I’ll tell ‘em I came here alone. Just stay here, be silent, and after they take me or whatever you guys can sneak down and get the fuck out.”

			I thought it was a crock of shit. The cops here were the Devils’ own sons. They weren’t just going to take his word for it and leave. The pigs were gonna search every inch of the place like the paranoid militants they were. But I was frozen in fear, so I kept my mouth shut, and nodded quickly in agreement.

			Elijah set himself up leaning half way into the doorframe that faced the crone’s hand stairwell while Jonie and I crept swiftly into the adjacent would-be master bathroom that was conjoined with our temple. My stomach was in my mouth and, in hindsight I am willing to say I felt like a helpless coward.

			From our spot huddled next to the rotted tub we heard two car doors open and close. A couple of slow footsteps on gravel, and then a mean southern drawl. “Officer Danner, why don’t you take a look around the treeline that leads up to Ibis in case they slipped out the back when we pulled up. I’ll take a look here.”

			Danner’s response was inaudible, but we could hear his footsteps trail off until they were drowned out by the downpour. 

			Jonie whispered in my ear, trembling, “I think it’s that fucking bastard Blane.”

			Jay Blane, the racist. The merciless. The untouchable sadist cop who sent three kids to the hospital for smoking weed in the Circle K parking lot. One was in a coma for nearly two months. The combination of no witnesses and a bullshit line about how he was assaulted made it so he never had to see a day behind bars. It was Officer Blane, who was well known to sexually assault those he had “reasonable cause” to search, and never once saw any sign of a suspension for it. And it was Blane who had falsely identified Elijah’s brother in an arson case, leading to his five year term upstate. He was an uneducated, washed out jock who found his fountain of youth by trading his letterman jacket out for a badge. He was a walking nightmare.

			 My ears were fried by the aria of rain that preceded the insidious, slow knocking of the classic billy club greeting that formalized the danger we were in. The slow, sweeping menace of his flashlight etched into the bones of windows and doorframes like the executioner’s ax on the grindstone as we ducked deeper into the darkness of our skull temple. 

			Crack. Crack. Crack. 

			He let the silence crescendo before he began his game, taking a few prolonged strides toward the staircase.

			“Alright now, here’s what we’re gonna do. I want y’all to come out real slow like, with your hands up in the air.”

			Crack. Crack. Crack.

			“I don’t know if ya heard, but I sent my partner down the road so we could have this little chat in private. Come on out now, and let’s get this over with.”

			Everything about his tone made it clear that whatever it was, it was just getting started. 

			I crept forward in time to peer out and see Elijah brace himself with a deep breath and then walk out hands up into the stairwell.

			“It’s just me here, sir.”

			Blane’s light twitched upward and flooded the second story landing. Seemingly right on cue there was a rumble of distant thunder and the rain faucet shut off all at once. Blane grinned in the fresh silence, then looked at the ground, mumbling to himself, “Oh, it’s just you. I see.”

			Chuckling lightly under his breath, Blane shook his head, then looked upward and took a step back. He waved his baton deftly in front of him, beckoning. “Well, alright. Get on down here.”

			Elijah took a slow step forward, followed by another, slower step. His balls must have been all the way up in his throat but he seemed determined not to show it.

			“Get on down here, I said! This doesn’t have to take all goddamned night.”

			 Elijah reached the bottom of the staircase, eyes darting back and forth from Blane’s face to his baton. Jonie and I toed our way to the master door frame and, staying as low as we could, we watched.

			“Sir, I was just out on a walk and I— I just wanted to check this place out. Get outta the rain.”

			Blane chuckled again. “Well I ain’t even asked yet, Mr. Carter.”

			Elijah shivered at the cop’s menacing inflection and began to plead. “Please, sir, I was just headed home. I’ll head straight there and—”

			“You’ll shut your damn mouth and listen, is what you’ll do.”

			Every word he spoke felt colder. More deliberate and dangerous. He took a couple drawn out steps until he was inches from Elijah, and drew in an exaggerated breath through his nose.

			“Is that booze I’m smelling? Hmm.” He clicked his tongue and shook his head from side to side. “Gotcha on trespassin’ and minor in possession. Looks like another bad seed from the Carter family tree. How is your brother doin’ up in the penn anyhow?” 

			At this, Elijah tensed up and his jaw clenched. Sweat was beading on his furled brow. Blane continued, “Boy, you niggers never really surprise me.”

			Elijah exploded, “What the fuck did you just say!?”

			Blane took a quick step back and swung the baton with a downward lunge, landing it sharply on the side of Elijah’s knee. He shrieked in agony and toppled to the ground. Jonie and I both sprung to our feet, and she screamed, “Stop it! Stop it! Don’t hurt him!”

			As Elijah rocked back and forth on the floor, Blane’s flashlight and his stone-cold serpent eyes darted upward. He smirked, “Well, well, look who it is. Mr. Jonas Turser and his faggot shadow.”

			Unable to contain myself I yelled, “It’s Jonie.” 

			The laughter that Blane barked was paralyzing. “Oh, I know what it is, son. It is very fucking confused, is what. Now get down here you fucking queers.”

			Elijah struggled to his feet and lashed out, “Leave them alone you pig fuck!”

			Blane was on the move before the words had finished leaving his mouth. The baton crashed down on Elijah’s elbow. The sight and sound of it made my stomach turn. The blow dropped him back to the ground and left him writhing in blinding pain. 

			Now, nearly foaming at the mouth in some sort of bloodlust, Blane growled, “Get down here right the fuck now and maybe, just maybe, I wont have to hurt your little friend again.”

			For a split second the only audible sounds were Jonie’s sobbing, Elijah’s moans, and my quick, rasping breath. The pig took a step toward the stairs when another sound echoed through the night. A gunshot in the distance. Two, three, four more. Then, more faintly, a scream. Blane reeled back against the wall, “What the fuck!”

			He replaced his baton and unholstered his service pistol, then snatched his radio from his shoulder, breathing heavily into it, “10-40, shots fired. South end of Ibis Lane. Immediate backup requested, I’m 10-43.”

			He started for the door, then whipped back around. “You stay. Right fucking here. Right here.”

			We heard his footsteps trail off on the gravel outside, and then he was gone. Jonie and I flew down the stairs to Elijah. 

			Jonie cried, “Oh my god, oh god are you ok? Fuck.”

			I crouched down next to him and slung his uninjured arm around my shoulders, my whole body vibrating. Elijah responded through gritted teeth, “I’m ok— I think I’m ok. We need to get the hell out of here.” 

			It took several labored attempts, but I finally got him to his feet. As he tried his first step, leaning heavily on me, he groaned from the pain and went mostly limp. I strained and gasped, “C’mon Elijah you can do this.” 

			We have to do this. 

			At this point Jonie was tenderly lifting his other arm around her own shoulder. The relief for me was immediate and we all together took our first few steps toward the door, but the true horror had just begun.

			The sharp sound of two more gunshots shattered our small window of hope, followed by a series of clumsy footsteps rapidly approaching. 

			Officer Blane crashed through the doorway in a dive onto the ground in front of us. He whimpered, “Oh God, Jesus God,” and we backed up as far as we could until we were up tight against the flayed but unmoving flesh of sparse drywall and plywood. 

			Blane rolled from prone to supine and frantically scurried backward as quickly as he could, holding his pistol drawn on the gaping, jawless doorway. As he did, my thoughts unfurled like the hot clouds of breath that erupted from my mouth. What the hell could possibly have struck this fucking monster with such fear?

			More steps from outside gradually became audible. Each labored crunch became louder, and louder. Closer. 

			Christ, Blane, what is it out there?

			The air inside was filled with a cacophony of heavy breathing. Unfiltered gasping. The shadowy figure came into the opening and Blane screamed ferociously as he emptied his clip on it. I could see through the staccato of the muzzle flashes that the man in the doorway was wearing a police uniform. Danner? 

			Against all belief, he remained standing in the deep gunsmoke silence that followed the blasts. It would have been impossible for anyone to take that many bullets. Maybe nine or ten? I can’t really say. Absolute shock doesn’t leave room for perfect accounting. The figure didn’t even flinch, but instead let loose a low, primordial laugh that sent my heart diving six feet under, and then turned his head toward us in a series of grotesque twitches. 

			In that exact moment, that life changing moment, I remember the moon cutting free from its veil of clouds like a perfectly honed blade through silk, and as that single ray of light passed over the doorway, and then over the shadow of the man, he became something else altogether. Something made of ancient driftwood and splintered bone, or both, that stood hunched over with its back breaching the top of the door frame like a fully cranked car jack. The outstretched arms of the thing ended with twisted fingers and razor sharp claws. A gnarled crown of bramble and antlers protruded from its deer skull head, and in its wide grin there were endless rows of needle sharp teeth. I swear I could hear the thick ropes of saliva that hung from its jaw sizzle and crack like boiling water poured on ice as they hit the floorboards. Its eyes glowed intensely with an ethereal, electrified arctic blue that to this day remains a cursed brand that I see when I close my own eyes. 

			In one flash of moonlight we witnessed the aberration, and just as quickly as it had come out the moon was smothered by the ever stampeding clouds and the figure of a policeman stood before us yet again. One quick pass of moonlight and we were, all of us, utterly haunted. 

			The cop-thing cocked its head back toward Blane and lurched forward deliberately. It was intentionally sluggish, as if relishing the moment. As Blane, eyes wide and mouth agape, twisted back onto his stomach and tried to crawl away, it grabbed his ankle and began to drag him through the doorway. Above Blane’s shrill shrieking we heard the thing speak. It grated eerily like trees cracking, twisting, and falling in the wind.

			“Wendiiigo— Wendigo feeeast ooon— haaate. It— hungers.” 

			It paused, laughing in that primordial way, then turned back to look at us one last time and pointed at Blane as he writhed and clawed at the ground, “Thiiis one— It will feeed— muuuch. Then— sleeeep.” 

			It pulled Blane out of sight and we sat absolutely frozen against the carcass of wood and mossy cilium for some time. Once his pleading faded into the distance and finally stopped altogether we mustered whatever courage we had left, and the three of us stepped out into the night, hearts beating hard and fast in synchronized percussion. The moon broke free in a wide and lasting burst and as we looked out to the edge of the field we saw the lumbering Wendigo as it disappeared into the treeline, the limp body of Officer Jay Blane being dragged roughly behind. 

			With that we made our way back up Ibis Lane for the final time. There were no words to be found to rationalize what had occurred, so we went along in silence under the bright, fluttering moon. We held each other close as we hobbled away from The Graveyard as though we had just learned to walk. The Lithopedions had been born at last, and were never again to return to their skeleton womb.    
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			Scott E. Candey

		


		
			

			Mia sipped tepid coffee from a paper cup and waited for him to die. The redundancy of the process had ground down the sharpest edges of her grief. The blue veins and abrupt angles of the meager bones beneath his translucent skin made her more squeamish than sad now. It would have been different if just one of them were more robust than a turtle without its shell. Under the heat of the desk lamp, each shallow breath made his frailty more evident.

			She swept a shock of black hair behind her ear and quickly ran a lighter over a pair of tongs. A wheeze parted his lips when she lifted him from the rough motel towel on the desk, twisting the tongs to view him from every angle, like an ear of corn.

			“Nature was still working on you.”

			Mia dropped his tiny body into a mason jar of brine. She ran the lighter in half circles around the mouth of the jar before wrenching the lid closed with her slender fingers.

			Three.

			Two.

			One.

			She counted the bubbles creeping from his nostrils until there were none left to count. His eyelids parted enough that she might be able to raise the asking price if it came down to haggling. Mia placed the jar in a foam-lined case between two females. She wrote their sex on the lids in marker but had never gone so far as to give them names.

			A face ashamed of the toll this trip had taken on her stared back in the mirror at the end of the bed. The bags under her eyes, the unusual splotches on her cheeks, it was too much. It drove her beneath the covers to shut things out for a little while.

			It was still, or finally, dark when her cell phone rang. Since she’d landed at the hotel, time had become an abstraction. The blue glow of the screen painted the walls with heavy shadows. Mia groped the nightstand and grabbed her phone from atop a beaten copy of Paracelsus Four Treaties.

			“Mia, it’s Creighton. When can I expect you?”

			“Shit, um... It may be a little bit yet. I’m getting close. Another week maybe, hopefully less.” Her words were tentative. “I have three.”

			“Three...”

			“The last one should be ready soon. It takes time.” She held the phone just off her ear in anticipation of his response. There was only a greasy silence that stretched into a long exhale.

			“I can’t reschedule the opening. You understand that?”

			“I understand. By the time I get to town, everything will be ready, OK?” It wasn’t rhetorical. “OK?” She hoped his acquiescence would create some distance before the next badgering phone call.

			“This is infinitely important. You can not disappoint me. I’ll see you soon, Mia.” The tension ebbed from his voice with each word.

			“You will.”

			Mia leaned back against the headboard. Her silhouette slumped in the mirror as the phone’s glow faded. Passing lights slipped between the drapes. The foreign sounds that bred in small motels tittered around her.

			Mia kept the blankets between herself and the room and tried to focus on her breathing between the howl of semi-trucks on the interstate. There were only nightmares waiting if she fell back asleep now. The throb of the bundle tugged at her, but it had only been a few hours since she’d checked it.

			Fumbling for the light switch, she knocked her book onto the floor. The lamp’s sickly glow painted the room with a peculiar sadness. She pulled her hair back in a ponytail and grabbed the book from the floor. Inside the cover were generations of hope and failure. Inscriptions passed down, hash marks for the previous endeavors of her mother, grandmother, her great grandmother, going back further into history. Mia added three to her growing tally beneath the inscription from her mother.

			“We already know what so few have discovered. To have forgotten is to have known at one time.”

			The inks differed through the generations - ballpoint, fountain pen, quill. The oldest of them was largely illegible, but a circle was mixed among the hashes in those early entries. A success, or the suggestion of one, that the women in her family had been chasing for centuries. Her mother had gotten sick before she’d had many opportunities of her own. Her attempts became teaching sessions for Mia more than refinement of her own skills.

			Creighton was anxious. From all she’d heard, it was a short leap to erratic from there. She’d hoped that by landing in the city early, she might be closer to him than he would look, were he so inclined. He was a bit of an urban legend, but urban legends are curious things. There was always a speck of truth in that oyster. 

			Mia crouched next to her backpack, the crumbs of previous tenants nestled in the low pile carpet pressed into the soles of her bare feet. The dull bouquet of dried manure escaped from a grapefruit-sized ball of tinfoil. She peeled the foil back in uneven strips, and the outer layer of dung crumbled onto the desk. With an old makeup brush, Mia flicked away what she could onto the floor with the other detritus to reveal a glimpse of the egg encased within.

			Cradled in her shaking palm, Mia raised the exposed shell to her ear. It had been over a month since she had sealed this one away, and the timing was such that she would soon have to take what she could get. The traffic drone layered the room in an ambient fog as drab as it was bottomless. She listened for any sign the incubation had reached fruition.

			Mia furrowed her brow and squinted until she heard it: a feathery scrape. Gentle. Soft. She gawked at the bundle as if it were a dismembered appendage she’d only realized was hers once she saw it separate from herself. Wary that what she’d heard was her own trembling, Mia placed it on the desk and leaned in.

			The pressboard furniture amplified the scratching inside the egg. She took the last sip from her water bottle and moved the foil to the stained towel still on the desk from last night. Unsure it was wise to pull her eyes from the quivering shell, she hurried to the sink to refill her water bottle. She shuffled back and forth on the cold tile until the pitch of the trickling water elevated enough to suggest it was nearly full. Mia splashed a handful of water over her face.

			The air had soured as she stepped from the bathroom. There was a small hole in the shell. Mia knelt by the desk and dribbled water over the remaining dung. It was foul. Foul enough, she turned away, one eye straining back to see what she was doing. A delicate wheeze emanated from the hole. This was always electric. She held her breath in anticipation of the stillness that would surely follow.

			A small finger pulled at the hole for leverage. The egg cracked inward as the creature tugged to get itself upright. Once the hole was wide enough, its wrinkled head emerged. Mia scooted back from the desk and settled against the foot of the bed. The deep ridges beneath its eyes radiated concentration and seriousness. She marveled at the eyelashes.

			“Hell... hello.” Even in her head, her voice was distant.

			It turned toward the sound, snuffling the air with misshapen nostrils. Its black eyes fixed on her as it pulled itself free from the remains of the egg. He. He was the first of them to stand, the first to show cognizance, the first to look her in the eye. The others were half dead or worse when the air hit them.

			“You can hear me?” She stopped herself before crowning him with a name.

			The metal case in the corner had taken on the morose bulk of a tombstone. Her transaction morphed into a condemnation rather than an opportunity. Creighton would empty his pockets for this. The others were organic sculptures, captured dreams. This was not that.

			He huffed through his nose and shuffled toward the edge of the desk. Warm tears eased over her cheeks. Mia grabbed her book from the floor and offered it to the creature to step to at the edge of the desk. Hobbling forward on stiff legs, he gawked at her as she ferried him to the bed.

			Her cell phone vibrated in a half circle on the table. Startled, she bobbled the book, and the creature toppled into the blankets. Mia reached out an upturned hand as it snorted, peering back at her from a divot in the sheets. With the other hand, she flipped open her phone.

			“What is it, Creighton?” Asserting herself straight away confused him.

			“Ah, yes, well... This is all making me a bit nervous. It would be best if you delivered what is ready. I need what you have with me to ensure there’s time to set everything up. The fourth will be whatever the fourth will be, I suppose. They are the centerpiece, Mia. I need them.”

			She could hear the creak of his chair as he fidgeted. “We’ve been over this. I will be there in time. I need this done as much as you do, Creighton. You aren’t the only one counting on me.”

			“Enough of that, okay? Enough. I am paying you quite well. The specimens are mine. You are hired help; you understand. Yes?” He didn’t wait for a response. “Do not disappoint me, Mia. There’s lighting to be sorted, the media walk-through, and people anxious to hear how our exchange pans out. I need the homunculi here with me.”

			His words passed like migrating geese. She recognized the braying and honking, but it wasn’t winter yet. From the bed, the creature crouched behind a fold in the blankets, watching.

			“I’ll see you tomorrow then, Creighton. I’m not sure the fourth specimen is going to work out. It’s been almost five weeks. It should have been ready a few days ago.” She pulled the phone from her ear and drew a deep breath.

			“Well, even if it’s fetal, it will be worth displaying. We’ll open it when you get here. Just please, get here. Let’s wrap this up.”

			She disconnected without another word. Her ears were hot, her fingertips chilled, and the shriveling walls pressed the breath from her lungs. Mia lay back on the bed to quell the looming vertigo and imagine faces in the stains on the ceiling.

			The creature stood beside her as though it expected to be given something to do. She could feel the panic seeping from her into the mattress with god knows what else as she plucked patterns from the discolorations overhead.

			“Your name is Kieren,” she said. “Kieren.”

			Kieren blinked his stone-black eyes and sat. His posture was attentive, his presence humbling. The stained ceiling held no plan, and there was no plan in the metal suitcase. The mirror that reflected her jittery wonder back at her had no plan, either. There was only the delivery to make. Then she could get home, get back to the hospital, get away from here. Simple, if she let it be.

			“I need to get cleaned up. We’ll figure this out.” Kieren rubbed his ears and stared.

			The strain of the last several days, months really, did not fit down the motel drain. The miles, failures, and fears had all nested beneath her eyes. Cosmetics would only draw attention to them. She could see Kieren puzzle behind her in the mirror as she struggled to pull herself together.

			Mia yanked her bookmark free of the book. She’d written the address for the shop on it before leaving home. She thumbed to the front and wondered if it was still too soon to add her circle to the wall of hash marks or if her Mom was coherent enough to take a phone call. Instead, she dropped the book into her backpack and stuffed the last unused hand towel into the bag.

			“Get inside. It won’t be long. I hope it won’t be long.”

			Kieren did as asked. He cradled the towel around him and stared up at her from atop the old book. Mia left the zipper partially open, unsure whether he needed air. She checked the counters, pulled on her backpack, and grabbed the metal case. On the way out of the parking lot, the backpack belted into the passenger seat beside her, she stopped at the motel office to return the key.

			 

			•

			 

			The steeples of the old sanitarium complex loomed over the Row as Mia descended the hill into the neighborhood. With the sun out, it wasn’t as imposing as she’d imagined. There was a parking space across the street from Creighton’s shop. Butcher paper covered the windows. A hand-carved sign hung above the broad crimson door. Glass Houses, it read, framed in an intricate Victorian scroll motif. The door had an inset stained glass piece that incorporated the shop’s initials.

			She’d seen pictures on some of the online message boards where people commiserated, and arrangements were made, but it hadn’t quelled the tingle she felt sitting there. So many of those people were playing dress-up. Creighton, though, had a reputation. He was neurotic, perhaps volatile, but she never questioned his authenticity. No one did.

			In the daylight, it was hard to tell if there were lights on beyond the covered windows. Mia slung her backpack over her shoulder, retrieved the case from the back seat, and jaywalked across to the shop. There was a small sign tacked to the door. “Temporarily closed while we prepare new and curious things.”

			Mia tapped at the stained glass and heard the handle rattle before she ever spied any movement. The door jerked open, and Creighton eyed her, lingering on the case in her hands. His impatient scowl melted into something more of a smirk.

			“Mia? Are you Mia?” There was a hitch in his voice that could have been anger or excitement.

			“I am. It’s good to finally meet in person, Mr. Glass.” She looked up at him, silhouetted by bright lights shining behind him inside the shop. He was easily a head taller than her.

			“You weren’t exactly a day out, were you? How long have you been in town?”

			“Where do you want to do this? This case is kinda heavy.” Mia tried to look beyond him for a counter to set the case on.

			He stepped back from the doorway so she could enter. The shop was lined with dark wood curio cabinets, each shelf individually lit. Construction floods blasted the far wall, which was being painted a shadowy green. The antlers and exotic skulls on the walls cast barbed shadows in the harsh light. Cabinets gleamed with polished bone and precious stones once coddled by priests and nefarious artisans the world over.

			An antique cash register sat on the far counter. Behind it, shelves of herbs, powders, and animal parts framed a series of jars that glowed with the amber murk of formaldehyde, piglets, bats, and things not quite evident suspended within. Three human hair wreaths in glass frames hung high on the wall above the specimens, beyond the reach of foot traffic.

			“Apologies for the paint fumes. The workers aren’t here right now. They’ve gone for lunch, or materials, or drinks. I can’t be sure with that lot. We can settle up here.”

			“This is remarkable. It’s not just tarot cards and jackalopes. This is really something.”

			“It’s certainly not everything. This is the public collection. Intriguing enough for the intrigued to look closer. Your pieces will be the centerpiece of the new opening. I tipped off the alternative weekly that we’d have authentic homunculi. I’m sure it will be a condescending write-up, but it will perhaps pique the interest of any silent collectors I may not yet know.”

			“You’ve got reach. You found me. I assume you deal all over?”

			“I go where I am called and am called to where I must go.” Creighton gave a self-satisfied nod. “Please, I’d like to see them.”

			Mia’s backpack slid from her shoulder and clunked against the pillar as she wrangled the case atop it. Creighton checked to ensure that it hadn’t marred the wood.

			“There will be spotlights for each of them,” he said, gesturing to the ceiling. “If this garners the interest, I suspect it will; you and I will work together again. Even in Europe, the trails are faint for someone with your skill set.” His narrow teeth formed an uncomfortable smile.

			Mia set her backpack on the ground, glancing inside as she sealed the partially opened zipper. She did not see Kieren. More than escape, her thoughts erupted with the idea of his body smashed between the column and the book.

			“One at a time, and give me the stories. I need something to say when I show them.”

			Mia wiped her hands on her jeans and removed the first jar. An impressed exclamation just barely slipped from Creighton’s lips.

			“The fingers! That will photograph wonderfully!”

			Mia explained how she’d washed away the dung and removed its tender body from the shell. “It feels like it’s all cartilage. There don’t seem to be real bones yet.”

			Creighton held the second jar to the light, marveling at the translucent skin and the visible, if meager, organs it hid.

			The backpack slumped against her feet. Mia tried to visualize the pockets of space inside. If the book had hit first, Kieren would have been protected. If it had not... She exhaled slowly and scrabbled back to her train of thought.

			“This was the first male. He breathed on his own for a moment, but that is all. I feel like I get closer each time. If you look, you can see the eyelids are separated, right... here.” She tried to motion with a finger as she passed the jar.

			“Astounding. What do you think it would take for one to survive? Each one is a little more developed than the last. A live one, well, it would crystallize centuries of legends. It would be priceless.”

			“I can’t see it,” she said, glancing down at her feet. “As close as this one was, it wasn’t close at all. It never really moved, and I’m still not sure there are bones. He cracked his eyelids and gave a wheeze, and that was all. I sat with it until I was sure.”

			“But it did draw a breath?

			“It was more like it deflated. I’m not sure breath is quite what it was.”

			“What of the fourth?” he said, gazing toward the empty case.

			“Nothing came of it. The fourth one didn’t mature at all.”

			“I need to see it. It would still be a good ‘stage one’ for the display.” Creighton gestured air quotes with his fingers.

			“I don’t have it. I gave it an extra week to gestate, but there was no indication anything was happening.” Mia positioned herself so the bag was between her feet. “It fails far more often than it works, Creighton.”

			His expression avalanched into something altogether ugly. “What are you saying exactly?”

			Mia looked him in the eye, blinking in succession to subdue her emotion. “I am saying that I don’t have it. I buried it behind the motel.”

			Creighton chewed his words, his elongated ears plunging with red. “Buried it.” By not raising his voice but enunciating, he was somehow more volatile. “Why did you have to bury it? I... What goddamn right did you have?”

			“How perfectly crass! This is not easy. How many times did you coax something into the world this month? Creighton, how many?” She wanted her words to push him back, to twist in him somewhere and tear at his ego. “I had enough. I put it in the ground with sorrow and dignity. Go paw in the dirt if you need to. I delivered what I was able to deliver. Created what I was able to create, so you could pose beside them, having done nothing, and let some asshole take your picture.”

			He did step back. His flushed cheeks suggested it was not conscience or humility but the affront that staggered him. He closed his eyes and expelled a long breath that smelled of coffee.

			“I’ll pay you for these, of course, but you need to tell me where you buried the fourth one.”

			“Behind the motel, The Sack, it’s called.” She scooped the backpack to her shoulder. “You’ll see the bullseye sign if you take the interstate west. It’s a dump about five miles out of the city. I buried it off the back parking lot, at the edge of the trees to the right of the dumpsters. There’s a little stack of stones. Give me my money. I need to get back home.”

			Creighton looked at her for a moment. She could sense him corralling a response behind his hard gaze. He chose to remain silent and retreated to the back of the shop through a pair of plum velvet curtains. His footsteps on the hardwood floor remained audible after he disappeared.

			Mia paced in a small circle, waiting. A lyre made from femurs with a human skull for a resonator in one of the cabinets caught her eye. She wondered just what it had been strung with. The corner of the book poking awkwardly in her side drew her attention inward. It was not sitting like it should. Just as she knelt to open the bag, the footsteps clacked in a hurried cadence back toward her in the front of the shop.

			“Here you are.” He stopped in front of the curtains so she would have to come to him.

			Mia stood and advanced toward the envelope. The heat of his glare wormed over her as she passed the illuminated bell jars and meticulous display cases. She reached for the envelope.

			 “I am both thrilled and disappointed, Mia. If we do this again, I do expect promises to be fulfilled in their entirety.” He didn’t take his eyes off her as she moved toward him. “The Sack?”

			Mia took the envelope and thumbed at the bills. “The Sack,” she said, turning toward the radiant glass in the door. “I’ll race ya.”

			The door slammed harder than she anticipated as she withdrew from Glass Houses. Mia squealed the tires for effect as she pulled away. The next block down, she pulled over to check the backpack. In the rearview mirror, Creighton fumbled to lock the shop. He looked cartoonish, jogging to his car with those gangly legs, then left with similar haste. She watched him speed past her. Mia pulled the pack into her lap when he cleared the next stoplight.

			The thought of Creighton stomping in the undergrowth, digging in the mud, cursing her behind the motel amused her. The sound of his muddied loafers on the hardwood floors dirtying up the shop, the dignity drained from his stride felt right.

			She tossed the towel onto the car floor. At the bottom of the bag, safely to the side of her book, Kieren looked up and snorted. He was flushed from being confined but intact.

			She grabbed an old bottle of water, wet her finger, and offered some to Kieren. His tongue was tacky and rough. When he finished, she took the book out to better situate him. She opened the cover and added her circle, writing his name next to it--the only one to have a name recorded. Mia thought about trying her mother’s hospital room but decided the surprise might lift her spirits even more. It hadn’t ended up being as much money as expected, but she, Mia, had discovered what had been forgotten. 

			Mia tucked the towel back in the bag for him and buckled the backpack into the passenger seat. As she looked up to pull out, Creighton Glass, with the wilting gaze of a bona fide urban legend, stood watching her through the windshield.

			“There are rambunctious children in faraway bazaars who are better liars than you, Mia. Are you ready to come back inside?”
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			“So he tells me: ‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do.’ So I set off walking and he stops me and asks ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ So I say to him: ‘You go buy some nails and I’ll go see if I can find a guy named Jesus.’”

			A halfhearted chuckle sputtered from the audience. I admit, not my best joke, but damn, Gaffey’s on a Wednesday night was rough. The twenty or so people seated in the dark all nursed beers and shots and talked softly between themselves. I forced a laugh and continued.

			“Which reminds me of the time I was digging in my garden and found a Roman coin. I’m serious! Thing must have been there for ages. I was so excited that I wanted to run straight inside and show my wife, but then I remembered why I was digging the hole.”

			The crowd was silent.

			“C’mon.”

			“What’s next? A dead baby joke?” a woman in the audience called out.

			“Funny you mention it, what’s the difference between a toddler and a pound of cocaine?”

			A man in the corner booed as my fist tightened around the microphone.

			“Eric Clapton would never-”

			Bon Jovi erupted into the small venue, shortly followed by MC McCormick’s voice rumbling through the P.A.

			“Aaaaand that’s it for the show tonight folks. Give a round of applause for Travis Duncan.”  A tremor of half-hearted boos swept through the audience. “And remember that your ticket gets you a buck off wells, wines, and pints. Thank you for being a wonderful audience and we’ll see you neeeeeeeeeeext Wednesday.”

			The Bon Jovi doubled in volume as McCormick, smiling and waving at the crowd, strolled over and stood towering next to me. He nonchalantly grabbed me by the arm, speaking under his breath.

			“Mr. Frakes wants you in his office. Now.”

			The finality with which he said ‘now’ rolled my anger into fear and I felt myself starting to shift the weight on my legs, feeling the crack-crack deep within. I focused on the feeling for a moment, thought to argue, thought to just walk away, and then abandoned it all and slipped through the red curtains as the spotlight snapped off.

			 

			•

			 

			Ronald Frakes, who had owned Gaffey’s for twenty years and a handful of other restaurants and clubs for almost as long, sat on the other side of a large mahogany desk. He had been a boxer or pro football player in a past life and he was still an enormous pile of a man. His thick, almost white goatee was askew now, presumably in a sneer, and his sharp eyes seemed to be sawing me in half.

			“What the fuck is wrong with you, man?”

			“Well-”

			“You know how many people left after your set?”

			I let the silence seep for a moment while Frakes continued his eye-sawing.

			“You know what the problem is? This stupid Wednesday night slot with all these hungover white collar types. If you’d just give me-”

			“No, Travis.” Frakes’ voice seemed to resonate throughout the whole room as he leaned forward. “No, it’s not any of that. Or any of the other million things you invent as an excuse to why you’re not getting laughs anymore. It’s because you are presenting yourself as a fundamentally and unequivocally unlikable person.”

			I felt my anger flare and choke itself out until it was nothing but sulfur in the air.

			“When you first started out here you were funny, man. What the hell happened? You’re just getting more and more… what’s the word… salacious? Definitely more of an asshole.”

			Frakes gathered his enormous, dry hands together and leaned back in his chair as I let my head fall.

			“Look, Travis. I’m going to cancel Tuesdays for a while and move Johnny or Mike to cover your slot.”

			“So I’m doing Tuesdays now?” The prospect was annoying. Tuesday shows were mostly for the bartender.

			“No, you’re not listening, Travis. I’m canceling Tuesdays and you’re going to go home and work up something new. And for the love of God, please keep it… how to say this? For General Audiences.”

			I felt my shoulders calling towards the ground.

			“I understand.” I lifted my head and tried to force a smile. “Welp, I’ll see you in a while I guess. Take care, Ron.” Frakes didn’t answer, but our hands met in the middle of the desk as we shook hands.

			 

			•

			 

			“Hey Ash, it’s me. I, uh… I have some news that I wanted to share. Not sure if you’re at your hotel or whatever… But, um, if you get this mind giving me a call? Anyways, hope you’re having fun and everything. Love you. Bye.”

			I set the receiver gently into the cradle and opened the payphone doors to 9th Avenue. Gray, threatening skies loomed overhead as autumn foliage waned into the cold, monochrome of impending winter. I slid my coat’s zipper to my throat, allowed my head to sink again, and began to walk, hoping to arrive at a better state of mind, a bar, or my apartment.

			God, Frakes is an ass.

			No, he’s not. He’s right. You are salacious.

			Yeah, but it’s funny.

			Not to who it matters.

			You?

			No, the audience.

			The audience doesn’t think it’s funny.

			It’s because-

			A raindrop fell on the nape of my neck, intruding on my conversation. I lifted my head to the sky and saw it was now the color of charcoal and pregnant with the certainty of an outright downpour. I pawed at my thin wool coat and saw the sky flash as, just outside the city limits, the thunder growled.

			I rushed under the nearest alcove as the sky erupted. I stood a moment against the faded brick wall, shifting my weight on my legs and focusing on the wonderful crack-crack when I heard a door creak behind me.

			“Radio says it’ll only be like this for about a half hour. You’re welcome to come on in to stay dry.”

			I turned to face the door and weary voice. A withered old man opened the door fully and wiped his hands on a long, gray apron covered in dirt and grime. He smiled with barely perfect teeth and bright, milky-blue eyes that sat below brows that looked like they’d never been trimmed.

			I took a long breath and eyed the glass door as I passed through the door frame. In a regal serif, the gold paint long flaking, read: The Somnabulatorium.

			“Almost always someone jumps into that alcove when it rains. Funny how it works. Ain’t even the best nook for rain cover on the block if you ask me.”

			The man limped through aisles of curiosities back to behind the counter. It was almost overwhelming to the senses, with objects of every shape, size, and function stuffed and piled everywhere it could but shouldn’t go. The entire store smelled like decay and moths.

			“I don’t expect you to buy nothin’ of course. Just helping a stranger is all.”

			“I really appreciate it.” I realized I was speaking out loud for the first time. “Neat store.”

			“Store, museum, and front all in one.”

			My stomach turned. “Front?”

			The man wheezed. “Yessir. In the front we have all sorts of curiosities, but in the back it’s just a damn good way to get some space from the ol’ ball and chain!” His wheeze turned into a throaty, wet cough. I faked a chuckle and began to move through the aisles, eyeing as much as I could, lingering and feigning interest at random curios. I stopped and picked up a brass oil lamp with Arabic or Farsi engraved on the side.

			“The guy that sold me that told me it was straight from Babylon and had been in his family for a thousand years.”

			“Babylon?”

			“Hell, I believed him too until I looked at the bottom.”

			I flipped the lamp over and read MADE IN CHINA.

			“Worst fifteen bucks I ever spent. Unless you want to buy it for twenty?” The wet laugh-cough came back.

			“You think someone would give away an heirloom like that?” It came out accusatory but I couldn’t help it. The old man merely wheezed again so I continued perusing, stopping at a glass turtle. Clouds of green and blue made it look like it was riding an endless ocean of time. Ash loved turtles.

			“How much for this?”

			“What?”

			“How much for this turtle?”

			“Which now? Oh. Had that here only a few weeks it seems. Think I could let it go for fifty.”

			Fifty fucking dollars? Jesus. Still, I knew Ash would love it. And Christmas was almost coming up. I shifted my feet (crack).

			“I’ll take it.”

			“Excellent. Come on up to the counter and I’ll ring you up. Hope cash is okay. I don’t have one of those VISA machines yet.”

			I cupped it with both hands and carefully guided it to the front of the store. The shifting colors were hypnotic. I’d have to think of some way to compare them to Ash’s eyes or something.

			“Yeah, cash is-” As I looked up my heart stopped. A small figure perched over the old man. It was clothed in a dusty black suit and polished black shoes that meekly reflected the dull overhead lighting. On its head of wispy, threaded hair was a top hat with a silken red band. Its eyes, two ice-white streaks with a single dab of black paint, were locked onto mine, while its mouth was closed into a knowing, subtle grin. Airbrushed pink cheeks gave it the innocence of a shy boy, and it seemed to be about to say “It’s nice to meet you, Travis. Welcome to your new life.”

			And my new life was before me. My jokes were funny, but I was unlikeable. But I would no longer be saying the things people found so vile. I would be the agreeable foil to a foul-mouthed dummy.

			“Mister?”

			“How much for that?”

			“What?” The old man turned and arched his back to look as joints rotated in ways they likely hadn’t in years. “Oh, for Patches?”

			“Patches?”

			The old man laugh-coughed again, grabbed a long crook from the corner and, with much concentration, slowly lifted the dummy off of its display hook. He sat the doll on the counter and patted its suit, creating clouds of dust.

			“This here is Patches. Patches Magoo.”

			I couldn’t take my eyes off the thing.

			“Hello, Patches.”

			“Patches Magoo,” the dummy said in a wooden voice.

			“Hello, Patches Magoo.”

			“See?” The old man’s eyes beamed. “You two are already getting along.”

			 

			•

			 

			I didn’t remember the price, just that I had it in cash. I remembered the uneasy longing I felt as Patches was put into a black wooden prop box and the lid closed. I remembered stepping onto a steaming street and almost sprinting home. I remembered setting Patches on a chair beside my bed and staring into its eyes as sleep took me. I remembered whispering “Goodnight, Patches. Tomorrow a new life begins for both of us.” I remembered excitement giving way to exhaustion as darkness overcame me. I didn’t remember the glass turtle.

			 

			•

			 

			“Patches, you’re killing me!”

			“Well, we were talking about omelets. If you want an omelet, you gotta smack the bitch!”

			I could hardly contain my own laughter at this. God I was good.

			“No, Patches, to make an omelet you gotta break a few eggs.”

			“Like an abortion?” the wooden voice roared.

			“No, Patches! You can’t say things like that. Think about the sanctity of life here.”

			There was a pause as I made the dummy slowly turn towards me.

			“You said titty.” I marveled at how naturally this voice was coming out. I had pretty much copied the way the old man had done it, but added a little New England-ish accent. I just hoped my mouth wasn’t moving too much.

			Suddenly there was a knock at the door and I was thrown from my train of thought.

			“Who is it?”

			A muffled voice answered.

			“Who is it?” I was annoyed now.

			“Christ, it’s Ash! Want the whole block to hear us yelling again?”

			The annoyance washed away and I bolted up, set Patches gingerly onto the chair, and rushed to unlatch the door. I opened it to Ash standing there with her arms full of luggage.

			“What’s with the attitude?”

			“Nothing, I just- sorry.”

			She strolled to the cramped kitchenette and set down a few bags, made her way by the love seat dropping another, and rushed back and threw her arms around my neck.

			“Hey.”

			We kissed and she pulled me into an embrace, kneading her open palms into my shoulders. I found the small of her back and let my fingers ladder up her spine. She slowly pulled away, smiling.

			“Guess how much I missed you?”

			“Half as much as I missed you? Quarter? Eighth?”

			She playfully flung the back of her fingers into my chest. “Keep dreaming, buck-o. So, you’d never believe this conference. Dr. Soto, the only speaker that was relevant to physics at all, didn’t make his flight from Kyoto.” She grabbed her suitcases from outside the door and started dragging them in as I moved to help. “Don’t worry, I got it. Anyways, so they got this Norwegian guy, Gunther-something, to take his place. And guess what his academic focus was?” I shrugged as she wheeled them to the bedroom. “Anthropology. He starts talking about some caves and shit out in-”

			She screamed as her suitcases toppled.

			“What the fuck is that?!”

			“What?” I rushed into the room and realized. “Oh, that’s Patches.”

			“Patches?”

			“Yeah, Patches Magoo.”

			“And what the fuck is Patches Magoo doing in our apartment, Travis?”

			“He’s, uh… He’s part of my act now.”

			“Oh god…”

			“What?”

			She faced me.

			“Travis, you know I support you in anything and everything you do.”

			“I know, baby, I-”

			“But this thing…” She glanced back and I thought I could see her hair rising. “This thing is fucking creepy.”

			I stood and shifted. Crack-crack. My eyes fell to the floor as I tried to focus. Ash glided over and threw her arms around me again, putting her palm on my cheek.

			“Hey, I’m sorry. It’s just… I don’t know. Oh yeah!” The tone change made me jump. “How did your show go?”  She tried meeting my eyes but I dropped them to the floor again.

			“I, uh… My slot got canceled… Frakes told me to improve my act, so…” I meekly pointed at the dummy who eagerly returned my gaze.

			“Oh. I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t know.” She began rubbing my back again. “And do you think this thing-”

			“Patches.”

			“-Patches, will help with that?” I knew it would, and with a jolt of confidence I raised my head, met her eyes, and beamed.

			“I’ve known him one day and we’re already hilarious.” She gazed into my eyes, alternating between them cautiously, then gave in.

			“Alright. Well, how about a demonstration then?” She danced to the loveseat and collapsed into it. I ceremoniously picked up Patches and dragged the wooden chair to the middle of the cramped living room and sat down.

			“Patches, I want you to meet Ashley.”

			Patches seemed to come to life.

			“Heeeey! Not bad, little T. Look at the rack on her!” Ash snorted.

			“Down, Patches, down. So, what do you think about our apartment?” Patches’ head bobbed around as if seeing it for the first time, the grating-wood voice doing a appraising “hmmmmm…”

			“Ya’ know, it’s not bad. It says small, but over-priced.”

			Ash let out a small giggle. “How are you doing that voi-”

			“Tell that bitch that the boys are talking.”

			I saw Ash’s eyes narrow.

			“Easy, buddy. I think Ash could take you.” 

			“I bet. She’s used to tiny little-”

			I felt my anger flare as I cut him off.

			“I don’t think you want to talk about tiny things, Patches. I’ve fucking seen you naked.”

			Why was I angry? Ashley snorted.

			“Oh yeah? Want to know why I-”

			Patches’ voice gave way to the sound of wood grinding against metal. I felt the mechanism that moved the mouth get stiff, and then unmoveable. I felt my anger sulfer again as I winced trying to work it free, the whole effort cloaked by a tiny black suit.

			“Everything okay?”

			“Yeah, he’s pretty old. Must need some maintenance or something.” I whirled the dummy around and peered into its jammed jaw and gave it a shake. “Oh, I think I see what the problem is: looks like a spring got unseated.”

			I straddled the doll across my knee and braced its head against my splayed palm. I took my index finger and carefully guided it down the narrow tunnel, inching downwards to the stuck mechanism. After a moment, I could feel the coils of the spring. I slid it gently sideways.

			Suddenly the spring made purchase and released, causing Patches’ jaw to come biting upwards. I howled in pain as Ash screamed, rising from the loveseat.

			“Jesus Christ it got my fucking finger. My finger’s fucking gone, Ash. It’s fucking gone!” I pulled my hand away from Patches’ now blood-dripped face, revealing a missing digit. Small squirts of blood shot from the now raw-meat stump and onto the floor with every quickening heartbeat. Ash screamed again.

			“Fuck! We’ve got to get you to the hospital.” She rushed into the bathroom to grab gauze or towels or band-aids.

			“But… but Patches.” I was shocked and scared but my voice came out as solemn.

			“Forget the fucking thing!” she roared from behind the medicine cabinet.

			 

			•

			 

			“And you said you were playing with a doll?” The doctor’s tone was condescending at best, pitying at worst.

			“No, a dummy. A ventriloquist dummy.”

			“A dummy, huh? I’ll say.”

			“Think you can reattach it or something?”

			The doctor looked me over suspiciously.

			“Sure. You can safely reattach a finger within twelve hours of it being severed. All you need is the finger.”

			I felt myself looking around the room and patted my pockets as if my wallet was suddenly missing.

			“Oh God.”

			Ash was already standing up from the weathered chair in the corner. “Don’t worry. I’ll go get it.”

			“Just be careful! He… he…” She was out the door as the words failed me. I looked at my gauzed hand, the thick thumb suddenly feeling so far away from the other digits. I longed to stand and feel the crack-crack, but the doctor intercepted my gaze.

			“He what?”

			He didn’t mean to.

			“I was just going to say, the spring in its jaw is probably still messed up. And… and I wanted her to be careful since the thing is an antique.” 

			The doctor eyed me again, lingering on my missing finger.

			“Mr. Duncan, do you have a history of issues with mental health?”

			My heart felt thick at the question, like it was pumping black oil and gasoline throughout my entire body.

			“Why?” I was desperately trying to sound easy.

			“Well-”

			Code Blue. Code Blue. Doctors Ainwright and Philips please report to Operating Room C. Code Blue. Code Blue. Doctors-

			Dr. Ainwright or Philips stood, quickly patted his pockets, stepped to the door, and turned.

			“Someone will be in to check in on you in a moment.” He vanished into the scurry of the hallways.

			 

			•

			 

			“Mr. Duncan?”

			I pried my eyes open. How long had I been asleep? A young nurse or assistant stood halfway through the door, and I thought that if it were a mouth it would chomp-chomp her whole body in half. I leveled my gaze.

			“Huh? The doctor back?”

			“Sorry, Mr. Duncan. But your wife is on the phone.”

			I eyed her coldly, melted the expression into confusion, and then laughed.

			“Oh, Ash? Ashley?”

			“Yes, sir. She’s on line two. You just have to pick up the phone and press the button next to the blinking light twice.”

			I sat up and felt achey. I reached over to the small blue countertop, pulled the phone off the hook and tap-tapped. I looked back at the door and the little nurseling was gone.

			“Ash?”

			“Hey. How are you feeling?”

			“Five stars. Pew pew.” Why was I so delirious? “Nah, just kidding. I fell asleep and am still groggy I guess. Did you…” I fought to recollect. “Did you find my finger?”

			There was a pause.

			Ash breathed.

			“I can’t find it anywhere. I looked inside the doll-”

			“Patches.”

			She breathed again.

			“Yeah, and it wasn’t in there. I checked everywhere, baby. Under the couch, cushions. I even went and checked the alley. The window wasn’t even open. It’s not in this apartment.”

			I felt a weight almost crush me, pummeling me into a thick, crunchy web of oil-veins. And then in an instant it was gone.

			“On a scale of one to nine guess how upset I am about it.”

			We laughed.

			“I’m glad that your sense of humor wasn’t stored in that finger.”

			“And how’s Patches?”

			There was silence for a moment. Ash cleared her throat.

			“Honestly, the thing gives me double creeps now, but I knew you’d ask that. I don’t know why. I, uh, cleaned your blood off of… him. I didn’t try the mouth or anything.”

			A warm flood of pleasure washed over me. Try the mouth. TRY THE MOUTH! My heart rolled at the thought.

			“And another thing.” She took another short breath. “Frakes called and left a message. He said Hank canceled Friday because of some acting gig or something. He said he’d like you to cover his slot.”

			I leaned back and gazed at the flaking ceiling tiles and ran my good index through the spiraling phone cord.

			“What did he say? Like, verbatim?”

			“Honey I’d have to listen to it again but-”

			“He’d like me to cover?”

			“Like or need. I can’t remember.”

			Bullshit!

			“Did you tell him about Patches?”

			“Baby, I didn’t talk to him. He left a message. Look, I’m so sorry I couldn’t find your finger, but I’m coming to be with you. I don’t think you should be alone.”

			I felt my mind flit to Patches and back. I breathed deeply.

			“I think that’s probably a good idea. Thanks, babe. I love you.”

			“I love you too.”

			Do you though, Mrs. Can’t-use-her-eyes?

			 

			•

			 

			I remembered laying there on the hospital bed for what seemed like an eternity. I remembered the pins and needle feeling as the numbing agent crawled through my hand, telling every nerve to SHUT THE FUCK UP as I watched the doctor insert needle through flesh, needle through flesh, needle out and loop. I remembered the dance between anger and gratitude as I watched Ash fill out my discharge paperwork before riding home in silence. I remembered apologizing to Patches, but not to Ash.

			 

			•

			 

			How could she not find my fucking finger in a fucking five hundred square foot apartment? Stupid!

			The numbing agent for the stitches was starting to wear off and my hand felt like it was made of concrete. I was death rolling the top sheet as Ash lightly snored beside me. 

			And why did Patches do that? What did I do? We were supposed to be a team. Duo. Today’s fucking Abbot and Costello. Bonnie and Clyde. Fuck!

			I felt my teeth sink into the pillow as I moaned. Ash stirred and rolled over. I stared at Patches, sitting in the chair, a street light casting half-light across his face. My eyes dove deep into Patches’ painted orbs and saw tomorrows unkempt. As I regarded him I felt exhaustion and darkness overtaking me. My stare fell from dapper collar to crisp lapels, drop to cuff, and noticed Patches’ left index finger seemed to illuminate. Wood had given way to an oily slickness that caught the light and shimmered. My fading mind mulled it over and in half-song I thought: “Goodnight, Patches. Absolve me while I’m living.”

			 

			•

			 

			“What’s in the case?” The shrill sound of Michael ‘Funniest-Guy-In-Town’ Gleeson’s voice brought me back into the green room. I reached into my breast pocket and pulled out a tin of mints. Mike idly watched me fumble with the lid. Inactions of a thoughtless prick.

			“What’s in the case, Travis?”

			I finally popped the tin and stuffed two into my mouth.

			“Fuck off, Mike.”

			“Jesus dude, chill. What happened to your finger? Lose it up your butt?”

			I eyed him coldly and crunched as I heard high-cut Janis Joplin playing on the house speakers below us. Mike stood up.

			“Well, better go kill ‘em, since no one follows a killer.”

			“You know what’s weird, Mike?”

			“Fuckin’… you?”

			I crunched.

			“I don’t think I ever — in six years of knowing you, mind you — have ever heard something original come out of your mouth.”

			Mike looked at me sourly for a moment before slowly raising his middle finger up. He turned and descended to the stage. I couldn’t hear what MC McCormick’s bass-laden voice was saying but I imagined it as “Now introducing, the most miserable piece of shit that ever walked the earth. Yooooouuu guessed it: Michael. Gleeeessoooooon!”

			Finally in peace, I undid the small brass snaps on Patches’ case and opened the lid. Ash had cleaned him up pretty well, not a trace of blood on him. I lifted him out and remembered last night. Carefully taking his little hand I examined the finger. It was discolored. Squishy. Fleshy. Lubrication swelling the wood?

			“Spring a leak or something? I’ll get you to someone who can make you whole soon. I promise. But for now, tonight, I need you to bring your A-Game. We have to ace this. This might be the thing that makes or breaks…” It was suddenly hard to quantify. Makes or breaks what? A dream? A career? A job? I set him back into his case.

			“Don’t worry. I’m just going to get a beer and check on Ash. I’ll be right back.” I closed the lid, lingering on that finger.

			I set the case upright against the wall and descended the stairs to the small venue. It was packed. Friday nights. Wow. 

			As I crossed to the bar I heard Mike planting the seeds to end with The Aristocrats. Pretentious asshole.

			I found Ash and sat beside her on a red pleather stool. As I tried to catch the bartender’s gaze she slid over a lager and grinned. I pulled her towards me and kissed the top of her head.

			“Nervous?”

			I didn’t even look around and merely pointed my gauzed hand behind me.

			“Not following this dumpster fire.” Ash laughed as I took a drink. 

			Mike’s voice was tinny through the PA system. I listened to his hollow, stupid words and felt the walls of the club bending inwards, stretching and shifting ever closer, becoming a cage or coffin or prop box around my mind. The twilight lighting of the room eased into darkness and suddenly I could see Patches. Lifeless. Alone. Upstairs.

			I pounded my beer and set the glass on the bar. “Welp, better go get ready.” I heard Ash’s protest tumble into a ‘Good luck!’ as it faded into the din of the club.

			 

			•

			 

			“I dunno, Travis. You’re the one with your hand up a little boy’s shirt. I mean, what, are ya’ Catholic?”

			The audience howled at Patches’ callback, and even with the spotlight in my eyes I could see Ash wiping away tears of mirth. It had been a solid twenty minutes of roaring laughter, which made it the best night of my career and maybe life. Patches grabbed my wrist and gazed at my watch.

			“Oh no, it’s almost time to put me in the trunk again.” He looked out over the crowd with a devious grin. “Just like the hooker.” Another wave of laughter went through the club.

			“Alrighty, well say goodnight to the lovely audience.” He slowly passed his gaze over the seats.

			“Ah, fuck ‘em.” Another callback. Great closer, Patches. As the applause started Patches went lifeless. I felt a dark mist forming inside me as the eruption was joined by Led Zeppelin and MC McCormick’s booming voice. I smiled, waved at the audience, and gently stowed Patches into the prop box before latching it up and making my way up the stairs to the green room. As I crossed the threshold, I saw Mike laying down on the couch with an empty pint glass still in his hands. The weird mix of pride, booze, and sadness reformed into a cold lump of dread. I stopped cold.

			“Okay, what the fuck is in the stupid box?”

			“You know what?” I crossed the room and set the case against the wall again. “If you actually watched other people here perform you’d know.” I kicked the small coffee table beside him. “And hell, you might actually learn how to be funny.” Mike scowled.

			“What happened to you, man?” 

			I kicked the table again as I made my way back to the stairs and stopped. I could feel oily darkness bubbling as I spoke.

			“If you open that case I’m going to fucking kill you.”

			Mike was silent as I made my way down the stairs.

			 

			•

			 

			“Wait, and you married him?!”

			Frank was a legend when it came to crowd work. The woman he was riffing on started to speak as he cut her off.

			“Let me get this straight: he cheats on you. With your own mother. The woman that brought you into this world. And you marry him?”

			“But it was after she passed away!” He eyed her with disbelief.

			“The marriage or the cheating?”

			The crowd roared as I turned the dreadlump around and around. It wouldn’t be set down or stowed or forgotten.

			What’s happening, Patches?

			I had to know. I pounded the rest of my beer and leaned to Ash’s ear.

			“I’m getting pretty tired. Gonna’ go get my stuff together so we can bolt after Frank’s set if that’s okay.”

			“Sure, sure.” She placed her hand gently on my back as I dismounted the barstool. As I crossed the venue and made my way to the stairs the dreadlump became heavy and hot. 

			I ascended the stairs and passed through the door frame. A bead of sweat slid down the nape of my neck.

			The prop box was open and empty on the small coffee table. Rage erupted in me.

			“Mike, you piece of shit!” I stomped into the room. Clearing the coffee table I saw thick oily redness oozing and pooling around furniture. Patches was slumped next to the couch and I shakily picked him up before it reached him. I followed the moving liquid to the edge of the small room. Ragged meat and bone, still dripping, slowly coalesced into a pile of cloth and flesh. Mike was now just torso and arms and a head, eyes bulging out of their sockets, his legs nowhere to be found. Blood funneled out of his mouth in a slow splat and I could suddenly smell his ruptured intestines.

			“What the fuck did you do?” The voice came behind me as I whirled around and saw Frakes, his fists clenched into calloused hammers. 

			 

			•

			 

			“Mr. Duncan?”

			I opened my eyes. I was in Frakes’ office, again sitting at the desk I was starting to hate. An older woman with auburn hair was sitting in Frakes’ chair, regarding me.

			“Yeah? Yes.”

			“How are you feeling, Mr. Duncan?”

			“Four stars. Pew pew.” I regretted the words as they spilled out of my mouth. “Sorry, inside joke with my girlfriend.”

			She smiled dryly. At some point between the body and the cops showing up I had dropped the dreadlump.

			“I’m Detective Harris.” She nodded to her badge. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about what happened tonight, if you wouldn’t mind.”

			I want to see Patches.

			I nodded.

			“What’s with the doll?” 

			I ground my teeth.

			“Dummy, actually. Patches. He’s… he’s part of my act.”

			“You’re a ventriloquist?”

			“Aspiring, I guess. Just a comedian before Wednesday.”

			“And did you have beef with Mr. Gleeson?”

			I thought of the torso floating on a sea of blood being taken up and tossed into a meat grinder.

			“Beef?”

			“Yeah. Did you speak with him at all tonight?”

			My head was getting foggy from the overhead lights and lingering buzz. I tried to remember exactly what was said before giving up.

			“We exchanged a few words but nothing out of the ordinary. Basically just ribbing.”

			“So you didn’t like Mr. Gleeson?”

			Who could?

			“I mean I didn’t hate him or anything.”

			Touch my shit, get throat slit! Touch my shit, get throat slit!

			“I guess we just have… had a different sense of humor.”

			Detective Harris sat in silence, still regarding me. She leaned back in Frakes’ chair.

			“Do you know of anyone who could have done something like this?”

			I know, I know, but I’m not telling!

			“I have no idea. I… I have no idea.”

			Pink intestines bubbling with blood and bile.

			Detective Harris leaned forward again. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small card. She fanned it for a moment as she looked me over once again. “From what I understand you’ve had a tough week.” She handed me the card and I grabbed it with my gauzed hand. “Here’s my number. If anyone comes to mind, give me a call.”

			I nodded and stood (crack).

			“Get some rest. It looks like you need it.”

			 

			•

			 

			What the hell am I doing?

			I stared at the stained ceiling as I laid in bed. My body ached, my hand felt like stone, and my mind was a carousel of anxiousness. 

			I don’t think you’re cut out for this.

			Comedy?

			No, not that.

			Then what?

			Patches.

			Patches?

			I heard a soft tumble in the living room and my heart started to race. I listened.

			A tap. Like a fingernail on wood.

			Tap.

			Tap.

			Its rhythm was staggered. I closed my eyes and stowed my fear. Breathed.

			I slipped out of the bed, careful not to wake Ash and made my way into the living room. Light from the alley drifted in, creating shadows at hideous angles. I strained to see what could be lurking in the dark.

			Tap.

			I stopped. Something had moved in the shadows. Patches’ case was open and empty in the corner.

			Tap.

			My body was shaking. I was starting to understand what was happening. Oil-veins were forming and starting to pump their sludge.

			Tap.

			Tap.

			The shadow sauntered towards me and as it entered the sharp light I saw Patches tottering towards me like a newborn deer. I tried to scream as Patches lifted his pink, fleshy finger to his lips.

			“Don’t talk.” His voice was splintering wood.

			“Don’t scream. Don’t move.”

			Tap.

			Tap.

			I shifted on my legs and focused on the crack-crack-crack-crack as he inched towards me. I desperately wanted to reach out to him but was frozen. My mind and heart desired different things.

			“Why?”

			Tap.

			Patches’ mouth opened then. I heard the grinding of that spring as the hole grew wider and wider and wider until I saw bladed teeth breaking its way through the wood. Sawdust fell like snow on the floor and the harsh, geometric lights flashed in the shining metal.

			Tap.

			Tap.

			He was standing below me now, eyes gluttonous and wide, mouth vibrating in a ravenous chatter. My fumbling mind finally caught up with the fear and my body was pumping oily sludge again. Patches lowered his eyes and chittered hungrily at the bedroom.

			Try the mouth! Try the mouth!

			Pleasure and dark shadows flooded my body.

			Try the mouth!

			I turned to the bedroom, finally understanding that Patches’ hunger must be sated.
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			A bowling pin, chainsaw, and human head loop effortlessly in an intricate figure eight. Around and around they go, as if by magic. The bowling pin is used, scarred by countless strikes. I just make out the text “Bob’s Bowling Alley” in faded pink letters as it hangs weightless in the moment between up and down. The chainsaw takes its turn. Unbalanced, it turns wildly. Violently. The choppy engine spews white smoke even as the blade cuts through it, leaving a wispy void. The balding head follows. A rigormortis half smile and lifeless eyes. The neck is completely severed, white nerves visible around a trachea. Red muscles chewed to a jagged edge.

			The juggler is a giant, at least 7 feet tall and lean. He is all ribs and muscles except for a potbelly with an octopus tattooed on his center mass. The arms of the octopus wrap around his naked torso and gyrate as he throws his props up again and again. That tattoo appears to move, maybe it is moving, sharp suckers swelling and contracting with each breath.

			The cheerleader at his feet is frozen. Fear, real fear, is her sole expression. Tears well at the edges of her eyes. Her bright blue uniform is ripped and splattered with blood and dirt. Her nails are broken, the polish chipped. Her tattered top hangs about her midriff. Her bare breasts, untouched from the carnage, are pale and glow in the moonlight like strange nocturnal tan lines. She stares at her pursuer, defeated. Fear has won. 

			The giant moves forward. His deep maroon shoes are too big for even him. He sweats thick beads that mix with the paint on his face. Droplets of the white sludge cling to his nose, and his breath comes out in cold, wispy clouds. The overdrawn frown is bright red, drawn in blood, and his skin is the yellow jaundice of liver failure. His eyes, red veins like lighting bolts against a milky yellow sclera, are focused on her. Yet still, around and around, his props fly.

			The clown goes into a final frenzy: the bowling pin, head, and chainsaw increase in speed as he nears his finale. With a flourish he tosses everything into the air. The head lands first, right in front of the girl, followed quickly by the chainsaw. The chainsaw spears the head, its engine revving as it chews its way though. Blood and bone spray over the cheerleader, a hellish  baptism. The saw bottoms into the ground, dying with a few sparks and bits of churned earth.

			The clown bows with the grace of a Shakespearean performer. In sync, the bowling pin lands on the chainsaw, balancing perfectly on the shaking engine. He draws one small finger forwards, and gently pushes the pin over. It lands with the softest thud in the grass between her knees.

			“I win.”

			His voice is a whisper, scratchy and deep.

			“Yes.”

			Her voice is so sad. She is beyond broken. I want to scream at her to fight. I want to grab her. Save her, but I can only watch. And be broken for her.

			The cheerleader reaches up and gently takes his hand. Trembling, her fingers are like a child’s in his palm. She brings it to her face. They stare into each other’s eyes. He pulls her toward his mouth, his brown sharp teeth smiling. 

			Then everything fades to black.

			For a moment everything is extra dark. My eyes stretch, physically pulling at the darkness for fragments of light. Anything to make my brain know that I’m safe. That that godforsaken clown isn’t real. That I’m safe. At first I only have the darkness and my beating heart. Then, the green glow of a button on the large screen. A tiny crack of light from where the curtains don’t fully lock out the light. Hints of the world. The outline of the man sitting in a chair to my right. The arm of the chair I’m gripping tightly. Little lines of lighter black against the darkness.

			A moment holds the room, brief and too long. Then a shuffle and click as bright fluorescent bulbs chase it all away.

			 

			“Well, what did you think?” a voice asks from the back of the room.

			In answer, the man to my right starts to clap. The others around the table catch the signal and clap too. I politely clap. Twice.

			“Amazing. The visuals. It looked fantastic. Beyond words,” says Dennis, the douchie VP of Sales. He’s actually standing, his expensive suit a little large. He probably insisted to the tailor he was 6’ instead of 5’10”.

			“Gentleman and lady,” says John Lebleau nodding to me. “You’ve just witnessed cinematic history.” John Fucking Lebleau stands as the room continues to applaud. Smiling. Already feeling like he had won.

			“The Volume will revolutionize making films. For the first time technology and cinema  are seamlessly aligned. No more old-fashioned sets. No more half-measure green screens and expensive post-production. No more empty performances to tennis balls on sticks. This…” he gestures to the screen, “...is nothing less than creation. True artistic expression. This is god-level movie making.”

			“And god-level ticket sales to go with it,” chimes Dennis.

			“Yes, that too. With this, Studio X will leapfrog the industry. Paramount will be parahill. Disney will be done-sie. Sony will be known as the company who used to make DVD players.”

			A laugh goes up around the table.

			“All that was CG?” asks Dan. The older CEO had been in the industry since he was a young actor in the 60’s. He loved movies. A potential ally?

			“Some of it,” replies John. “When no one can tell what is real, that is when you have complete control.”

			“She was real,” I interject.

			“She was,” John replies. “Good eye. Human emotions are a complexity that even I can’t mimic. That is precisely why we need The Volume. The Volume isn’t to remove the actors, but a tool to force the best performances out of them. Method acting is where an actor becomes the character in their mind. The Volume is like a method set. When the world is real the emotions are as well.”

			“Incredible,” Dan exclaims. Maybe not.

			“The Volume is a perfect sphere, and in the hands of an artist it can recreate authentic light, sound, fog. Any environment, and it can be changed with a few strokes of a keyboard.”

			“Aren’t the other studios doing that? Isn’t that what you made already,” Jeffrey, another VP, asks.

			“Those are rough drafts. Big TV screens. Those are mere paintings. What I am building is the Sistine Chapel. Actors can feel the cold of an iceberg. Have the feel of chains projected against their skin. The world they are experiencing is as real to them as this room we are in now. Their Volumes,” he air quotes around the words, “are proof of concepts. This is the embodiment of the concept.” John speaks fervently. The men around me are being drawn in. I can sense he nearly has the room.

			“Well, from the accounting side I can assure you that we have also purchased some very expensive TV’s. The capital outlay on this project is substantial. The expansion of The Volume could bankrupt the company.” I keep my voice calm and dispassionate trying to be just the accountant. The adult in the room.

			“Yes, it is substantial.” John looks at me with narrowed eyes. I try not to react. I don’t think I do. “When a pharmaceutical company invents a wonderdrug the first pill is always millions or billions. The rest are pennies.”

			“If the drug works,” I reply. “If it doesn’t, you have a very expensive placebo.”

			“Is what you saw a placebo?” John asks.

			“I think what Julee is saying is that we are not simply doubling down. We’re betting the company on the proposed expansion,” Dan interjects. Maybe he is still on the fence?

			“The current Volume can only support a single actor. The deal was I waste my time building this proof of concept so you could see the potential. I have more than shown the potential. You must release the next tranche of cash so we expand the set to a size where we can execute full projects.”

			“I must do nothing. John, you have an amazing mind. Beyond amazing, but my job is to make sure this company survives and thrives. You have made a compelling test case, but now we have to consider...”

			“I came to you because I thought you were bold, and now you want to step back while...” John’s voice raises.

			“You came here because you’ve been blacklisted by the other studios. No one would fund this further,” Dan says softly.

			“Yeah, because they are fucking cowards,” John retorts.

			“No, it is because of you. You refuse to compromise. You refuse to give up control. You take and take, and expect us to be so damn happy that you let us write the check. You need us. We’re your last chance.”

			“Okay, everyone calm down.” Herschel raises his hands. “Nothing’s been decided. We all agree what we’ve seen is impressive, but John, you know you’re asking for a shitload of money.”

			Herschel you’re a saint. In a room full of interchangeable Daves and Dans in identical custom suits he’s someone who understands my language: spreadsheets.

			“I know we’ve talked about this before, but do you have any room on the lock-up clause, John?” asks Jeff.

			“No. No fucking way.” John throws his arms.

			“Calm down, John. Five years is a long time in the film world to lock up an investment like this.”

			“I’m basically inventing a new color, and all I ask for is a little time to paint with it. After five years you can do shitty rom-coms and that other comic book shit you were making before.”

			“Right, right. I get that, but horror films basically make what? Like forty million?” Herschel asks.

			“Twenty-eight on average,” I supply, glancing at a spreadsheet.

			“Twenty-eight million. Usually on a budget of under ten. The audience for the type of films you make just isn’t that big.” God bless Herschel for being one of the few suits in the room with a brain.

			“These movies will be groundbreaking. Titanic will look like a fucking floating door compared to this.” John is barely keeping things together.

			“Groundbreaking doesn’t equal box office returns,” Dan says solemnly. “It is one thing to ask for us to bet on you as a technician. If that was all this was about I’d write the check right now. You are asking for us to bet on you as a filmmaker. Someone who can see projects through, work with people. You’re asking us not to believe in the magic of what you’re making, but to believe in you as a storyteller.”

			Just like that things were unraveling for John. All it took from me were a few innocuous questions. A few verifiable numbers. The quiet accountant fucking up Mr. Great-and-Powerful who was shaking with anger.

			“I’m not a technician. I am an artist.”

			“And we’re a studio, we need to make money to keep the lights on, and we’ve already bought you some damn expensive lights.”

			“Go buy another one!” John yells, grabbing his chair and flinging it into the TV. It cracks as the room sits silently. John stands, breathing heavily, and storms out of the office. Dan stares at the cracked TV, just feet from his head.

			 

			•

			 

			Hours later, after more spreadsheets, payroll approvals, and hundreds of emails I finally pack a few things for after-hours into my satchel and head home. The office is mostly silent with just a handful of late workers. The VPs left hours ago, and are probably still hiding from their families at West Hills Golf Club…

			The walk to the car is a little meditation where I try to force the mounds of work into a compartment in my mind and take a breath before failing and letting the days undone to-do’s overwhelm me on the way home. 

			I park on the second floor of the garage next to one of Studio X’s three filming studios. Studio A’s big doors rise up to where I can no longer see them past the concrete of the floor above me. I pop the trunk and throw my evening’s work into the back of my blue BMW. As I walk around to the driver’s door a man steps out of the shadows.

			I step quickly to the door as he approaches, but as I shut the door a hand reaches out and grabs the doorframe.

			It’s John.

			“Hey, Julee. Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“I’m not scared.”

			“You’re not scared?”

			“No.”

			“Are you sure? I’ve been studying horror my entire life. I notice things. Your breath quickening. Avoiding eye contact. I think you might be a little scared.”

			“Can I help you with something?”

			“There is something I want from you.”

			I just stare back at him with flat eyes.

			“I was just wondering why you were against me in there?”

			“I’m not against you.”

			John laughs. A deep hearty belly laugh that echoes in the empty garage.

			“John, no one is against you. Except maybe you.”

			“I’ve always been the worst person I know.”

			“What a strange thing to say.”

			“I’m strange… Sorry, I don’t know why I said that. I don’t know why I am like this. I just want this so much.” He looks at me. All the anger gone from his eyes. His voice softens. “I can see it. Marquees with lines around the block. Red carpets. All of it. This will transform Studio X. It will give security to everyone who works here. It will make things so much better for everyone.”

			“John, I’ve been studying men in boardrooms my entire life. I notice things. Sincere sounding words. Direct eye contact. I think you might be a little full of bullshit. You’d burn this studio to the ground if it made The Volume project happen.”

			His face goes dark. I meet his eyes knowing that looking away will signal to his weird little brain that I’m afraid of him, and that is the last signal I want to give him. Well, second to last. Then he starts to laugh. It sounds like it comes from everywhere, vibrating off the structure.

			“You sure do call ‘em how you see them. Listen, I can never sell you on The Volume.”

			“I’m not the one you have to sell to, John.”

			“But you are. If you go in, Dan goes in. He listens to you. That is why I want to let The Volume sell itself to you. I want you to come to The Volume with me.”

			“Now?”

			“Yes, now. Let’s go.”

			“Well, it’s late for one, and I’m tired.”

			“The best experiences always happen in the dark.” John smiles at me.

			“My mother said nothing good ever happens after dark.”

			“I know if you come, if you feel it you’ll get it. The Volume is amazing. It’s better than anything. It’s better than sex.”

			“Maybe you’ve just had shitty sex.”

			He laughs. A sound not unlike the evil clown from the spec film.

			“Please. Please come.” 

			I have no desire to be alone with this man.

			“John, it’s late. I’m going home.”

			I slam the door shut and back up. John is illuminated in the headlights as I back out. I can see him grinning. Creepy bastard.

			 

			•

			 

			I’m so disturbed I can barely think about work as I drive home. Thanks to the gardener, the lovely front garden is in bloom and I inhale the floral peace deeply. There is a basket sitting on the front door steps. I balance the wicker handle and my work as I jiggle my keys into the door. 

			I unload everything onto the counter and break open the basket. I rip open some artisanal crackers before opening the note written in black, blocky handwriting.

			 

			I’d like to apologize for my actions in the boardroom today. It was unprofessional, but hopefully also shows how passionate and committed to this project I am. I look forward to working with you as we together plan the next best step for Studio X. - John

			 

			Asshole. He didn’t even bother to write personalized apology letters to us. He probably has a stack of them printed out in advance. At least he has expensive taste. I open some olives, and look at the bottle of pinot noir. Domaine Serene. Not too shabby. Eating the rest of the olives I pop open the wine. I take a sip, dark cherries and peppercorn, and began filling the tub. I strip and look at the details of my face in the mirror as the tub rumbles full behind me. I looked less tired then I feel, but feel tired as hell. I actively try to relax, but quarterly reports and audit requests and checklists all marked urgent fight it. I hate caring. I hate how good I am at what I do.

			Stop it. Stop thinking about work.

			I step into the tub. After a few minutes I finish the glass and stretch my arm down to rest the empty glass on the tile, wishing I would have refilled it before getting in. In the warm embrace of the water my mind finally goes blank, and I began to relax like I haven’t in a very long time.

			 

			•

			 

			I awake surrounded by darkness like I’ve never seen. I feel my eyes stretch for light, but find nothing. My hair is wet, and my hand touches my stomach confirming I am indeed still naked. I feel around looking for a towel or even something familiar. The tub? Was this even the bathroom? This doesn’t feel like home. It doesn’t smell like home.

			A sound, but in the black it is hard to know what’s where.

			“Hello?”

			The sound stops.

			My ears and eyes tingle as I force all my concentration into them. Only darkness answers.

			Then a footstep.

			“Who’s there?”

			Silence. What the fuck?

			I make my voice strong.

			“Who’s there?”

			Another footstep. Is that closer?

			“Hello?” I force annoyance into my voice.

			“Hello.” The voice is close. Right behind me. Whispering into my ear.

			I flail out, trying to hit whatever it was.

			“You can’t catch me.” The voice is female. Quiet, but sharp and shrill.

			“Who’s there?”

			A giggle answers and I hear the fast thumps of quick movement.

			“Where am I?”

			“Sweetie, you’re in the darkness.”

			“Turn on the lights. Stop this.” My voice has an edge of a tremble. I force it back.

			“Are you sure?”

			I hesitate. What the fuck?

			“You’re right to hesitate. Many things are better left unseen.”

			Anger fills me. I hate being told what to do, what to feel.

			“Turn on the fucking light.”

			“As you wish.”

			I brace for harsh light, but nothing happens. What the hell is going on? Then a tiny blue light appears above. A star? I’m outside? Then another and another. Soon the entire sky is lit up brighter than I have ever seen. The Milky Way is thick and full, and a shooting star blinks before disappearing into the night. Then dawn comes. At first just a hint of light, and then rapidly the sun rises. The sky turns light blue and then deepens. The light reveals a desert impossibly big and flat with hints of peaks in every direction. This has to be The Volume. 

			“John, I know this is you. This is beyond  too far.”

			“You think you know.” The voice sounds like wind.

			This is The Volume. It has to be. I pick a direction at random and start walking. I know I don’t have far to go. The entire Volume is a hundred meters across. I paid the invoices for the build.

			As I walk toward an edge I hear a scraping. A dozen feet in front of me a worm sticks out of the ground. It sways vertically, stiff with brown and orange hair like a caterpillar that has gone rigid.

			“Bugs don’t scare me, John.” 

			Another worm-thing appears as I take another step. Then the head appears. What I thought were worms were legs, and a giant spider slowly emerges. Its coarse hair is so large I can see individual strands move in the light breeze. 

			It’s not real.

			The spider’s giant head, the size of a record-breaking pumpkin turns and looks at me. Thousands of eyes reflect my face in a fragmented kaleidoscope.

			It’s not real.

			I take another step. I’ve gone twenty or so steps. If I started in the middle of The Volume I only have a short sprint to the edge.

			The spider turns and points its ass towards me. A giant spindle sticks out of the abdomen, red, raw, and wet. So fucking gross.

			“John, this will end your career.”

			Career for sure. I’ll make sure he goes to jail for this. He’s gone off the deep end.

			The spider’s abdomen opens, cracking and splitting like a rotten gourd, and tiny spiders flood out. Millions and millions, an impossible amount. They spill over the top of each other in a wave. A wave that is crashing towards me. 

			I shudder.

			It’s not real. I stand my ground. I don’t need to give him that satisfaction. The spiders near. Their individual scurries merge into one sound.

			They’re not real.

			A fast one nears my foot, and I reflexively step back. It keeps coming. I kick it. It flies back, but I feel it. Holy fuck. I feel the spider. How can that be? My brain tries to process as another one crawls on my bare leg. I swipe it off and my fingers feel the little legs as it tries to wrap around them. How is this happening? Are they real? You can’t feel a projection. Another three are on me. I step back, but dozens are on me now. I feel each leg, little tingles as they jump onto my thighs, my stomach. I step back and try to knock them off. There are so many. I take another step and feel the crunch as I step on dozens of the spiders. They are each the size of a golf ball, and their insides are wet against the balls of my feet. I take another step back, each step a squishy pop. My feet are wet, and little exoskeletons stick to them  like breaded pieces of raw chicken. They’re not real, but the panic I feel in my throat is. My brain fights itself. Intellectually I know this can’t be real, but my senses are overpowering thought. I panic, quick steps through the carpet of bodies, crunching like dry leaves up to my calves. I go down.

			Now they are everywhere. I flail. My entire body shakes as spiders fly into the air, but the flood has washed over me. Thousands and thousands cover me. I am completely enveloped as I scream, or try to scream. They flood into my open mouth. I spit and push them out with my tongue. Then everything stops moving and solidifies. 

			I taste dirt. Dirt? My brain tries to catch up. I’m buried? Black soil presses against my eyes, and I feel the rough grains rub as I try to blink them away. Where are the spiders? What is going on? I try to take a breath, but the earth is heavy on my chest. Air. I need air.

			I push up. I need air. I push and push, and finally my hand breaks the surface. I start scraping the soil off of my face. Finally, I create a little pocket and take a sweet breath of air. It tastes damp, and each breath eases the panic. I free my other arm and scrape the rest of the soil from my face and neck. I wiggle forward, inch by inch. Each awkward shuffle gets easier and easier until finally I crawl out and lay flat on the cool ground, panting.

			I rub my face, getting as much dirt off as I can. I’m in a cemetery. The headstone above where I was buried says “Julee Thompson, Born June 6th, 1985.” A thick claw mark runs through the lettering. There is no date of death. That’s good, I guess.

			I need to get out of here. No. I need to think. I’m in The Volume. Or am I? A nagging thought. The Volume exists in reality, but there is no tech like this. What are the other alternatives? Be logical, Julee.

			Okay, so options. This could be a dream. Too much wine and not enough food? Is this just an overworked mind breaking its reality? Do I hate how controlled I am, how much I control myself, so much I could create this?

			The cemetery is lit by a full moon and surrounded by woods. Large headstones and crypts surround me. I stand looking for movement. No. Nothing about this world is my subconscious. Nothing here comes from inside me. It feels alien.

			“John, this is fucking insane. You’ll go to jail for this.”

			“Arwoooohhhhh!”

			The howl is loud and primal. And near. Remembering the feel of the spiders I stay low. Only one hundred meters. This place isn’t that big. I run in a crouch. I have to get to the edge, break The Volume and get free.

			“Arwooohh!”

			I start to run. I have to be close. I run and run. I hit the edge of trees and keep sprinting. It can’t be far now. I find a small path of dirt, the small rocks causing small stabs of pain as I keep running. I run hard, as fast as I have run since cross country in high school. I cough as I catch my breath. Fog has crept in, but I see a clearing up ahead. Freedom?

			“Arwoooohhhhh!”

			The howl is closer. The lactic acid burns in my legs. I run the final distance to the clearing, and I emerge into the... cemetery? How am I  back here? I see my tombstone. That crypt with the broken top. And there on the edge of the light is a small figure.

			It’s a small man-wolf, about three feet tall. It is standing upright and its long snout sniffs the air. It meets my eyes, and its tongue licks the air. The hair across its back raises as it stiffens with focus. With hunger. It takes a few steps forward on all fours, and then pauses, standing on two legs, and sniffs the air again. Its belly is bare, almost like a man’s. I can see six dark nipples along its torso, little individual hairs. It drops back to its feet and licks its lips. Saliva drips in a thick stream, and I swear the goddamned creature smiles.

			“This isn’t real. It has to stop.”

			The wolfman trots towards me unhurried. I can see the power of each step. Coming towards me in a wide arc. It is taunting me. It wants me to run. I look around and grab the corner of a broken tombstone. It’s heavy in my hands, and feels comforting. It feels real. 

			The wolfman is close. How did it get so close?

			I back up to the crypt so it is forced to approach me from the front.

			“Stay away! I’m done playing games!” I’m not sure if I am talking to John or the wolf.

			The thing growls, approaching me in a false charge. I raise my rock.

			“Get back!”

			The beast snarls and bares its broken and yellow teeth, the sharp points a jagged range of  pain. I remember how real the spiders felt against my skin. I don’t want those teeth anywhere near me, real or not.

			Then it lunges.

			I bring down the rock as hard as I can. It smashes down into its skull with a sickening thud. It lets out a small whimper. Bright purple blood oozes out, but the wolf-thing doesn’t move. It’s dead. It looks more like a dog now, a sad lump of fur and blood. I smile. Take that, John.

			“Arroowwww!”

			The new howl is much stronger and somehow maternal. A she-wolf appears on the edge of the clearing. It runs, quicker than any animal, to the dead pup at my feet. It gently licks him twice. Then her eyes tilt up to lock onto mine. They are bright yellow and filled with rage.

			She snarls.

			I step back into the crypt. Nowhere to go. The wolf jumps onto me, pushing me down. She barks at me, the sharp teeth closing just beyond my face. I can smell the rankness of her breath. I can feel the anger from her loss. I know I am going to die.

			“You win!” I scream.

			The wolf pauses. Looking at me.

			“You win. Just make it stop.”

			The wolf opens her mouth. She is going to end me. I close my eyes. I am going to die.

			In a moment I feel restraints around me, and I open my eyes. The she-wolf is gone. The graveyard is gone. The grave stone has morphed into a chair, and my arms and legs are strapped down with thick heavy straps. A single light shines above me.

			“Hello, Julee.”

			At the edge of the shadows I see him. John Fucking Lebleau.

			“John. Let me go.” I swallow. “Please.”

			“It was the only way.”

			“John, what are you saying?”

			“I’m not good with people. I’m too dark, too strange.”

			“John, what are you saying? Let me go and we can talk.”

			“I can talk and talk and talk, but only when you feel The Volume can you know its power.”

			“John, look at me.”

			John looks at me for the first time. He looks sad. Resolved.

			“I don’t think I can let you go.”

			“Yes, you can. I can help you.”

			“You can help me?”

			“I’ll stop sidelining you. I’ll put together projections that will convince everyone it will rain cash. I’ll leave and never show my face at the studio again. Whatever you want.”

			“Maybe that’s not what I want from you.”

			“What do you want from me?”

			In answer John steps forward. He looks different. His muscles more defined. His usual half-kempt appearance transformed with a perfectly tailored black suit. His hair fuller and without the wisps of gray. 

			“I want you. This quest, this obsession, has been so lonely. I don’t want to be alone.”

			I’ve nearly forgotten I am naked, but now I am fully aware as he gazes at me.

			“No.”

			“But you said I won. That you’ll do anything I want.”

			“Not that.”

			He edges closer. Feet away.

			“I could do it, you know. I can do anything I want here.”

			“You can’t make me love you.”

			“In here I can do anything.”

			“No. If you wanted to force it you wouldn’t have done all this. You could have raped me on my bathroom floor, slit my throat. Whatever the fuck your sick fantasy is.”

			“You’re right. I could have done all that. I can still do that.”

			“But you won’t.”

			“I won’t. I want you to want me. To submit to me. I want you to be mine completely.”

			I lunge at him, or at least try as much as I can against the restraints. He lets out a long, deep laugh and the restraints tighten, pushing into my skin.

			“John, if you don’t let me go it will destroy everything. It will kill the project.”

			“No. If you submit, then The Volume is created. If you disappear, so does the opposition. The Volume is created. In here, I’m God. Anything can happen.”

			“John, you can’t hurt me. You need me.”

			“I need The Volume. I want your support. Everyone else is close. Once you’re in, things will move quickly. I want you in every way.” He leans in. Smelling my hair. His soft breath causing goosebumps of fear down my body. “I want you, but I need The Volume.”

			“John, listen to yourself.”

			“I wish you’d make this easy.”

			“I’m not doing this. Listen to me, you did this. You are responsible. You can make it stop. All you have to do is let me go.”

			“I can’t.”

			“John, listen to my voice. It will be okay.”

			“How will it be okay?”

			I put as much empathy into my voice as possible. He has to trust me. Believe me.

			“John, we have to be a team if you want to help me. Let me go, and I will help you with The Volume.”

			“You’ll betray me. You’ll try to stop me.”

			“John, I can tell you’re an artist. You have an artistic soul. That is something I’m drawn to, but not like this.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“I’m saying let me go. I’ll help The Volume get finished, and we can see where things go. I can’t promise anything, but I will give you a chance if you give me one.”

			I look into his eyes. Please believe me.

			“Okay.” His voice changes. 

			“Okay? So you’ll let me go. Just like that.”

			“Almost. I need to give you something. Something to help you remember. Something so when you’re out you won’t change your mind.”

			“I won’t.”

			“I don’t think you will. You see I can always get to you. So if you go to the police. To the board. If you betray me I’ll disappear and some day I’ll come find you. When I do,” he grabs my thigh, “tonight will seem like a dream. I’ll make every nightmare I’ve ever had come alive, and I’ll hold on until you break. I’ll hold on until you beg for it to end. I’ll hold on until you’re completely mine.” He squeezes my leg. I can feel his nails drawing blood. “Do you understand me?”

			“I do.”

			“Good. Now sleep.”

			He touches my neck with something sharp and the blackness floods in. I am more afraid than I have ever been.

			 

			•

			 

			I awake in my bed. All is quiet. The morning light is strong. There is an empty bottle of wine beside me. A nightmare. I rush to the bathroom. I stand naked in front of the mirror. There, on my leg, as I knew it would be, is the dark bruise in the perfect pattern of a hand. I sink to the floor and sob.

			 

			•

			 

			I sit at the head of the conference table. The smashed TV has been replaced. I mentally create a new category of expenses for assholes. The meeting was scheduled at 9AM. I was exhausted. 

			For three days I locked myself in my home. I barely ate.

			“Julee. It is so good to see you.”

			“It is good to see you too.”

			“Really? I’m glad to hear you say that. Where is everyone? I can’t be early?”

			“No, you’re right on time.”

			“Oh, did the budget already get approved?”

			“The budget. The debits and credits. The ROI’s. Those damned numbers.”

			“Yes, the damn numbers.” He seems uncertain. Good.

			“The funny thing about being an accountant is that we see everything. We see bills for supercomputers, multidirectional treadmills, and even cutting edge things like nano projection controllers. That’s what we do. We account for these very expensive things.”

			“And you do a great job.”

			“We even pay bills for consulting fees to disreputable psychomedical therapists who have been disbarred for experimenting with mind-altering drugs.”

			“I remember that. For a screenplay I’m developing.”

			“I’m sure.”

			“Julee, I thought we had an agreement.”

			“We did, but John, there is something you forgot to account for.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“That this army of people get paid by me. So when I request something, like a user manual or technical training on implementing this new tech I paid for, they comply. Even someone like the good doctor is happy to supply another sample of his lucid dreaming drug for a nice bonus.”

			“You’re very smart. It’s your second best quality.”

			“Fuck you. I am smart, but are you? Smart enough to have breakfast at the same place every day? Order the same thing? Denver omelet, rye toast, and black coffee? How did it taste this morning John?”

			“Julee, what did you do?”

			“John, I apologize. I might not be as gentle as you were. I’m still new to this.”

			The she-wolf rises over John’s shoulders. I smile and the wolf mimics my smile as a low growl emits from her throat.

			“Julee… Please. No. Don’t do this.”

			“Beg me for it, John. Beg me to stop.”

			John sinks to his knees. The she-wolf cowers over him. 

			“Please… oh, please…” He starts to sob. I smile.

			Then his sobs turn into a giggle. He chuckles and then roars with laughter.

			“Is something funny, John?”

			He rises, and the control room I am in vanishes. My comfy tech chair turns to wood as the thick leather straps slam against my arms and legs. As John stands he grows and morphs into the same clown we watched on the first day. He towers over me.

			“It’s funny that you think I’d ever let you go.”

			He is still laughing as the room fades to black.
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			The Campfire Story

			 

			 

			I’ll tell you now that there are doors out there that should stay shut, no matter how hard they try to push back. Some may only exist in our minds, while others are much more real. Maybe some are a bit of both, and though what comes crawling through them can be as quiet as a whisper (a whisper that very few can interpret), it would be best if it stayed on the other side.

			There is one uniquely powerful door that I can recall, carved from tired-old cedar, some say, older than dinosaur bones. It’s one that would come to your mind often once you’ve seen it. Like a haunting. Etched with archaic symbols and some words that might be Latin, or possibly Greek, or Aramaic, only God knows what else. Maybe there’s something about those words that resemble your own tongue. Then again, it might have been something you’d said a day or two ago. But, you couldn’t be certain about that.  It’s a truly deceitful door that will call on you from anywhere it damn well pleases. It’s a gateway stained so deeply that you could almost hear it croaking, as if it were endlessly dying of old age, and a door like that could only exist somewhere between two realms, both the physical and the metaphysical, if it ever existed at all. Which I believe it still does. 

			It must have been in something we read, wasn’t it? An old book of folk-tales or maybe a wrinkled magazine about urban legends. The kind you’d read with a plastic flashlight in your grandmother’s attic. The kind of mythos that often hides within the subterrestrial tunnel-graffiti of every small town. Tunnels littered with empty cans of spray paint and broken beer bottles. Those are the whisperings of a much gorier lore. What the locals believe in. 

			They suggest that supernaturality insists upon itself. Maybe we need it. Maybe it’s too important to what little culture we have. Maybe there’s a possibility that such lore just could be real after all. Certain “professionals” in those “fields” of pseudoscience have suggested that because so many of us believe in these legends we’ve actually conjured them into existence. As if we ripped them from the realm of make believe unto the plane of our very own reality with collective thought. Our own worst monsters wouldn’t exist if we hadn’t created them in the first place, would they?  

			Those beasts need to eat too.

			It’s that particular door which I recall that comes from an old-hill legend of an orphanage. One with an awful basement surrounded with similarly aching wood, and a ruin of some ancient well like an altar to its dilapidation. And when that door would be shut and barred at sundown, you better hope to God you have your cartoon onesie and your favorite stuffed rabbit to console you through the night. 

			That’s right, those were tiny orphaned children said to be locked away down there. Huddling together for warmth, surely. Legend says that they were told to wait for the bells to ring, and when they could hear them, that’s when they would know that the Shrew would be coming. When the hungry bricks would begin to grind against one another like breaking teeth. A single water-logged hand breaching the mouth of the well, gripping for purchase, clawing itself up with razor sharp nails scraping against the carnivorous bricks. Two gray eyes under a canopy of matted black hair. A croaking, yawning mouth with a snake’s tongue lapping from it. Like it was smelling from it. Those swollen, moist hands of hers starving for a tribute to her great Mother, her precious well. Her home. 

			At least that’s how the legend goes. 

			It were these kinds of curiosities, folktales, and campfire stories — this one in particular — that allured my dear sister to documentary filmmaking. And although it had always been the truth that was most important to her, in the end it was the tall tales that took her from me.

			The Apartment

			 

			 

			Rose couldn’t stop pacing. The storm knocked the power out and her adrenaline was too high. She had nothing but black coffee for the last two days, and though she wanted more she set water to boil on the gas stove instead. Tea would be better. It was hard to focus on anything else but the glittering flames lapping at the kettle as she wiped the tears from her face with her baggy sweatshirt. It was all she could do as she waited for her brother to call.

			She’d been calling Jack endlessly on the drive back from the orphanage, despite the spotty reception that notoriously haunted those fall colored hills. She would have called more, but the auburn trees of the Never Mountain Range stretched high against the thundering clouds and the ever obscured harvest moon that lingered behind them, and eventually they began deafening the signal and then snuffing it out completely. 

			There would be no counting how many times she struck ‘Redial’ on her way down Highway 11 — her cellphone was never recovered — and due to the loss of the signal it would be impossible to find out, though Jack would later be the one to show authorities the vast amount of calls he received that night. It was forty seven in total. All of which he attempted to answer (despite his shaking hands) and eventually began to record what he could on an obsolete Casio reel-to-reel. He needed someone else to hear what he was hearing that night. Whatever disruption had come through surely was not his dear sister. There was indeed an interference, that thing she’d been desperately trying to out pace all night. And though she’d made it back home there was a looming feeling of dread she couldn’t quite shake.

			The apartment was dark and cold, and as musty as a  cave, or maybe some awful basement. There was only a wedge of light cutting through the naked sliding glass door (she had torn off the blinds and curtains of every window in the place just mere hours after getting handed the keys). It stretched across the living room at an uncouth angle like an Argento dagger. It was coming in from the streetlamp kitty-corner to her balcony, usually crawling with moths but the rain had scared them off. Though that light usually seemed jaundiced and otherwise offensive to Rose (power outs were not rare in her building and that streetlamp was usually a mockery to her misfortune) on this night it was a godsend. 

			Outside of the sliding glass door there was a small balcony where Rose chain smoked cigarettes, and often waited for the neighborhood stray so she could feed him, but he had stopped showing up weeks ago. She missed witnessing his methodical platforming to her second floor balcony. 

			There was a can of sloppy cat food out there that frothed over in the downpour. In its growing pool of muck was pressed half a boot print so loud you could almost hear the squelch it made.

			On the glass door were what crime scene analysts might refer to as latent prints. Rose had only noticed them because of the luminol afterglow of the lightning and she measured her own hand against it. It was massive. Her blood ran cold seeing how large it was in comparison. 

			How slender and long those fingers must have been. Where the fuck are you, Jack? I need you.

			Rosie owned two pieces of furniture. The first being the busted coffee table where she dropped off her phone and keys out of instinct everyday, though it was perpetually sticky with coffee drips and beer rings. The phone was where it should have been, a corona of mildewed beer framing it perfectly. She stared into the black screen until it glinted grimly in the lightning. Rose thought she could hear windchimes as she gazed into it. That happened to her often in those days, almost every time she thought of her brother, she could hear distant windchimes. She figured she’d add that to the list as soon as she could afford a therapist. 

			The second piece of furniture was a musty couch that she called bed. There was a drab floral print etched into it that reminded her of her own grandmother’s couch. It was thirty five dollars and a drag up two staircases. Was that couch also in her grandmother’s attic?

			Rose owned a single bowl, one cup, and a pair of chopsticks. They all laid in the sink, half full of old soapy water which gave the apartment a musty abandoned boathouse kind of smell. She thought they looked like drowning victims. 

			It seemed as though it was Chinese takeout for dinner every night and black coffee all the time. There was clearly no time to cook. There was so much to learn about the old orphanage. 

			The chopsticks were for the occasional take-out order she’d place at the Chinese restaurant street level of the building. She could never remember the name but there was a menu on the fridge.

			The cleverly-named secondhand shop where she bought the ripoff of her grandma’s couch was right next door. It was called “The Third Hand” and Rose liked that name a lot. But, she couldn’t think about thrift shops with beautiful old books and unloved patches. She hadn’t had a bite to eat in two days. There was no time to eat. Her gut was turning over with hunger. I’d kill for some fried rice. It was an absent thought and Rose figured she’d have thrown it up anyway. Maybe it was best to be hungry and cold. Maybe the Rigor Mortus was prematurely setting in. She was already facing most of the symptoms of a corpse, after all.

			The next day, upon first entering the apartment, detectives Lerone and Martin would find Rose’s sodden coat haphazardly draped across the carpet. They would also find her boots, coated with a thick layer of mud, which had been clumsily kicked off by the front door. But there was no Rose. Where had she gone?

			Her most prized possession was her Canon XA70 camcorder that, from those that knew Rose best claimed, was surgically attached to her hip. It was always slung over one shoulder in a soft case covered with patches and buttons. They were of obscure films and classic Hollywood monsters—though the camera was never recovered, the softshell case was found in a dumpster behind a fast food joint two blocks north of the crime scene. 

			The rest of her most prized possessions had been indiscriminately stuffed into travel cases along with the rest of her filming equipment sans one very important camera. It was all crammed into the back of her Bronco. Its hungry off-road tires were puttied and wet with the mud and the tall grass of the backcountry when it was found half-digested on the shore of Lake Epaqua, with the drivers side door wide open and the radio on full blast with static.

			The camcorder — wherever it had ended up — was filled with the same images that were replaying over and over again in Rose’s mind like some sort of grotesque slide show. 

			There is an old orphanage resting in the Never Hills. 

			She was trying to form brick walls in the neat crevices between her fundamental truths and her ever-conjured imaginations. 

			Though it wasn’t the first mental gymnastics she’d been performing that day, Rose dug deep. She had gone miles and she was spent and those faded whispers were still floating through a door which she could no longer keep closed.

			I’m not alone anymore, am I?

			Her head was pounding. Exhaustion was setting in. It was a kind of tiredness she had never felt before. Was it from the endless stream of tears she’d wept down Highway 11? Something is right behind me. Was it from the constant ringing of the speakerphone relayed through the tinny speakers of the Bronco’s stereo? Always ending with that same familiar voice mailbox greeting, “Just missed Jack, don’t worry I’ll hit you back.” Beep. It was all to blame for the headache, but as for the nosebleed and what felt like a blood-filled balloon swelling inside of her brain, those were the symptoms of a different kind of call she’d been making. 

			Come on. Come on. 

			They’d been the labor pains of intense thought and deep concentration. It was the kind of thing only twin siblings must share, or so she thought. They’d been able to communicate that way before.  

			It was in the way she would reach for her phone minutes before Jack would call. “It’s my big brother, give me a second,” followed by silence. Then a ring.  It was how they could share thoughts at the dinner table while their adopted parents were hollering at one another over late bills and even later laundry. Yet, neither her or Jack would have to open their mouths to do so. They would silently eat their dinners while they dreamt of the future. Their folks, none the wiser. 

			There was the time back in highschool when Jack had shown up to Grady Davis’ party, an unexpected guest. No real idea that his little sister would be there, none other than a dark red hunch that was balling up in his stomach all day like a tumor. A knot of quiet rage. 

			His hunch was right. Rose was blackout drunk. Grady had been feeding her shots of whiskey all night. By the time Jack got there, Grady was busy reaching up Rose’s blouse on his parent’s bed. That’s how Jack found them, with his baby sister drooling into her own lap. A Davis family portrait on the wall behind them, the proud defense attorney and his picture perfect family. His rapist son. Grady’s tentacle-like arm slithering over his baby sister’s body. Fucking eel. I’m gonna kill him. I’m gonna fucking murder him. 

			Later, when the paramedics treated Jack’s handcuffed fists, they wiped away blood and flesh only to expose his bruised knuckles. They were purple and red, Jack was trembling. Rose was being fed fluids on a stretcher. His fists clenched harder. He could almost see Grady being rushed to the Emergency Room. Jack was being given his Miranda rights, their foster parents holding each other, weeping in flashes of blue and red. 

			So Rose wailed through one end of a tin can that she’d hoped was still tethered to her brother, her savior. 

			The string that connected them had fallen slack. She thought that maybe if she pulled tightly enough — just maybe if that string was taut again — she could reach him.

			In her imagination she was hauling thick shipping rope over one shoulder, heaving something as heavy as an anchor. A warm stream of blood oozed from her nose and the veins in her temples felt like they might burst open. She stuffed a bloodied napkin from one nostril into the other and only whispered into the void what felt like a scream. 

			“Come on, Jack. I need you, Jack.” She spoke it aloud this time. “Come on, big brother. I need you. I need you, Jack.” 

			Ding. Her phone sounded. There was a new message. Rose dropped onto her knees and grasped at it, hardly able to wrangle the thing between her excited hands. 

			It was an unknown number. 

			She felt her stomach turn again. There was a part of her that hoped it was Jack reaching out from someone else’s phone. His could be out of service or dead, or maybe he’d changed numbers at some point. She’d desperately reasoned through the possibilities. 

			Did he hear my call, the other call? 

			But, another part of her, the same part of her that could telepathically call out to Jack, knew better. It wasn’t Jack, was it? She unlocked her phone and opened the message anyway. 

			“Envasa. Lasciami. Ab Aeterno—” The words dripped down the screen, as if they were scribed with a soaking quill pen.

			Though, she hadn’t so much read the words. Rather, they’d been broadcasted in her head. Stirring around like an endless bowl of rotten alphabet soup. Words foreign and yet familiar formed and dissipated. Then something else entirely began to amalgamate.  

			“Envasa. Sator. Tenet. Lasciami. Come on, Jack. Rotas. I need you, Sator. Daemonium. Feed me to Mother, Shrew. Abi Aterno. Come on, death. Sator. Opera. Come on, Jack, let’s go to the well. Lasciami.” It carouselled in her head.

			Rose nearly vomited but instead a guttural sound croaked from between her clenched teeth; she swallowed something back and it boiled in her stomach. Her gums ached from the acidity and her teeth felt loose. She swallowed and coughed and then coughed again and a foamy tendril escaped from her.  It was black, and she thought she could hear it sizzling. She swallowed back more of the stuff, and what she couldn’t erupted from both nostrils. The balled up tissue slapped hardily against the tile more than three feet from her, and a trail of inky bile followed it like a blood splatter across the carpet.

			Her jaw was grinding, it reverberated in her skull. Her mouth was being pried open. Those muscles were tearing as she fought back. Then she caught a glimpse of herself in the sliding glass door. Her mouth was yawning terribly, like a hieroglyphic serpent. Something that devours things whole. Her throat was swollen open, gaping wide enough to swallow a stray cat. 

			Rose’s palms turned cold and clammy at the sight. Her whole body broke out into a feverish sweat. The phone slipped from between her fingers like a wet fish. Then her jaw unclenched and she crumbled to the floor weeping.

			Despite her terror, an image began to form in her mind. She kept seeing flashes of what might have been a neon sign. Behind a set of partially closed hotel blinds, maybe? She began focusing on that; she had to. Maybe it was a half-boiled message from Jack, still buffering. 

			It was just when it began to seem unfruitful that an entire image formed. It was of a red Vacancy sign, like the ones at old motels. She thought that maybe it was her mind that had a vacant room. A strange traveler had begun to turn the key. She could feel it digging around in the lock.

			Rose went to stand, but her knees wobbled beneath her hips and she fell back onto them. She went to wipe at her nose but her arms refused to move. She felt so dizzy, so terribly tired. And though her head still ached, the throbbing seemed to be a bit dulled down. It was as if all her pain began to drain into the recesses of her consciousness and disappeared completely, like a shot of novacaine into her brain.

			The boundless pounding in her skull was deafened only by the greater racket of someone — no, something — else rattling at the doorway in her mind. Then she could see the bright neon again.

			No vacancy. 

			Rose’s eyes rolled back into her skull and purple veins erupted painfully from beneath her eyelids. Her fists were balled like a knot of rope. Her eyes flooded with jaundice, the tone of the offensive street lamp outside. 

			Rose could feel tiny fingers crawling up her spine and her nerves burned at the thought of it. She turned around out of instinct. Only to find her own dim reflection in the sliding glass door.

			Her stomach churned and she could feel that something was dying to crawl out.

			Rose burped. Maybe she coughed. It may have been a demon’s belch. Then a squealing voice escaped from deep within Rose’s throat.

			Big brother isn’t coming this time, Rosie. 

			Like an old witch croaking from the moors.   

			Jack took too much smack and now he’s dead. Ol’ Jackie the junkie is stuck in the Never and you will be soon.

			Rose felt a surge of dirty electricity run up her spine. 

			You came to my house. Now open that front door of yours and let me in so I can eat your mind and drink your time.

			Rose was unsteadily puppeteered to her feet by something unseen; for a moment she felt her toes dragging across the carpet. Her weightless arms gripped at the walls of her apartment-turned-funhouse. She remembered spending  good money on drugs to make her feel like that. 

			Trembling and unbalanced, Rose turned to face the front door of her apartment. One staggering foot before the other, she ambled toward the doorway with a single quivering hand outstretched before her, still frothing from her painful grin. The doorknob rattled from the otherside. 

			Open the door. 

			A fist pounded against it, rattling the chain lock. 

			Open the fucking door. 

			Rose, or whatever possessed her, fumbled for the sliding lock, found it, and drew it back until it fell and swung from the chain. Yes. Yes. Open it. The deadbolt clicked as Rose slowly drew the lock back. Yes! Do it! All that was left now was to turn the doorknob. 

			I am a mind eater and a time drinker. Malum in se. 

			Her weak grasp slowly began to work on the doorknob, and just before it made a full rotation, the teapot she left burning on the stove began to whistle. 

			Rose gasped and let go of the doorknob. Then her eyes rolled back into place, making a sucking sound as they settled into their sockets. Rose screamed and bloody tears welled in her eyes. A single drop slid down her cheek until she could taste the iron as it crept onto her tongue. A death croak escaped her mouth. 

			The door rattled against the frame. She threw back the deadbolt and shuttered. Fists were pounding from the otherside of the door. What sounded like hundreds of them. 

			What the fuck is it? It was in me. It was in my fucking head. Rose felt violated. It was a similar feeling she had about Grady Davis and his eel-like arm reaching up her blouse. 

			Of course, she must have known where this thing had come from. It was like she’d trudged through the wrong murky pond and came out with a leech sucking on her calf. Or had she trudged through something else? A deep well, maybe? A well filled with inky bile frothing against its inner bricks, like what Rose had thrown up all over her baggy sweatshirt? Did she remember lashing into those bricks, her little fingers gripping at them as she fought for every breath she could take? Did she dig her nails into the crevasses of those bricks, her fingernails chipping away as she clawed at the stones? Had those stones been slowly and methodically rearranging themselves, like some kind of possessed puzzle at work? Were they grating against one another and then slipping into place with cold finality? Gear like jaws, with cracks between them gnawing like angry teeth and devouring the purple little fingers of perfectly little hands? 

			No. It couldn’t be that. It can not be that. 

			The door rocked against its frame, cheap wood splintered. The whistling tea pot howled louder. More vicious pounding. Harder this time. Another crack webbed through the door. Though the chain wasn’t rattling. And was the door actually cracking? 

			Was it the front door to the apartment? She wondered. Or was it pounding at the door to my mind?

			The Article
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			Rose Bennett disappeared on the same evening that her brother and only known living blood relative, Jack Bennett, was working on a recording project suggested to him by his sponsor from Saint Jude’s recovery center. What he recorded that night is some of the most sought-after bonafide proof, or so the rumor goes, of the true paranormal. The Dark Mirror did everything they could to gain access to this recording but Mr. Bennett has gone on record refusing to share it with anyone but the authorities. 

			It was October 15th, 2013. Rose had been working independently on a documentary for most of that year, unbeknownst to her estranged brother and adopted parents, Jaqueline and Marvin Bennett. She had few close friends who were aware she was working on a project, none of whom knew the details. None of whom cared to comment. 

			An anonymous source came out in January of 2016 in a popular online chat room for the paranormal known as The Black Pill Club. The source, known only by the username Aeromancer911, posted an unverified first person account of the events leading up to Rose’s disappearance. They claimed, “I’m ashamed to have not come to the authorities as a witness, for the sake of Rose and her friends and family, but they just wouldn’t have believed me. Next thing I’d know, I would be on trial for murder.” Aeromancer911 continues, “I didn’t really know Rose, the first time I’d even seen her was the day of the hike, we only ever spoke inside of this chat room. We had a short correspondence about a year before she’d gone missing. She posted about a dream she had. About the Never Mountains and an old orphanage. She said that a little girl told her to come join her in a well. And she was confused and scared because she remembered it. And she said that the little girl in the dream was her.”

			Aeromancer911 then goes on to talk about growing up in Waltmore, a small farming town resting in the shadows of the Never Mountain range. “I told her about the campfire stories around town, every little villa across the world has them. But whether or not my brothers and I admitted that we believed in the lore, we always avoided the ruins of the old orphanage just to be safe. We never actually went up there.” Aeromancer911 went on to explain the arrangement they eventually made. “The thing is, Rose hadn’t ever heard of the Never Mountains before, at least that’s what she claimed. I believed her, though. She knew things about them that only the locals knew. Like I said, I warned her about the place. But all she heard was that I knew how to get there and it was a little tricky if you didn’t know the land. After that night she was determined to take her camera up there and find out what was going on. I didn’t want her to do it alone.”  

			Bank records show that a sizable withdrawal was made from Rose’s account just days before her disappearance, leading other chatroom goers to speculate that Rose had paid Aeromancer911 a good deal of money to guide her to the orphanage.

			“Our deal was that I would guide her to the trail that leads to the orphanage. No way in hell I’d spend the night up there. I would camp at the trailhead and she would do the rest on her own. The next morning she’d hike back down to me, and then we’d boogie the fuck outta there. But that’s not what happened.” Aeromancer911 tells about their restless night camped at trailhead 14A, “The night was ferociously windy; I mean I’ve never felt winds that strong. And it was raining like a motherfucker. My tent was getting pummeled. I thought the damn thing was gonna fly away. At one point it came down on me, so I had to get out and try to get the thing back up. That’s when I heard them growling. I could only see their eyes, though.” Aeromancer911 continues. “There are plenty of critters and predators in those hills, sure, but I’ve seen them all. I know what a wolf’s eyes look like in the dark. I know the sound of coyotes yipping. I know that growling I heard and those round-red eyes that I saw did not belong to any fucking animal. They sounded like kids imitating a dog’s growl. Like my nephews playing around or something. It was totally fucked up. There may have been fifteen or twenty of them. They circled my tent like hyenas, maybe ten feet or so out from my camp. I had a flashlight, but I didn’t want to see. I just crawled back into my fucked up tent, retrieved the .357 Magnum out of my bag, and waited it out until the morning. I didn’t get a wink of fucking sleep. I packed up early and sat by the fire from sunrise all the way until noon. I was shaking so bad I couldn’t get a cup of coffee to my mouth without spilling it all over my lap. When I finally mustered the courage to hike up there I just left the bulk of my things behind at the trailhead and set out with my revolver. My guts felt like hell. I was worried about Rose, but I was scared shitless for myself, I’m ashamed to say.” Aeromancer911 claimed there were child-like things moving throughout the tall grass. But they couldn’t quite catch a glimpse of them. They continue about their experience at the top of the hill, “There was nothing. No tent, no bags, but most importantly, there was no Rose. There wasn’t even a sign of a fire. Of course, I later found out that her Bronco was gone and we all know now, after the investigation, that there was evidence of her at her studio apartment that same night. It would have been a three hour hike back to her car and then an hour drive back to her apartment. There’s just no way I wouldn’t have seen or heard her.”

			When fellow chat roomer theGhostlyGrim asked Aeromancer911 what the orphanage looked like, they responded, “It’s fucking bizarre, this whole god damn thing is, but I honestly can’t remember what it looked like. I remember seeing a dead tree and some bushes fluttering in that cold ass wind, but nothing else. Though I still felt like there was something there. I felt like there was something I couldn’t quite see. It was like the air was electric with the ghost of a building. That sounds crazy. But that’s the best way I can put it.”

			The Dark Mirror team, myself included, couldn’t help but research more about such an alluring folktale. We began to see why Rose was so drawn to the mystery. Most of the locals refused to comment, an outright anomaly in such a field. People do love to talk after all. But from what we gathered online and with the help of a certain professor of Folklore and Mythology who wished to remain anonymous, we are able to paint a very crude picture of what it was she was after.

			Town records from the late 1800’s do show that there was an orphanage being built there for particularly troubled youth. It was meant to be self-sustaining and closer to nature and, most notably, it was built in the middle of nowhere, quite high up a mountain. “The Mother Mary Shrewery for Troubled Youths” slogan was “Closer to Nature, Closer to God.” It was ran by Sister Toppan, known for her cruelty and strict policies, and also her odd nickname, “The Shrew.” I suppose one could put together how they came up with the name. 

			From what we could find in sparse news clippings it was in operation until sometime during or, possibly just after, the First World War. Somewhere around that time the church had cut ties with it, for reasons unknown to The Dark Mirror. According to one of the younger locals we spoke with who also wished to remain unnamed, legend says that the old nun discovered something in the potato cellar. She’d been punishing a boy for playing too much and was forcing him to dig and refill a hole down there from sunrise to sunset. But at some point throughout his punishment his shovel struck wood. She ordered him to dig further, and what they uncovered were doors that led to a deeper basement, with strange engravings and locks on the outside. He said that some of the older folks used to talk about important looking religious types coming into town right around the time of its closure, and that the word was that Sister Toppan had refused to leave, some say the old shrew never left her hole at all.   

			But as the saying goes, “Legend has it,” and dear reader, I think I’ll let legend keep this one. 

			The Hotel

			 

			 

			Jack ran through the channels on the motel tv looking for any distraction he could. It was always the hardest time of year for him and the inner addict was constantly trying to unzip his skin and come clawing back out. He’d done well with his recovery despite Rose’s disappearance and now that he wasn’t constantly self-medicated and actually prescribed medicines to help with his schizophrenia he had a fighting chance. Though he still practiced some otherwise unorthodox methods to combat the “spookies’’ as he called them. The “spookies” were anything his unwell mind had decided to summon before him. Whether they be auditory or visual hallucinations he had a method. Jack had graduated from the archaic reel-to-reel that Saint Judes had gifted him to a small voice recorder, and an instant polaroid camera seemed to do the trick for any unwieldy visuals he might be experiencing. Though he could use his phone, he’d never trusted the damn thing and there was something to the physical nature of the tape recorder and the photos he could look at that made it more concrete. 

			It was simple. If he heard a disembodied voice, turn on the recorder and play it back. If it wasn’t there again, good news, Jack, you’re just crazy. And again, if you see your dead grandmother outside the window of your fourth story apartment snap a quick pic. If she’s not there then bingo you’re full on fucking nuts but at least its not a demon. Shortly after Rose’s disappearance Jack climbed up to her old apartment balcony and he could swear her hand met his against the sliding glass door, but the polaroid he produced said otherwise. This strategy, however heartbreaking it could be at times, worked well for Jack. But it had also become a bit of a compulsion, especially when he made his yearly trek back to the Never Mountains. His hallucinations often had an upswing not only during that time of year but especially on his hikes through the mountains and the surrounding areas. He didn’t really think that he would find Rose, though he would see glimpses of her that would never show in the polaroids, but it was the closest he had to seeing her again and he couldn’t let go of that. 

			It was all so confusing to him, especially the night of her disappearance, so soon after his release from Saint Judes. It was a miracle that he stayed sober and another that he’d had the reel-to-reel in the first place. He left that thing with the police and was glad to never hear it again. But, there were times that he wished he never had it in the first place, at least then he could assume it was the schizophrenia talking and not whatever it had been. Whatever god-awful thing that was. 

			His mind was firing off memories and potentialities, intermingled with thoughts of Rose. How kind she was. It was his own eternal haunting, the ever anxious mind of an addict. His body was exhausted after the long day of hiking and taking photos, and catching glimpses of her, and then losing her again. The weight of it all was pressing down upon his shoulders, and he fell back atop the cheap linen sheets. He kicked off his sneakers and powered off the television. It was an early checkout the next morning, and there were miles of road to follow, and he was already exhausted of it. He shut off the bedside lamp, and it was just then when he noticed how annoyingly bright red the motel’s No Vacancy sign was. He closed his eyes and immediately images of Rose came to him. The wind picked up outside. There must have been a more permanent resident there, because he swore he could hear windchimes. They were subtle, but they were there. Maybe it was a live-in business, though he hadn’t noticed any signs of that. 

			Jack found himself thinking about the photos he’d taken that day. The half washed-out memories of what they were, at least. But, there was only one photo he took out of genuine interest. He remembered thinking how absurd it was that he was using the camera to remember something, and not just to forget. He had been cautiously making his way down a pedestrian tunnel that passed under Highway 11. So far below it that you might have no idea there was a highway above you at all. It was littered with broken beer bottles and empty cans of spray paint. They seemed to line the walls. Old shards of glass crumbled beneath his beat up sneakers. It must have been just before he left out the other side when he first noticed it. Right near the opening where there was still plenty of natural light. It was a very particular piece of graffiti, not like any of the others. No child had done it. No teenage hooligan. Surely it was not from the hands of a skilled artist. As subjective as art may be this swath of gore was something else entirely. It was ornate, colorful, and messy. And it reeked of psychosis. There was something dreadful about it. As if it were wrong of him to perceive it. A snuff painting. What was it that it said? 

			Jack tugged the cord of the bedside lamp and rummaged through the pile of photos there beside him until he found it. He put on his readers and held it up to the light. The graffiti read, “The Wreckage of the Shrew.”
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