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INTRODUCTION BY RICHARD GAVIN

T he criteria that distinguish good literature from poor, and great from
good, are so intensely subjective that any attempt to define them quickly
becomes a fool's errand. But for myself, I would argue that one inalienable
quality that a writer must possess if they have any hope of isolating their
work from the ever-swelling ocean of published literature is an original
voice. While an original voice alone does not assure literary greatness,
without it, a writer is doomed to flounder in a pool of their own influence,
or worse still, to default to the tepid, journeyman prose of potboiler fiction,
where language is used as simple engine to keep the almighty plot moving.
An original voice cannot be taught, but I believe it can be earned,
provided a writer is willing and able to subject her or himself to a great
many years of consistent writing, and of cultivating the fortitude and
willingness to look within, to draw upon the depths of their own soul. These
aspects often result in works that are unlike anything else; no other writer
past, present, or future could conjure fiction quite like it. In time, such
voices become unmistakable, singular. Most writers who achieve this do so
only after putting millions of words onto the page. But occasionally, newer
writers whose knacks go beyond their track record arrive on the scene.
Enter Henry Ben Edom, whose Trance Of The Charnel Hearts showcases
not just a unique voice, but stories that are saturated with a peculiar power. I
say “peculiar” because the power of which I speak seems germane to less
established authors. It 1s a frenetic energy that conveys both fearlessness
and rawness. It also tends to wither if an author finds success in a particular



mode of writing and thereafter spends their career mining the same rut,
book after book after book.

There is a marked difference between a raw, new literary talent and
describing someone with that pervasive backhanded compliment of being
“a promising writer.” The latter implies that the writer in question has
attempted to run before they’ve learned to walk, whereas the rawness in
question is a ferocity. Reading Henry Ben Edom, one can palpably feel this
ferocity, this intensity. One gets the impression that his visions
overwhelmed him, flooded over him, until they finally splashed like spilt
blood onto the page.

Perhaps Edom wrote these stories less because he wanted to and more
because he felt he must. The stories had to be expelled from him. They
demanded form and expression. They needed to be written, and now, they
insist on being read.

Tonally, Trance of the Charnel Hearts calls to mind Clive Barker’s Books
of Blood, for, like Barker’s collections did in the 1980s, Edom’s stories
strike that fine balance between eloquence and savagery. Take, for example,
this book’s opening tale, “Lustmord.” The horror genre has been producing
tales of necromancy (and the fetishism of necrophilia) for centuries. Thus,
many authors, to be novel, will strive for cleverness, a detached shuffling of
elements so that their story has the lustre of something innovative. But this
veneer of wittiness almost instantly fades, leaving no emotional welts in its
wake. Reducing the horror story to a kind of shell game, where the motifs
of the genre are shuffled across a story’s surface to give this attention-
deficit-plagued age a quick hit of momentary gratification, is an insult to the
form.

Thankfully, for those seeking a more intense and lasting reading
experience, Edom is only too willing to provide. Rather than insult an
encounter with the living dead by making of it a playful trope, he forces the
reader to experience every granular detail of what such an experience may
“actually” be like. As William S. Burroughs defined it, Henry Ben Edom
makes us face what is impaled on the fork, the stark reality of being.
“Lustmord” detonates the chain reaction of the stories that follow.

The banalities of suburbia and the might of trauma and loss saturate
“Brimstone,” in which a seemingly soulless environ crackles with diabolic
energy, while the gritty religiosity makes “Scarlet Hosanna” a tour de force.



It is in many respects a crystallization of the themes and moods that
underlie Edom’s work.

My 1nitial reading of this fine collection was in its original form, Edom’s
now out-of-print debut Dead Endings, though I am pleased to report that the
two additional stories featured in this new, expanded collection are of equal
quality and harmonious grim tone as the original.

The stage having been set, now seems an appropriate time for me to step
aside and allow you, the reader, to experience Trance of the Charnel Hearts
firsthand. A turn of the page will drop you into a world of black magical
pacts and infernal powers, tales of the death of the flesh and all that lies
beyond it. It is swift and unnerving journey, but an unforgettable one, with a
powerful author to serve as your guide.

- Richard Gavin
Ontario, Canada
July 2025



LUSTMORD

T he raven circled the barren tree tops like a black rag against the sky. It
cried once and its friend replied from a distant mountain.

Micah slammed his shovel into the soil with both hands, penetrating a
layer of bruised leaves. After a while his shovel hit something hard. The
breeze chilled the sweat on his brow. He crouched and began removing the
soil with cupped hands.

The brownish dome was unearthed first, then the sockets.

“Hello,” whispered Micabh.

He traced the shape of the skull with his fingers. He dug underneath,
freed it from the ground and raised it to his face. A warm tingle ran below
his navel. The skull had once had a pretty face on it. It had carried her soul.
Her petite nose had covered the tear-drop hollows of the nostrils. Her lips
had hidden the teeth, now earth-cracked and rugged.

Keeping the skull in one hand, he pulled a creased Polaroid from his
pocket. A warm bulge throbbed in his jeans.

She came out from the dirty folds of the photo.

Micah set the skull on the ground. His eyes focused on the photo. Her
pallid shape beside the tree. Her face contorted in a frozen scream. Her
breasts resting against her stomach, thighs askew, unveiling a bloody bush.

Micah placed his thumb on the image of her severed arm. He opened his
fly. The zipper’s teeth caught his pubic hairs and bit some off. Cold wind
licked the tip of his erection. He began to pound his clenched hand back and
forth. He felt like he was in free fall. His penis had been growing lately; it



seemed to enlarge each time he and Mama took another girl. With every girl
he and Mama had taken.

His muscles spasmed. He closed his eyes as his hand pumped in rapid
fire. The free fall came to its end, and almost hurt.

Gasping, Micah looked down. The skull was now coated with sticky
strands. His hand and the tip of his organ glistened.

He tucked himself back into his pants, wiped his hand on his trousers, and
looked around. The burning urge remained inside him, even stronger now.
He crouched closer to the skull and peered at the mess he had made. The
raven cawed from above as if it knew what was going on and why he
suddenly felt so different.

The camper was parked behind a hill on an old logger road. Micah returned
to the vehicle and placed the skull carefully on the passenger seat. He
looked down the aisle and into the back of the camper where the coffin lay.
Rasping sounds came from within it. Mama had been growing restless these
last few days, awakening before sundown. That night she came out early.

Micah was seated by the table picking mud from under his fingernails
with a hunting knife when she emerged. When he saw the wooden hatch
being pushed up he sealed the covers on the window behind him, cutting off
the blood-red sunset. The interior turned dark.

One of Mama’s milky legs stretched out of the coffin. Her skin shone in
the gloom. She grasped the sides of the coffin, and the vessel became like a
dark maw spitting out the rest of her. She sat naked on the edge, her eyes
hidden by raven hair impossible to delineate from the dark. Her lips opened
in dry silence. She strode over to Micah.

Micah rested his knife on the table. Mama sniffed the air and glanced into
the front of the vehicle. Her eyes rested on the skull on the passenger seat.
Micah patted the pocket of his jacket, feeling the Polaroid hidden inside. He
felt invisible hands wrapping around his throat and swallowed, trying to
dispel the sensation.

Mama leaned toward him. Her blue-veined breasts dangled in his face.
She grabbed his hair and yanked his head sideways. Micah screamed.



Mama eased her grip, but didn’t let go. She forced his mouth onto her tit.
Micah hesitated, then started to suck.

“My little boy,” said Mama.

Micah pressed closer and suckled like a hungry puppy.

Mama played with his hair tenderly now. “They want to hurt us. All of
them. Unless you want us to die, you gotta understand.”

Micah let the warm milk gather in his mouth before swallowing. A sense
of comfort washed over him as he savored the final drops.

Mama clicked her tongue and brushed Micah’s head with her palm. “My
little ghoul,” she whispered. “Are you ready to leave?”

Micah nodded. He wiped his mouth on his moth-eaten sleeve, tasting
dust.

Mama walked into the front cabin and removed the covers from the
windshield. Pale moonlight fell on her skin. Micah sat behind the wheel and
reached for the keys, but Mama grasped his wrist before he could turn over
the engine.

“I am starving,” she said. “Feed me first.”

Micah went to the kitchenette and took a white metallic box from a
cabinet. The box clanged against the burner as he set it down. The hinges
creaked as he opened it. There were only a handful of syringes left, shiny in
their plastic wrapping.

“We’re almost out of them,” he said.

Micah tore a syringe from its wrapping and pulled the plastic cap off the
needle. Mama watched him expectantly from the cabin, licking her cracked
lips and scratching her sides. “Can’t go on like this. I’'m starving, getting
weaker.”

Micah approached with the syringe between his teeth and a rubber
tourniquet around his arm. He squeezed his fingers into a fist to pop his
veins.

The sight of the syringe made Mama smile. Micah sat next to her with his
bare arm braced atop his knee. He positioned the needle above a bulging
vein, and prepared himself for a sensation of pain he’d never grown
accustomed to.

Mama grasped his wrist. “Please, let me.”

He gave her the syringe. A chill ran down his back. He gazed at the
moon’s pitted skin and began to drift away, until a sting pulled him back
into the moment.



Mama shivered at the sight of his blood steadily filling the chamber. Once
it was full, she pulled the needle out. A single drop escaped and ran down
his forearm. Mama leaned in and ran her tongue across his arm to lick the
rivulet up.

“Never let anything go to waste,” she said.

Mama always did as she taught. Theirs was the life of the ravens.
Everything had its use.

She squirted the blood into her mouth as if taking a shot of liquor. Micah
ignited the motor and waited for directions. The headlights came on and
joined the glow of the moonbeams on the bleak woods.

“You remember the cabins from two winters ago?”” Mama asked.

Micah nodded.

“Let’s pay a visit to that couple who passed us the other night,” Mama
said. “I'm tired of these worn whores.” She tossed the skull off the
passenger seat. Micah watched it roll down the aisle and come to rest
against Mama’s coffin, which still loomed open, like a dark maw ready to
devour.

“You’ll get enough bones of your own one day,” said Mama. “Enough to
build a house!”

She tickled his ribs with a spider-like hand, then withdrew to the back of
the camper to leaf through her photo album. Micah slid the polaroid from
his pocket for a peek at the dead girl’s tits. His pants grew tighter as his
penis stiffened. He tucked the photo away and gripped the wheel. The
silhouette of a raven crossed the moon’s gaunt face. Two more followed,
winging their way towards the mountains.

Mike slammed his hand on the screaming digital clock beside the bed. The
alarm died and the blazing red digits blacked out for a moment. He yawned
and pulled the blanket back over his chest. Lily rolled over beside him and
packed herself against his side.

Mike looked up at the log-built ceiling and smelled the fresh wilderness
beyond the cabin.

“Good to be out of the city,” he said.



His last word became a yawn. He stretched, muscles still tight from two
days spent hunched behind the wheel. But while his body felt stiff, his mind
felt anything but. Hours of watching cities and roads stream by his window
had cut his head loose from torturous schedules and the burden of managing
his mother’s affairs. He hadn’t slept this easy in months.

Lily blinked in the morning light and ran her fingers down his chest.
“It’s the change alone,” she said, as though she’d been reading his mind.
“Sometimes we need a change to see what’s important.”

“Which 1s?” He asked.

“This.” She snuggled her face into his neck and slid her silken leg over
his until she was pressing down on top of him. “Here and now.”

“I kinda like where this is heading.” Mike caressed her hips. Lily kissed
him and yanked his underwear down.

During their drive to the cabin, Mike had wondered whether this was
really the right time to pop the question. It was such a stressful period in
their lives. He’d kept fidgeting with the ring in his pocket, as if he were
afraid it would vanish into thin air, just like their relationship might. There
were a thousand possible reasons things could go south. And yet, even after
four years together, he and Lily were alright. Better than alright. Lily was
the best thing that had ever happened to him. The best thing that kept
happening to him, over and over again.

Tonight would be the night, he decided. Lily was the one for him, right
here, right now. Holding out for perfection would only make him lose what
he already had.

Mike stopped to drink from his canteen and take in the sight of the woods.
In the sun’s dying light the lake below glimmered like a golden abyss.

“It’s funny, the way the mind works,” he said.

“What do you mean?” said Lily.

“Remember that woman we saw, on our way here through the woods?
Well, for a second, when I saw her, I had this sharp, sinking feeling, like
something had happened - something with Mom. And I thought, what if
that’s her ghost, appearing to me?”



Lily took his hand in hers. “Mike, you gotta stop blaming yourself. Stop
worrying. Things just happen, that’s life.”

Mike let her words sink in and felt some of the stress drain away.

She leaned her head against his shoulder. “Whatever happens, you’ve
taken good care of her, just like you’ve taken good care of me.”

“I take good care of you, huh? Like this morning?” He gave Lily’s
bottom a pinch.

She laughed and folded her arms around him. “Let me guess, you’re
gonna take care of me tonight, too?”

He gave her nose a soft bite. “As these mountains are my witness.”

“Okay, soldier. Lead me home.” Despite her words she led him down a
steep trail which provided the quickest route back to the cabin. Aware he
was watching her, she jiggled her butt and received a welcome slap in
response.

By the time they got back dusk had settled upon the still lake, and only
the golden shards of the mountainside remained of the passing day. Lily
bypassed the cabin and walked straight to the dock at the edge of the lake.
She stripped off, adding her naked form to the landscape.

“Wanna join me?” she said.

“Sure.” He nodded towards the dark cabin. “I’ll just go get our towels and
put the lights on.”

“That stuff can wait. Come on!”

She ran up the creaking steps onto the jetty. Mike turned and headed
towards the cabin nonetheless. He had something that couldn’t wait. His
fingers were aching to get hold of the engagement ring. Lily was right - he
worried way too much.

He heard a splash behind him as Lily dove headfirst into the water, but he
didn’t turn. Instead, he quickened his pace toward the cabin in the
mountain’s long shadow.

Lily resurfaced and looked at the rugged woods sloping from the
mountain to the edge of the lake. From the water level everything was
radiant with the blue of evening. Banks of mist hung over the water. The
wet hair covering her ears muffled everything, but she could still make out
the sound of her name being called behind her.

“Lily!”

She turned toward the dock, where Mike was crouched, waving her over
with frantic movements. His expression was hard to make out in the dim



light, but there was something about it which made her unsettled. She swam
toward him, his beckoning hand saying faster, faster! She reached the dock
and brushed her wet hair from her ears to hear him clearly.

“There’s a boy,” he said, as Lily began to pull herself out of the water.

“What do you mean, a boy?”

“In the cabin. Come up, now.” Mike helped her onto the dock, then
turned, as if sensing something she couldn’t see.

An explosion ripped the night apart. Lily flinched. Her ears hissed in the
aftermath.

Mike twitched and fell backward, striking his skull against the dock
beside her feet.

Lily saw - a boy? - at the base of the dock, his face shaded by a hooded
raincoat. He aimed a handgun at Mike, even though Mike was already on
the ground, so still, his expression frozen, his eyes open on a living
nightmare from which he would never awake.

The woman stood handcuffed to a stout wooden pillar in the center of the
cabin. Her tear-streaked features shone beneath a dirty light bulb which cast
deep shadows under her chin and breasts. Micah circled around her,
watching her through the Polaroid camera.

“What are you doing?” she gasped.

The question compelled Micah to lower the camera. For a moment his
naked eyes met hers. Then he raised the Polaroid back to his face and
zoomed in on her breasts by slowly stepping closer.

“Why?” she cried.

Micah said nothing. Heat flushed his face.

“Why’d you do that to him?”

Micah remained silent and peered at her through the Polaroid, moving his
gaze up and down her body. Every detail of her skin burned his insides,
inviting him to touch her. But he didn’t. He wanted to photograph her, to
collect every detail of her, but he’d run out of film if he started shooting
before Mama arrived.



He snapped a single image of her crying face. Her grief made it
impossible for him to memorialize her beauty in any other way.

All at once a sense of disquiet rose up in Micah, stemming from a feeling
he couldn’t - wouldn’t - bring himself to articulate. He fled from the cabin.
Her scream followed him, then died behind the wall.

“She’s gorgeous.”

The sound of Mama’s voice shrank Micah’s heart. She walked from
darkness into moonlight, her ribcage drawn with stark shadows on her
sides. Soil rustled as she dragged her favorite scythe alongside her, its blade
plowing a furrow in her wake.

“The male?” she asked.

Micah fidgeted with the camera hanging by a strap from his neck.

“Dead,” he said. “Shot him.”

He placed a finger on his chest to mark the spot where he’d shot the man,
though he couldn’t be sure of the exact location of the wound. The moment
of the shooting was hazy, now that he tried to recall it. A foggy stretch until
the details of the woman’s body were seen through the camera. He felt
distant from himself. Strange and unfit inside his chest.

Mama hefted the blade onto her shoulder, holding it with both hands like
she was about to hit a baseball. Micah placed his finger on the Polaroid’s
trigger, but almost couldn’t feel it. He followed Mama into the cabin and
raised the viewfinder to his eye.

The woman was struggling to escape the handcuffs. With a flash Micah
caught the terrified first contact between her and Mama. The camera buzzed
and spat the photograph on the floor.

The camera flashed again as Mama’s blade came down and sliced so deep
it almost cut the woman’s left arm off.

Blood gushed. The woman screamed. A third flash found her struggling
so hard against her bonds the strip of flesh connecting her wounded arm to
her trunk began to rip.

Mama raised the blade again and took a swing at the woman’s uninjured
side. Her right arm came off just below the shoulder and fell to the floor in
a shower of red. Mama’s blade bit deep into the pillar and stuck there.

Micah took the woman’s picture again. Agony had twisted her features;
she barely looked human anymore. She let out an animal scream and fled
towards the cabin door. Her severed arm trailed after her, still handcuffed to
the other.



“Get her!” Mama screamed as she tried to wrench her blade from the
pillar.

Micah dropped the Polaroid and let it dangle from the neck strap as he
gave chase. He was halfway across the room when he slipped on the blood-
splattered floor and fell to one knee. As he went down he reached out and
grabbed the woman's severed arm as it trailed after her like a pet on a leash.
The woman didn’t stop, not even when the slack on the handcuff chain ran
out.

For a moment the strip of flesh tethering her half-severed arm to her trunk
grew taut; then it stretched and snapped like cheap leather. Micah found
himself holding a pair of severed arms bound by handcuffs. He watched as
the woman, still running, tore through the doorway and into the darkness
beyond.

Micah leapt up and followed the woman outside. She wasn’t screaming
anymore. She lay face-down and motionless with blood gushing from her
stumps. Micah straddled her legs; his hands slid across her bloody skin as
he turned her onto her back. Mama emerged from the cabin with her blade
hoisted; her shadow fell upon them like an image of the reaper descending.

The woman was still alive, but barely. Her wide eyes stared up at Micah.
He looked away and realized his hands were on her breasts. The woman
twitched. Whether she sought to welcome death or somehow escape it,
Micah didn’t know. He only grasped tighter, feeling her hard nipples against
his palms.

Intense heat surged into his crotch. He moaned as his pants filled with
warmth. He sank into a fetal position beside the woman, who stared into his
eyes. Her body moved, not because she willed it to, but because Mama’s
blade was in her belly, carving her deep enough to feed the earth with her
entrails. Micah’s bliss turned to sickness. For a moment he hoped the
woman would wake. The northern wind blew across his face, indifferent to
who it licked.

Ravens cawed in dark canopies, keeping their distance; they knew not to
disturb Mama’s work. Layer by layer the woman was opened like a piece of
fruit, her insides steaming in the cold air. Mama worked with bare hands,
with care, handling the woman’s intestines like poisonous snakes she didn’t
want to irritate. Going deeper into the black, yellowish white and red,
opening wider the leaves of flesh, she teased the woman open, dug, pulled,
and gouged, until she knelt in a dark, red mountain of insides made



outsides. Finally, using the handle of her scythe like a maul, Mama cracked
the woman’s ribs, pulled them apart, and reached inside. When she rose she
held out the woman’s most precious organ for the moon to admire.

Micah let the camera’s flash strike against the scene.

Mama looked directly into the camera and ate the woman’s heart in a
single mouthful. It crawled down her throat and vanished, like a mice down
the gullet of a snake.

Micah took one last photograph, immortalizing Mama in her prime.

Micah awoke in his bunk. It was daylight outside, and pinpricks of sunlight
shone through the covers on the windows. He forced himself up. The black
leather jacket he’d found in the couple’s car lay at his feet. Its silver buttons
and zippers glinted in the light as he shrugged it on. His hands emerged
from the sleeves only barely. He put them in his pockets and took a few
turns. The leather creaked as he slicked his hair back with his palms. If only
he had a pair of dark sunglasses like the ones he’d seen on that film poster.

The whole of the previous night felt hazy, like a distant memory.

Micah felt the corner of the photo album against his toe. It lay on the
floor, where it had been hidden by the jacket. He picked it up and placed it
on the table. The binding opened with a dry crunch.

Micah flipped through heavy cardboard pages covered with glued-on
photographs, newspaper articles, and black markings drawn by Mama. He
couldn’t read, but he knew the curvy signs - the numbers - which Mama had
drawn on the pages signified the passage of time, like autumn following
summer.

He peered at faces that didn’t exist any more, consumed in one way or
another, either by Mama or by the rot. Faces lacerated, bruised into purple
and black swollen messes. Then there were faces he’d never seen in the
flesh, gritty black and-white photos of a little baby, sometimes with adults,
sometimes alone.

Micah turned the sheets until he arrived at the last page, where the latest
photos lay in disarray inside a plastic pocket. He removed them and spread



some out upon the page. The woman from the previous night stared at him
again, her eyes red from the flash.

The same inexpressible unease Micah had felt in the cabin rolled
through him again, even worse this time. With the sense of horror came
spikes of pain radiating through his chest. Feeling like he was choking, he
turned the photo over. Slowly the strange feeling stopped skinning him
alive. He released himself from the heavy jacket and felt a partial ease fall
upon his shoulders. He closed the album, and was about to set it back on the
floor, when he spotted a little black box resting nearby. Leaving the album
on the table, he picked up the black box and wiped the dust from its soft
fabric coating. He’d never seen the box before; it must have spilled out
from one of the jacket’s many pockets. He popped the lid and saw a row of
diamonds glittering like royal teeth.

Micah glanced at Mama’s coffin, then back at the ring. It must have been
meant for the woman from the photo, to signify that way in which two
people stay together forever. He closed the box and zipped it away inside
the jacket’s chest pocket.

In the back of her family’s sedan, Jessica scratched her arm, which itched as
if bugs were crawling under the skin. Luckily she was too high to be
worried that much.

Her Mom sat in the front passenger seat; her middle-aged flesh, cloaked
in an unflattering dress, spilled over the central console. Dad stood outside
with a cigarette burning in his hand. Its smoke crept through the open
driver’s side window in ethereal waves.

A white plastic bag sat beside Jessica like a meteor none of them wanted
to believe had hit them. But it had. The way the nurse had bundled Billy’s
little, bloody clothes into it had made Mom scream until she’d almost
passed out. Afterwards she was quiet, like a frozen lake, nodding along with
whatever the doctor said, though it was clear she understood none of it.

But Jessica understood.

Billy was dead.



Her little brother had passed away in an accident that was nothing but a
careless mistake. That stupid boy should have watched where he was
running. Jessica should have watched where he was going. Now that scream
of warning, which had come out too late, somehow still rolled around inside
her, like lightning refusing to strike.

Luckily today she was high enough not to feel a thing.

Mom stopped fidgeting with her dress. Her head bobbed as if she were
listening to music no one else could hear. Then she grew still, and a wail of
grief erupted from her mouth like sound through a speaker. It seemed to go
on and on. Dad turned toward the fast food restaurant across the hospital
parking lot, and lit another smoke.

Jessica stared at the back of her mother's head and began to count stray
hairs caught in a sunbeam. One, two, three, four...the seemingly infinite
chain progressed, accompanied by the haunting realization that she really
shouldn’t have left Billy alone at that moment.

Jessica kept herself high well past the funeral and stayed in her room
whenever she wasn’t particularly needed, which was pretty much always.
She scored drugs by giving blowjobs to dealers. She didn’t need anything
too heavy; she wasn’t a junkie. Just a high school bitch with big tits, as they
said.

‘Daddy’s angel.’

The dealer who called her that had no idea how close he’d come to
having his dick bitten off. But Jessica just sucked it instead, keeping herself
supplied for a few more days.

She was a ghost inside the house, and wished to remain so as much as
possible. She kept her skull nice and empty with whatever she could get
with her lips. Those filthy lips, which she kept sparkling with continuous
applications of balms and glosses. So far she’d done almost everything a
person could smoke, eat, or snort; all that remained was to inject, and she’d
begun to dream of shooting herself up ever since Mom had decided to use
her small daily allotment of words to blame her for Billy’s death.



She’d heard of the oblivion it offered. And she needed oblivion somehow.
She couldn’t find it in orgasm; after all those dealer dicks she couldn’t
dream of normal sex like her friends, all of whom had more or less fled
from the black gloom around her. She dreamed of a sharp and deep
penetration - the sharpest, the deepest - something to spray her into
nothingness, a form of outrageous ecstasy so loud it would drown her out
and leave her body walking around like a living dead thing. Such a fire exit
out of existence sounded almost too good to be true.

Jessica heard Dad’s steps heading down the hall toward her room. The
sound stopped, and she knew he had paused outside Billy’s old room. She
opened the window to flush out the smoke from her almost-finished joint,
then dropped the joint itself into a jar of dirty water hidden between the
wall and her bed.

Dad resumed his approach and knocked on her door.

“Yeah?” she said.

The door opened. From the look on Dad’s face it was clear he could smell
what Jessica had been smoking.

“I’d like you to come downstairs,” he said.

“Why?” she asked.

“Please.”

He walked away, leaving the door open. Jessica followed him downstairs
and found the front door open. Mom was on the threshold, dressed only in
her nightgown, staring at the road. In such a state, how could she ever
question Jessica’s coping skills? The woman was a miserable wreck.

Dad beckoned them out into the bright front yard. His face had a strange,
vibrant sparkle to it. Jessica joined him in the sunlight. He pointed to a
huge, pristine white motorhome parked outside the house.

“We’re leaving,” he said.

“What?”

Jessica looked to Mom, but the woman just stared at the giant RV with
empty eyes.

“It’s ours,” said Dad. He stared at the motorhome as if unable to take his
eyes off it. “A new beginning.”

Jessica almost laughed. “For fucks sake,” was all she managed to say.



While the disappearance of Mike Georges and Lily Paxton, a couple from
Fort Collins, Colorado, remains unsolved, the state police, assisted by
volunteer groups, have expanded their search deeper into the wilderness
surrounding...

Mama sat on the foot of the bed and blocked Micah’s view of Lily’s
smiling face on the TV. Micah craned his head to look past her, but Lily’s
face was already gone, replaced by images of patrol cars parked along a
woodland road. The image switched to an old woman being interviewed
while text scrolled across the bottom of the screen.

Mama walked to the TV and turned it off with a shaky finger. She hadn’t
eaten anything while they’d stayed in this motel. She walked to the window
and pulled the blind back just a fraction to peer outside. The room shook as
a truck barreled down the road running past the motel toward the highway.

During the past few weeks, Micah had visited a few shops and gas
stations in the daytime. He’d bought himself a pair of sunglasses like the
ones from that movie poster. They’d been at the motel for a few nights, and
Micah was enjoying hot baths and TV. But Mama was growing restless
again. She slept the whole day in her pine box, coming into the motel room
just before dark.

“It hurts,” said Mama. “Those photos you keep stealing from me.” As she
returned to the bed she swiped at Micah’s leather jacket, which hung from a
hook on the wall.

Micah’s cheeks grew hot. He turned his gaze toward his hands, which
Mama cupped inside hers. Gently she circled his knuckles with her thumbs
as though she were counting them. Micah didn’t know what to say. His
throat felt swollen, as if a fistful of sand had been forced inside of it.

“I just want to make you happy.” Mama stripped off her shirt and
caressed her swollen breasts. “Please.”

Micah lay his head on her lap and took a nipple in his mouth. He couldn’t
stop thinking about Lily’s breasts, a photo of which he had hidden in the
inner pocket of his jacket. He’d masturbated over it twice while Mama had
slept, and had shot loads of sticky liquid on the bathroom tiles.



He stared at his jacket while suckling on Mama’s tit, thinking of the
hidden photo and how many loads Mike must have shot into Lily while the
two of them were still alive. He would have been able to look her in the
face while he came, unlike Micah, who’d had to cut her face from the
Polaroids because of how horrible she’d looked when she was dying.

His stomach now full, he kept his head on Mama’s lap while she pulled
her shirt back on. Mama smiled and ran her fingers through his hair.

“How about we look at them together?” she asked.

Micah nodded, but he knew Mama wasn’t ready to look at the photos yet;
she had something else on her mind. She leaned closer and brushed the tip
of her nose against his in a circular motion.

“It’s been a while,” she said.

Without saying a word, Micah fetched the syringe box and got back on
the bed to make the preparations. He tied on the tourniquet, pumped his fist,
and aimed the needle at his juiciest vein. As he was about to plunge the
needle in, Mama rocked back and forth restlessly, shaking the bed, spoiling
his aim.

“Please!” Micah said as he struggled to hold the needle steady.

But Mama didn’t stop rocking. Her eyes flitted between his face and his
bulging veins. He hadn’t seen her this hungry in a long time. “Could
you...”

“Could I what?” Micah snapped.

“Could you use the razor instead?”

Once again without a word, Micah returned to the box and picked his
way past sealed syringes and needles until he found the surgical blade at the
bottom of the kit. He placed it on the bed. It felt light in its wrappings, its
plastic handle heavier than its gentle, shining blade.

He unwrapped the blade and straightened his arm to expose the soft flesh.
The blade sliced with burning precision, parting skin from skin as though
opening an envelope. The first fiery sting transformed into a dull ache and
blood welled up on the lips of the wound.

Mama craned her head toward him. Micah brought the wound to her
mouth. She began to suck, her tongue exploring the lacerated tissue. Micah
clenched his teeth; this was worse than the needle. Carried away by her
bloodlust, Mama gnawed at the flesh around the incision, creating fresh
lacerations to suck on.



Micah tried to focus on something else, and attempted to imagine Lily
with him on the bed, gasping, shaking the mattress. But every time he
conjured her image in his mind, her skin erupted with bleeding furrows and
her guts spilled out from the hollow of her stomach, forcing him to stop and
start the fantasy over again. Again and again, he tried to picture her whole
and unsullied, until he felt exhausted from fighting to hold her imaginary
body together.

Finally Mama finished, rolled onto her stomach, and opened the photo
album lying beside them. Micah went to the bathroom and pressed a thick
wad of toilet paper against the wound. He couldn’t tell which hurt worse -
the skin bitten raw or the initial cut. When the bleeding abated he left the
bathroom and lay on the bed by Mama’s side.

Mama flicked the pages back and forth a few times, then settled on a page
with a photo of herself biting a young girl’s neck from behind. Micah
couldn’t remember the girl at all.

“Would you ever believe she wanted it?” Mama traced the girl’s
contorted face with her finger, almost as if she wanted to brush her hair.
“And I almost hesitated.” She laughed. “You know what cats do to their
sick kittens? The ones too weak to survive?”

Micah shook his head. The throbbing in his arm had lessened to a dull
ache smoldering under the compress of toilet tissue. He could feel a
migraine coming on.

“They love them too much to abandon them to die alone,” Mama
continued. “So they eat them. They never leave someone weak to grow up
alone. It keeps them together forever. Out there,” Mama nodded towards the
sealed windows, “it’s nothing but loneliness and cruelty. Loneliness...” She
turned the page, revealing a photo of a girl whose severed head sat atop her
own torso and seemed to be gazing up at the sky. “...and cruelty. But the
funny thing 1s, sometimes the mother eats the kittens anyway, even the
strong and healthy ones.”

“Why?” Micah asked.

Mama smiled. “Love is hard to explain.”

Micah looked at the dried bloodstains on the photos. Now his head felt
like it was in a vice. He knew he’d shot all these photos; he should have
been used to the sight of them, but right now they made him feel like he
was choking. The unease was upon him again, nameless and unnameable,
clashing with his lust. A part of him wanted to go and masturbate to the



image of the naked torso in that last picture, but he could only imagine his
own hand falling off, unraveling from where he had cut his arm. His
stomach churned as though worms were roasting inside it and needed to be
puked up. He closed his eyes tightly.

Micah?

He heard Mama’s voice from somewhere beyond far away. He tried to
answer, but she was so very distant.

Something or someone shook him. Either into oblivion or out of it. The
difference was incomprehensible. His mouth tasted only blood.

...Micah...?

Jessica sat on a creamy faux-leather sofa beside the motor home’s
kitchenette. In the front cabin Dad whistled something too broken to be a
melody.

The vehicle’s eight wheels did their best to smooth out the bumps on the
road, but Jessica felt sick nevertheless. She slid the window ajar and rested
her head against the pane. Dad had steered them once again onto some
rugged detour, and the road was but a scar in a wooded landscape
somewhere between the big highways. As to exactly where they were
going, Jessica had no clue. ‘North’ was the answer she’d been given.
‘Perhaps Canada. Maybe until Alaska.” In reality she knew Dad had no
idea. He just wanted to drive, and Mom didn’t care. Not about the
destination, not about anything. She stared through everything with dead
indifference, and seemed to have aged two decades over the past two
weeks. The only time Mom had shown any emotion during the trip was
when Jessica had placed her bag on the sleeping compartment’s empty
fourth bunk. Mom had screamed that it wasn’t Jessica’s bed. Afterwards she
had regained her diminished senses and resumed her silence.

The setting sun hung a loose golden wreath over the landscape,
deepening every shadow. Was Jessica the only one sane enough to just want
to talk about Billy? The only one brave enough to admit she felt utterly
sick? She glanced into the sleeping compartment, where Mom lay on her
berth, staring at the bottom of the upper bunk, her head bouncing from



every bump on the road. Jessica was almost happy Billy wasn’t here to see
how badly they were doing.

Suddenly the brakes screamed and the RV came to a stop. Jessica was
yanked away from the window and slammed back against it.

“What the fuck!”

Jessica stood up, trembling. Mom had fallen to the floor, but still wore the
same stupefied expression on her face. Jessica turned towards the front
cabin.

“Dad?” She called. “Dad!”

Dad slowly rose up from behind the wheel.

“I...I guess I fell asleep. S-sorry.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’'m alright.” He rubbed his eyes, then peered into the sleeping
compartment, where Mom had already crawled back into her bunk to
resume her vacant staring.

Jessica looked at her shaking hands. “We can’t go on like this. Fuck!”
She opened the side door and ran out into the wind.

Dad followed her outside and began to inspect the vehicle. “It must have
been just a bump in the road,” he said, staring at the fishtailing tire marks
he’d left on the blacktop. “Didn’t hit anything.”

“You’ve been driving for what, sixteen hours?” said Jessica. “You gotta
sleep.”

Dad looked at the darkening sky. “Guess you’re right.” He headed back
towards the RV with drooping shoulders.

Jessica followed. “Hey, Dad. It’s okay. Shit happens, yeah?”

Dad glanced back at her as if he were about to say something, but only
nodded and climbed back into the van.

Now alone, Jessica listened to the wind whistle through the crimson
forest. Her heart still raced. She reached into her pocket and caressed the
joints in her cigarette pack. Slowly she wandered away from the van,
following the road. Soon the RV was a dim shape behind her, stark and
black in the sunset, like a fallen obelisk. Then a trail mouth opened up to
invite her into the woods for a few solitary moments.



Micah opened his eyes. He lay somewhere dark, on his side, one arm
trapped senseless beneath him while a wooden lid pressed against him from
above. The air stank of rot.

He was inside the coffin.

Mama’s coffin.

He shifted his weight and realized there was something lying across his
waist, something long and slender, like a tree branch, or...

Whatever it was, it slipped off him, slid down his stomach, and hit the
bottom of the box with a metallic clank. He felt the object with his fingers.
It was soft and fleshy, tapering, with something hard and cold around it. It
was one of Lily’s arms, still handcuffed to the other. Mama had kept them
in the box this whole time.

Micah coughed and took a breath of air dense with decay. A hand reached
around him and grabbed his wrist.

“Are you awake?” Mama whispered into his ear.

Micah nodded.

Mama placed a cold hand upon his forehead. “How are you feeling?”

“Hot. Everything hurts.” He tried to wriggle away from the severed arms;
the stench of them seemed to grow by the second.

“Rest now. You’ll be alright.” Mama cradled his head against her chest.
“It’s just a fever.”

Micah tried to relax, but he couldn’t sleep anymore. Mama had no trouble
sleeping. Her breath brushed the back of his neck. Her sleeping sighs were
like whispers he couldn’t make sense of. He thought about cats eating their
kittens. He tried to squirm away from her, but there was no room. The sense
of confinement was almost overwhelming. In this tiny space permeated
with stench even the darkness felt like a physical thing, a weighted blanket
crushing him close to Mama.

Lily’s arms were sandwiched between his crotch and the side of the box.
Her fingers caressed him whenever he moved. He explored Lily’s arms with
his fingers. Shriveled joints, soft openings, strips of loose skin. It made him
sick to his stomach, but he couldn’t stop. As he wrapped the dead fingers



around his member he felt like the loneliest person in the world. Lonely in a
way Mama could never understand.

Dad wiped sweat off his brow and left a black smudge in its place. He
pointed his wrench at the front tire. “The axle’s broken.”

Jessica looked at the sunny road behind the RV. “We drove at least an
hour.”

Dad sighed. “Yeah, we did. I guess if we just keep going up the road...”

Jessica looked at the isolated road winding into the woods ahead of them.
“Dad, there’s nothing there.”

“Gotta be something.”

“That’s the freaking reason why you brought us here, as if some miracle
awaits us at the end of some country road? We either wait for help, or we
walk back. The junction’s not that far.”

“45 minutes, driving,” said Dad in a defeated tone.

Jessica did the math in her head. “Well, there might be some...I don’t
know, a farm or whatever on one of those side roads we passed along the
way.”

Dad thought about it, his gaze lost in the horizon. “You’re right, |
suppose. I’'m sorry.” He looked like a bullied kid in a school hallway.
Before Billy’s death Jessica had never thought about her parents that way.
Lost. Wandering in the dark with no idea what to do with their lives.

“It’s okay,” said Jessica, “we’re all in this.”

Her comment must have taken him off guard. Tears began to flow down
his cheeks. Without thinking, Jessica wrapped her arms around him and
pressed her face into his shoulder. For a moment Dad clung to her as though
he were the child.

“Hold on, dad. I really need you to. And Mom needs us.”

Dad nodded. Slowly his quiet sobbing began to ease. He sniffed and
spoke almost in a whisper. “How about...how about I take a walk down the
road. You take care of Mom while I find some help, and we’ll catch up in a
few hours.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Jessica said.



He stroked her hair, then headed off back in the direction they had come
from. Soon he vanished into the horizon.

Jessica went back to the RV and stopped at the doorway to look inside. A
black cloth hung over Mom’s bunk like a shroud.

“Mom?” she called. “Are you awake?”

No answer. The space between them felt like a bottleneck of sorrow that
would crush her if she tried to cross it. She stayed in the warm sun and lit a
smoke. It was going to be a long fucking day.

An old man came out of the house with a shotgun and stepped into the glare
of their camper’s headlights and scorching sun. Micah closed his eyes in
panic and grasped the steering wheel. In his mind’s eye he saw the future of
his own head exploding as the man could blast him through the windshield.
But the man was dazed by the glare of the lights, and Mama was fast. She
circled from the side like a ghost and blew out his kneecap with the
handgun. He dropped the shotgun and went down. Next, his chin met with
the barrel of his own gun picked up by Mama, and promptly ceased to be.

Micah sat in the car as Mama went inside. Slowly the vision of his own
skull exploding stopped repeating in his head.

Later on, Mama emerged from the house. Naked and bloody, she came to
the camper and motioned for him to bring the camera by raising her hands
in front of her face as if she were holding an invisible box. Micah nodded
and got out of the car with the Polaroid hanging from his neck by the strap.

The old porch groaned beneath his weight. The paint on the timbers was
cracked like dry mud. The downstairs was a single large room serving as a
kitchen, living room, and bedroom all in one. Beside the staircase was a
wheelchair too small for the dead man. Micah began to get an idea of what
Mama had been doing these past few hours he’d spent sitting in the car.

“This was a surprise,” said Mama as she began to climb the staircase.

Micah followed her up carpeted stairs spattered with blood. Growing
thicker on the landing, the blood trail led to a room with green walls. He
glanced inside and saw a bed in the middle overflowing with red butchery.



“She didn’t fight at all,” said Mama as she sat on the bed. Wet intestines
slithered over each other as the mattress sagged beneath her weight.
Between the scattered remains were strips of a purple dress with flowers on
it, which now appeared to be growing from a field of gore.

“Can you imagine that old man carrying her down the stairs every day
and moving her with that wheelchair?” said Mama as she fingered the
remains. “Eventually he would have died and left her here all alone.”

Mama lay on her side and wallowed in the scarlet puzzle that had once
been a girl. She touched her breasts with bloody hands. “Come onto the bed
with me.”

Micah hesitated, then went to her. The nameless abhorrence welled up
inside and made his stomach churn as he touched the sheets and felt the
girl’s bits under his palms. He should have been used to this by now, but
vomit exploded from his mouth onto the bed beside Mama’s legs.

“My little boy.”

Mama brushed Micah’s hair while he wiped his mouth on his sleeve.
Bitterness lingered in his airways. He reached for Mama’s breast and began
to suck. Warm milk oozed into his mouth. As Micah drank, Mama ate the
girl’s heart, and he felt her chest expanding as the girl became part of her.

Her alone, he realized.

He looked up at Mama’s bloody lips. There she was, somewhere inside.

Lily.

In a happy place with Mama. With all the other girls.

“Don’t wanna rot apart,” he whispered, his voice still rough from the
vomiting.

He raised the camera and turned it toward himself. He stared into the
black abyss of its eye and smiled.

Eat me too, he almost said, and pressed the trigger, imagining himself in
Mama’s photo album. The camera disgorged the photo onto the sheet.

Mama tensed and sat up. He sat up likewise and followed her gaze to the
window. Outside was green pasture melting into an azure sky. For a
moment it looked empty. Then Micah saw him too, a stranger walking
down the road toward the house.

Mama’s lip curled back in a sneer, showing canines etched in clotted red.
“Get him,” she hissed, the blacks of her eyes like reptilian tongues in the
sun.



Micah’s pulse pounded in his ears. He clutched the camera to his chest
and tried to pick up the photograph, but it had disappeared into the gore.

Mama pushed him off the bed. “Forget the camera. Take the pistol and
your knife.”

Micah unslung the camera from his neck and gave it to her.

“That man will find the corpse soon,” she said. “Hurry up.”

Her tone made Micah shiver as he headed for the door. Suddenly the
same blackness that had devoured his memory when he’d shot Mike was
looming at the edge of his perception, ready to devour him again. But
Micah didn’t want it to. Not anymore. This would be his turn.

Mama'’s voice made him pause on the threshold. “Micah, make me proud.
Make him suffer.”

Micah watched the man come up the drive, his sullen eyes trained on the
ground in front of him, his arms dangling at his sides like heavy rags. He
showed no sign of being familiar with the house, nor any sign that he could
sense anything was wrong - at least not yet.

Lurking in the shadows, Micah seized the moment. He crept to the front
door and waited till the man’s line of sight to the house was blocked by the
van. Then he rushed into the light, passing the old man’s corpse, its head
like a whacked tomato drying in the sun. He reached behind his back and
grasped the handle of the pistol, always cold as winter no matter the
weather.

He stepped around the van and into the man’s line of sight. The man
stopped and stared as Micah pulled the pistol out. The spot Micah had
chosen was perfect; not only was it an ideal point to ambush the visitor, but
their van also blocked Mama’s view from the upstairs window.

The man stared at the barrel of the gun and raised his arms like a saint in
church.

“Don’t, please,” he said.

The pistol began to tremble in Micah’s hand. He tightened his grip and
aimed for center mass.



“I’ve got money,” the man said, his eyes wide and frantic. He pulled a
brown leather wallet from his pocket and threw it at Micah’s feet, where it
bounced and kicked up dust.

“I don’t want any trouble, please.”

Micah raised a finger to his lips to silence the man. There was grime on
the finger and he licked it, tasting dirt and dried blood, the only taste he
truly knew.

The man trembled and screwed his eyes shut, as if sensing the closeness
of death.

The gun began to tremble in Micah’s grip again. He grabbed it with both
hands to stop it from shaking. He glanced down and saw little faces peeking
out of the man’s wallet, passport-sized photos of a smiling boy and a girl
with dark eyes, her lips parted as if in a whisper.

The man opened his eyes and saw where Micah was looking.

“Let them be,” he said. “Please!”

Realizing his aim had dropped off again, Micah pointed the pistol at the
center of the man’s chest for the third time.

In response, the man pressed his palms against his mouth the same way
Mama did if her stomach could no longer hold a heart she had eaten. But
the man didn’t puke. He poured muffled prayers into his fingers as his
horrified eyes moved between Micah and the photos.

Micah stepped closer and pressed the barrel of the pistol against the
man’s nose. Once again he pictured himself amongst the images in Mama’s
album.

“Kill me,” Micah whispered.

The man stopped whimpering and stared at him. “What?”

Micah pressed the barrel of the pistol more firmly against the man’s nose.

“Take the gun,” he said. “Kill me.”

The man drew back and stared at Micah. For a moment his eyes seemed
to answer with a sweet and terrifying “yes.” Then he shook his head. “No,
you’re just a child, I...”

Micah squeezed the trigger.

The man’s dark eyes bloomed like two black suns as the bullet passed
through his nose and came out the back of his head in a spray of blood and
chunks. Micah’s ears rang. The man fell facedown on Micah’s foot and
trembled in a mute death rattle.



Micah watched the blood puddle and seep into the soil. Cold shivers ran
through his body. He felt someone place a hand on his shoulder, and for a
second he hoped it was someone new, someone who could do what the dead
man had failed to do. Then a voice he knew well cut through the ringing in
his ears and the echoing thunder of the gun.

“He’s not alone,” said Mama.

She stood behind him in the sunlight, all naked, the blood upon her like a
second skin, red and cracking like the soil of the desert at dusk. She scraped
her gore-encrusted fingernails down the back of his scalp as though
inflicting a punishment for an unnamed crime.

“He said he had a family,” said Mama. “And he came from over there.”

Mama nodded towards the emptiness beyond the hills and sniffed the
wind as though she could smell her prey. She knelt by the dead man.

“Soon they will be praying to join him. But first, there’s one more thing
to do.”

Jessica walked Mom to the shower and helped wash off the reek of her
immobility. Afterwards Mom smiled for a moment. Then she glanced at the
empty fourth bunk, and lay back down without a word.

As crushing as the situation was, Jessica still had hope. There was still
some faint thread of sense running through Mom’s head. Enough sense to
eat, have a shower, and realize Billy was dead and gone. In time, hopefully,
that thread of sense would be enough to drag her out of this abyss and help
her to cope.

Enough to help me cope, too, thought Jessica.

For now, they were all but zombies of grief. Ruins in human shape. If
there was a God overseeing their journey through life, he liked to tend his
flock with fire and iron.




Mama cut the man’s head from the torso. The expression baked into the
face was tired and miserable, as if some nightmare had entered the dead
man and drowned his soul long before Micah had taken the shot.

Micah hadn’t known the man, but he knew the sorrow in those eyes. It
was closer to him than his own flesh.

Mama knelt by the leaking trunk of the body and continued her work.
Micah watched the flesh of the abdomen part in the wake of her blade, slick
reds and yellows unveiled in the cavity. She sliced across the chest below
the ribs, ripping open a red mouth in the center of the torso. She reached
into that mouth and tore out a clump of tight muscle and torn arteries.

“Here.” She placed the heart in Micah’s cupped hands.

It was wet and warm, as if it possessed some numinous power.

“Go ahead,” said Mama

Micah felt his gorge rise. His stomach screamed No.

“Eat,” said Mama.

Micah bit into the heart. The tissue was viscous and tough. It resisted at
first, then gave way beneath his teeth. Blood trickled into his mouth from a
ruptured ventricle. He stuck his tongue inside and licked the chamber clean
until he had to gasp for air.

Mama smiled and licked her own dripping hand until a patch of pale skin
became visible amongst the coat of blood.

Micah took a desperate breath which transformed into a scream and sent
the birds flying from nearby trees. He sank his fingers into the heart’s
jagged holes and pulled until the organ ripped in half.

Meanwhile the premature ghost of the moon appeared on the horizon, and
the sun shed its yellow skin for crimson, giving out a colder caress as the
day began to die.

“Isn’t it beautiful?”” said Mama. ‘“What nature does with storms, cats with
their fangs, and crows with their beaks, we do with knives. Death and the
grave does this to us all. Mutilation is the only language all beings speak.
Wounds are the entrances to every heart.”

Micah felt the electric oppression of the hunt begin to gather in the air.
From the roof of the death house - a home transformed into a crypt - the
gathered ravens cawed, giving their blessing to the pain and death Micah
and Mama were about to inflict.

A black storm rolled through Micah’s mind. He looked at the body of the
man whose blood caked his gums. He looked at his own flesh and felt tired



of all the things it made him desire. He was tired of this black hole inside
himself never being filled. The faces of all the girls whose photos he’d
masturbated over swarmed into his mind. He heard them screaming a
ghostly dirge. Nameless abhorrence enveloped him.

Without a word he headed for the death house. He entered the shadows
and walked towards the stairs. A fat fly buzzed into the upstairs room. He
followed it inside and sat on the bed.

The air was thick and dead. Micah found the photograph he had taken
beside a gaping hole in the girl’s torso. He held it up and peered at his own
smiling image. His heart raced.

He pulled down his pants and began to yank on his penis without
restraint, but the organ refused to grow no matter how much he pulled and
squeezed. All he felt was pain as he tortured his flesh with desperate
tugging. A dull weight pressed against his chest as though an invisible slab
were atop him.

The fly he had followed into the room circled the dead girl’s eyeball.
Micah yanked harder, but the itch of desire inside of him wouldn’t move
down to his crotch. It remained in his chest, imprisoned. The buzzing of the
fly was like torture.

He gave up and let his limp organ rest between his legs. He felt nothing.

The fly alighted on the eyeball and buzzed.

Micah pulled out his knife in a reverse grip and stabbed it deep into the
eye. The fly was no more. The dead girl seemed to smile at him. He yanked
out the blade and drove it back down into the socket. The girl’s mouth
opened, and seemed to emit a silent laugh.

Micah yanked out the knife. He grasped her chin and twisted her face so
that her remaining eye, cold and indifferent, seemed to stare straight at him.

Panting, he turned from the carnage and looked at the Polaroid image of
his own face. He looked at the blade dripping blood from the mutilated girl.
He looked down at the penis which hung in limp shame beneath his belly.

A cold shiver ran down his spine as he pressed the edge of the blade
against the base of his penis. One by one he tightened his fingers around the
handle. He was just a single cut away from freeing himself from himself.

But the blare of the van’s horn stopped him, cutting through the walls of
the house like the call of some monstrous beast.

He lowered the knife and walked to the window. There was Mama in the
van, blasting the horn, looking up at him through the windshield.



Micah pulled his pants up and cleaned his blade on one of the few clean
sections of the bedsheet. He shivered as he descended the stairs, pulled
down by the summons of the horn. He climbed into the van and slipped the
photo of himself into the album with all the pictures of the girls. Then he
slumped into the driver’s seat. Mama sat beside him with the dead man’s
head on her lap. His arms, cleft from the torso but still connected by strips
of skin and muscle, hung around her shoulders like a stole; the fingers of
one hand clutched at her breast. She held his wallet open, speaking to the
children in the photos within.

“We are here to right the ultimate wrong,” she said. “Birth! If there’s
some Almighty with any grace out there, we’re none but his angels.”

With his eyes on the side mirror, Micah reversed down the drive.
Darkness and solitude crept over the death house, sealing it away as he and
Mama departed for whatever conjunction awaited in the distance of the
night.

“Dad!” Jessica shouted. “Dad!”

Part of her knew, on a rational level, that there were a hundred good
reasons that could explain why her father wasn’t back yet. Another part
knew, instinctively, that something was wrong. Something had to be wrong,
otherwise he would have come back already. He wouldn’t leave her and
Mom alone at night in the middle of nowhere. He wouldn’t make the kind
of mistake she had made, the mistake that had cost Billy his life.

“Dad!” she called again, her voice broken by tears.

A faint light appeared in the center of the horizon. The light split into two
orbs which steadily grew in size as they flew through the sleeping abyss.
Soon they were joined by the buzz and occasional coughs of an engine.

Jessica walked towards the headlights and waved her hands.

“Dad!”

The headlights stopped moving toward her. Jessica realized the vehicle
had come to a stop. Then the headlights died, and black night sucked the
road - and Jessica - into its maw.



Cold air crawled on Jessica’s arms. She could hear the motor running as
the vehicle idled in the road. Then the engine growled as the vehicle slowly
started moving forward again.

Jessica stopped walking. Her breath caught in her throat. She listened to
the crunching of gravel as the car crept slowly toward her. Despite the
canopy of branches that hung over the road, there was enough filtered
moonlight that Jessica was soon able to see the approaching vehicle clearly,
a small truck or camper van, its box-like body painted black.

The sight of the van made her pull back from the road and into the forest,
where deeper night hung beneath the trees and the ground was a morass of
dead leaves.

The van continued its slow approach. Jessica hid behind a tree, hugging
the trunk so tight the bark poked into her side. The camper drew level with
her hiding place, and came to a stop. Jessica peered around the side of the
tree so cautiously she could barely see anything.

The passenger door opened and the sight of the emerging figure knocked
the air out of Jessica’s lungs. It looked like a naked female, but dark and
disfigured, an extra set of twisted limbs dangling on its torso, as though it
were a mutant fetal specimen released from its jar and given a second
chance to live and grow. Jessica tried to make out more details, but the
shadows around the figure were too thick. Whatever the thing was, it crept
in pace with the van as the vehicle once again began to slowly advance
down the road towards the RV.

From her hiding place Jessica kept her eyes trained on the figure and the
van. She almost cried out as a beam of moonlight illuminated the scythe in
the hands of the stalking figure, then the figure itself, a naked woman black
with gore and wearing a pair of severed arms like a loose-fitting scarf.

Jessica’s eyes went instinctively to the RV. Her silent prayer remained
behind her teeth.

Mom, please, Mom!

The van rolled on towards the RV. For a time the naked woman kept pace
beside it, then sped towards the RV like a ghost in the moonlight. The
scream that erupted from her throat brought tears to Jessica’s eyes. The
woman was praying too, only to a different God - a strange, malevolent
God invoked with barbarian chants.

Guilt began to build in Jessica’s chest. She couldn’t stay hidden, couldn’t
abandon Mom to that woman with the scythe. With a racing heart she



followed the woman and the van, flitting from shadow to shadow, avoiding
the moon’s cold glare.

The woman with the scythe maintained her swift pace, reaching the RV
way before Jessica, and way before the dark van, which continued to slowly
drag itself along.

Jessica dashed into a shadow closer to the RV. Should she scream and
warn Mom? How many other freaks were inside that van, other than the
woman with the scythe? As her frantic mind ran through the possibilities,
she felt something hard sting her thigh from inside her pocket.

The keys.

The realization came with a sigh of relief. She’d locked the door to the
RV when she’d gone to look for dad. Whoever these people were, they
wouldn’t get inside the vehicle without a fight. She was out here, unseen in
the darkness. She had the momentum.

The van stopped again, while Jessica kept moving, keeping to the
darkness of the woods parallel to the road. She pulled the keys from her
pocket and grasped them so that the largest one poked out from between her
index and middle fingers like a punch dagger.

The terrain between her and the RV was now only thickets and long
grass. There were no more trees to hide behind. But she was almost behind
the woman with the scythe. If she kept herself low, she could close the short
distance in cover.

The woman had slowed her pace and was now at the back of the RV,
inspecting the dark rear windows. Jessica crouched and began to crawl
through mud and withered grass towards the woman. Then a soft thud
stopped Jessica in her tracks.

She raised her head towards the sound and saw that the van had stopped
once again. The front seats were empty, and a slim figure stood by the
driver’s side door. A boy in outline, his face a black void blocked from the
moonlight.

The woman turned towards the camper and the boy. In the momentary
stillness, in the nocturnal light, Jessica got a better look at the woman, and
at the arms that dangled from her neck, complete with twisted fingers and
rings that glinted in the moonlight - a wedding ring, a college ring - Dad s
rings.

Jessica clenched the keys so hard they cut into her palm.



She made another silent prayer. A prayer of violent despair aimed at
whatever abomination would listen. The blood from her fingers dripped into
the mud as if to seal the deal.

She was in hell. If there was any deliverance to be found in the universe,
it was long overdue, and probably not coming. All she asked for was
enough fuel for her vengeance.

The white RV shone in the moonlight, three times the length of Mama’s van
and almost twice as tall. Each darkened window was the size of the van’s
windshield. But Micah didn’t let the grandeur of the vehicle distract him
from his task. He and Mama were expecting a family, just as the man had
said. There was no telling how many souls sheltered beyond those black
windows. He placed a palm on the hilt of his knife and felt the reassuring
weight of the gun tucked into his pants against the small of his back.

The darkness around them shifted and thickened as the moon tried to hide
its face behind a tattered blanket of clouds. Mama went back into the van
and came out holding the man’s severed head in her hands. His eyes seemed
to stare in horror at the scene. Mama raised the head to sniff the exit wound,
then moved back towards the motor home.

“Come,” she said.

Something moved behind the dark windows. Micah reached behind his
back and took hold of the pistol grip. He could just make out the fuzzy
image of someone moving down the length of the RV towards the center. A
moment later the automatic door pushed outwards with a faint mechanical
noise and began to slide aside.

A woman in a white nightgown stepped outside and faced them. Mama
sank into a slight crouch as if ready to pounce. The woman saw the severed
head in Mama’s hands and froze.

“Philip?” she said. “Philip. Philip!”

The name became an alien shriek on her tongue. Micah felt it deep inside
himself. He pulled his knife and strode toward her. He had to be fast.

The woman didn’t look away from her dead husband’s face until Micah
grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head back. That’s when their gazes



met. Her eyes were deep with sorrow, nought but black wounds seeping.
The same darkness Micah wanted to remove from himself oozed from her
skull.

The woman trembled, and Micah eased his grip instinctively. This
woman didn’t want to hurt them. None of the girls - none of the dead - had
wanted to hurt them.

The woman fell back onto him. He tried to push her off but she was too
heavy, too limp. He lost his footing and fell backward. The vista of the
forest became a blur of stars. His head slammed into the soil and for a
second the world went dark. When the light returned he saw the woman
atop him. Her twitching body pinned him down; a black hole in her head
stared at him like a third eye.

Mama stood next to them both, her blade dripping dark.

Micah could barely move his legs. The pistol tucked into his pants
pressed into the small of his back like a rock. He managed to remove it and
toss it aside. Meanwhile the woman’s head poured blood onto his chest like
an overturned cup.

Mama let out a snarl and vanished from his field of vision. He craned his
neck and saw her lying on the side of the road. There was someone else,
someone on top of Mama, beating her.

Micah tried to push himself up, but the dead woman was too heavy. He
tried to slide himself out from under her, but only managed to move himself
a little.

Meanwhile Mama fought her way back to her feet. The dead man’s arms
had fallen from around her neck. She hissed like a snake and clawed the
face of her attacker.

The attacker stumbled backward. Micah saw it was a young woman.
Mama pushed her down and pinned her to the ground with a knee against
her throat.

The woman gurgled and raked at Mama’s legs. Her lower body thrashed.
Mama reached for her scythe, which lay on the ground between her and
Micah. Micah tried to grab it to throw it to her, but it was just beyond his
reach. His fingers strained toward the handle, but it was no good. He
couldn’t escape the dead woman’s weight. His legs were numb now, filled
with pins and needles.

Mama leaned out further, her own fingers striving for the blade. The girl
thrashed just as Mama’s balance was at its weakest. Mama fell down on all



fours, her knee slipping off the girl’s neck, her outstretched hand landing on
the handle of her scythe. The girl slipped out from under her and grabbed
her by the hair, pulling her face skyward. Mama turned to swing her scythe,
but the girl struck first. Something flashed in the moonlight as her fist
connected with Mama’s left eye.

When the girl’s fist drew back, Mama’s eyeball was gone. Micah saw
something poking out from between the girl’s fingers, glistening and
bloody. It was a long key.

The girl swung again and again, battering Mama’s face. Black hollows
and furrows opened up all over Mama’s cheeks and eyes. She screamed and
raised her hands in defense, but it was no use. The girl kept striking,
shredding her visage. Mama fell into a fetal ball and clutched at her
gouged-out eyes. The girl stepped away from her and picked up the scythe.

Micah fought to get free. Desperate for leverage, he sank one of his
thumbs through the hole in the dead woman’s skull and yanked at her head.
Pushing her shoulder with his other arm, he managed to roll her onto one
side, freeing one of his legs, while the other remained trapped beneath her
bulk.

The girl swung the blade with both hands. It flashed down through the air
like a descending column of lightning. Mama’s head shook from the impact.
The fingers clutching at her face were hacked away. So was her nose.
Screaming, the girl swung again and again, chopping into Mama’s head as
if she were trying to cut through a log.

Micah dragged his other foot free. He scrambled to his feet and away
from the dead woman, limping from the numbness in one of his legs. He
could hear his heart pounding in his ears. Black spots dotted his vision and
his skull ached where he’d struck it on the ground. For a moment his vision
faded to almost nothing. He stopped for a moment and focused on
breathing.

The world became visible again. A silver crescent shone in the night
before him. It was the edge of the barrel of his own gun, pointed towards
him. Standing behind it was the girl from the dead man’s wallet, her hair
and face red with blood.

“Shit,” she said. “You look just like my brother.”

Micah stared back at her. Her tears turned red as they rolled down her
cheeks. There was a strange grace in her eyes, and for a moment her gaze
seemed to wash away his pain, as though he were a blade licked clean.



“I’m so sorry,” she said and pulled the trigger.



BRIMSTONE

A my positioned a pillow under her mother’s head. The smell of the sick

woman’s medicines tainted everything with their bitterness, even her
breath and sweat. She needed a bath, but Amy didn’t have time; she
couldn’t leave Tom hanging for the third night in a row. She glanced at the
clock on the wall. It, too, seemed to be suffering; its smallest hand trembled
like a dying spider struggling to climb.

Mom spoke through the transparent oxygen mask. “You’re...going...
somewhere?”

“I won’t be out long.”

“Stay...as long...as you like. I’'m not... going anywhere...yet.” Mom
gave her a weak smile.

“You want me to put the TV on?”

“I’'m okay.”

Amy fetched the remote and placed it on the desk beside the bed. She
checked the oxygen tank and saw the meter was still in the green. “Do you
want water or anything?”

Mom closed her eyes. “I said...I’m fine.”

Amy gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, then headed for the door. “See
you soon,” she said.

Mom coughed. “D...darling? Turn the lights off, please.”

Amy flipped the switch and the room went dark.



Nocturnal suburbia stretched across the valley, a sea of shadowy lawns split
by roads and strings of yellow light. Amy sat on her sedan’s hood and lit a
smoke. The autumn breeze teased goose pimples from her skin. The howl
of a siren rose above the buzz of crickets, then was drowned by the roar of
an engine climbing the hill behind her.

“Finally.”

Glaring headlights mounted the hill and a car pulled in beside hers with a
screech. A voice she didn’t like came through the car’s open window. The
accent was pure toothless white trash. “He’s not here yet?”

“Didn’t expect you, Will,” said Amy, hating the fact she knew this creep’s
name.

Will shrugged his bony shoulders. The feeling of dislike was clearly
mutual. He emerged from the car and loitered uncomfortably close to her.
“How’s your mom?”

Amy took a drag of her smoke. Not even the rich tobacco haze could
cover the fact that Will lived in some abandoned hellhole without running
water. The guy stank. She wished Tom had a dealer whose mouth didn’t
smell like roadkill.

She peered into the distance with no intention of answering Will’s
question. The less he knew about her, the better. A guy like this would rob
her house the second he found out about her Mom’s heavier medications.

“Where’s Tom?” she asked, growing impatient.

Will 1it a smoke. “I just asked your man a little favor. He’ll be here soon.”

Amy wondered what Will meant by “A little favor.”

Will nodded towards the woods. “Here he is.”

Tom emerged from the shadows of a trail mouth and headed straight to
Will. Will handed him a dime bag, then got into his car and started the
engine. “See you two around.” He pulled his car out and shot Amy a glance
that made her uncomfortable.

She waited till his headlights vanished into the dark. “Okay, what was
that about?”



Tom glanced around, as if to make sure no one was watching, then
showed her the dime bag and the handful of black powdery pills inside.
“This 1s special stuff.”

“Special, huh?” She stared at the pills. “What did you have to do to get
them? Will said some kind of favor.”

Tom tucked the pills back into his pocket. “It was nothing, don’t worry
about it. Not even anything illegal. Guy’s just a weirdo, that’s all. Almost
feel like I’'m taking advantage of him.” He placed his hands on her
shoulders and ran them down her cold arms. “God, ain’t you freezing?”

Amy ignored his question. “I don’t like him. Don’t leave me hanging out
with him alone again, okay?”

“Sure thing, babe. Won’t happen again.”

She lifted her heels and rested them on the front bumper. Tom pressed
himself close. “I’ve still got those leftover pills from Friday, the Tweeties.
Want one?”

Amy blew smoke into his face. “Not tonight, but you can give me
something else.”

Tom’s eyes focused on Amy’s lips. He pressed her down against the car
hood. Amy threw her cigarette away and reached for his crotch, pulling his
zipper open. She slipped a hand inside his jeans and stared up at the
indifferent stars, looking for a pattern.

Amy peered into Mom’s room. The steady hiss of oxygen filled the dark,
punctuated by heavy breaths. Leaving the door ajar, Amy crept to the living
room and sat on the couch that served as her bed. She reached for a
backpack on the floor and pulled out The Black Codex. Golden sigils on the
cover shone, even where no light seemed to fall, and the leather felt warm
and almost damp, like the skin of a perspiring beast.

Amy’s interest in the occult had been growing for years. At her age
people usually embarked on ambitious careers or made children to distract
them from the harsh and inevitable passage of time. Not so for Amy.

Others tried to deny the darkness gnawing at them, but Amy prided
herself on seeking instead to understand it - even to embrace it. Thus she



had sought out the Codex, whose central focus - one might even call it a
doctrine - was the long-lasting tradition of selling one’s soul to the Devil.

She had already performed the first ritual. Last week, she had climbed the
vine-covered wall into the cemetery and crossed into the oldest section,
where the ancient dead sprawled in triumphant decay.

Her spine shivered with excitement. Walking the avenues and paths, Amy
passed countless monuments commemorating the once great and powerful,
now stripped of their glory and crowns.

Onwards she continued, into the very innermost part of the cemetery,
where the shadows seemed deeper, the statues even more towering and
ancient. Here she found a grove of trees nestled between the mausoleums,
sinister even against the backdrop of the necropolis. In the center was a bald
spot, above which the branches of dead trees formed a canopy like withered
hands in prayer.

Amy knelt and raked the earth with bare hands until she had created a
miniature grave. With cemetery dirt beneath her nails, she spoke the words
of The Black Codex.

“As I make my bed in Hell, behold, thou art there.”

Amy took six black coins and placed them at the bottom of the pit.

“Hail Satan.”

She covered the spot and meditated, feeling the night’s black claws carve
a sense of surging power into her heart. She knew now it was only a matter
of time.

As she headed back, Amy noticed the maples along the grand avenue had
grown since her last visit. How long had it been? Thirteen years? Thirteen
years, and she still remembered exactly where Jimmy was buried. The
passing of time meant nothing. The memory would stay with her like a
stubborn stain that could never be washed away. Faded maybe, but always
there.

Lilian sat on her bed and touched the photo of her dead husband Harry. She
thought about death - or rather, of a person’s relationship with death. She
thought about it as a spiral one walks from the inside outwards, each



revolution a different phase of life. First abstract fears; then the solid grief
of burying loved ones; then the daily rebellion of one’s own body. And
that’s where she was right now. In strange flesh. Turning to dust. Just like
Harry...

She dragged her heavy legs into bed and turned off the lamp. Moonlight
bled into the room through the blinds. All was still, and then -

Something rustled in the hall. Lilian turned towards the sound but could
see only darkness beyond the door. She felt a breeze brush her exposed
skin.

“You old fool,” she muttered.“Forgot to lock the door again...”

She reached for the switch on the base of her bedside lamp, then froze. A
figure was there in the doorway, almost hidden by the shadows.

“You,” she said. “What’s this about?”

No answer. The figure remained still. The features were hard to make out,
but the build told her it was a man, with something long grasped in his
hands.

The figure launched itself on top of her and smashed her skull against the
headboard. Lilian couldn’t see the iron rod, could only hear the faint
whisper of air as the weapon sped down to meet her face. Without being
conscious of her journey, Lilian exited the spiral.

Amy woke to her phone beeping. A text from Tom read:

Wanna take a few pills tonight? Miss you babe.

Amy put the phone down and yawned.

“Mom, are you awake?”

Amy headed to her mother’s bedroom, stretching her stiff joints on the
way. Mom was awake but silent; she waved Amy inside. Amy went in and
raised the blinds to allow the pale light of morning in.

“Pray...with me...dear?” said her mother through her mask.

“Sure,” Amy said even though it was the last thing she wanted to do this
morning.

Amy knelt by the bed and took her mother’s gaunt hand in hers. As Mom
prayed, Amy watched the clock. If she were to pray, she would ask for



Mom to be cured, or at least mercifully taken off to another place. Anything
other than this slow demise, this clinically-monitored Golgotha. How could
medicine keep a person alive for so long, in so much misery?

Every part of the process made Amy sick. The smell of the hospital
hallways. The lime green paint in the waiting rooms. The twitching hands
of the clocks. Every hour her mother lived on was not a gift, but a curse
from the most vehement God Amy could imagine.

Mom’s prayer was indecipherable as usual. Perhaps she kept the words
from Amy’s ears in the superstitious belief that a hidden prayer had more
power.

Finally the “Amen” came, and Amy stood up.

“I’m...sorry, dear,” said her mother. “I know it’s...a bit of a pain...”

“It’s alright,” said Amy, realizing Mom didn’t talk about praying. “Come
on, let’s get you cleaned up.”

Amy pulled back the sheets. The acrid smell of urine washed over her.

Mom staggered to the bathroom without assistance. This wasn’t the first
time Mom had been incontinent and surely wouldn’t be the last. The linen
would have to be changed, and the mattress cover cleaned and aired. Amy
would put the incontinence pads on her tonight, whether Mom wanted them
or not.

“You okay?” Amy yelled towards the bathroom.

“Yes,” said Mom.

“I’1l be there in a minute.”

Ever since the cancer had spread from Mom’s lungs to her brain, she’d
been increasingly confused and forgetful. Every time Amy left her alone
she ran the risk of something going wrong.

Amy began to strip the bed, then sat and pressed her thumbs into her
aching temples.

“Fuck it,” she whispered.

Things couldn’t go on like this. It was still morning but she was already
craving the Double F. The only true intervention she knew. A fuck and a fix
— a cocktail of the gods.




The washing machine ate Amy’s coins as eagerly as the graveyard had. She
walked into the light drizzle outside the laundromat and lit a cigarette. She
thought about mainstream “magick”™ and scoffed. Such a hard, roundabout
way of achieving the mundane. Why cast a love spell when the world was
filled with strangers more than willing to fuck you? If you wanted
something ordinary, all you had to do was make an effort. Want to lose
weight? Just puke and stop eating. Want money? Sell your ass or rob a
bank. But seeking something unusual, something primordial, demanded
more. It demanded real magick - the magick of The Black Codex.

Amy couldn’t wait to see how the process would strip her, how much
filth there was to excavate from her sick self. The first ritual was an attempt
to find a passage, a payment for the ferry. Her journey had begun - she
could feel it - but she didn’t know what to expect exactly. She just had to let
the magick guide her, show her the signposts she couldn’t ignore.

The drizzle transformed into lashing rain with thunder overhead. Amy
pulled out her phone and began to text. Her need for the Double F was only
increasing with the violence of the storm.

Amy dropped the fresh laundry in the hallway and stepped into the living
room.

“Mom?” she called.

A shadow flitted across the crack beneath the bathroom door.

“Mom?” Amy called again. “I’m back.”

She knocked on the door and heard a low mumble from inside. She
opened it and found the bathroom empty, the shower curtain fluttering as if
in the aftermath of a sudden gust of wind.

A moan sounded behind her. She followed the sound into the bedroom.
She saw her mother’s legs first, splayed out on the floor, then her face with
the blue-tinted lips.

“Mom!”

She rushed to her mother’s frail form. She was still alive, still conscious,
gasping ineffectively for air. Instinctively Amy grabbed the oxygen tank
and pressed the mask to her mother’s mouth.



“Breath, Mom. Breathe.”

She cranked the oxygen output. The tube hissed louder with each turn of
the dial. Mom huffed. Amy held the mask in place while dialing 911 with
her free hand.

Mom kept feebly clawing at her chest. Her rapid breathing didn’t slow
down. Her wide eyes stared into the distance as if she glimpsed some
netherworld beyond the apartment walls.

“Help’s on the way,” Amy said. “Help is -”

The words died in her throat as she suddenly asked herself - was Mom
clawing at the air to breathe, or to escape the cruel grip of life? She’d
fought for so long, coming back from the brink again and again, until here
she was, little more than a semi-conscious husk.

“Mom, you don’t have to,” said Amy, her grip slackening on the mask.
“You can go. I'll be okay...”

Mom gripped Amy’s wrist so hard her nails dug into the skin. Then her
grip went slack and her eyes turned hazy.

“Mom!”

The ambulance arrived after what seemed like an eternity. As the wailing
sirens escorted them to the hospital, neither Amy nor the paramedics knew
if it was already too late.

Tom hurried down the street. Amy hadn’t shown up for their date, nor had
she answered her phone, but he had to find her, had to let her know what
had happened. The day’s headlines repeated in a feverish loop inside his
head -

HUNT IS ON FOR SUSPECT IN BRUTAL SLAYING

QUIET SUBURB ROCKED BY SLAUGHTER

POLICE MOUNT SEARCH FOR GRANNY KILLER

Accompanying news articles showed images of a suburban house sealed
by the police, where an 83-year-old woman had been found bludgeoned to
death in her bed. Tom knew that house. He’d been there the previous night,
following Will’s instructions. Tom hadn’t been inside, only in the backyard,
and only for a minute, burying a black nail in the soil. He’d pushed that



strange object into the ground, but he hadn’t harmed anyone. As for what
Will had done, that was a whole other question. What if Will had killed that
old woman? He might try to pin it on Tom, or name him as an accomplice,
even though he hadn’t done anything.

As Tom headed into Amy’s apartment complex, he couldn’t shake the
feeling everyone was looking at him. The sensation was suffocating.

He found Amy’s apartment and was about to ring the bell when he saw
the door was already ajar. He pushed it open and stepped inside.

“Amy?” His voice echoed in the hall. “Anyone home?”

Amy’s tired voice came from the living room. “Tom? Hey, in here.”

Tom went in and saw her sitting in the dark.

“Mom’s in the ICU,” Amy said.

Tom sat beside her and stroked her hand. “You want to go see her?”

“No, I was just there. She’s stable, so they sent me home for the night. I’ll
go back in the morning, unless...” her voice trailed off.

Tom didn’t know what to say. Everything seemed to be crumbling. He
felt doomed, as if the gods had tied the string of his fate into a noose.

“You still got those black pills with you?” asked Amy, interrupting the
loop of anxious thoughts spinning through Tom’s head.

Her timing was bad, but Tom couldn’t say no. “Will calls them
Brimstone,” he said. “There’s something weird about ‘em but I’m not really
sure what...”

“Well, weird or not, I could use some right about now.”

Tom pulled the dime bag from his pocket and handed it to her. She
studied the pills through the plastic.

“There’s something important I need to tell you,” he said.

Amy gave him her attention, but he hesitated, unsure how to proceed. He
didn’t want to add to her stress, but she needed to know. “I think Will’s in
some deep shit,” he said. “And I might have something to do with it.”

He took out his phone and showed her the news app. Her eyes widened as
she scanned the article and the horrendous details it contained. She finished
reading and handed him the phone back. Tom filled the silence with anxious
words.

“Will gave me this thing, this big black nail with writing on it, weird
writing, like some kind of foreign shit, and asked me to do him a favor in
exchange for those Brimstone pills. He said all I had to do was stick the nail
in the ground of some backyard. I went out and chose the first house I came



to. I stuck the nail in and left. I thought he was just being crazy, cooked in
the head from too much meth, but...” Tom pointed at the photo on the news
app. “It was that same house. It was dark, but I'm sure of it. If anyone finds
out I was there last night, I’'m fucked.”

Amy placed a hand on his forearm. “You need to calm down. You’re
freaking out.”

Tom nodded and tried to force himself to relax.

Amy took a pill out of the dime bag.

“Maybe we should -”

She swallowed the whole pill before Tom could advise only to take a
half.

“So you went there and buried a nail in the backyard and left?” she said.
“And then this murder happened inside the house?”

Tom nodded. “Yes, and—"

“And you have no idea about any of it?”

“No, I don’t. I swear. But I'm sure Will does.”

“Then what’s there to worry about? You didn’t actually do anything
wrong. Just because you were in the backyard doesn’t mean shit. You don’t
know anything about any murder. Chill out.”

Tom nodded in silent agreement. He wanted to believe her, that nothing
more would come of this.

Amy sat on his lap and slipped a black pill between his lips. Tom took it.
He couldn’t help but get aroused from the feeling of her body against his,
despite the acrid taste of the pill dissolving in his mouth and the nagging
fear that his days of freedom might be numbered.

Amy ground herself against him and placed a hand on his hardness. They
tasted the bitterness of the pills as they kissed.

Tom knew this was where he belonged, even amidst all the chaos.

Amy threw off her shirt and offered her breast to his lips. As he sucked,
she moaned and undulated like a witch at a black sabbath dance. He slid his
finger into her cleft, pouring gasoline on her fire and soon they were
fucking like the world was coming to an end.




Amy shivered, happily spent after multiple orgasms. Bite marks dotted her
skin. She lay on the floor with Tom, their sweaty bodies pressed against
each other.

Tom kissed her temple. “You want a family some day?”

Amy didn’t answer. She had no desire to pass on her diseased DNA.

Tom didn’t press the issue. In silence, he caressed her neck.

Amy stared at the ceiling, where indistinct shapes writhed in the shadows
like worms in the earth. Wet rot oozed through the flimsy illusion of the
apartment walls as if dripping from some cosmic mass grave just beyond
the reach of her senses.

Amy reflected on the ritual she had performed, her profound hate for the
Creator. She thought about the nail Tom had placed in that backyard. She
too had placed pieces of metal in the earth, a gesture to initiate a pact, open
a path. Was there a common thread?

“Why did Will get you to do that? Put that nail in the ground?” she asked.

“Some ritual, I guess,” said Tom. “Will’s crazy, you know? But it was
important to him. So important he gave me the Brimstone in exchange.”

Amy said nothing. Graveyard voices whispered in her ears. She loved
being high. Who wouldn’t, when the tapestry of fate itself appeared through
the prism of intoxicated dreams?

She caressed Tom’s sweaty chest. “Wanna get outta here?”

“Sure, where?”

“To find Will and figure this shit out, once and for all.”

Tom stayed silent as she got up and slipped into her clothes.

Amy felt a sinister triad of forces leading her down a path she couldn’t
refuse. Black coins, black pills, a black nail in the earth. Onward she would
go, into the vortex. And Tom would come along for the ride.

When Amy was young her parents had tried for another child. Her mother
always said that if they had another girl they would name her Becka. Amy
liked to imagine what Becka would be like. What kind of hair she would
have, what kind of candy she’d like, what kind of games she’d play. She



talked about Becka all the time, as if she were already a part of the family,
and was simply waiting to be born.

When she was six, Amy’s father put an end to the fantasy.

“You have no sister, and you never will. So I want you to stop talking
about it.”

He slammed his fist on the table. Amy broke into tears. Mom sat silently,
her eyes downcast. They finished their dinner without further words and
went to bed. The next morning her father got up early, left for work, and
never came back.

Mom began to pray a lot after that. She’d beg the Lord Jesus to help
them, but he never did. Listening to her mother pray, Amy always got the
feeling she’d taken something away from her parents when she’d been
born, something she’d give back if only she knew how. Broken dreams,
ruined plans, all the things that might have survived if she’d never existed.

When her mother prayed for Amy’s father to return, for his heart to
soften, Amy understood the unspoken subtext of the prayer: that her
parents’ broken dreams and ruined plans would be mended, that things
would go back to how they’d been before Amy had been born, that Amy
herself would somehow be erased.

And so when Mom prayed, Amy imagined Jesus coming down from
heaven to cast her into Hell and finally grant her parents peace. This image
made Amy fear Jesus and tremble in dread every time his name was
invoked. Night after night she would awaken, soaked in sweat from
nightmares of a kidnapping Christ.

One night, Amy awoke from yet another hellish vision, filled with the
sense of something evil pursuing her. Her mother told her to be quiet, but
Amy couldn’t stop screaming until a hard slap across the face silenced her
cries.

Amy’s mother switched off the light and left the room without a word.

Amy pulled the blanket over her head. In the darkness of her soft
makeshift cave, she thought about Jesus in a whole new light. She was no
longer scared of the kidnapping Christ. She wanted him to come and take
her away.

After that night, Mom took to praying alone in her room with the door
closed. Amy could only make out faint whispers through the wall. Time
passed and Jesus didn’t seem to answer any of her prayers. Maybe



something more drastic was needed, Amy thought, something that would
force him down from the heavens.

The Subaru’s headlights cut through a pocket of deep darkness as Tom
turned off the main highway and onto a country road. He checked the
rearview, unable to shake his paranoia, but there was no one behind them.

Amy watched the landscape speed past. Scattered houses gave way to
pure forest.

Could Will really have done it, she wondered? Murder? The word
dripped with intoxicating finality. There was something transcendent, even
inhuman about it. There was no way to set oneself apart from mankind so
fundamentally than by immersing one’s hands in the bloody work of death.
But that was something Amy already knew about.

Tom parked in a patch of weeds on the edge of the woods. Amy got out.
The air was brisk; she could hear the trickle of a river somewhere nearby.

“Christ, I didn’t know he lived way the fuck out here,” she said more to
herself than to Tom.

Tom took a flashlight from under the driver’s seat and joined her outside.
“It’s about two miles in,” he said. “Will gets paranoid if anyone drives too
close to the house.”

“Huh, great. I guess we’re walking then.” Amy said, feeling she didn’t
have much of a choice if she wanted answers. Black coins, black pills,
black nail in the earth - a force was drawing her toward Will even though
she loathed him.

They stepped over dying grass onto a trail that led into the woods. The air
grew moist, infused with the scent of conifers and moss. For a while the
trail ran alongside the river, then split from it and led towards the base of a
nearby mountain. Twisted roots had wound themselves through wounds in
the earth. Beneath the pall of shadow, they seemed to move like serpents.

Tom mounted an incline and helped Amy up after him. They pressed on.
A cloud of foreboding hung about them. The creatures of the forest
remained mute and unseen, as if shying away from the foreign presence



tainting their home. They passed overturned trees that dotted the hillside
like the remains of ancient sacrificial altars.

Amy’s sense of shapeless oppression intensified. They came upon a dead
tree with the vague shape of a twisted human body, overgrown with weeds
and moss. Something about it struck a chord with Amy, a sense of deja vu,
as though she were hearing a song from childhood, or glimpsing the face of
a long-lost friend. A rancid smell drew her attention to the base of the trunk,
where maggots crawled across the carcass of a rotting, crucified raccoon.

Tom drew back in disgust, but Amy stepped closer, entranced. She peered
into the gaping remains. For a moment she felt as if she were tumbling out
of her body, down into the largest and darkest of the wounds, past the
maggots and the frayed edges to someplace beyond.

Amy closed her eyes and clung to the sense of peace the darkness
offered her, trying to nurture it inside herself. She wasn’t afraid. She knew it
was Holy, a signpost on the path she had opened for herself with that first
ritual in the cemetery. She felt the darkness stir inside her as she followed
its urging. Soon she would have her transcendence - in one form or another.

“Amy?” Tom took her shoulder and shook it gently.

“What?” she said, finally looking away from the stinking carcass.

“Maybe we should turn back?” he said, feeling nervous all over again.
Will wasn’t the kind of guy who appreciated surprise guests or direct
confrontation.

“What?” she said. “Are you serious? No way!”

“Well yeah, I...” his voice trailed off as her blank stare bored into him.

“Tom, listen to me,” she said. “If we don’t do something, you could end
up in prison. You said it yourself, Will has too much dirt on you. Do you
think you can pull me into this, get this whole thing started, and then just
backflip and walk away? Will’s got you by the throat. You better be ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“To see this fucking through,” she said, the look in her eyes turning ugly.
“Do you think Will’s gonna let you walk away from all this? Do you think
he’s not gonna try and use you somehow? Stop being so fucking weak.”



Tom didn’t answer.

Amy pulled a folding knife from her pocket. She flicked open the blade
and peered at its gleaming edge with an intensity Tom had only ever seen
her exhibit during sex.

“Let’s move,” she said. “We’ll settle the score together.”

“Are you fucking serious?” Tom said, staring at the knife. “Do we really
need that?”

Amy shrugged. “I just wanna make sure it’s us who walk out of all this, if
it comes down to that.”

“It won’t,” said Tom.

They pressed on and Tom couldn’t shake the eerie feeling he was walking
with a stranger.

Amy had learned from the preacher man on TV that one had to do evil and
then die to go to Hell. She saw pictures of Hell, where naked people
screamed in flames, surrounded by demons with cruel-looking weapons and
limbs from different types of animals. She saw drawings of people
swimming in big pots over fires, and tried to imagine the hotness of Hell as
the hottest possible bath a person could take. She wanted to go there, but
she was so young, and death felt so far away. Growing old would take
forever. In the meantime, she had to deal with her mother every day.

Each night, Amy would pray “Dear Jesus, send me to Hell. Dear Jesus,
send me to Hell. Dear Jesus...”

But Jesus didn’t answer. She knew he wanted something more than just
words. An offering, like the one Cain had made of Abel.

She found her chance one day when she was playing in her backyard and
heard a rhythmic thumping sound coming from the patio of the nice house
next door. She peered through the hedgerow separating the yards and saw
little Jimmy bouncing his ball.

“Why are you spying on me?” he said.

“Do you know who Jesus 1s?” she asked.

Jimmy shaded his face from the sun. “What?”

“Do you know who Jesus 1s?”” she asked again.



“Sure I do. That’s a stupid question.”

“Do you know what he looks like?”

“Of course.”

“You ever seen him in person?”

He laughed. “No.”

“How do you know what he looks like, then?”

Jimmy bounced the ball absentmindedly. “I’ve seen pictures.”

“You wanna see him for real?”

“You’re crazy,” said Jimmy, focusing his attention back on the ball.

“No I’m not. You said you’ve never seen him, but I can show you. I know
how to make him appear.”

Jimmy tossed the ball into the grass. He glanced at the windows of his
house and saw no movement inside; his Mom was probably still napping
away her migraine. With a shrug, he stepped through the hedgerow into
Amy’s backyard.

“How do we bring him?” he asked.

Amy said nothing. She led Jimmy into her empty house. Her mother had
gone to pick up groceries, and wouldn’t be back for at least an hour. Jimmy
followed her into her bedroom, where Amy removed her dress.

“Time to play Hell,” she said.

Jimmy stared at her naked body in silence.

“You have to be naked too,” Amy said. “People are always naked in
Hell.”

Jimmy said nothing.

“Jesus won’t come if you don’t undress.”

Jimmy avoided her gaze. “We’re not supposed to—"

“Just do 1t,” she said.

Jimmy took off his T-shirt. Amy encouraged him to keep going.

“We’re not going to tell anyone,” she said.

Keeping his eyes downcast, Jimmy kicked off his shoes and pulled down
his pants. Amy led him into the bathroom and told him to wait by the tub.
She went downstairs to the utility drawer and returned with duct tape and
SCISSOTS.

Jimmy looked at the objects in her hands. “What’re those for?”

She placed the scissors atop the toilet seat and began peeling the tape off
the roll. “Jesus won’t come unless we do it the right way.” She cut off a
generous length of tape and rolled it snuggly around Jimmy’s wrists. Jimmy



gave the binding a perplexed look, but didn’t resist as Amy bound his
ankles in a similar fashion. Next, Amy stepped into the bathtub.

“Come on, you have to get in,” she said, and awkwardly helped him into
the tub.

Once he was in, Amy climbed out and let him lie flat. She went to her
room and pulled her demon mask from under the bed. She’d coated it with
stark red paint, the color of hellfire. She put on the mask and returned to the
bathroom.

“What’s that?” said Jimmy when he saw her. “Take it off.”

Amy left the mask on. Jimmy got into the spirit of the game by sitting up
and trying to escape from the tub. Amy shoved him onto his back.

“Let me go!” he said. “I don’t want to play anymore.”

She held him down and taped his mouth shut. He was starting to look
like a damned soul, his eyes wide with fright. He struggled like a worm
beneath her weight as she pushed him flat against the enamel of the deep,
claw-foot tub.

“Jesus, take us to Hell,” she said.

Jimmy tried to add some words of his own, but the tape muffled his cries.

Amy reached over Jimmy and turned on the red tap, then jumped back
from the torrent of water. “Jesus, come!” she ordered.

Steam rose up from the Hell Pot, fogging the mirror and filling the room.
Jimmy moaned in pain through the duct tape, for the water was already
close to boiling point, thanks to a faulty thermostat Amy’s father had never
bothered to fix before he had left. Wherever the water touched him, Jimmy
turned red. In moments he was crimson all over his crotch, belly, and
thighs. He thrashed and recoiled in agony, splashing hot droplets all over
the room.

“Jesus, come!” shouted Amy again, while Jimmy struggled to rise in the
tub. Amy had hoped his bound hands and feet would keep him in the Hell
Pot, but to her dismay he was on his feet in moments, staring at her in pain
and hatred, ready to slither over the edge of the tub like a worm to take
shelter on the cool linoleum.

He was ruining the game.

“Get back in there!”

She pushed him backward. He smacked his head on the faucet and slid
back into the tub under the cascade of burning water. His skin began to
redden again, and blisters began to form, but Jimmy no longer wriggled or



moaned. Instead, he was still and a stream of blood ran from his head, down
into the steaming, swirling vortex of the drain.

“Jimmy?”

There was no answer. The sacrifice had been made, though not in the way
she’d intended. It was a few years later - after the incarceration, the therapy
- that Amy realized she’d been praying to the wrong person all along.

Will had lit candles on the ground floor, transforming his decrepit Victorian
lair into a maze of shadows dancing madly across rotten tapestries.
Presently he sat in the center of the largest room, surrounded by a chalk
circle he’d drawn on the dusty floorboards. Littering the room outside the
circle, adorning the rotten panels of the walls, were talismanic markings he
had made in an altered state of mind that now seemed utterly alien to him.
Blood dripped from the truncated little finger of his right hand, severed just
below the knuckle. The wound throbbed in time with his heartbeat, but at
least the pain was mundane, ordinary.

What hadn’t been ordinary was the way the severed finger had moved
and wriggled of its own accord before he’d chopped it off and thrown it
under the stairs. He looked at the droplets of blood that dotted the chalk
line, and his pulse quickened with mounting dread. Had the circle been
compromised?

The darkness ahead of him thickened and oozed in ways not dictated by
the movement of the candle flames. The wind howled through the
mummified structures of the house. Out in the hallway, timbers creaked like
a snarling beast. Will stood up and stared into the void.

He could just make out the sight of something approaching from the dark
with slow, uneven movements. As it reached the edge of the light it
stopped, and the sound of a hungry beast sniffing the air penetrated the
flimsy walls.

Will lost control of his bladder. For the first time, he wished he’d chosen
another path in life. Warm piss flowed down his leg and across the chalk
circle. As if in response, he heard the beast inhale. It smelled him and
approached with the sound of claws scraping on floorboards.



Tom and Amy continued to hike through the forest. In the halo of Tom’s
flashlight, the roots of the trees looked like veins in the flesh of a great dark
god.

Finally, the trail intersected with a weedy gravel road. They paused at the
fork of the paths. Amy placed a hand on the reassuring weight of the
folding blade in her pocket. She felt something calling her, an open
invitation made not with words, but with currents of sinister energy.
Perhaps Tom could sense it too, at least on some level, for his breathing had
grown tense, like that of an animal preparing for flight - or slaughter.

“Let’s go,” he said. “It’s not far."

They trudged up the drive beneath a handful of weak stars.

The driveway was no more than two long scars in the grass. A three-story
Victorian monstrosity half-hidden by the twisted shape of an oak tree
loomed before them. Branches from the surrounding canopy fought for
space with the mansion’s black gables.

Amy stared at the house and sensed its magnetic significance.
Immediately she knew this was the place she was destined to be, even if it
was just a stepping stone on the path to her final destination.

She and Tom followed a series of uneven flagstones to the sagging front
door. Paint yellowed by time hung in strips from the timber. Mold and moss
were eating away at the gables.

Tom pointed through the front windows to a flicker of orange light. “He’s
home.”

The hinges on the front door groaned as Tom pushed it open to reveal a
hallway with a staircase on one side and shadowed doorways on the other.
The stink of rot and chemicals impregnated the air.

“Shit,” said Tom as his flashlight beam shone on something pale and
bloody in the dust near the staircase. At first, it looked to Amy like a fat
maggot, but as she drew closer she saw it was a severed finger. She drew
her knife, keeping it at the ready.

“Amy,” said Tom, his voice low and full of urgency. “Amy, look!”



She followed his gaze to the end of the flashlight beam, where a pair of
stark white eyes peered from a face painted with gore.

“Will?” said Tom.

Will didn’t answer. He stood in the doorway of the front parlor. Amy
noticed the raw stump from which the finger on the floor had been carved.

Amy approached him slowly. “Will, what’s going on?”

Still no answer.

Amy saw that his bare feet ended prematurely in a series of oozing
stumps. His toes, like his finger, had been severed - but there was no sign of
them.

Will retreated from the doorway into the room beyond. Amy and Tom
followed.

“What the hell’s going on?” said Tom as the beam of his flashlight swept
the room, highlighting crude sigils drawn in chalk and accented with blood.

Amy shivered. It wasn’t fear she felt, but a sense of contact with the
forces she sought, the forces she’d conjured with the Codex. She looked at
Will crouched silently in the corner of the room. His eyes were like black
sinkholes. Through them she saw little Jimmy, bloody in the bathtub. She
blinked and the image was gone.

“We need to talk,” said Tom.

Will remained silent.

“Enough screwing around,” said Amy. She flicked her blade open, letting
its deadly glimmer add weight to her words. “Tell us about the old woman,
Will. Tell us what you did to her.”

Will raised his mutilated hand to cover his face. “I don’t... know what
you’re talking about,” he said, appearing dazed, as if he’d just been woken
from sleep. “Who?”

Will seemed genuinely clueless, not just about the murder, but about his
OWN numerous injuries.

Amy gestured to his shins, where the skin had been cut into noodle-like
strips. “You might want to get that looked at,” she said flatly.

Will looked down at his own mutilation, and started to scream.

“We need something,” said Tom. “Something to bandage the wounds.”

“Seriously?” Amy said, tired of acting like she cared.



Tom hurried into a back room and found what he was looking for - a
sleeping bag with a pile of clothes beside it. He reached into the heap and
grabbed a black t-shirt with inverted crosses and distorted text printed on it.

Quickly he headed back down the hall toward the front parlor. He stopped
as he saw something move from the corner of his eye, a shaded figure that
could have been animal, man - or something in between. Tom pointed his
flashlight toward the space where it had been, but saw only swirling motes
of dust.

“Tom, what the hell are you doing? Get in here already.”

It was Amy’s voice, jolting Tom from a trance he hadn’t noticed himself
falling into.

Will’s injuries throbbed with agony.

“Here.” Tom threw Will the black shirt.

Will pressed the rag to his wounds but felt little relief. Tom drew back
and peered warily down the hallway he had come from.

Will laughed. “You seen it too, huh?”

Tom remained silent, but the fear in his eyes said it all.

“Seen what?”” asked Amy.

Will ignored her and stared at the bloody spectacle of his own mutilated
feet. “Fuck,” he said. “This house, you know, it ain’t normal. Nothing's
normal here.” He coughed.

“Don’t pass out,” said Amy. “You still need to tell us what you did to that
old woman.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Will mumbled.

Amy slapped him hard across the face.

“Show him,” Amy said, turning to Tom. “Show him the news. Maybe it’ll
jog his memory.”



Tom pulled his phone from his pocket and showed Will the news app.
Will tried to read the headline but the letters blurred and lurched across his
field of vision.

“Look at the photo,” said Tom. “That’s the house where I buried that nail
for you.”

The article was dated from that morning. Beneath the grim headline -
HUNT IS ON FOR SUSPECT IN BRUTAL SLAYING - sat a photo of a
house Will had no memory of ever seeing before. But what did he
remember from last night? He’d gone into the woods and taken a lot of
Brimstone. After that, everything was hazy. Was it possible? Had something
happened during those dark, forgotten hours?

Will heard his dead uncle laugh somewhere in the darkness. A harsh
voice whispered in his ear. Don t you remember, boy?

Images flashed into Will’s consciousness, murky fragments exhumed
from the depths of his mind. A dark living room. Framed photos on top of
an old television. The stench of cleaner and medicine. A long hallway.
White hair on a pillow. Dark blood pooled around a caved-in skull. The
gurgling sound of air moving through a crushed trachea. Will’s own hands
and feet, baptized in the blood of another.

He had remained in the house for an hour afterward, clad in the old lady’s
gore, while his dead uncle barked from the darkness - Blood for Satan,
Willie my man. Blood for Satan!

As Will stared vacantly, Amy began to pace the room in frustration. She felt
so close to what she was chasing, but it was still just beyond her reach. Will
wasn’t giving her the knowledge she wanted, so she needed something else,
a final push to help her unlock the door. The pills had helped her before and
allowed her to glimpse through the rotting funeral pall of the universe. She
held out an open hand to Tom. “Give me more.”

Tom didn’t seem to understand.

“The black pills, the Brimstone, or whatever,” she said. “Give me the
rest.”



Tom handed her the bag. Amy popped the last two pills in her mouth.
Will - who seemed to have suddenly regained his composure - smiled at the
sight and whispered something under his breath.

“What did you say?” asked Amy.

“Brimstone,” said Will. His laugh turned into a cough. “You two took all
those pills, but you never asked what was in ‘em. It’s my uncle’s recipe. Old
magick mixed with modern chemistry. Ideal for calling up the Devil. You
feelin’ it now, aren’t ya?”

Amy said nothing as she ground the last fragments of the bitter pills
between her tongue and the roof of her mouth. Black pill, black coin, black
nail in the earth. It was all linked, just as she’d thought all along.

Will turned to Tom, who stood in the doorway, peering fearfully into the
dark as if waiting for the return of some fell beast.

“How ‘bout you?” said Will. “You feelin’ it yet? You seen it yet?”

“What?” said Tom, without taking his eyes off the darkness of the
corridor.

“It,” said Will. “Oh, it’s around here somewhere.”

Tom opened his mouth as if to speak - or to scream - but only a distorted
murmur came out.

“Ok yeah,” said Will. “You’re seein’ it, alright.”

Tom stumbled backward as though he’d been struck by a charging ram.
Amy saw nothing save a swirling of dust. Tom’s body went stiff, then
shook, as though he were struggling against invisible chains. He fell to his
knees, grasping himself in a bear hug and clawing at his ribs.

“Tom!” said Amy. Before she could say another word - before she could
move to his side - she felt the air thicken with a strange oppressiveness.

“In darkness, we’re never truly alone,” said Will.

Tom fell to his knees, black drool oozing from his mouth. Amy watched
him convulse. Black bile splashed the floor in front of him. A bitter stench
baptized the room. Tom looked up at her with a gaze of utter emptiness, as
if all humanity had been scrubbed from his eyes.

“Tom?” Amy said, stepping backward.

He rose and ran at her without warning, ripping the knife from her hand
and shoving her aside. Amy crashed to the ground alongside the discarded
flashlight. The spinning beam illuminated Tom bearing down on Will. A
series of metallic blurs flashed between them as Tom plunged the blade into



Will’s chest and abdomen over and over in a frenzy. Will moaned but didn’t
fight. Finally, Tom buried the blade in Will’s chest and left it there.

Will twitched, a last spasm as he passed. But Tom wasn’t done. He
grabbed Will’s carcass and gnawed at its throat with teeth stained black
from Brimstone bile. His body shook as if with ecstasy. Amy watched the
slaughter, unable to look away.

Tom finally dropped Will’s lifeless remains and drew back to stare at his
handiwork - the holes in Will’s shredded body, the bite marks, his own
bloody hands. A fleeting look of horror - of human conscience - marred the
perfect emptiness of his eyes, then passed into oblivion, leaving nought but
a reflection of the abyss. It was at that moment Amy knew; Tom was no
longer there. She knew she should feel sorrow or pity for him, yet she could
only stare in awe at the brutal eclipse of his soul; she could only rejoice in
the manifestation of he whom she adored, he whom she had summoned in
the graveyard beneath the funeral moon.

Amy dropped her pants and got down on all fours. “Fuck me.”

Her body felt like it was splitting open with lust. She felt his hand claw
her buttocks. She looked over her shoulder, and saw nothing human inside
those eyes.

Amy lit a cigarette. She lay on her side on the soiled floor, unable to sit due
to the pain in her violated hindquarters. The sex had been brutal, bloody,
agonizing - and yet, it was all she had craved, a true consummation of her
midnight pact. She had felt his cold and thorny rod; she had kissed his ring;
she had tasted his sacramental filth. Surely she was now His, and the world
would be hers in return, just as the Codex had promised.

Will’s corpse lay beside her; it had served as a gruesome prop throughout
the hours of fornication. Amy glanced casually at the wrecked face and
dead eyes, then tapped some ash into the wounds. Meanwhile Tom paced
nearby. His humanity had returned, with predictable - and tedious - results.

“I had no choice,” Tom said. “I had no choice.” He kept repeating the
phrase, then stared at Amy with imploring eyes. “You saw what happened! I
had no choice, right?”



Amy shrugged and concentrated on trying to blow smoke rings. She
didn’t have much luck forming rings, but she did unleash a puff of smoke
which looked a lot like a damned soul writhing in the flames of Hell. She
watched it disperse with amusement.

“What the fuck?” said Tom. “How can you - how can you sit there, after
everything, after...” Tom’s voice trailed off. He looked utterly terrified,
utterly exasperated.

Amy couldn’t help but laugh.

“Fuck!” Tom let out a howl of rage and frustration, then stormed out of
the house.

Amy’s laughter died. She scrambled to her feet, wincing from the pain in
her backside, and hurried after him, half-naked in the bursting light of
dawn.

“Tom!” she shouted. “Tom, wait! You’ve got to give me a ride!”

Tom wasn’t waiting. She caught a fleeting glimpse of him sprinting off
down the drive and into the woods. In her current condition there was no
way she could catch him.

Now it was her turn to curse.

“Fuck!”

She went back to the house and got dressed in the room with Will’s
corpse. The fresh morning light made the scene of carnage seem foreign
somehow, even though she’d been wallowing in it all night. Once dressed,
she searched the place and found a whole bag filled with dozens of
Brimstone pills. She shoved it in her pocket, then pulled her soiled knife
from Will’s chest. She was about to leave, when a sudden impulse drew her
back to Will’s body.

“Another sacrament,” she whispered, as she carved a chunk of meat from
Will’s thigh and slipped it between her teeth.

With a sigh of relief Amy trudged out of the woods and onto the side of the
road. It had been a long walk, and she still had far to go.
I need a ride, she thought.



As if Satan had answered her prayer, Amy heard the roar of an
approaching vehicle and stuck out her thumb. A red pickup decorated with
rust and dried mud came to a stop a few feet ahead of her. An old man sat in
the driver’s seat, regarding her with saggy eyes.

Amy slipped into the passenger seat, and winced.

“You okay, young lady?” asked the driver.

“Oh, I’'m fine, thanks,” she said. “Just a bit sore from dancing all night.”

“l remember what that was like,” said the diver with a wink. He hit the
gas and the trees on either side began to fly by. “Where you headed?”

“Just into -~ she was about to say into town, when a sudden impulse told
her to follow another path. “Just up here, to a friend’s house. I’ll show you
where to stop.”

“Sure thing, young lady.”

The car sped on. Amy watched the road in silence until she spied a
crossroads up ahead, where a desolate and overgrown-looking driveway
split off from the main road and ran into the woods.

“This 1s it,” she said. “Just up here.”

The driver slowed to a stop and eyed the decrepit-looking road
suspiciously. “I know these parts pretty good, I don’t think anyone lives
down there.”

“That’s where my friend said to meet her.”

“You sure she’s not pullin’ your leg?”

Amy shrugged. “I hope not.”

The old man looked worried. “Well, you gotta be careful around here. All
kinds of crazy stories, ‘specially about that old mansion, Satan’s House...”
He looked warily up the overgrown drive, then shrugged himself and
nodded to her. “Well, off you go then, I guess.”

“You think...you think you could drive me a little of the way down there?
I think it’1l be a bit far on foot.” She gave him a pleading smile.

The old man melted. “Well, sure, I guess it won’t make much of a
difference to me.”

He turned down the old path. Amy heard the rustle of tall grass and
weeds against the car’s undercarriage. The driver slowed to a crawl, wary of
potholes and other hazards. At length they emerged into a weedy clearing
where a derelict house sat boarded up and covered in graffiti. The old man
squinted at it.

“See, I told you no one lives down here,” he said. “This friend of yours -”



The old man’s words were lost in a gurgle as Amy jammed her blade into
his neck. It sank so deep her knuckles pressed into his jowls. She jerked the
blade to slice through the airways and arteries. The driver’s eyes bulged,
reflecting the abandoned house. Amy yanked the blade free in a wide arc.
Blood splattered the windows and a thick coppery smell filled the cabin.

The driver slumped. Amy trembled with an excitement so profound it
turned into sickness. She purged a torrent of puke onto the floor between
her feet, then lay back and closed her eyes, floating in a sea of euphoria.
Finally she was one of the chosen few, one of the powerful ones, erased
from the Book of Life, named in the Book of Death, baptized in the blood
of one of His creations. The pact had been sealed.

She sat peacefully, drifting into a strange haze until the vibration of her
mobile against her hip brought her back to her senses. She took the phone
from her pocket and saw a missed call from Tom. She tapped the screen to
call him back, only to arrive at his voicemail. Perhaps he had already
destroyed his phone in a fit of paranoia. Which was a shame, because she
wanted so much to tell him the wonderful thing she had just done. But
would he care? Would he even understand? He had only ever been a vessel
for the one she had truly desired, a cuckold to the force that had controlled
him. Now he was back to just regular old Tom - dim, compliant, and
doomed, just like Jimmy. There was no need to even leave him a message.

She terminated the call, put away her phone, and turned to the bloody
man slumped against the steering wheel. Something about his posture
reminded her of a penitent in church. But there would be no penitence for
her, only the path she had chosen.

Amy woke to the sound of the apartment door opening and closing. How
long had she slept? Hours, days? She had no idea. She sat up, feeling
groggy, just as her mother stepped into the room.

“Mom? What are you doing back so soon?”

Mom was silent save for the wheeze of her labored breathing. She stared
for a moment at the bag of Brimstone pills on the table, then shuffled off
into her bedroom.



Amy followed after. “Mom! Answer me. What are you doing out of
hospital? Last time I saw you, you could barely breathe!”

Amy’s mother looked at her with exhausted eyes. “I just...wanted to...
come home, that’s all. You know...I hate hospitals.”

“You left against their advice, didn’t you?”

Mom said nothing, and Amy knew there was no point pushing the matter
further.

“Do you wanna lie down?” she asked, moving into caregiver autopilot.

Mom nodded. Amy helped her onto the bed and placed a pillow under her
head. There was a pregnant silence which seemed to swarm with the weight
of things unsaid.

“Are you...happy, dear?” asked Mom. “I never...asked you...that.”

Images flashed through Amy’s mind - darting steel, knife wounds,
sodomy, cannibalism, the sweet embrace of utter darkness. “Yes Mom,” she
said. “I am.”

“That’s good, dear,” said Mom. “And that... Tom boy. You...never let me
meet him...1s he...good to you?”

“Um, sure, he’s great,” she lied.

“That’s...good, dear.” There was a long pause filled with wheezing. “I
know I’ve...been a great...burden to you, dear. And I know I wasn’t...a
great mother, when you were...young.”

Amy said nothing. A mixture of sadness and rage tried to well up from
some distant part of her, but she crushed it down. She was one of the chosen
ones now, above the petty emotions of the herd.

“You going to pray now?” she asked, unable to keep the bitterness from
her voice.

Mom shook her head. “I’m...done with prayers. I’'m gonna meet...Him
soon anyway.” She wheezed, then looked Amy dead in the eyes. “I want
to...go, Amy. Every day is agony. Please...help me.” Pain punctuated her
words, but she was beyond tears.

Amy stared at her for a minute. Images of black bile, death, and
Brimstone flitted through her mind. Finally, she said “I can help you,
Mom.”

She left the room and returned with the bag of Brimstone.

“I suppose I don’t...need to know...exactly what’s in those.”

“No, you don’t,” said Amy. “But these will help you. Take you where you
need to go.”



Amy suppressed a cruel smile as she began to feed the pills into her
mother’s withered mouth one after another, until the bag was almost empty.
She put the last few pills in her pocket, and watched. For a time the old
woman just wheezed. Then her pupils grew wide, like black moons. She
stared fixedly at the ceiling, a look of horror on her face, as though she were
looking through the threadbare winding sheet of the universe, and
glimpsing the truth that lay beyond; as though she were glimpsing Amy’s
beloved himself, the Prince of the Air, the God of this World.

Mom’s eyes opened even wider. Then her whole body shook, black bile
bubbled from her lips, and her spirit fled like a dying gust of wind from a
piece of hung out laundry.

Once again, Amy felt a mix of sadness and anger well up from that
forbidden vault of humanity inside of her. She crushed it down, but some of
it escaped in the form of a single tear. She wiped it away with a sense of
disgust. Feeling a need to excise her weakness - and take another dark
sacrament - she unfolded her knife and climbed onto the bed with the
carcass.

The ringing of the doorbell interrupted Amy’s work.

“Sheriff’s department,” said someone outside.

Amy climbed off the bed, feeling panic begin to rise in her breast. She
calmed herself with the knowledge that she was now one of the chosen
ones, written in the Book of Death. She had sworn the Oath of the Goat.
Her master would keep her safe from all mortal authorities. Still, she had
better take some simple precautions. She rushed into her mother’s ensuite
and cleaned the blood from her lips and teeth, then went into the living
room as quietly as she could and began to conceal all evidence of criminal
activity. She shoved her blood-splattered clothes into the laundry hamper
beneath a clean towel and placed her folding knife into her back pocket.

Meanwhile, the bell rang again and again, and someone knocked heavily
on the door.

“Sheriff’s department,” they said. “We can hear you in there. Please open
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up.



Amy answered the door and tried to act casual. She found herself facing
two deputies, a male and a female. They had their hats in their hands and
there was an odd, somber air about them. They introduced themselves by
name and rank, then the female officer asked “May we come in, please? We
have something to discuss.”

“Sure,” said Amy. She shrugged, but her heart was hammering.

They followed her into the living room.

“Please sit down,” said the female officer.

Amy sat on the couch, and the female deputy sat beside her, while the
male loitered on the periphery of the room in a way that made Amy even
more nervous.

“Do you know a man named Tom Weegger?”

“Yeah, I know him,” said Amy, thinking she should have killed him back
at the house when she had the chance.

“I’m sorry to have to tell you this,” said the deputy, “but Tom died this
morning. He left a note which mentions you. The original is evidence, but
here is a copy.”

The deputy handed Amy a grainy photo copy. As she glanced at it, she
realized she’d never seen Tom’s handwriting before. It was neat, almost
girlish.

Amy, it’s too late for me. ['ve gone too far. Stay away, please.’

Amy folded the note and handed it back.

“Does the message mean much to you?” asked the officer.

Amy shrugged. “Not really. To be honest we weren’t that close, it was
just a casual thing. I was about to break it off with him. He was into all this
weird occult stuff.” Amy shrugged, tried to look vaguely sad, then sat up
and gestured to the front door. “I guess you can go now.”

The deputy rose, then looked down at the couch. Following the woman’s
gaze, Amy saw a half-dozen Brimstone pills lying on the couch cushion.
They must have slipped out of her pocket when she’d sat down and rolled
into the space between the cushion and her thigh.

Fuck, she thought.

The male deputy echoed her thought out loud. “Fuck!” he shouted.

Amy turned to see him peeking into her mother’s room, a horrified look
spreading across his eyes as he beheld the mutilated corpse with its strips of
missing flesh. His gun came out of his holster a moment later.
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Amy reached for the knife in her back pocket. Before she could remove it
something lanced into her breast. Paralyzing pain surged through her body
as the female deputy deployed her taser. Amy fell to the ground, her teeth
locked in a rictus, as powerless as a puppet on a string.

Amy lay on the bottom bunk listening to a desperate inmate bashing a cell
door somewhere down the block. Her cellmate snored above her like a
wildebeest.

Amy adjusted the pillow under her head and closed her eyes. She didn’t
want to see them again. It was always around this time of night, in the
smallest, darkest hours, that they came to her.

“Amy,” came the familiar voice, high pitched and childish. “Amy!”

Something compelled her to open her eyes. She saw them filing into the
room, emerging from a shadow in the corner as though it were a doorway.
Jimmy came first as always, flipping a black coin in his hand. He was
naked, scalded, wet with blood-dimmed water.

The others came after - Will with his gruesome mutilations; the old man
with his stab wounds; Tom with the noose around his neck; and finally
Mom, a husk with black bile lips and strips of missing flesh. They all
carried a coin each. Tom held his in his teeth, gnawing on it like a bit. There
was one coin left. Jimmy held it out to her. It was black and covered in
grave dirt, the same coin she had buried in the cemetery all those nights
ago. Amy recoiled from it, but couldn’t look away. She wanted to scream,
but again something stopped her, some force that owned her, body and soul.
She felt pinned in place like a frog on a dissection board.

Jimmy took her hand and shoved the filthy coin into her palm. The edges
were sharp enough to cut through flesh.

“l don’t want it,” she muttered.

“But 1t’s yours,” he said. “You asked for it."

“I don’t want it!”

“It’s yours, and your time has come.”

She whimpered. “No.”

“He wants you. You belong to him, and now you have to go to him.”



Amy curled up into a ball. Jimmy grabbed her. He still looked like a
child, but he was so hideously strong. The others joined in, grasping her
limbs, pulling at her body, until the razor-sharp coin was in her hand, and
her hand was at her throat, pressing the deadly edge against the skin. Amy
felt hot arterial blood pulsing out onto her shoulder. As she bled out, her
eyes widened and she caught a glimpse beyond the rotting veil of the world.



SCARLET HOSANNA

raves are best robbed by daylight.
The vampire’s advice echoed in Hosea’s head as he stood in the
cemetery beneath the blazing sun. He wiped the sweat from his
forehead and looked over his shoulder before wedging the beak of his
crowbar between the rusted pieces of the mausoleum door. The whole thing
groaned on its hinges as he applied steady pressure. At length something
popped, and the warped door drifted open, giving way to cool darkness
within.

Hosea’s heart pounded with excitement. The door was open, and now he
stood on the threshold between the land of the living and that of the dead.
He said a silent farewell to the daylight, and entered the crypt’s cold
embrace.

Inside the crypt, Hosea’s skin broke out in gooseflesh. He saw a crude
altar built into the back wall, above it a wooden statue of a suffering Christ.
Kneeling, he ran his fingers across the rough surface of the wooden
trapdoor in the center of the floor. He knew the rusty lock stood no chance
against his crowbar.

He crammed the tool between the stone slab and the trapdoor, and began
to lever it open. As the door loosened he caught a glimpse of nought but
darkness. The timber cracked around the lock, but didn’t give way.
Impatient, Hosea wrenched the bar with all his might. The lock broke and
the trapdoor banged open, revealing a narrow staircase. Hosea stood over it,
and thought about the bones waiting to be harvested.



With each step you take, you open another door. It's a process, one which
takes time and sacrifice. It will be painful. You will conceive and give birth
to another you. You will carve your new self out of your old self. This is the
Dark Rebirth. Succumb to its call. It’s all about predators and prey. In the
realm of Eternal Night, you get to choose for yourself. Maybe for the first
time ever.

By the time Hosea returned to the land of the living, it was dark but still just
as humid.

“Out robbing graves, huh?”

Surprised, Hosea turned to see a young woman emerging from the mouth
of a smaller mausoleum opposite the one he had just left. She was dressed
somewhat like him, with a black hoodie, black torn jeans, and black boots.
He recognized her as a girl from St Martin’s, the school he’d recently
dropped out of, except she hadn’t looked so goth then, more like a teeny
bopper. Now her blonde hair and Barbie doll clothes had been traded for
dyed-black hair, a nose stud, and a pentagram ring that flashed in the
moonlight.

“Haven’t seen you at school for a while,” she said as she approached.

Hosea stared at her, resisting the sudden urge to run. Girls always
terrified him. What was this one’s name? Lisa? Linda?

“Don’t remember me?” she said. “I’m Lana. You’re Hosea, right?”

He nodded. Words crawled in his throat like crippled things, dying before
they could be born. Suddenly he blurted “I’m turning into a vampire.”

Lana’s eyes, highlighted with thick black mascara, looked upon him with
what seemed to be a deeper sense of appreciation. “Cool,” she said.

Hosea couldn’t hide his shock. That word - “cool” - was the last adjective
he’d expected a girl to apply to him. “W-what?”



“Did you think I was expecting to find a normal person around here?
What kind of guy hangs out in an old mausoleum? You came out of that
crypt like some boogieman.”

She smiled at him, and Hosea felt paralyzed. He’d never received such
positive attention from a female who wasn’t a close relative. A part of him
wanted to respond in kind, but his fear overwhelmed him, and he found
himself reacting with instinctive defensiveness. “It’s none of your
business,” he said. “And you’re not supposed to be here.”

“Aspiring vampires only, huh?” she said.

“Something like that.”

“Fine dude, whatever. I’'m leaving now anyway.”

“Good,” Hosea said, even though a part of him desperately wanted her to
stay.

He watched her turn and head towards the graveyard’s western gate.
Hosea was about to head in the opposite direction when he heard her call
out to him.

“Tomorrow night, vampire?”

“Maybe,” he replied.

“Alright. See ya.”

She was gone before Hosea could respond.

Your Nexion is your safe haven. Build one. To build a temple is to
reconstruct yourself anew. It is to create a physical space, a body, if you
will, for the dark will to emanate forth. Before you can replace the spirit
animating your flesh with another, practice with a secluded space set apart
from this world and dedicated to the night. Before you can harvest for your
hunger, you should harvest for the Nexion. It will be a place of your own
transgressions. A monument of your passage into the night; a vital
cornerstone, a place of your own more than anything else in this world.
There I will come to you. One way or the other. Sooner or later.



Hosea awoke to the sound of voices. Sunlight shone through the dusty
panes of his bedroom window. He could hear his parents talking in the
kitchen. Their conversation was tense and muffled. Hosea caught only a
single harsh phrase, spoken by his father -

“No son of mine’s gonna turn out a faggot, Carla.”

Hosea’s mother began to say something in return but stopped abruptly.
Her silence coincided with the sound of her being slapped across the face.
Then the front door opened and closed with a slam that rattled the wooden
skeleton they called a home. Out in the driveway, the car started, and
Hosea’s father drove away.

Good, thought Hosea. It’s better when he’s gone.

Hosea got dressed as silently as possible, so as not to alert his mother to
the fact he was awake. He didn’t want to speak with her. As soon as he was
ready he crept out the window and went on his way.

Out on the street he wasn’t sure what to do. The cemetery was too busy
with visitors on a Saturday; he wouldn’t be able to go there till nightfall.
Therefore the Nexion was the best possible place to spend the day.

As he headed to his haven, he thought about Lana. Would she really
show up at the graveyard to meet him? A part of him desperately hoped so,
despite the terror such a prospect made him feel.

As he crossed the humid woods he thought about his parents. Mom was
probably still at home, crying. His dad was probably getting drunk
somewhere. Hosea was tired of them both. Tired of them talking like they
knew him. If they only knew the truth - he wouldn’t be their son much
longer, not after the Dark Rebirth.

A fallen tree lay against a rock. Hosea imagined the tree as a shackled
female victim. He let out a feral cry and strode toward it.

Fucking die!

He picked up a thick stick and began beating the trunk.

Fucking die bitch, I'll fucking cut you up if you fucking scream.

He sank his teeth into the rotten wood and imagined biting into flesh.



Fucking stay quiet and I’ll be gone soon and none of this ever happened
or I'll fucking come and kill you. Just suck it up, little bitch, and let me
finish.

Hosea, Its been almost a week now. Your funeral’s next Saturday. Not sure
if I'll come. I'm sorry. Can't stop thinking about what happened. Did you
really want to hurt me like this? Did you want to show me how you ve been
hurt? Was it an attack, or an invitation?

I've been thinking were like ghosts to one another. That's at least how [
feel. Ghosts stop haunting when they are at peace, right? Is that what you
wanted? To be my eternal boogeyman? Am I closer to you now than I ever
was?

-Lana

Hosea emerged from the crypt to find Lana sitting at the base of a towering
funerary monument, waiting for him. Cigarette butts lay scattered around
her boots and pale ankles.

“So, a vampire?” she said.

“Yeah.” Hosea stared at his muddy boots, avoiding eye contact, only
daring to look directly at her when she herself glanced away. She had tied
her hair back tonight, and her pale, delicate features looked beautiful in the
wash of the moonlight.

“How do you become one?” she asked. “A vampire.”

“I’m not sure...if I can tell you,” he said. His cheeks felt hot. He couldn’t
believe she was actually here; girls usually avoided him like a plague.

“Bullshit,” Lana laughed. “You’re making it all up.”

“No I’'m not.”

“Then tell me,” she said.



“I send them emails,” he said, surprised by his own talkativeness.
Speaking to Lana was easier than he’d thought it would be.

“You email vampires?” she said. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. And there’s this messageboard I found on the internet at school.”

“But you don’t go to school anymore.”

“I got all the information I needed before I left. And there’s a computer at
the library I can use. I don’t need school for anything, the place is useless.”

“So you don’t need school,” she said. “But do you need blood?”

“It’s...it’s complicated,” he said. “I don’t need blood per se. Only a true
vampire does. I’m still in the chrysalis stage. I haven’t gone through the
Blood Ritual, haven’t experienced the Dark Rebirth. When I -”

Lana rolled her eyes. “I don’t need the whole rulebook, just the
CliffsNotes. Do you drink blood or not?”

“Of course I do,” he snapped, even though he’d never tasted a drop.
“What’s it to you?”

“I asked,” she said, “because I want you to drink from me.” She didn’t
laugh; her tone lacked all previous suggestions of irony. “After all, a girl
doesn’t meet a vampire every night - not even an aspiring one. This might
be my only chance to get sucked on by the real thing. So, do you want to
feed on me, or what?”

Hosea nodded, even though he had no idea what to do next. He tongued
one of his canines; it felt disappointingly blunt. He felt a mounting sense of
performance anxiety, which threatened to overwhelm him, until Lana pulled
a folded knife out of her pocket, opened it, and offered him its black plastic
handle. He grasped it with a clammy hand.

Lana rolled up her sleeve, revealing a constellation of red wounds on
white skin. Some were recent and scabbed over, like mouths filled with dirt;
others had scarred over into the likeness of pink, bulging wormes.

Lana looked him in the eye. Neither one of them said a word. She took
his hand - the one holding the knife - and guided it toward her until the
blade lay poised above an unblemished patch of skin near the crook of her
arm. Hosea trembled; he didn’t feel worthy.

“Do it,” she said.

Hosea pressed the knife down. Lana’s skin knelt before the steel. He
stopped when she jerked back, fearing she had changed her mind. He
released her arm and saw that he had marked the fair skin with a fresh,
bleeding wound. Lana smiled and gestured for him to drink from it.



Hosea tasted the salty blood, and his heart thundered with an excitement
he’d never known before.

After a while, Lana took her arm back, and said “You should email me
too sometime.” She went into her coffin-shaped backpack and produced a
pen and paper. “Write your address here.”

Hosea wrote down his email.

Lana eyed it dubiously. “Necromancer85@ hotmail.com?”

Hosea shrugged. “Yours any better?”

Lana jotted her email down and ripped the page from the notebook.

Hosea read it out. “Darkbrokenbeauty@hotmail.com. Suits you.”

Hosea had spoken without thinking. Self-consciousness rushed over him,
making his face flush. He rose and hurried away before his embarrassment
could get any worse.

“I’ve got to go,” he said without looking back. “See you around.”

“Back here again?” said Lana.

“Sure,” he said, and fled into the maze of graves.

Hosea arrived home to find the light on in the carport. His dad sat in
shadow just beyond the light, raising a cigarette to his lips. Hosea tried to
swallow the rising panic in his throat. Maybe if he hurried past, Dad would
leave him alone. He hurried through the cloud of cigarette smoke, offering a
nod to acknowledge his father’s presence. On the way past he spied the
empty whisky bottle next to Dad’s foot. He was almost at the house when
his father said “Son.”

Hosea stopped.

“Come here.”

Hosea turned and entered the faint ball of greasy light in the center of the
carport.

“Closer.”

Hosea did as he was told. His father’s drunken gaze lurched up at him.

“Son, you gotta be able to take care of yourself.” He sprang up with a

pair of old boxing gloves dangling from his fist. “Put these on, and hit me.”

Hosea shook his head.



“I said put these on, and hit me.”

Hosea took a step back, silently refusing. Dad slapped him across the side
of his head, leaving his ear ringing.

“Defend yourself!” spat the old man. “Stand up for yourself!”

Hosea’s face grew hot. His father swung again before Hosea could move
out of reach. This time a clenched fist slammed into his abdomen. Hosea
doubled over in pain, winded, gasping for air.

“Straighten up!” Dad yelled. “Defend yourself. You’re not a faggot. My
son’s not a goddamn queer!”

Dad took another swing. This one connected with Hosea’s temple. For a
second the world went black, but Hosea regained his senses before he hit
the ground. He stumbled back in a rush of pain and disorientation. This
wasn’t the first time he’d taken a beating from Dad, but something was
different this time. The old man seemed desperate. Hosea noticed the drops
of blood on his father’s clothing. A terrible thought gripped his mind.

Mom.

Hosea turned and headed for the house. He was still groggy from the
headstrike, and the ground seemed to sway beneath his feet, as though he
were on the deck of a boat at sea. He found the front door open and floated
into the darkness beyond. Inside, the familiar labyrinth of his family home
was unnaturally still.

“Mom?” he called out, just before he found her lying on the floor, blood
pooled around her head like a halo. She was motionless, breathless.
Looking down at her, Hosea felt strangely detached, as if he were watching
the whole scene happen to someone else.

“Goodbye Mom,” said Hosea. “You should have never tried to save me.”

A moment later, Dad staggered into the kitchen and knelt beside Mom.
With tears in his eyes he brushed bloody hair from her face.

Urged by instinct, Hosea fled from the house and into the woods.

Dark knowledge can be distilled from every experience. One systematic way
is to go to the extremes of ones own experience and turn that experience
around. For example, a victim of abuse knows the very real foundations for



violent dominance. All he must do is use his will and put that knowledge
into use. Aim the knife back from whence it came. Own the abuse from the
inside out.

If one seeks to attain a full, imperishable inhuman center of being, no
other options remain than seeking the utmost borders of annihilation,
depravity, and moral decoding.

Watch videos of beheadings and school shootings. Look for the most
extreme art, transform the sensible world order with raw, unfiltered
emotion. Scavenge graves to experience the most disgusting, inhuman
odors, tastes, and visual depravity. Own it all. Own yourself, your life, and
learn to own your death. See the world like flies and worms do. Roam it like
a jackal.

You’ll begin to understand the dark order beneath all things.

1t is not the doctrine that is important. It is the meaning you breathe into
it. The way you embody it. There is no evil in a world void of false hope, in
an existence lacking human-centrism.

The necessities of obedience and peace are young inventions. QOur
complex bodies and selves, having been forged in the unwritten darkness of
the past millenniums, are alien to them. The requirement of humane
tameness is but an illusion at the eye of a storm so profound we’ve yet to
comprehend it.

Lana woke to the sound of her bedroom door opening, and looked up from
her pillow to see her little sister Andrea approaching. The child looked
spooked, as though she’d awoken from a nightmare. “Can I sleep with
you?” she asked.

“Sure,” said Lana, shuffling over to make space in the bed.

Andrea climbed in, and Lana pulled the blanket over both of them. As
Lana settled back into a comfortable position, Andrea remained tense,
peeking anxiously over the edge of the quilt.

Lana stroked her sister’s blonde curls. “What’s the matter? Scared of
monsters in the basement again? It’s just an ordinary basement. Besides, it’s
all the way downstairs.”



“I’m not scared of the basement,” said Andrea. “I saw him at my
window.”

Lana felt her body tense up. “Saw who?”

“I couldn’t see properly. I was too scared.”

Lana climbed out of bed and went to her window. Drawing back the
curtain, she saw a series of dark smudges on the outside of the glass
resembling runes from some primitive, pagan alphabet. Lana leaned closer
and saw the markings had been made with blood; she could just make out
whorls and loops of fingerprints in the fresh-looking smears. She smiled to
herself and turned to Andrea.

“Is there a monster?”” asked Andrea.

Lana closed the curtain on the bloodstains. “No, there’s nothing there.
Let’s go to sleep.”

Lana climbed back into bed and kissed Andrea goodnight. Soon the child
was asleep, while Lana remained awake, peering through the crack of the
curtain at a sliver of night. The crimson rune was hidden from sight, but
clear in her mind.

Lana woke up alone. She raised her head from her pillow and heard Andrea
talking with Mom 1n the kitchen downstairs.

Lana walked to the bathroom across the hall. She pulled a wad of toilet
paper from the roll and soaked it under warm water. Back in her room, she
opened her window and washed the bloody markings away before anyone
else could see them. She knew they were meant only for her, from her
special vampire. He must have gone to Andrea’s room first, by accident, she
thought. If only he’d found her room right off the bat, she could have let
him 1n.

From now on, she decided, she’d sleep naked with her window open and
her door locked. If Andrea wanted comfort in the night, she could go see
Mom and Dad instead. Lana didn’t want to miss out on the next visit from
Hosea. Scenarios of passion ripped from sexy vampire movies ran vividly
through her mind.



Lana covered the marks of her cutting with long sleeves and pants, as she
always did, then went downstairs to where a cup of coffee and pancakes
waited on the kitchen counter. Mom bustled around, scraping leftovers into
the trash. Andrea sat engrossed in the act of drawing with her pencils; she
probably didn’t even remember her scare from the night before.

“Hey, honey,” said Mom. “Your sister and I were thinking of going out of
town for a bit. You wanna come?”

“For how long?” asked Lana, pretending to be open to the idea.

“Overnight, at least. Visit Aunt Doris, do a little shopping. Interested?”

“I’d rather stay here.”

“Well, you are seventeen, so I suppose I can’t force you. But just think of
all the fun you’ll be missing!”

“I think I’1l keep the house warm. Thanks.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Teenagers,” she said. “Alright. We’ll pack and go.
Dad’s already left on his big business trip. You’ll be home all alone. Don’t
go throwing any parties. And be safe, okay?”

“I’1l be alright, Mom. I swear.”

“I know, I know. But I’'m your Mom, I’m supposed to worry, at least a
little bit.” She turned to Andrea. “Okay, sweetie pie, pack up your pencils,
we’ve gotta get ready.”

Lana smiled to herself. A few days alone didn’t bother her - but it was the
nights she was really looking forward to.

Hosea,

I know I never said it to you, but I've always left my window open for
you.

Still do.

Sad its getting cold. Our summer s gone.

Wish you would have told me. I really wanted to be your friend.

-Lana



Hosea sat cross-legged in the basement of the abandoned house which
served as his Nexion. The altar he had painstakingly constructed stood
before him, a skull atop a pile of stray bones bound by barbed wire. He ran
his finger across the fur of a dead rat that lay between him and the altar. It
was stiff and wet. He probed a large wound on its stomach.

“Do you like to play with dead things?”

“I suppose,” said Hosea, not daring to look up in the direction of the
voice. “Are you really here? Are you really...real?”

“As real as your Mom.”

In his mind’s eye, Hosea saw his Mom lying face down in a mirror-like
pool of black blood on the kitchen floor. A pale arm emerged from the pool
as if from a doorway, and clawed at Mom’s scalp with black talons.

Hosea opened his eyes and found himself staring into the empty sockets
of the altar skull. He wondered, not for the first time, but with an as yet
unknown sense of clarity, what it would be like to exist in a state of undeath
- to dwell on the inverse side of being, not a living thing but a metaphysical
entity, a scar carved into the tissue of time and space, free of fear, free of
guilt - free even from the dubious dignity and undeniable torment of human
agency.

Despite his fear, Hosea couldn’t wait.

He stood up and went to the door - more of a hole, really - which led
from his Nexion into the forest. He emerged into the calm of the woods. It
was night. Time to head for the cemetery. He was eager for his rendezvous
with Lana. A part of himself he despised as weak simply craved her
presence, while the other part - the dark inner self to which he was giving
birth - yearned to taste her blood again. Every drop was like another red
brick on the path to his ascension.




Hosea reached the summit of the forested hill just outside the cemetery. The
hidden space was wild with thickets and allowed him to survey the
surrounding area without being noticed. He took in the sprawling cemetery
down below. It was still and quiet, just how he liked it.

Not far beyond the graveyard, Hosea’s former school complex broke up
the landscape with its scattering of sodium lights and stark chain link
borders. Remembering the cruel, ugly faces of his “peers” made him feel
sick. Fuck them, he thought, knowing that when he made his return they’d
regret every insult and injury they’d ever dared to inflict upon him. He took
comfort in the idea that someday soon the cemetery was going to gain a few
extra souls, the more the better. The idea made him eager to be on his way.
He was tired of planning, of waiting; the time for action was swiftly
approaching.

He descended the hill and easily scaled the cemetery’s crumbling brick
wall. As he headed through the graves toward his and Lana’s meeting place,
he made a mental checklist of what he’d need from home in order to
prepare for his final act of ascension. His duffle bag was filled with his
notes from the vampire forums and the emails he’d received, plus a how-to
guide for constructing explosives. The bag would be easy to get; he
remembered exactly where he’d left it. The thing he needed the most, Dad’s
rifle, might be trickier to obtain, depending on how things had gone down
after he’d run off last night. Had his dad called the police? Probably not.
Shot himself? Maybe. Just kept drinking? Most likely. Whatever the case,
Hosea had no intention of sticking around for too long. He’d be in and out
quick with his supplies, then onward to his final act as a pitiful human. All
his weakness would perish in flames. His soul would be baptized in death.
His flesh -

“Hey vampire.”

Lana’s voice derailed his train of thought and almost made him jump.
She’d emerged from a clump of shadowed monuments behind him, and
stood in the humid moonlight, wearing a short black dress. Her presence
paralyzed him with shyness, just another sign of the humanity he longed to
be rid of. Nevertheless he wanted to be near her.

“You never emailed me,” she said. “But I got your message.”

Before he could ask what message she was talking about, Lana drew
closer, so close he could smell her hair and perfume; so close he felt he
could even feel the heat coming off her body. Her bare arms and legs shone



in the moonlight. He saw once again the constellations of scars on her arms,
but he also saw for the first time the scars on her thighs, clustered so close
together they looked like wrinkles on pale wrapping paper someone had
scrunched up and then carefully folded flat. The scars were clustered on her
inner thighs, just below her sex. Just inches from his clammy hand. An
electric tingle ran through him, part excitement, part fear. An instinct of
shyness so deep it lay in his bones told him to flee back to his Nexion, but
he forced himself to remain, even when she stepped so close their skin was
almost touching.

“I’'m sorry you weren’t able to come in last night,” she said. “Next time,
I’ll make sure Andrea isn’t there. Then we can be alone, just like we are
now.”

Hosea had no idea who or what she was talking about. Was she
roleplaying? The frenzy of his nerves made it hard for him to concentrate,
hard to ask meaningful questions. His skin felt hot. His pulse was pounding.
She stepped even closer, until her arm was touching his. Now he really
could feel her warmth. Instinctive fear drove him to take a step back.

“Can I just drink?” he said. “At least for now?”

Lana acted as if she were thinking it over. “Sure,” she said.

She rolled her sleeve up and pulled out her pocket knife. Hosea took the
blade but paused before pressing it against her skin. His gaze was drawn to
the wound he’d made the night before, still wrapped in a bandage; he could
just make out the seepage of blood through the fabric. Everything about the
wound - the fact he had made it, licked it, kissed it, drank from it - filled
him with a sense of intimacy unlike anything he’d known before.

“Does 1t hurt?”” he asked.

“Of course it hurts. Life does.” She lit a cigarette and inhaled. “Hurt me
again.”

He pressed the blade into her skin and pulled it sideways. Lana made an
involuntary grimace as blood welled into the small, narrow trench. Hosea
licked and sucked at the wound. Again he felt that unparalleled sense of
intimacy, as though she and he were becoming one flesh. He drank and
drank, in a trance of delight, until she pulled her arm away.

“I think you’ve had enough,” she said. “But don’t worry, there’s other
parts of me you can taste.”

She stepped close as if to kiss him. Once again, instinctive fear drove
Hosea back. Lana peered at him, perplexed.



“Don’t tell me you just want to drink my blood,” she said.

Hosea stared at her, speechless with nerves.

“Are you serious?” she said.

Her laugh mingled rage with his fear. His face felt as if it were burning.
Some deep part of him felt as if it were under attack. Suddenly he blurted
out - “I’m not gay!”

“What?” said Lana.

Hosea couldn’t answer. He turned and rushed away.

“Hey,” she said, “wait, I never said anything! I never said you were -
where are you going? Stop!”

But Hosea couldn’t stop, even though a part of him wanted to remain
with her so badly he felt as if steel hooks were pulling at his chest as he
rushed off into the night. As he headed back to his Nexion, he could only
comfort himself with the thought that his agonizing humanity would soon
be gone forever.

That night Lana lay naked and alone in her room. She looked through her
window, hoping for her vampire, but saw only the moon. She cut her finger
with a razor and ran the wounded digit along the base of her neck and down
between her breasts, marking her skin with blood, as if it might somehow
draw him to her.

Lana’s eyes teared up as her wound pulsed and shed wasted blood. She
stared into the empty yard below. Tired of waiting, she smeared blood on
her lips like gloss and kissed the windowpane, leaving a message of longing
for the one she desired, and a red goodnight kiss to the darkness outside.

She left the window open and lay down to sleep. The blood dried on her
skin. Thoughts of Hosea haunted her, but she didn’t want it any other way.

Hosea found the front door hanging open. He peered inside, looking for
movement but seeing none. He wondered if he’d find his father passed out



in a puddle of vomit, maybe beside Mom’s corpse. In any case he would
avoid them both and head straight for what he needed, starting with his
duffel bag.

He crept into the house. Mom’s body was gone from where he’d found it
earlier, but reminders of the woman were everywhere - on side tables, on
the walls, in the furnishings and decor she’d chosen. Not even the darkness
of the house could hide all the signs of her presence, so that she lingered
after death, like a stubborn ghost.

Hosea pushed away the memories the house invoked, and stuck to the
task at hand. Keeping to the shadows, he mounted the stairs and headed for
his room. Dad was nowhere to be seen either; perhaps he was burying Mom
at that very moment in some shallow woodland grave.

Hosea discarded the thoughts and entered his room. He pulled his duffel
bag from under his bed and slung it over his shoulder. An anxious instinct
told him to inspect the pack, to make sure everything was there, but the
weight felt right, and he just wanted to get the hell out of the house. He
began to leave the room, but froze as he caught sight of movement in the
hall. A shadow slipped past the door, as fast as a beat of ravens’ wings, and
was gone. Downstairs a door slammed.

Hosea’s heart beat faster. He crept into the hall and looked down the
stairs; the front door was closed. It was only the wind, he told himself.

He crept down the stairs. The house was eerily silent. He stopped at the
bottom of the stairs and peered around the living room. The lights were off.
Through the front windows and the rustling branches of the trees outside
fell a blanket of fitful moonlight, just enough to illuminate a series of dark
stains on the couch. Blood, thought Hosea. More dark patches - these ones
glistening on the timber floor - formed a trail leading straight to his parents’
room, where Dad’s gun lay concealed beneath the bed.

Hosea needed that gun, but a sudden sense of terror held him at bay. The
air felt as though it were filled with electric dread, something uncanny. He
stared across the living room into his parents' bedroom, where the trail of
blood led into a zone of fuzzy darkness. He struggled to make out anything
within. He forced himself to creep closer, avoiding the patches of blood on
the floor, until he stood in the doorway looking in. Slowly the shapes inside
began to materialize from the dark. He caught glimpses of blood splatter,
torn throats, pale flesh butchered in feeble moonlight.



An arm slipped around Hosea’s throat from behind so fast he didn’t even
have time to scream. The limb was cold as dead, refrigerated meat. The
pressure on his neck choked off his breath, his voice, the steady pulse of
blood to his brain. Sheer terror flooded his system. He struggled but
couldn’t pull free. Another arm slipped around his waist, pulling him closer
to the cold thing behind him. Hosea caught a whiff of its sour stench.

“Don’t struggle, or you’ll go to sleep and never wake up.”

It was the same voice Hosea had heard in the Nexion. He had no choice
but to obey. He grew still, and the pressure on his throat slackened,
allowing him to breathe, allowing the blood to pump freely to his head. He
heard it thunder in his ears as the thing spoke again.

“Look closely,” it said. “See the truth of what I am, of what you would
become.”

Hosea peered into the room. The whole bed was black with blood. His
parents lay there, reduced to a mangled pile of limbs pocked with deep
puncture wounds. Only their eyes remained intact. Glistening, they seemed
to stare at him with lidless intensity as his pants were ripped down from his
waist, exposing his naked lower body.

“Don’t resist,” said the thing from the Nexion.

Hosea dropped down on all fours. Cold hands grabbed his hips.

“I’ll lead you through the vortex of death,” said the thing. “Your dark
rebirth will shake the world.”

Images and memories flickered through Hosea’s mind as if summoned by
the thing behind him. Faces of people at school. Their glares, their mocking
laughter. The tortures he’d endured. He thought about Dad’s gun.

“We’ll bathe in their blood together,” promised the thing.

Hosea almost smiled, but then the painful violation began.

Lana woke up alone. The ghost of early morning lingered in her room. She
stared at her dim surroundings and remembered her scarlet rite from the
previous evening. She thought of Hosea, and felt a sense of apprehension
she couldn’t quite account for.



She went to her dad’s office and switched on his computer, pacing while
she waited for it to start up. She couldn’t shake the eerie feeling that
something bad had happened, and that Hosea was part of it.

As soon as the computer was ready she logged into her email, hoping to
see a message from Hosea. There was nothing. She pressed refresh. Still
nothing.

“Fuck.”

She typed a hurried message, then turned off the computer and went back
to her room. A ray of light shone through the window. With a shock, Lana
realized the pane of glass was immaculately clean. She rushed over to it,
searching for any trace of her own dried blood. There was nothing there,
nothing but semi-transparent smears of saliva, left by whoever had licked
the glass clean.

He visited me, she thought. He visited, but didn’t wake me.

What did it mean? Was this a rejection, or another step in their strange
courtship? Lana burned with frustration and obsession, with mingled anger
and longing. She needed to know the truth of where she stood with this boy.
She would return to the cemetery at once, and wait until he arrived, even if
she had to wait all day and night among the dead.

Hosea entered the library, heavy with purpose and the weight of the duffel
bag slung across his shoulders. He passed through mostly vacant aisles of
books. Whispers and muffled bursts of laughter drifted from the occupied
corners of the building, where students crowded around, socializing under
the pretext of studying. The thought of them filled him with a cold rage, but
he moved on, making his way towards the public computers. A small
blonde girl stood in the aisle, blocking his path. He glared at her, and she
ran off, vanishing amongst the tall shelves and leaving the way clear.

He set his duffel down and sat in front of one of several unoccupied
computer desks. This would only take a moment. He had only one message
to send - perhaps the most important message of his life. Then he would
continue on to the school, on to the ritual of his Dark Rebirth.

He logged in and saw an email from Lana.



I'm sorry about what happened. I just for some reason thought that that
was what you wanted too. Sorry I mistook you. Didnt mean to. Just wanted
to say I'm sorry. Gonna be at our place hanging out until you get there.
When you feel like it, come. Please. It’ll be alright, okay?

-Lana

Hosea finished reading, and breathed a sigh of relief. He was glad she’d
be safe at the cemetery, away from the school. He wanted so much to
answer her in detail - to pour out his soul and tell her absolutely everything
- but he only had time for a quick response.

Lana,

Not sure if I'm really becoming a vampire.

If not, its alright... Then Il just be ordinary-gone.

The way I kinda always wanted.

But just in case... If some morning you happen to see a bloody print left
on your window... It could be mine.

-Hosea

PS: Apology accepted.

Lana entered the cemetery and made her way directly to their special
meeting place. The same mix of frustration and obsession continued to
torment her. She rehearsed infuriated litanies, practicing how she would
condemn him for flaking out on her, for toying with her feelings, for
hovering around her window without daring to enter. She practiced spiteful
tirades, how she’d curse him as a weakling, as a queer. But the anger left
her hollow with sadness, and she couldn’t stay mad at him. Of all the people
in this dead end town, he was the only one like her. The only one who knew
the beautiful darkness beyond the mainstream, the glorious abysses that
lurked beyond white picket fences, the secret beauty of monstrosity and
otherness. When all was said and done, she just wanted him to come to her,
no matter what. She wouldn’t even care if he never even kissed her, never
even touched her. Even if all he could do was watch her from a distance,



that alone would be enough, as long as she could be sure of his presence,
his closeness, his equal and insatiable longing.

She peered around the graves, hoping to see him striding toward her, but
she was alone with the dead. Moved by a nameless instinct, Lana took out
her blade and sliced into her index finger. With the dripping digit she drew a
heart on the wall of the mausoleum where first they had met. She stared at
the drying redness, thinking of what might still come to be, until the wailing
of sirens broke through her daydreams. She turned to see a vast convoy of
emergency vehicles flying past the graveyard - police, ambulance, fire
brigade, all of them on their way to St Martin’s high school. The various
sirens combined into a dissonant, apocalyptic symphony.

Something big was going down.

Violence gives birth to nightmares, and violence ends them. It is an eternal
dance, as long as there is a man witnessing it. Make your choice. You’ve
never had one before. Probably never will again.

Smoke poured through the school’s hallways. Hosea’s firebombs had all
detonated, setting most of the eastern wing ablaze. A demonic symphony of
fire alarms and screams filled the building. Panicked figures moved through
the smoke. Hosea took aim with his father’s assault rifle and fired towards
them. Some fled on, whilst others fell to the ground, their sounds of panic
truncated by the boom of the rifle.

Hosea walked on through the smoke and pandemonium. He thrilled to the
knowledge that he had made the school become for others what it had
always been for him - Hell on Earth.

He stopped at what had been the Ninth Circle of Hell - his old biology
class. He tried the handle, and found the door locked. Smoke thickened
around him, accumulating in his throat, choking him. He had to keep



moving if he wanted to live, but he couldn’t give up this chance for
revenge. He took a step back and fired through the door, unloading most of
the clip. Wood chips flew from the brutal holes the bullets created. Screams
and cries of agony erupted from the room beyond, but Hosea could barely
hear them over the ringing in his ears. The repeated gunfire had dampened
his hearing into a murky haze of tinnitus.

He kicked the door open. The corpse of his most hated teacher, Mr
Henderson, lay half-obliterated on the floor. Other corpses lay strewn
nearby. The rest of the survivors were bunched up at the back of the room,
like cattle trapped in a pen, trying to flee despite the absence of any real
exit. There were more familiar faces in the crowd - Jenny Carmichael,
who’d called him a try-hard goth and a chicken-fucker; Eric Dupont, who’d
given him a wedgie and called him a pole smoker; and Peter Kincaid,
who’d held him down and hocked loogies into his mouth one day in the
parking lot after school.

Hosea turned the rifle on them all and held the trigger till the clip was
almost empty and the back of the room was a mound of wet death. He
wanted to keep firing - to reduce the little that remained of those bodies to
pulp - but he feared using up all of the bullets. He needed to save at least
one.

The smoke thickened, and Hosea coughed again. It was growing almost
impossible to breathe, almost impossible to see. The heat from approaching
fires grew heavier, more oppressive. He knew there was not much more
time to complete his ritual, to ensure his Dark Rebirth.

He ran his hand across the splintered remains of the door. His palm was
slashed to ribbons in the process, but for the first time in his life he felt no
pain. He wiped his blood on the nearby wall, then used his finger to write a
three-digit number in the center of the smear, creating a ragged 666.

He coughed. Smoke blinded his eyes. He could feel his skin begin to
blister from the rising heat. He knew this was it, this was the moment. The
ritual had to be completed now, or it would all be too late.

Hosea sank to his knees, stuck the barrel of the rifle in his mouth, and
pulled the trigger. In his final moment, he wished that Lana were with him.




Hosea,

Sorry I keep writing to you. It’s pretty dumb to write to a dead guy. It’s
just... I don't have anyone else, you know? It’s horrible to have to pretend |
was lucky not to be there. On most days I wish I could have left with you.
I've been a mess, to be honest. It's been a whole summer. School starts
again next week. The paper ran a story about it again. It had their photos in
it. The article talked about the new term that was starting. How it was time
to come together again and heal. There was not a single mention of you.
I'm just mad about it. It hurts too much. Mad about what you did. Mad that
you never told me how to be with you. Mad that you never entered my room.
There are days I just wanna stop writing to you completely. Sometimes [
wish you never existed at all. Then there are days I’'m just so sorry I even
had such a thought. I suppose today s the latter.

660,

-Lana

Lana woke up to find Andrea sobbing beside her bed. The little girl looked
terrified.

“What’s up, sis?” said Lana, still groggy from sleep.

“The monster’s back.” Andrea trembled. The look of sheer dread in her
eyes made Lana wonder if this was more than just a case of a child’s
overactive imagination. Feeling suddenly and vividly awake, Lana got up
and gestured for Andrea to take her place under the sheets.

“You hop in here and wait while I go check it out,” she said.

Reluctantly, Andrea climbed under the covers and hid there.

Lana crept into the hallway. An unseasonal draft caressed her bare ankles.
She passed her father's office and drew closer to Andrea’s room. On the
way the breeze grew colder, carrying a bitter aroma of smoke.

She reached her sister’s room to find the window open, the white curtain
fluttering. Lana rushed over and closed it. The breeze died and stillness
filled the room, but somehow the bitter smell of smoke grew stronger, as
though it were trapped with her. She noticed smears on the pane and the
windowsill, dark and acrid-smelling, like wet ashes.



Lana peered into the gloom outside. “Hosea?”” she whispered.

“Unfortunately, no.”

The voice came from behind her.

“Who are you?” asked Lana, unable to turn around and face the speaker,
held in place by a preternatural fear unlike any she’d ever felt before.

“I’m the one you called with your blood, the one you wanted. But I'm
probably not what you imagined.”

Lana’s breath stalled in her throat. She still couldn’t move and could only
barely breathe. Her bladder emptied of its own accord.

“I am going downstairs first,” said the monster. “I’ll rip your whole
family apart.”

“Why?”

“Why not? I’m only entering where I’ve been invited.”

There was no sound of movement, but the acrid smell lifted, and Lana
knew she was alone again in the room. Nevertheless, she remained
paralyzed, even when the screaming started.



HARROW HEARTS

T he baby wrestles in Serena’s gut, and she presses her palm against her
stomach, already the size of a football. “Okay now, I hear you.” She sits
down on the corner of the motel room’s double bed. O ’Christ, goddamn.

Serena tries to lie down on the bed, but her back is mangled from several
hours of driving. She grins, huffs, and pushes herself back up onto the
bedside.

William sits by the TV desk with his laptop. “Qliphot, Klifot...,” he
mumbles. “How do they say that?”

“I don’t fucking know and don’t care right now,” Serena gasps. “I’m done
with these trips.” She lies down again and tries to see if lounging sideways
is better. It is. The pressure of sitting eight hours in the car relieves
immediately. She gasps from the pleasure of it and closes her eyes for a
second.

William turns toward her, and they look at each other. He stands up and
comes to sit by her side, tapping his lap with his hands.

“Yes, please.” Serena smiles and moves her legs to his hands.

William starts to work his way up from her ankles, massaging her shins
and up to her knees. Then, he returns back down. “There’s so many
variations of that single word alone. Let alone the doctrine. The Jewish
history, Kabbalah, Jacob Frank, and then all this modern stuff...Crowley,
Grant,” he memorizes the wealth of material he’s been researching for the
upcoming episode of their paranormal series.



“Can’t we just say they’re trying to open the gates of Hell?” Serena asks.
“Because honestly, they wanna dive deep. And we’re wanting to find out
what they’re gonna do about it. It’s quite far from academias and, you
know, dogmas. Opening Hell’s gates is sexy.”

“Huh, yeah.” William laughs a little. “I really think we’re onto
something. Just think about it already, that black figure in the photo and that
whisper you heard.”

“Please! Don’t wanna remember that.”

William pulls his phone out of his pocket and opens the selfie he took.
They stood together by a little meadow, about mid-drive here. They had
stopped for a leak.

Cropped from about their shoulder lines, they stand in the lower left
corner and smile to the camera. The meadow behind them opens toward the
treeline, its waist-high grass filling most of the middle until the shady
population of spruces in the upper fourth.

There, nothing at first glance.

One gap between the tree trunks stands blacker than the others, with the
darkness cutting across the trunks like a pair of arms.

They might have hit the jackpot for real.

William zooms the photo back and forth. “This is real. I mean, seriously,
depending on what else we get, there’s so many possibilities for the
episode. We could go for the fact-based thing, like a lot of history, and fill it
up with this stuff, or just blaze the trail like crazy into the dark, like as our
own account t00.”

“I definitely hope for the fact-based stuff. I’'m done with getting my heart
rates running.” She looks down at her stomach, and the baby kicks her
again.

William rests the phone on the bed and continues to massage her legs.
“As long as the views are gonna rocket, I’'m fine. He’s gonna have to eat.”

“Who said it’s he?” Serena laughs and slaps William’s shoulder gently.

The phone beeps. William opens the message and stops to stare at the
screen with wide eyes. He double taps it and zooms onto something. His
mouth opens, but he doesn’t say a thing.

“What is 1t?” Serena pushes herself into a half-sitting position.

William gives her the phone. A photo is opened on full screen and
zoomed to the max. A brown, pixelated mass has something dark and dirty
showing from it. Serena zooms out a little. It is a pit, dug into the earth. As



she continues to zoom out, greenery comes out from the sides. Then,
something gray.

A headstone...It is an open grave.

Violated. Serena gasps, realizing the exhumed remains in the center. The
text says: Preparing. Tomorrow.

“It seems we’re going straight into the dark,” William finally speaks out.

What did you expect? We knew they were serious. Serena stares at the dark
ceiling and recounts their argument. It lasted until they lay down in bed, and
William went to sleep with his back turned to her.

He or she or they are fucking grave robbers. She should report this right
now. But what a mess that would make. The trip would be ruined. The
possibly sensational rise of the channel they really needed.

Are we safe? She stares at the camera bag lying by a main door. Who
would harm the media? We’re allies. They want to be heard, and they trust
us.

She will report this. After the episode. After they’d read the legislations,
understood everything exactly, and secured their footage. After all, nobody
was going to get hurt, at least for now. As disgusting as this is, it is still far
from an assault or murder.

Bright headlights sweep across the ceiling, coming through the blinders,
as a truck rams past the motel. Serena closes her eyes until she hears quiet
gasps coming through the wall. Then, a cry that blows her half-shut eyes
wide awake again.

She raises her head from the pillow. The rhythmic moaning of a woman
continues, coming from some of the neighboring rooms. Serena lets her
head fall back down and shuts her eyes. Somebody, somewhere near, is
having a far better Friday night than theirs have been in a long time. Before
she falls asleep, she doesn’t worry about the fact she hasn’t heard or seen
anyone else in the motel during the whole evening. People come and go
quietly when it comes to casual sex.

Sometime later, she feels a soft touch. The fingertips glide up past her
knee, moving slowly across her inner thigh. She keeps her eyes closed and



takes a deep breath.

William’s warm breath passes by her cheek. Coming from so close, she
knows he’s watching, waiting to see her first gasp as his fingers approach
her genitals and touch her through her undies.

She presses against the sheets. His fingers go around her pelvis in a wide
circle and return back down, this time with added pressure. Her hips
tighten, and she raises her head up from the pillow. The brushes continue,
now staying about her clitoris, and a single moan escapes her lips. She
opens her thighs and reaches toward William. Serena tries to kiss him, but
William evades. Plays with her. She opens her eyes a little. The last stroke
burns her.

William? She snaps up, lightning struck, and struggles to escape the
empty bedside.

The room is quiet. A narrow ray of light hits the floor by a bathroom door
at the room’s other end. Serena stands up, shaking, and approaches the
slightly ajar doorway, shielding herself with her tightly wound arms. She
stops by the door and sees movement through a narrow split.

William stands there with his back toward the door. His head tilts a little
to the side, and he focuses on something on his front. She reaches to open
the door but realizes steady throbbing sounds are coming from inside.
William works his front with his left hand.

She turns away and returns to bed, ramming it in protest. The throbbing
sound stops. William knows that she knows. That is enough for her for now.

Serena wakes up when William comes in, holding a paper bag and two
large take-away coffees on a carton tray. “You were out already?”

“Yeah, got us breakfast.” He rests the paper bag and coffees on the desk
and fetches his laptop.

Serena stands up and walks to the desk. “Donuts. Seriously?”

“The best I came up with. We’re in the middle of nowhere,” William
huffs. “The manager wasn’t up for much help either.”

Serena shrugs, takes two donuts, and places them on a napkin. “How did
you come up with that...guy, [ assume?”



“Richard knows him from somewhere.” William sits down by the desk
and begins to open the files on his laptop. “He passed the message.”

“Quite friends he has...” Serena sighs and takes a sip of her coffee. “Holy
shit.” She looks into the cup and grins.

William gives her the lazy look that usually means she should let up a
little. “Like I said, the best I came up with. By the way, I think we’re gonna
find out soon where we’re heading.”

“You don’t know yet?” Serena frowns. They’re trusting their success on
this illegal secrecy?

“The only time we talked on the phone, the guy just told us to be here
today. He will tell us soon what’s gonna happen.”

“Well, that’s nice.” Serena’s tone doesn’t let her sarcasm go unnoticed.
She reaches the blinds and opens the view to the parking lot and the woods
behind the overgrown thickets of the roadside.

“Richard knows the guy. Why would he take us in if he didn’t trust us or
want us to?”

Serena looks beyond the thickets, messy enough to keep any living soul
from entering the woods. ““Yeah, guess you’re right.”

They work past the midday, lying on the bed, writing speeches and
looking at their online sources. Traditions of sorcery, dark magic, numerous
works growing into various directions from the same concepts and turning
into a many-headed, sorcerous hydra they see vanishing farther into the
darkness. William scratches his head.

“We’re completely dependent on the guy giving us some very real stuff. |
mean, it’s all about opening the gateways of Hell for...whatever reason they
have.”

Serena ponders this for a moment. “Maybe that is the story. People trying
to descend down under. What is it to them and for what reasons? I just...”
She pauses to consider. “I really don’t think we’re gonna find any relevance
in understanding this as a whole. The real meat is the people. Their
mission.”

William nods a few times but keeps his silence. Then, he gives her a
sudden smile. “Glad to have your producer brains back in the game.”

“Hey! You’re damn lucky for not having to go through this.” She rubs her
stomach.

William reaches to her, gives her a kiss, and brushes her stomach with his
hand. “Glad to have you with me.”



The baby kicks thrice. The little rest Serena had been given seems to be
over. Then, William’s phone beeps again. He taps the message open and
reads it.

“We have the address for the night.”

“Finally. Tonight, or the night?”

“The night...” William sighs. “Satanists.”

They spend the afternoon finding a place to eat and getting some food
supplies and spare batteries for flashlights. Then, they reserve the room for
another evening, realizing the stupidity of the initial plan to drive home at
night.

After taking an hour-long nap, William loads their essentials into the
trunk of their red SUV and checks the camera, batteries, and flashlights for
the last time. “Ready to go?” He bangs the car’s rear shut.

Standing a little aside, Serena stares into the darkening woods. The
treetops stand black, like spears in offense against the red sky.

“Everything okay?” William comes to her side.

“Just troubled.” Serena gives him a brief look and presses her head
against his shoulder.

“We’ll back away the second anything goes wrong, okay?” William
reaches his arm around her and gives her hair a stroke. “Love you, babe.”

“Love you t00.”

They kiss before entering the car.

The contrast between the woods and their headlights increases for the
whole forty-minute trip. Upon reaching the destination, they park by the
dark roadside, the address but a little gravel drive separating from the main
road.

They exit the car to have a closer look at a rusted barricade blocking the
road from vehicles—“private property” in black letters on a yellow, flaked
paint.

“Yeah, right.” Serena sighs, looking at the road’s leaf-laden shapes and
branch-eaten space snaking into the woods beyond the barricade.



William unloads their stuff from the trunk. He hangs the Canon by its
strap around his neck and places extra batteries into his pockets. Then, he
turns on both of their black, sturdy flashlights, giving the other one to
Serena. Pulling his phone out from his pocket, William reads the message
he received during the drive. “Yep, this is it.”

As they lock the car, an absolute darkness falls upon them at the death of
the SUV's headlights.

Serena aims her flashlight at the trail that seems to suck the power out of
the light. “God, should I like this?”

“I suppose it’s not too far. We got this.”

They circle the barricade and enter the trail. As they walk, Serena looks
into the darkness on her side, outside the immediate halo of light. That void
in the photo wasn’t far from this. Could she even realize the difference, if
they were the same? Serena shivers and takes a side step, making sure she
walks the exact middle of the trail. The baby kicks twice, sounding
suddenly like knocks on a door within herself. For a moment, it seems they
are walking to a dead-end, but then the trail takes a tight left turn.

They arrive at the upper end of cracked concrete stairs leading down a
hillside for at least ten yards. Misplaced and separated from the surrounding
forest, the naked stairs seem robbed from skeletal remains of some other
place and time. But that’s how the ruined foundations always looked to
Serena—brutal hints of gone presences among the landscape.

“Watch out,” William says, reaching his hand to Serena as they descend.

At the bottom, the trail continues only a little further, and red-bricked
formations begin to shape into their sweeping halos from beyond the
boughs. They see at least two floors and numerous small windows with
black iron frames coming visible from the dark, with bright reflections
flashing back at them from the glasses that seems largely whole. Black
ridges grow pointed into the darkness beyond the reach of their lights. They
approach the building from behind, the trail escorting them to a gaping
stairway leading to the level below the ground.

“Okay...I’m not going in there.” Serena points her light into the cellar,
seeing but a coarse concrete floor below.

“This 1s the place.” William looks around. “Hello?”

“Shush, God!” Serena hisses from between her teeth.

“Hey, we’re supposed to meet the guy here. Don’t get too hyped yet.
Hello!” William calls out even louder.



A crack echoes from the cellar, and they both turn their lights toward the
stairs. A black shape appears at the bottom and looks up at them. A man in
a dark hoodie, a ski mask covering his face, stares straight into their lights.

“It’s almost the time. Come.”

“Stay cool,” William whispers through tightened lips, popping off the
lens cover of his camera and turning it on to a video mode.

They walk down to the man, who immediately starts to pass further in.
William and Serena follow him across two empty rooms, where the
darkness escapes their lights only at a direct hit and creeps back the moment
they turn aside. Damp, moldy smells increase at every step, and in the third
room—a large main space with rooms growing out of it—the smell is
horrendous. Something completely other than mold and damp.

At first, a concrete pillar hides the center of the space from the doorway.
But as they step further in, they see a strange pile assembled in the middle.
Brown, dirty, blackened fabrics and dry heaps among them. Two sockets
and a line of teeth. Muscular, shriveled forms attaching into bones, partially
wreathed in torn, dry pieces of skin and clothing, all gone past the embrace
of the grave.

“Oh God.” Serena gasps.

William’s breath is now audibly shallow. Rapid. He focuses on the screen
on the back of his camera. A little red dot blinks in the corner. He is
filming.

The man walks to the center, reaches his hand toward the remains, and
grasps a handle pointing from it. He pulls, and the handle grows into a
machete emerging out of the pile. Keeping the blade on his side, he begins
to circle the pile, uninterested about their presence in the room.

“Open wide, O’ Gates of Hell!” he shouts, thrusting the blade toward the
other end of the space. “Zazaz, zazaz!” he spits out repeatedly. “Zazaz,
zazaz.” His voice turns into a guttural, feverish bark that leaps along with
his blade, piercing the air in all four cardinal directions around the
sickening pile. His militant pacing is now but a bewildered dance. “Turn
them off!” he shouts, pointing the blade toward them.

“What?” William startles from behind the screen and looks at him from
the side of the camera. ”Camera?”

“Lights off!” the man yells again.

Serena looks at William, then behind them. They could make it. Four
steps toward the wall, then straight from the doorway.



“Off! Now!” The man rushes at them, his blade raised in manic defiance.

They turn the flashlights off. Now that the light shows no space nor
distance, Serena feels the sickening thickness licking her skin. She gags.
Her skin crawls. Revulsion leaks over the boundaries of her senses and
attacks her body through her nerves.

The man’s breath roars in the dark. His steps back away, and everything
is silent for a moment. Serena’s pulse pounds in her ears, and strangling
sensations build in her throat. She must move. Now. Serena slides her feet
across the floor behind her. She reaches toward William, grasps his sleeve,
and pulls.

William doesn’t move. He hushes at her, but she pulls again, harder. They
have to leave. William pulls back.

“I’1l stay,” he hisses.

The darkness is quiet, a thick, brooding presence without a form. Serena
steps back, slides her feet across the concrete, sweep after sweep. A rough
wall stops her. She follows it to her right, sensing it with her arm until the
crude door pane. She turns to it and walks, keeping her hands ahead of her.
She looks back without stopping. William’s little screen light is but a
ghostly spot far in the dark.

On the outside, the little wind gives an immediate sense of distance.
Treetops wave above, and the ground is steady below. She can breathe.
Serena turns on her flashlight and starts to run.

After the uphill stairs, she can see her lights reflecting from the surface of
their SUV beyond the trees. She keeps running all the way until she slams
against the car, gasping for air. Serena pulls the passenger side door handle
with both hands.

Locked, the door rumbles without opening. She yells and grasps it even
tighter, pulling again in vain. Serena reaches for her phone and taps it with
her shaking hands, barely managing to open the locked screen while
gasping for crisp, open air. She calls William. The line beeps once. Twice. It
shuts. She calls again, quakes on her trembling knees and crumbles down
by the car, crying.

The call goes straight to voicemail.



After some time, Serena sees light in the woods. Bright white light
approaches her slowly along the trail, and she cannot see anything but a
black figure behind the light.

“William?” Serena shields her face with her hands.

The car lights flash, and the locked doors snap open. William walks past
her and opens the trunk.

She stands up and walks to him. Slaps him, yells, and pounds her fists
against his chest.

William stands tall, receives the blows without a word. When Serena
stops, he turns his back to her, packs the camera, and slams the trunk shut.
Then, he walks to the car’s side and sits behind the wheel.

Serena stays behind the car for a moment, shivering. Then, she follows
and sits on the passenger side, still trembling out of hate, fear, and relief she
cannot tell apart. The engine begins to roar, and William steers the car
around. Dark woods begin to sweep in their headlights. They drive back to
the motel in silence, neither of them saying a single word along the road.

Instead of working in the shared space downstairs, William spends the
following two weeks shut inside his upstairs “studio,” which he had now set
up in the spare guest room. Every night, Serena comes in to tell him
goodnight, or otherwise visit the room. She sees stopped frames of blur, still
darkness opening in the size of two full monitor screens. William tells her
he has to work, asks her to shut the door upon exiting. Every time she
leaves, she hears that man beginning to yell behind the door, repeating those
sickening litanies that echo through the upstairs hallway.

William’s bedside remains cold and untouched for most of the nights. In
the daytime, Serena eats alone. The morning nausea she’d been lacking for
the whole pregnancy has now begun. Each morning, she vomits for the first
two hours, and usually, the nausea relieves only long after midday.



On a Sunday morning, Serena’s phone rings on the dining table. She’s
eating her breakfast downstairs and looks at the phone, not recognizing the
number. “Serena. Hello?”

“Hi, 1t’s Richard. William’s...”

“Oh, yeah, hi.” She looks up at the spot in the ceiling corresponding to
where William supposedly works upstairs. “Umm...what can 1 do for
you?”

“Just called in to...First, congratulations for the new episode.”

“Oh, thanks. Um...” She swallows the last bits of bread in her gums.
“William shown you some footage?”

“Well, yeah. [ mean, it’s going viral.”

“Ah, okay...” She looks up again. What does he mean about going viral?
“Why didn’t you call him, by the way?”

“That’s the...problem. I...haven’t heard from him in a while. Just wanted
to make sure, you know, that everything is fine. I mean—"

Serena sighs. “To be honest. Quite the date you hooked us with.”

“What you mean?”

“That sick dude he filmed. You passed the message, right?”

“No, I...never passed anything. Just mentioned to him once that there
was this guy online, talking about the stuff he looked for. But that’s, like,
what, three months ago?”” Richard’s voice staggers, and he rasps his throat.
“Haven’t heard of him since, to be honest. I’'m sorry.”

“Umm, hey...thanks for—" Serena’s stomach twists. “I need to go.”

“Hey, could you—"

Serena hangs up and rushes to reach over the kitchen sink, vomiting with
the full force of her upper body. After three rounds of puking, Serena sits
down by the table again and scratches its top with her fingers. She takes her
phone and opens their channel. There is a new upload—*“The Descent to
Hell.”

“God.” She sighs and swallows a bitter lump from her throat while
looking at the video information. That’s the title he really came up with?
Uploaded last night, duration 13:54, 23k views. “What a—7?" In six hours.
Holy shit. She taps the play icon and opens the video on full screen.

It begins at the first screams. “Zazaz, zazaz.” The masked man circles
around the pile of desecrated remains in their bright spotlights. There are no
cuts or effects. Editing seems non-existent. She taps the time line forward.

Both camera and lights shake.



“Off! Now!”

The image goes dark. This is when she began to move away, with
William’s, “I’1l stay,” audible on the soundtrack. He really left that there?

The image remains dark, its black static cracking. The soundtrack is but
humming and distant scratches. She turns the volume up and hears gasps
and hissing, indecipherable litanies in the booming silence. Then, dragging
sounds of the masked man moving in the distance. William moves too, and
the litanies increase in volume. The light turns back on. The camera hovers
over the desecrated remains in a sharp spotlight. Gets closer. Glides across
the disgusting vistas in horrible, continuous close-ups. The man’s hands dig
into the pile, and the remains turn and move as he handles them with bare
hands. He grabs a brown limb, an arm that is still partially gowned in torn,
dirty shrouds.

The camera gets closer. The man raises the arm to his lips and rips a
sinewy strip out of it with his teeth in a painful close-up, his half-outed eyes
blazing from the mask’s holes like scattered bonfires.

Serena looks aside and covers her mouth. She almost turns it off but sees
the light turning its angle suddenly, and the flashlight is placed on the floor.
William’s hand stretches out from behind the camera and digs into the
remains. The camera’s focus rolls in and out, blurring the motion for a
moment. Then, it settles, showing all too well his hand ripping and clawing
dry pieces out of the flesh and raising them behind the camera.

Tears compress into Serena’s eyes as she hears the chewing of two
mouths eating. The camera falls down, hanging loose by its strap. The man
stands up and steps closer in blur motion. Serena hears clanging sounds,
like belts opening. The camera glides from side to side along with heavy
breathing and fabrics rustling. The image drops almost to the floor level and
focuses into dusty nothingness outside the sphere of light. The image begins
to swing. Back and forth toward the blurred wall, with gasps and painful
groans following the motion.

Serena cries, gasps, and tastes blood bleeding from her bitten tongue.

The rocking motion, the wall going in and out of focus, groaning and dry
thudding, continues for minutes. Serena cannot but look through her tear-
shed eyes until the motion stops. Focus returns, and the camera turns
around, still loose on a strap. Gasping, painful breaths cover all other
voices. Camera focuses on pale feet standing by the wall at the far edge of
darkness. Apart from his feet, this third person remains in shadows, barely



existing at all. Creaking litanies rise in feverish crescendo until the replay
icon fills the screen in Serena’s shaking hands.

She hears a door opening upstairs. Sounds of footsteps approaching along
the hallway. She cries and shivers, bites her lip again and presses her face
against her hands. “What hav—" she screams and turns around on her chair,
facing the empty stairs. “William?” She jumps up, shivering violently and
screaming his name without an answer. “William!” She runs into the
stairway and hastily past the hallway toward the studio.

William steps out from the doorway and faces her.

“What have you done?” she screams, her spit flying across William’s
face. “Why?” She pounds her fists at his face and chest.

“We agreed, it’s about the people.”

“What are you talking about?” She shivers, in tears, seeing the mounted
camera pointed toward them inside the studio. “You—"

“About our own account.” William turns his eyes away from her face,
looking now at the hallway behind her back.

The pounding sounds start again, coming closer and closer. William
gasps. Smiles.

She whimpers and tries to turn around to face the intruder, but William
grasps her shoulders and pins her against his chest. Locked tight to her
place in his embrace, Serena cannot but close her eyes in desperate prayer.

“Don’t worry,” William whispers to her ear and grasps her throat with
relentless force. “We’ll have so many stories to tell.”

Serena fights back, struggles to breath, wails like a drowning dog.

“So many...”

Everything blackens as her eyes turn backward, little veins exploding on
their wide, open whites.

“Deals to seal for the sequels.”



WISH YOU WERE HERE

une wiped the tears away from her face and took a final look over the

woods at the back of her house. Then she opened the basement door for

the first time since October. Not knowing if she’d face a wall of dense
miasma swarming with flies and maggots, she covered her mouth with her
sleeve.

The large, black plastic bag was just as she’d left it on a bare concrete
floor. Well, how else? The dead didn’t... Except she wasn’t so sure about
that anymore. Her motherhood hadn’t been exactly what she had hoped for,
with the early months and years being the hardest ones. With Paulie, there
seemed to be no end. Or rather, there was nothing else than the end which
she found herself thinking about more and more as Paulie grew. But she
was still his mother and Paulie her son. The one and only.

June grasped the bag from the leg end where several layers of duct tape
kept the girl’s legs together. She pulled and the girl moved with ease. The
smell wasn’t actually that bad. Maybe the dry basement had mummified it
into fragile heaps of bone and dust.

June kept pulling until the bag was by the doorway. Then she took a final
look on the outside. With no one in sight, she pulled the bag out through the
door and then towards the woods. There she dropped it into a grave she had
finally been able to dig after the winter.



June came back through the main door, shivering. Her arms ached and
itched. The unhealed scabs rubbed against her sleeves and she couldn’t
stand the thought of another summer heat with long sleeves.

The last summer was easier for her, but the quality of the treatment
wasn’t fine. Now that she’d fixed it, offering Paulie only the best, the price
was becoming evident. She’d be nothing but scars by the end of the year.

Luckily she didn’t have to think about suiting anyone. Looking good for
any purpose. There was only Paulie. Nothing else. As long as she’d keep
her work and they’d have money for the house and her food, they’d be fine.
Every nightmare ends someway, someday. Until then it was painfully
simple.

The ache grew stronger on her arms, now gnawing her bones. It meant
only one thing. She walked upstairs and sat by Paulie’s bed.

Paulie laid still, his eyes gaping at the ceiling just the way she left him in
October when they had last spent time together. June’s lower lips shook and
she began to shed tears. The relief of having that corpse out of the house
washed over her in a flood.

She reached at the drawer by the bed and took out a fresh scalpel that was
still in its paper package. She pulled it open, threw the wrapping into a bin
by the bed and pulled her left sleeve up. Then she pressed the blade on her
skin and pulled.

Her skin opened with the usual sharp, electric shock, followed by a dull,
swelling pump. She reached the arm over Paulie’s face, lowering the wound
on his lips and pulled his chin down with her other hand, so that she saw the
blood descending straight upon his tongue. Then she lowered her face to
Paulie’s and looked into his eyes from as close as she possibly could.

His pupils twitched, reacted to the little sunlight bleeding in through the
window.

“My dear,” she didn’t want to miss any of it and broke into tears. The
hollow purl of blood pooling into his mouth continued and she trembled. “I
miss you so, Paulie. God, I miss you.” She tasted her own salty tears
descending by her lips.



Paulie seemed like he could smile at any given moment. React to an itch
of her tears falling onto his round cheeks. Be annoyed by a stupid crying
mother like all the other boys of his age. But he didn’t. The pupils withdrew
back into their slumber and became dim, frozen pools. June lay down
against the little chest and wiped the excess blood away from his lips.

This time last year Paulie was still talking with this dose. They could stay
up at night, looking at each other for minutes with a single little drop. But
for every drop he yearned for another. Went asleep crying for more,
breaking her heart every time.

After that girl in October, they walked in the park for hours. They existed
for a single day and he was so happy. But since that day nothing she could
give was enough for any other than a little instinctual signs. Automated
reflexes. Release of faeces and piss. His pupils reacting with the light this
time. She only dreamed of a little smile. A little life.

She couldn’t stop crying and almost fell asleep by his chest, but her other
arm began to ache like a hammer was grinding her bones to dust.

“No, Paulie, no . . .” She shook her head at him. “It’s not fair, I can’t.”
She trembled and looked into his dark, lifeless eyes. The pain vibrated
through her whole body like rocks rolling in a washing machine. “Please,
just stop it. Please.” She pulled the pillow out from under her head and rose
up, so that she was now kneeling beside Paulie’s head. Impaling pain ran
past her spine and she almost vomited, her bowel bending in revulsion.
“No, Paulie, no . . .” She closed her eyes and pressed the pillow against
Paulie’s face with the full force of her upper body. Her whole body shook in
pain, but she pressed, kept it down against the little face, pressing harder
and harder. “I’m so sorry. So . . . sorry, Paulie. [

She threw the pillow away and collapsed beside him, clawing his chest.
“I’m so sorry, Paulie, so sorry, I’ll never ever . . .” She reached at the
drawer and pulled out a new scalpel and opened its wrappings with
convulsing, fervent fingers. Then she punished herself with merciless
thrusts, running the blade across her searing forearm thrice until she saw
white bone under the red crevasse.

Paulie’s face bathed in a crimson shower. A tremendous relieve released
her nerves from pain in warm waves. Before she collapsed from the shock
of it all, she saw a smile. Their eyes met for a little moment. He was there.
Somewhere. Her only son.



June woke up to a hammering nausea and headache. “Shit.” She rubbed her
face with her arm and saw the wound. It didn’t bleed, but gaped like an
open grave through to the bone. She pumped her fist back and forth and
stretched her fingers. They all worked. The damage was soft. She’d have
but a big scar if she kept it clean and disinfected.

The sun was setting into a red horizon. Paulie’s upper lip was frozen into
a ferocious curve, revealing his upper teeth soaked in clotted blood. His
eyes remained locked into a wide, hollow stare that bore through her into
nothingness. She stood up and walked into a bathroom, cleaned and tied the
wounds. Then she called her boss at the social services and told them she
was sick.

She took a shower and changed into clean clothes. Then she pulled on her
jacket and checked she had the keys and her social service’s ID with her.

Darkness grew on her rear view mirror as she drove to town. To the
neighbourhoods she usually visited at the office hours. Often with the
police. She shuddered at the broken windows and desolate stretches of dark
streets bordered with drug-ridden ghost houses.

She parked by a little lawn that surrounded a white trailer with a dim,
warm light bleeding through the shut blinds.

She stepped out of the car and looked around. The silence was thick,
ominous and she could barely stand her own pulse that pounded against the
back of her head and the wounds on her arm. The street was desolate with
the broken lights giving an equal protection to her, but also to anyone
possibly watching her. She walked to the trailer’s door, knocked and took a
step back. She cleared her throat, reminded herself that she’d done this for
years and took the social service ID out of her pocket.

The door opened, but unlike she expected, it was the little blond girl on
the doorway. Kenzie or Kelsey, she couldn’t remember. “Hey!” June smiled
at her.

The little girl smiled and then looked to her left inside the trailer.

“Is Mommy home?”

The girl nodded.



“Can I come in?”

The little girl stepped aside with a perplexed look on her face.

June stepped into a filthy, trash-filled kitchen and saw a pair of legs
drooping from a miniskirt’s hem in the living room. She walked further in
and saw it was the mother lying on a sofa with a smoke still burning in one
of her hands, while the other hung straight over the cushioned side with the
needle poking from it.

June turned towards the little girl, who had already continued playing
with her doll by the sink filled with dirty needles. “Let’s go.”

The little girl looked at her, then at her mother who was completely out.
The mother wouldn’t wake even if the cigarette lit the whole place on fire.
Probably wouldn’t care.

“It’s okay. C’mon.” June rushed, but tried to keep her voice calm. Every
minute increased her risk of being seen here.

“Can I take my bear?”” The girl looked into the living room.

June smiled. “Of course you can.”

The girl walked into the living room and took a little stuffed bear from
the corner. Then she stopped to look at her mother for a second and
followed June into the car.

They drove out the neighbourhood and took the highway into the
darkness. The girl held the bear tight in her embrace and rubbed her nose
against its furry head.

“It’s Kelsey, right?” June looked at the girl and then into the mirrors. Her
alibi was fine. She shouldn’t worry, she assured herself. If things went
wrong, she’d just fill out the files and tell what she saw in there. She’d done
the right thing.

The girl nodded. “It’s Kelcey. With a ‘¢’.”

“I knew it.” June smiled, seeing the cute hole that the missing milk tooth
had left in the girl’s smile. “Kelcey. You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”
She swallowed a lump that was choking her throat. “I’m gonna take you
home and you’ll meet Paulie. He is your friend.” She tried to fight the
gutted feeling brooding inside her stomach. She checked the mirrors again.
They were alone.

The girl smiled and pressed the bear against her shoulder like a baby.

She . . . She was doing the right thing.



After twenty minutes June steered off from the highway and the steady
rhythm of glowing lights changed into impenetrable woodland darkness and
roar of gravel. Beside her, Kelcey had fallen asleep with her little head
drooping against the bear.

June grinned. Every single move of her wrist made the wounds speak.
Whisper words she could hear burning her nerves. Kelcey, with a “c”
Kelcey, with . . . she reached her hand to her own seatbelt and opened it.
Tears began to flood from her eyes. She should only speed. Speed, speed

and close her eyes. Turn the wheel towards the trees. She wouldn’t have to .

She began to gas.

But Paulie hasn't been outside since October. They could take a walk by
the river tomorrow. See the deer in the woods.

She felt she was choking on her tears and grasped the steering wheel with
both her shaking hands. She took the pressure off from the gas and fastened
her seatbelt again.

They were going to have a blast tomorrow. A day to remember. Her veins
were screaming, bulging with anxious joy. “Hold on, baby. Tomorrow
morning.” She tried to calm the hunger that grew the closer they came.

Soon the house grew in the headlights, its front a white mask that the
black woods wore. June parked the car at the front and shut all the lights
before exiting. Then she circled the car and led Kelcey by her hand into the
house in absolute darkness.

Once inside, the two stood in a dark hallway uniting the stairs, kitchen,
bathroom and living room. June reached towards the switch to turn on the
lights, but stopped. The anticipation tingled her skin like weeds trying to
grow through her skin. She felt alive, nervous. The storm was gathering in
her heart. Love. The darkness made it only clearer, louder. She wanted to
cut herself more than ever before. Set free this rushing, warm wave.

Kelcey’s grasp tightened about her hand. Fear of the dark convulsing the
little fingers.



June had once felt it too, but since made it her friend. The darkness
allowed so, so much in the smallness of the world. June flipped the switch
and allowed the frail, almost murky yellow to fill the hallway. “Wanna go
meet Paulie?”

Kelcey’s eyes were wide, perplexed. Still enlarged by the darkness. She
nodded.

It wasn’t supposed to go like this. She had meant to wait until the
morning, but now . . . after being alone in the dark, Paulie wanted it so bad
it was impossible for any mother to resist. They walked upstairs.

Entering the bedroom, June switched on the light. Kelcey snapped and
stopped by the doorway, her both hands pressing into the bear.

“C’mon darling, it’s okay.” June pulled Kelcey’s arm and led her to the
bedside. “Go on, say hello to him.”

The girl began to shed tears.

“Hi, Paulie, this 1s Kelcey.” June’s skin crawled. The violent craving
turned into something intimate slithering across her whole body. Everything
was going to be alright. “He likes you.”

Paulie was absolutely still. His eyes stood wide, looking downward at the
bed’s end. The girl kept crying. She needed some time to adjust. She’d have
a minute of two, since June had to prepare.

June walked into the empty room on the opposite side of the hallway and
from there brought a thick roll of transparent plastic sheet and duct tape.
Kneeling down on the floor, she began to spread the plastic around the bed,
sealing and attaching everything carefully with the tape. Layer after layer,
she build a beautiful, shiny canvas for all the excess blood she unfortunately
couldn’t stop from going to waste.

Kelcey kept shivering, burying her face against the bear. June walked to
the drawer and took out a new blade, giving almost intimate appreciation of
the plastic front covering parting from the cartooned backside with a single
steady pull. The clean, sharp blade shimmered in the dirty, yellow light like
a polished silver. Then she turned around and began to approach the girl.
Trying to keep her voice down and steady, she tapped the sheet with her
free hand while holding the blade behind her back. “Come on the bed,
darling.”

Kelcey took a step back and shook her head in terror.

June sighed and leaped towards the girl, who crouched as if trying to hide
behind her stuffed, furry friend. June forced her free hand under Kelcey’s



arms and raised the helpless girl up by her armpits. Kicking and screaming,
Kelcey crawled in her arms like a rabid animal. “God damn, stay still, don’t
make this hard.” June slammed her on the bed beside Paulie.

Kelcey’s screams burned her ears as she tried to pin the girl down, while
she brought the blade closer. She steadied her grip and aimed the blade at
the side of the neck, but the girl continued to fight, jumped up and turned
around in a frantic leap, and covered June’s sight for a second with her
whirling arm.

June felt the girl hitting her elbow, then a sharp punch on her neck.

The girl screamed, fell off the bed on the floor and crawled towards the
doorway. June took a step towards her, tried to catch her again, but then
realised that she herself was covered in blood that kept spurting from
somewhere. June stopped to sense her neck with her fingers and realised the
handle sticking from it. She grasped it, pulled and felt a strange, erupting
pressure as the blade came out. Blood began to shower from her all across
the room and she heard her own panicked gasp whistle like a wind. This
wasn t supposed . . . She fell down, sitting on the bedside and crawled upon
Paulie with her diminishing strength.

Before everything went black in her eyes, she felt the cold tongue on her
throat. She opened her neck and got closer. The tongue slithered into the
wound like a fat maggot finding a home. She smiled. She’d done the right
thing. She’d given it all.

Kelcey stood by the doorway and screamed.

In front of her the mother lay on the horrible-looking boy by the bed,
whose arms began to reach out and pull the mother’s crooked, twitching
and croaking form even closer to him. The boy hissed, embraced his mother
and pressed his face tightly against the red fountain. Then the boy sat up,
keeping his mother now on his lap, continuing to suck and lick so that his
tongue went into the wound, poking it like a finger picked a nose.

Kelcey began to walk backwards and heard the boy laughing here and
there between the suckling. She went into the opposite room by the stairway



and closed the door, still hearing his snarling voices from under the door.
She sat with her back against the door and pressed her face into her teddy.

Soon it came silent. Shivering, Kelcey raised her face out of her bear.
Listening, she heard nothing. She turned a little and lowered, brought her
ear closer to the gap under the door.

She reached for the door knob and held her breath. She turned it and the
hinges creaked. Kneeling by the door, she pulled and prepared to take a
look.

The little gap opened at the mother’s bloodied hairs and hand hanging
over the bedside. She opened it a little more. The opposite doorway was
empty. Then she saw a little black shape right on the other side of the
doorway. A piece of fabric. A sleeve.

She looked upwards and saw the bloodied face staring at her with dark,
ghost eyes. She screamed and banged the door shut and pressed against it
with all her strength.

She heard a little thumb from the other side of the door as Paulie pressed
his hand against the wood between them. Then scratching sounds ran down
the panes until his bloodied fingers reached in from under the door. She
looked in terror as the fingers stretched, searching for her.

But then they pulled back and Kelcey heard little steps entering
downstairs. The front door opened. A breeze began to circulate in the
house, whistling as it ran through its holes. Sitting her back against the
door, she pressed her face into her teddy’s fluffy stomach. Fatigue
overwhelming her, she fell asleep.

Many hours later she finally opened the door. Knowing that the monsters
don’t walk under the sun, she followed the red footprints past the hallway
into the bright morning sun. There she saw little drops of blood leaving the
yard towards the woods. For a moment, she followed their trail until the tree
line. But then she realised how angry her mom must be already because of
her leaving home at night. She’d never missed her mom so bad as when she
turned around and continued towards a road she’d never seen before.
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