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Beneath the Soil

 

I’ve been living on the top floor of a high-rise apartment building in Chicago for most of my life. Being twelve stories above ground has kept me safe, away from any natural soil, which I dread even more than death. Concrete is all right for me to step foot on, given it is thicker than six inches, but any thinner and it will begin to crack. I have never been to mountains or deserts before, so I do not know what would happen there. My problem is so bizarre that some nights I stay up crying, sweating, trying to keep my sanity. I guess it's possible I have been insane all my life, terrified of dirt and grass for reasons basically unknown. Whether it's the truth or a delusion is left up to interpretation. I have been searching for years to find another like me; I have not found a soul.

Everybody on this big green and blue ball takes everything for granted: walking, jogging, sitting on a blanket in the park. I can do none of those things. I can't walk on any natural soil, really. I have done so a few times before, with almost dire consequences. The hands are there waiting for me, waiting to thrust out of the ground and pull me under and take me somewhere I can't begin to imagine.  I don't know where they come from, what they are, or why they're there ... but I do know that the very moment my foot touches down, I might as well start screaming.

Maybe they come from hell. Who knows? They certainly did not attack my mother and father who were standing by me when I was three, when I went running after the dog in the yard for the first time. But the hands were there. That is why my parents had left me up for adoption.

Paralyzing fear can conquer true love.

I've gone through about two thousand books on the subject of myth, occult, ancient monsters—you name it. I've read everything, can explain every detail of every mythological being I have ever read about, but have not once come across this.

My ball and chain.

Though I can walk anywhere in the city, the concrete jungle (you gotta love it), I chose not to. Because, not much farther down, I know that those decrepit old fingernails are scratching to break through with my every tread. I just can't live with that. So all I do is stay in bed, read, watch television, and just hope that God, if he exists, will take me as soon as possible.

Everything changed on July 2, the day I got the letter.

"Dear Jason,

My name is Ivolsky Olysen. I come from Russia. I now live in United States. I, too, see the hands. I've moved around quite a bit. I've lived in France, Germany, Italy—they're everywhere. It's not just in one location, the undergrounders are all over the planet.  Not even sand is safe. I was once pulled almost fully under a sandy beach some years ago before some American saved me. The hands grabbed my foot so tightly, it broke in four places. To this day I have trouble walking.

“Only three people have seen me being pulled under: the American at the beach, and two of my family members, who have not spoken to me in many years. I know they're afraid, but what about us? We have to live with this curse.

“It's not a hallucination. It's not insanity. It's nothing we can analyze or understand. But we must band together and try, even if it's just two of us. I believe there is another one in the States who's experienced the hands, and together, we shall find him soon.

“It's taken me seven years just to find you—one person. We must meet. I will come to you. Give me a call at 714-555-2239 as soon as you get this. I live in Ohio state—“

 

I felt like breaking something, making myself heard. I thought it was complete bullshit. The whole letter, this person—a complete hoax. I first believed Ivolsky, or whoever the hell it was, found out about me through some unorthodox means. Was he a psychic? Did he dig through my trash at some point and find the letters I used to write to people ... who dismissed me in the first place? How did this son of a bitch know?

I went to the bottle. Jack was my best friend. He took my pain away every time. There was no fail in him, my liquid redeemer.

I laid on my stained old mattress and struggled not to break something, even myself. I've been broken dozens of times, from nightmares, from visions of being pulled so far underground that no matter how loud I scream, nobody could hear me. So deep beneath the soil that it, alone, would suffocate me while hands would tear me apart.

The bottle was already gone. That's okay. I had four more in the fridge. Where there were unlimited TV dinners and pudding snacks, there was always a readily supply of alcohol in my ice box.

I did not want the letter to be real—this, I can't fathom. I've always wanted to find my twin, that rare breed who shared my dark secret. Now that I may have found him, I didn’t know if I wanted him any longer. Was it best to call? To give it a chance? Or was it best to drink away the rest of my life and watch reruns of Full House and Home Improvement?

I cursed. I cursed God. I cursed everybody else for being normal. I cursed the fucking solid ground that pampered the feet of everybody else. I cursed myself for being a freak.

I did not get up to get another drink. I did not reach over and grab the remote. Instead, I grabbed the phone. It was probably a big mistake to call him at all. For some reason, I could not stop myself.

I dialed the number, waited, my heart palpitating like a broken machine.

"Hello?" Ivolsky said.

I said nothing.

"It's you," Ivolsky said. His accent was Russian, easily, but was fairly understandable.

"How do you know me?" was the only thing I could say. I wish I could have said something better.

"Don't worry about it," he said, as if the phone were tapped. "I have good contacts. There is a direct link between us, don't you see? That's how I know about you. You know everything about me, as well. You just haven't searched."

That seriously pissed me off.

"Are you home? At your apartment?"

"But how did you—" I said, The Daniels screwing up my brain.

"I will be there tonight. Eight. Your place. Make sure you don't go anywhere."

"How do you know where I live? Where did you get MY information?" I almost cursed him and made a remark about his nationality; but fortunately, I stopped myself. "All right. Eight. Don't be late, Ivorkian." I knew it. I'd insulted him. That damn liquor talking.

"Good-bye."

The hum of an open line…

I slammed the phone down, cracking off a piece of the plastic as I did. Then I knew nothing.

 

***

 

The pounding on the door woke me up three hours later. Since nobody hardly ever knocked on my door, I was afraid it was the hands at first, but quickly realized who it was a moment later.

I checked my watch. It was eight on the dot.

I got up, knocking over an empty bag of chips, and hurried into the next room.

More pounding. Just to be safe, I said, "Who is it?"

"Ivolsky."

Unbolted, unlatched and opened.

He was tall, overweight, and smelled of old, cheap cigars. The odor of that, plus the scent of his pungent cologne, almost made me slam the door on him. He was wearing expensive clothes, but he wore them like they were dime-store scrubs. The huge glasses shaded his eyes so well, he might have had Disneyworld trapped behind them. The final thing I noticed about him was his shoes. Steel toed boots with a hard sole. Gotta love em.

"Nice to finally meet you," he said, shaking my hand before I got a chance to reach for his.

He came in like he owned the place, limping heavily on his right leg as if it were made of wood.

"You too," I managed to say.

"I've been waiting a long time for this. We are the rarest breed on this planet, son. There's Progeria victims and there's us. We are one of a kind. Not in a good way, neither."

"What are we?" I demanded.

"Get me a drink with enough alcohol to kill a horse and I'll tell you what I know."

I got him a screwdriver, got myself another bottle of Jack Daniels, and sat across from him on my couch. He was sitting in a chair, more paranoid than a schizophrenic on angel dust.

"Now, I'm sure you've read mounds of books on every sort of mystery, yes?"

I nodded.

"What we are—what we might be—is trapped. Trapped in two different worlds all at once. At least two worlds, maybe more.  This is just a theory, not a fact. It's just something I concluded. What if there's this world, on the exterior of the planet, and one below, that we're really a part of, except our souls got trapped in between."

At this moment I thought he was already dead-ass drunk. I nodded anyway.

"Maybe the things underground aren't happy we're here, so they're trying to pull us under. Maybe they want to be here and aren't for some reason. They can track our footings through some unknown means and know where and when to pull us under." He raised his eyebrows at me as if I thought his theory was plausible. I couldn't agree.

"But why? Why us? You know, if we're standing five feet away from a normal person, on a boulder, and have the soil around the normal person excavated,  they won't find a thing. But if we, in turn, jump onto that soil, they'll be there in an instant. The whole thing is—what if we tried that? What if we got someone to chop off one of their hands when we stepped foot on ground? Then they could do tests on it, see what the hell it really is?"

He nodded and gulped down the rest of his screwdriver.

"What experiences do you have with the hands?" I asked him.

"Besides what I told you in the letter—well, one time when I was a child, I told my friend about them and he didn't believe me. I proved him he was wrong. He stood in a field. I was standing on a car. I jumped right beside him. The hands grabbed MY feet, knew exactly where I was standing. They did not even touch my friend, who ran away and I never saw him again. The closest I ever got to any truth was when my father took me to a medical facility that studies the paranormal. I was around twelve years old at the time. I showed them what happens when I walk on ground. They were stunned. Appalled. They also ran tests on my whole body. Found nothing.

"At least until they run tests on my lower body. Now, everything living has an aura, a colored life-force surrounding it. They said they had never tested one person, not even the top psychic—not even a person with extreme -PK ability—who had a bigger aura than my leg down to my foot. Imagine Christ, or someone with that power, but not that powerful... now imagine the blinding aura around their head. It's no comparison to my feet. They said they could have taken an aura photo on flat land from two miles away and it would have been bleached out."

I could not believe it, but I did. This middle-aged man, who looked like he was falling apart, was telling the truth. I identified with him to the end.

Now I wanted to know more—everything there was to know about this supernatural disability.

"What have you gone through?" he asked me.

"Basically, I've sheltered myself most of my life. Mother and father abandoned me at a young age. I almost died once when I decided it all was just a dream and ran outside. My first foot that hit the soil was grabbed. I fell, then the next thing I knew, I was coughing mud. Neighbor saved my life. Last time I heard, that neighbor was sent to the loony bin."

"Someone once told me something that I reflect upon all the time. Goes: beneath any surface is the truth; above that is all a lie. Is this truth? Are those white, yellow, rotting hands the truth? We're all a lie? This whole world of working people with kids and faith in God, all false? Is the truth around us, within us, underneath us especially—is that more real than everything we've build over thousands of years?"

I could not answer him. He had a point.

I took a big chug of Jack. Ivolsky reached into his pocket and pulled out a small piece of paper. "Here," he said, holding it out, "I found his phone number. Thank God for the World Wide Web!"

I took the paper and read it: Darren Kongor, 211-555-6261. "Who's?"

"The third of our trio. You see, there are three of us in this world. That's all there is. I searched the ends of the earth for you and Darren.  I just never dreamed you and him would be in America."

"What's wrong with America? Do you think it's full of wackos who are afraid of dry land?" I joked. Ivolsky did not chuckle. He did not even accidentally grin.  He just stared ahead like I wasn't there. "Are you kidding me?" I said, looking at the phone number.

"Excuse me?" he said.

"This is right outside of Chicago, this number. I recognize the area code. This is less than two hours away."

"Away from here? Now?"

"Yeah. I'm sure of it."

"Then what are we waiting for?" he said, standing. I finished my drink. We left soon afterward.

 

Neither of us owned a car, let alone a driver's license, so we taxied our way to Paniksina, Chicago to match up with a piece of our unlikely puzzle. I'd never felt so anxious to be somewhere than I did then. The whole drive was a blur, but drawn out in my head like some brilliant Da Vinci painting. At some point I expected hands to tear out of the asphalt and pull the cab under with us inside, but I'd been in vehicles before, and knew that that wouldn't happen, all thanks to the rubber tires and thick concrete base.

 

We arrived at the man's house at eleven on the button. I first figured this to be a rare coincidence until Ivolsky turned to me and said, "No time is coincidental." He continued on: "Whether we're late for an appointment, or end up anywhere we never expected, it's meant to be on their time"--he said.  The hands, I believed he meant. I also suspected he meant this to normal people, as well.

"Jason, some of us wake up in the middle of the night because the soil turns over, and it just so happens that some of us can feel it."

I did not follow him from thereon.

Darren Kongor's house sat in between two much larger houses in an area so suburban you would have thought there was something grotesquely wrong … with the nearby kids playing without any insecurity or rebellion in their manner and the white-collar adults mowing their lawns as if they actually enjoyed it. Darren's house was the darker one, literally shaded in darkness by the two half-mansions squeezing it together. Apart from that, I could tell Darren had done his homework. His front yard had purposely and hurriedly been dug out and covered messily with cement. Rusty metal bars secured the windows from any intruder, or possible hand, from getting into his world. Funnily, I saw some cracks on the sidewalk that led up to his house, and by the way the pavement was broken, I could tell without a doubt that he'd once stepped on it and accidentally summoned them.

 

We got out, Ivolsky and I, onto the paved street, neither one of us feeling comfortable being so gravity declined. I could faintly feel the ground move ever so slightly, as they were trying to break through.

 

The cab drove away after Ivolsky paid the driver. I looked down at the small patch of soil that separated the road from the sidewalk, wondering if the hands would pop out if I merely lifted my foot over the ground. Well, I tried, and I was okay. My new Russian friend followed me onto Darren's little concrete yard. Before we even got to the door, it opened.

 

It was Darren. We both knew it. Darren looked at us as if he'd seen us a thousand times before, along with a twinkle of complete terror in his dormant brown eyes. He was younger than both Ivolsky and I, probably not over thirty, and definitely no younger than twenty. There was no hair whatsoever on his head or eyebrows. He did not look healthy, either. His skin was eerily white, smooth, his features long and drawn out. His arms were freakishly long and slender, along with the rest of him. I had seen my dead relatives in caskets who looked more lifelike than this young man.

"I see you," he said, squinting his eyes. "I see you! You see them, don't you? I felt you coming out of the taxi. I am so glad. So glad!"

"I'm Jason and this is Ivolsky."

"I'm Darren," he said, extending his hand for a shake. I shook it. Cold and weak.

"Would you guys like a sandwich?"

"I'm good," I told him.

"I could have a drink," Ivolsky said.

"Is Coke okay?"

"Anything with alcohol?"

Darren seemed confused. "No, sorry. Just soda, water and juice."

"Juice with Vodka? Rum?"

I turned to Ivolsky and said, "I don't think he carries liquor."

As soon as I said this, Ivolsky looked at Darren as if he were one of the hands. Maybe he'd never met someone who didn't drink before, but I sure got a kick out of that poor dumb expression.

 

We entered the house, which looked as lovely as the neighborhood in which he lived. The walls were painted a bright red, and were bordered by dark orange wallpaper which really brought out both colors. A compact, spiral staircase was set off toward the right by a large stained-glass window of Jesus kneeling by a tree stump, praying. The inside smelled like an old folk's home, and its woodwork creaked like an old wooden castle.

"You sure no sandwiches, guys?"

I giggled and shook my head.  He led us into the living room.

"Sit down, guys."

As I sat on his sofa, dust spurted out from the cushion cracks. Ivolsky sat across from me in an antique rocking chair. Darren stood by one of three large bookcases and looked out through a small oval window.

"You read all these books?" Ivosky asked.

"Yeah. I don't get out much, as you may have figured. I don't like TV. Too much drama bullshit. I hate it. I despise horror movies. They remind me of walking on grass. Mud."

"How much do you know?" I asked him.

He just shook his head. "Not a lot. I did find one pretty weird thing out."

"What's that?" I asked.

Darren walked over to the mantel and gestured for us to join him. We did. On it sat one thing: a small plastic Petree dish with about two or three small drops of some kind of liquid metal trapped inside.

"Watch this," he said, holding his index finger over the metal. When he moved it, the liquid metal moved with his finger, following it. I thought it was just a simple gag, or magic trick.

"It's liquid mercury metal. Basically the same thing in heat thermometers. Now you guys try to move it with your fingers."

Ivolsky and I looked at each other and did what Darren said. The metal split in two and followed our fingers as we pulled them away from each other. I still was not convinced.

"Do you guys know how many normal people I've had try this experiment? A lot. We are one in a billion, not million, who can do this. Us three. No more. If you ask why, I can't give you any answer. I just don't know if it's our genetic makeup, or what. Something is inside us that's completely different than everyone else."

Ivolsky smiled. He was liking this. By the looks of him, he could have played with this mercury all day.

"Fascinating," Ivolsky said, still moving his finger around the Petree dish.

"Now," Darren said, looking at us, "try this same experiment with the mercury with your feet, do you know what happens? It turns into some kind of unknown gas."

 

***

 

Moments passed. Silence filled the house. None of us knew what to say to each other; we pretty much knew everything about each other, or at least so we felt. We were all sitting in our original places, exhausted, bored, at the end of our ropes. Information… we needed more information and had no way of getting it. Not even all the books in the room or in the world could have made us comprehend the depths beneath our feet. Not long later, we all fell asleep. In complete unison.

 

We all woke up in unison some ten minutes later to an old woman's desperate pleads from up above us. Darren was the first to get up and run out into the hall and up the stairs, calling, "Ma, ma!" I was second to follow, and Ivolsky was in a distant third.

Neither Ivolsky nor I knew there was a sick, haggard woman with no hair in the first room at the top of the stairs, but she was there when we entered, gasping for breath, clutching the blanket in a vain attempt to hang onto life. Her appearance made me shudder in fear, for she was so awfully thin, I could see her every bone protruding through her paper-thin flesh. Her arms, her hanging head, and her outstretched feet, were twisted in ways humans weren't meant to bend. She looked like a freak, a monster, a sub-human more hideous than the devil.

She started talking, but Ivolsky, Darren and I knew it was not her. The voice was definitely a man's—raspy, deep and crazed. Its tone sent goosebumps up and down my body. Her eyes, not a moment ago stricken in terror, now gazed through me with seriousness. I knew, I was sure this woman was dead already. Someone else was occupying her body for the time being.

"Gooooo to the place in the woods—northwest of the Oligel Bridge in Soplum, Indiana.  -Finnnnnd the house covered by mosss… learn what happened to meeee, what's happening to you!"

She arched her back and fell backward onto her pillow, lifeless. Ivolsky and I looked at one another, shocked. Darren was holding what I thought was his mother's hand, crying silently.

 

***

 

At dawn the following morning, we left in Darren's pick-up truck. The drive seemed far too long than need be, partly because we were anxious to get there and partly because we hadn't slept much the night before. There were more woodland landscapes than I wanted to see, especially when we passed by the Oligel Bridge, which was so old and rotted that it probably couldn't have sustained my own body weight, alone. I also felt Ivolsky's uneasiness of being in the woods, surrounded by the color green, a primary color of the hands. Darren kept pretty quiet and wept silently off and on for his dead mother. I did not feel a lot of sympathy for him; at least he had a mother. Mine had left me up for adoption when I was little.

 

We all grew more nervous the deeper we went into the woods. The trees shaded the sun so well it looked like dusk already. The roads we were driving on now were primarily dirt, so if we hit a mud-hole and got stuck, we'd be in serious trouble. I started to wonder if this was one big trap from the hands tricking us into coming into these parts just to finish us off for good. But then a house came into view from over and beyond some fairly tall shrubs. I knew it wasn't a trap when I noticed the yard surrounding this house: it was made out of concrete and suspended off the ground some three feet, like a miniature bridge. An immense paved walkway just for us.

The house was not just a house, it was a typical log cabin; not as old as that wrecked bridge, but pretty old still. It was slightly big, however, for its age, with an outhouse detached from it on one side and a small pond on the other where the large concrete slab ended.  Pre-1900s, I believed, probably built away from humanity for fear of their reactions. And it was covered in moss. Here we were, three men without a clue, hoping to end the puzzle that had been plaguing our lives since day one.

"Somebody sure secluded themselves out here," Ivolsky commented.

"I'm willing to bet whoever sent us that message is in there," Darren said. "Somebody's gotta be here."

"Maybe," I said, "just maybe they know what the hell's going on."

We soon pulled up to a ramp beside the concrete. The motor kicked off as Darren turned the key over. We all stared without saying a word.

Ivolsky made the first move by jumping out onto the savior platform and signaling Darren to come out through the passenger side door as well. He did. Then I opened the back door and leaped onto the ramp… right onto its thinnest point. Big mistake.

The concrete cracked as if it had just been shot by a slug from an elephant gun. I didn't look down at the hands when they tried to completely break through the surface; looking at them was like looking at a big, ugly spider when you are Arachnophobic. You'd rather not look. So I didn't. Only one hand broke through the barrier, but Darren pulled me to safety before it sent me off balance.

"Jesus, I hate ground," I said. Darren bowed his head. Ivolsky rubbed his face, desperate.

We walked up to the door. One thing I could not forget was that this cabin had no windows. There was not even a gap in the woodwork. There was no decorative scenery at all, either; it was plainer than plain, made simply to live in, not to impress.

Ivolsky knocked on the door. We waited forever for an answer before we knocked again. Darren was the second one to knock.  Not a peep came from within. They looked at me as if I wanted to go next. Joking, I said, "Three's the charm," and knocked.

The door opened by itself. Nobody was standing behind it, and I knew that before I even entered. All three of us peeked inside, examining the interior, but none of us were boastful enough to just charge in until it opened completely.

The place was old, unkempt, uninhabited for many, many years, with cobwebs and spider webs stretched in every corner. The dust on the floor was so thick it almost made me slip and fall when my foot touched down. On one large shelf sat many weird jars with strange biological specimens in them. And in one jar: a severed moldy hand was moving around inside. With a mind of its own, it was trying to escape, splashing around in a dark green liquid as if it were drowning. I was sure it was one of those hands. In addition to it, ancient yellow papers were scattered across the room, on the floor, on a mantel, on a desk by a nearby wall…

And around the corpse of a human skeleton in the far corner. I figured it to be male, and it was not recently deceased; this had been here for quite a while. It had a big hole in its skull, due to a self-inflicted gunshot wound, for in its hand lay a rusty Remington. I came to this conclusion:

"This is him—the one that brought us here. His spirit, soul—whatever you want to call it. He directed us here. I'm sure of it."

Darren and Ivolsky turned and looked at me, shocked. They believed what I said, they just couldn't believe I was the one of the three who'd said it.

I was a skeptic, despite the fact.

A moment later, we broke up into three directions. I went for the papers on the desk, Darren went for the jars on the shelf, and Ivolsky went for the skeletal remains. As I gathered up all the papers, some unscathed and some torn, I began scanning some of the material. I read one of the last papers I found, aloud:

"Guys," I said, looking at the date on the sheet, "this place, these—everything here—is dated 1877."

"Over a hundred years old?" Darren asked, surprised.

"It must be. Listen to this:  'after doing many tests on the hand I severed from the ground, I have come to draw some conclusions: it is somewhat indestructible. Most metallic blades won't cut it, fire won't burn it, and a bullet melts before it impacts its skin, if it is actually skin. It's extremely papery and pliable, stretchable. It's not like our flesh. However, despite the fact it can't seem to disintegrate in most any way, I have found success inflicting damage to the subject with lead metal. This is how I'd severed it from the soil.

"’I've tried to break its finger, except they bend but don't break. It feels like bone inside, or is maybe simple cartilage. It acts very brittle in structure, but maybe that, alone, is why I can't seem to injure it or stop it from moving.’" The paper was ripped here.

"What else?" Ivolsky said.

"Is there anything else?" Darren inquired.

"Not on this page, but I'll go through more of this."

"Take a look at this," Darren said, picking up the glass with the hand inside and setting it on the table. Ivolsky walked over, took out a handkerchief, and wiped away some of the accumulated dust. We stared at it like children at a sideshow attraction. None of us could believe this thing had been here for over a hundred years, this horrible specimen of realm unknown. It wiggled, splashed, shook, its fingers jerking. It was tinted green but was mostly white, ghostly and ghastly in the most pure sense. It had no fingernails and was completely void of hair. There were far too many abnormal protruding veins and bone structures for it to look even halfway normal. But the most horrible thing of all was the high-pitched, low frequency screech it was making from some internal orifice. The damned thing was screaming. As far as I was concerned, it was going nowhere.

I couldn't tell you how long we stared at the thing; it could have been hours, for all I knew. I didn't know about Ivoslky and Darren, but I felt sickened by looking at it, even just momentarily.

Not long later, Ivolsky felt so sick he vomited.  Food and blood. Darren soon followed in his tracks. I, though ill, keep my lunch in my stomach and my blood in my veins.

At around two, we sat around the room in a triangle, each of us with an equal amount of documented notes in our hands, ready to discover what the shotgun victim in the corner could tell us. I was looking for an easy way out.

"'The things do burn," Darren said, reading one of the notes. "’But they regenerate skin and tissue cells at such a rapid rate it appears as though they do not. They don't seem to like the tip of a glowing rod, of course. It's as if they know what's coming. It's as if they have eyes, or possibly some extra-sensory perception. They like water even less than heat. Their anatomical'—page is ripped."

Ivolsky read one of his: "'I moved out here because my village believed I was a warlock. I used to practice alchemy, it's true, but I know nothing about Witchcraft or Satanism. I know about science and chemistry and the way drugs work on the human body. That's what I do.

"'I was born seeing the hands; I did not summon the devil to pull me down to his domain. All of my ancestors since the middle ages, when alchemy became more well known, have seen the hands, also. I do not know the facts to the fullest degree, but my great grandfather did tell me of an incident involving a certain alchemy experiment gone wrong back when'—"

More missing pages of document. I read:

"'The hands do not have bones, they have what feels like cartilage. It is even tougher and stronger than their skin. It is an organic material unknown to mankind. Besides it being fairly weak to lead metal, it is stronger than any other metal known to man. It bleeds a greenish-yellow liquid which, when introduced to formaldehyde, conforms to another material found solely underground. Oil. With every liquid substance I introduce to its blood, it creates another liquid known to man underground: oil, liquid iron compounds, water, and others that are organic and alien. I can't explain it.;" I stopped reading. The page was torn in half.

Darren went ahead: "And they emit a very powerful low-frequency sound through a crisscrossed nerve pattern within the composition of their genetic structure. These things usually only make this noise when in pain or afraid. Humans can somewhat hear the sound. However, I have seen large animals, such as horses, break out of a stable when these things alarm. And it was so piercing to smaller mammals that I've witnessed a simple dog lose its hearing when I accidentally made one of the hands scream. This sound is more than just a wavelength, more than a vibration. Even to humans. For a while I thought I was getting ill. I was vomiting blood all the time. I thought it was from stress, until I hid the glass jar in a lead casket. I never vomited again. And it never again—'"

We looked at Ivolsky.

"'These hands come out of all types of places: from sand, to dirt, to everywhere except rock, given rock is thick enough. But what about water? Would I actually fall to the bottom of my pond? Would they get me still? How-'"

Ivoskly looked at Darren and then looked at me. "This paper here goes with that one. '-would anything happen? Well, I tried it, and the results are unthinkable. I stepped on the water in the pond by my cabin. My foot touched the water so lightly that there were no ripples. The hands did not get me, and I did not sink. If there was a more sure time I thought I was Christ, this was it. I, and those like me, can walk on water. I assume it to be something within our feet or our legs. Something is different in every aspect in the make-up of my lower body. Even a little in our hands. Is it possible that our feet attract them? Is it possible that they spiral through the depths of the center of the earth, in a second's time, to come finding us? The key thing is this: are they even from this plane of existence? If so, then my prior theory goes out the window.'"

I read: "'I now believe that our feet are like magnets for their space into our space, a duality of different realities conjoining into one when our foot calls upon the surface of the ground’

"Guys, we're not solving anything here by reading this."

Darren looked at me seriously and said, "We need to find the rest of the document."

"The one Ivolsky was reading?" I said.

Ivolsky said, "The one about the alchemy experiment gone wrong during the Middle Ages?"

Darren pointed to him. "That's the one."

"Wait," I said. "If what's in these pages is true, and it all came from this one man," I pointed to the skeleton, "or his ancestor, you know what that means? It has to. If all this is the result of one simple experiment that messed up, we would have to be related, even if it's distantly."

"How?" Ivolsky asked.

"Something, I think, happened during that experiment, and the alchemist way back then got this curse. He carried it with him-"

Darren finished: "Passed it on to his descendants-"

Ivolsky, quickly observing, said, "And came to us."

I went on: "I'm not saying we're very closely related, ‘cause we're not. Ivolsky is fucking Russian. You Darren, could be any nationality, as well. This curse caught up with us—us alone. It's probably skipped a few, or even several, generations. Instead of it being a curse, what if it's a disease?"

"Like cancer?" Darren wondered.

"We need to find that ripped piece of paper," Ivolsky demanded.

We jumped to our feet as if the hands we reaching for our asses. Ivolsky took the right side of the cabin, Darren searched the front, middle and back, and I searched right, around the desk and the shelves. Us moving about like untamed animals looking for a lost meal, sent all the dust in the cabin into the air with the density of thin fog. Each one of us coughed, and each one of our hands felt every crevice of the old building as sure as those hands were searching for the likes of us under these very floorboards. Time ticked away.  That hand in the jar was staring at me, screaming at me. I just wished I knew exactly what it was saying.

We found nothing.

"Leave and come back tomorrow?" Darren said bleakly.

Ivolsky didn't want to come back, and neither did I. Our only hope was gone, probably now a particle of dust.

We did gather together the documents which we'd already read through and would later analyze in more detail. We were all tired and wanted to go back home. Darren led the way to the door, Ivolsky in second, and me third, holding the glass jar with the hand in it under my arm. I could not quit staring at it as I went to leave. It was still making that annoying siren sound.

"You coming or what?" Darren asked me.

I kept staring. I felt like I was putting a puzzle together. I felt that if I left now, no tomorrow would make up for today.

"Let’s go now, Jason," Ivolsky said.

The hand in the jar made a very tight fist.

I solved the puzzle instantly.

I turned and hurried over to the skeleton. The stock of the rifle was lying against what used to be the palm of that poor 19th century man ... but his other hand was clenched tightly, slightly hidden from view. And in that bony grip I removed the piece of that paper we could not find.

"You found it!" Ivolsky said, delighted.

Darren entered and went to my side. "What's it say?"

"'But my great grandfather did tell me of an incident involving a certain alchemy experiment gone wrong back when—'"

"'He discovered a new chemical drug that he believed could cure a contagious cancer-like disease at that time period. However, before his testing was complete, he incidentally discovered that this liquid substance was volatile when in contact with air. It dripped onto his feet, soaked into his skin, and became even more volatile beyond all reason.

"'This liquid changed all kinds of things in his body besides his feet, but not nearly as drastic. It had some kind of… metaphysical effect on him, to say frankly. That's why his feet attracted the hands. His feet became magnets into so many different planes of existence, that no human other than Christ could understand. He brought them from another world and into this one, mentally and metaphysically, and twisted their context from that realm into ours through the ground, since his feet were his main source of this underlying power. This drug, the Liquid of The Gods, I called it, has been lost until I was born and I inherited something my great, great, great, great, grandfather tried to forget. I write this to anyone in my family tree who may also inherit it. There is no way to stop it. I can no longer live anymore, even though I do know the facts now. Three minutes of truth cannot make up for a lifetime of lies and regrets.'"

-I finished reading it. We were shocked, appalled, thrilled, scared, upset, and happy all at once. There were no more black tunnels for me to be trapped in anymore. This curse was just an illness, no matter how strange. No cure, but for me, I could live with that.

Darren, Ivolsky and I exited the cabin moments after I read that, when the owls started to fill the woods with their hoos. Darren and Ivolsky walked toward the truck, but I stayed behind, turned and looked over at the pond.

"Wait, guys."

They stopped, turned.

I walked over to the pond with the goofiest smile I’d ever had on my face. They looked at me as if I had a straight-jacket wrapped around my body. I lifted my foot off the ground and hung it over the calm, smooth pond and said, "Before we go, let's do something fun."

They smiled—I would have known this without looking at them. Slowly but confidently, I leaned forward, and as my foot came down, I realized I was one of the only people in the world who could literally walk on water.

Inanimate Voices

 

Tori was a pack-rat. It looked as though a garbage truck had exploded in her very bedroom. Soda cans, clothes, plates (paper, plastic, and dishware), papers, magazines, old toys, empty cardboard boxes, cups, books, and more, cluttered her fifteen-by-twenty-foot room. The girl had no mental illness, nothing really wrong with her that doctors could find, in spite of her having been struck by lightning one night last month while playing in a puddle in an alley with her friends. Oddly enough, afterward, her mother began to notice that she would never throw anything away. She would even save food crumbs after a meal, for that matter. And she was only twelve.  The entire house reeked because of that one room. When her mother asked her to throw something in the trash, she wouldn't, and if her mother insisted, Tori would scream and scratch herself. Something had seriously altered her way of thinking, and her mother was determined to figure out the cause.

She had scheduled the in-house appointment with Doctor Nelson on  Friday, the thirteenth, to talk with her daughter, who had not left the house since the incident. Needless to say, Tori feared storms now, and strangely, certain objects. Sometimes she even reacted very peculiarly to certain meals her mother brought home to her. Tori's articulation, or use of words, had changed since, also. At times, she  talked as eloquently as Shakespeare; at other times, she talked as unintelligibly as a preschooler.

Doctor David Nelson arrived on a grim-looking afternoon. He parked on the side of the house, stepped out, and looked up. Clouds blanketed the sky like oil-soaked cotton balls. A storm wasn't approaching, it was already here.

An intelligent-looking man with a little something to hide, David knocked on the door.

When Tori's mother welcomed him in, he almost flat-out vomited from the stench.

"I know, I know. I'm so sorry, Doctor. It's terrible."

"Is she?"

"Right upstairs. Take a left, then a right. I really appreciate you coming."

Coughing and gagging, David treaded reluctantly up the steps and to the room where the raw collection of gross smells permeated.

After knocking, then entering, he coughed harder. The reek of disposal was as bad as a food-filled refrigerator that had been unplugged for the better half of a week. His hand jerked up to his face where it tried to block the odor.

The sight of the room was almost as bad. Mounds of garbage, clothes, and dirty dishes stretched from wall to wall. One corner was stacked so high with soda cans that they actually touched the ceiling. Flies were buzzing around everywhere. The walls were colored a bright pink, which really contrasted with the rest of the scene. Posters of Christina Aguilera hung on the wall over her bed, where Tori sat very still. She was a cute girl, slightly chunky, with pretty green eyes. Her hair was in pigtails, blond, and very long. She sat formally, spine-straight, hands cupped together, half lost and half afraid.

"Tori?" Doctor Nelson said.

"That's my name, don't wear it out," she said, exhausted. Too exhausted. Doctor Nelson knew adults who had more liveliness than this little girl.  She just stared forward.

Nelson shut the door.

"You want to talk to me? That's what my mom brought you here for, huh?"

"Uh, yeah, that's right. Would you care if we did talk for a few moments?" he said, lying on the charm.

Without even moving her eyes, she said: "Take a seat right there on that pile of clothes."

He looked down at the old, dirty clothes, and sat on them. "Your mom says you haven't been feeling well lately ..."

"I'm all right. What's your name?" she asked.

"Uh, David."

"You can call me Maron," she blurted out. David lowered his eyebrows in question; he thought it was some sort of joke.

Tori responded, "That's what something I knew was called."

"Something you knew?"

"Yes. A reincarnated soldier."

David was already beginning to think that this girl had some from of mental illness. But he kept going, anyway.

"Do you see dead people, Tori?" he asked very gently.

"See? No. Dead things don't stay dead. It's not that they won't, but that they can't." She was extremely serious.

"What do you see, Tori?"

"It's not what I see, it's what I hear."

She didn't shift yet, David noticed. "What do you hear, then? Voices?"

"You might say that. You see, they won't let me go now. They know that I can hear them talk."

"Who?"

"Everything. It all started when I was hit by lightning. I went to the emergency room and all was okay ... until I came home. It was night—late—and I was in bed, asleep. Then I heard a noise. I didn't know what it was or where it was coming from, but I got out of bed to check it out because it was bugging me. I walked down the stairs and it got louder. I thought it was a gurgling sound, like someone choking. It just kept getting louder and louder and louder. I was kinda scared, but I felt like I couldn't tell my mommy or daddy. I felt like the gurgling sound was telling me that if I did, something real bad would happen. I felt like the gurgling was telling me to go into the laundry room. So I did."

"What was there?"

"It ... was liquid laundry detergent stuff," she said, looking down very quickly, then back up again.

"And that was where the gurgling sound was coming from?"

She nodded, a little scared. "Yes, it—he was in it, himself."

"Who?"

"A very very bad man who killed a bunch of people a long time ago. In a war."

David, though sympathetic, knew this girl needed more than just his own help. It sounded like schizophrenia. "Do you know his name?"

"No, but I dumped him down the drain. My mom got real mad at me for doing that. That was one of the only ones I've killed."

"Tori, what do you think it was? The gurgling sound? Why do you keep this stuff in here—"

She interrupted: "The second one I heard made me cry real hard. When I woke up one morning, I fixed three waffles. I ate two, but I wasn't hungry enough for the last one, so I went to throw it away. But before I did, it actually cried. It was screaming at me not to throw it away, but to eat it, to please let it go to good use. It sounded like a scared baby and whimpered like a sad puppy dog. I couldn't help it. I wasn't hungry. I'm sorry for throwing that away. I killed it."

"Tori," he said gingerly, "they're inanimate objects, sweetie. They can't talk to you. It's your mind playing—"

"No, it's not!" she interrupted. "They have lives too, you know. That's why I don't throw things away—because I killed someone who was a waffle, and I can't do that again, no matter how loud they can be sometimes when they talk to each other."

"Who talks to each other?"

"Everything. From rocks to liquids to grass to paper. Everything talks. Only I can hear them."

David sighed. He didn't know how to respond. In all honesty, he couldn't.

"Just because they don't have a heart, or blood, or our kind of mind, doesn't make them fake or not alive. Don't you see, just because we're different doesn't mean we're apart. Everything you throw away is alive. Everything you drink can talk. Everything you use in your daily life has a soul, too."

"Who told you this?"

"One of them told me about it—" She pointed to the pile of soda cans. "They said it's called animism, and that even seemingly nonliving things are just like us, but somehow different."

David clasped his hands together and looked seriously into her eyes. "Look, Tori—"

"You look here, Doctor David Lee Nelson--" She finally looked up at him. David was shocked. There was no way she could have known his middle name. Maybe not even his last, for that matter.

"You believe what you want, but I know the truth. You don't know what it's like to not sleep because they threaten me and my mom and my dad. There are good ones and there are bad ones. Buddhists believe in reincarnation, and here it is. We shift from animate to inanimate, back and forth from one to the other. We are alive either way. You know that I have Napoleon made from the cardboard of a cereal box?"

"How did you know my name?" David demanded.

"One of the scarves on the floor was a psychic a long time ago. She just knew."

This was starting to scare David. Before it did any further, he got strong and said, "You need help, Tori. This isn't healthy for you to be this way and believe these things—"

She interrupted again: "You want me to prove it?"

He did but he didn't. She did anyway. "The Psychic Regina says you cheat on your wife. She says you have secrets no one knows about. She says your Grandmother Mary hated something you did when you were a kid. She says in your past life you were a molecule of glass."

David stood, terrified. It was all true. This girl had no way of knowing any of these things. The look in Tori's eyes was too powerful to be that of a child's.

"It's not possible!" he told her, voice trembling. She giggled strangely. Her whole manner appeared unearthly.

"You can't help me, Nelson. Nobody can help me. None of us are safe. Just remember this: when you feel a certain way or think a certain way, it may not be you feeling or thinking; it just might be something or someone telling you what to feel, or think, or do."

"You stop it, you little—you little—" He was on the verge of snapping.

"Say it," she demanded, her eyes big and horrible.

Suddenly, there was a huge clap of thunder that scared the hell out of Nelson. It scared Tori just as much, but she, unlike Nelson, was not the one to run from the room, down the stairs, out of the house, and into his car, determined to retire from child psychology earlier than expected.

During the drive home, David kept looking over and down at the briefcase he carried his important papers in, wondering if it was talking, wondering if he could hear it in some metaphysical way. Maybe it was even looking at him, too. Maybe it was telling him to swerve into the next lane every time another vehicle approached ...

Or maybe he was just overstressed.

David Nelson would never forget that little girl. Not a moment goes by when he doesn't see something—a sheet of paper, a slice of pizza, a coin, or his favorite t-shirt—and wonder whether it's living or not. And not a day goes by when he really considers becoming a monk and leaving behind all material possessions for good.

12 Feet Under

 

“12 feet under, man, 12 feet under! I know now!"

Ray had never, in the four years he'd known Ronnie, seen him this terribly afraid. Ronnie had been in fights with the toughest kids around, had once survived alcohol poisoning after drinking too much Vodka at a party, and had literally dodged the bullet from a .22 in a hunting accident with his Uncle Bob ... but this was an entirely new emotion for him, and for Ray to witness. Tears were almost in his eyes this night, fall of 2006. Ray had never once seen his best friend—who was nearly thirteen—cry. But, what he was thinking, and what he was trying to describe to him, seemed like a stretch of the impossible.

"Take your time, man. Nobody's gonna hurt you or anything," Ray comforted him.

Ronnie's hands were visibly shaking. His bottom lip quivered like a twitching bug. There was only one light on in the room—overhead—which made things look eerie.

"Nothing's going to happen to you."

Ronnie tried to respond, but couldn't. He'd been sitting here with Ray for an hour, trying to get the balls to explain the dream he had had last night. So far, all that came out were minute details, nothing concrete.

"Ray?" he asked, his voice tremulous. Ray looked at him seriously, curiously.

"I'm scared to go to sleep tonight, m-man. I might ta-take more No Dozes. I don't want to sleep."

Ray moistened his lips with his tongue. He watched as tears finally streamed down Ronnie's cheeks. "You're all right. It was just a dream, man. But you gotta tell me. I'm gonna stay up all night, too, unless you tell me what it was, ‘cause I'm freakin’ curious."

Ronnie laughed, but there was no joy in it.

"I don't know if I can say what my dream was. It wasn't what was in the dream, itself, though; it was the feeling I got from it. I woke up in a cold sweat. I was afraid to be alone all day today. The dream was in color, not black and white, like usual. And I remember everything. Every detail."

Ray's heart was pumping hard. He'd seen his friend in many predicaments, but never one such as this. Ronnie looked as if death had just knocked on his very door.

"Promise you won't tell anyone my dream? Man?"

Ray nodded and said, "You got my word. I promise I won't tell a soul."

Ronnie looked downward, tears still coming and going. The light in the room lit mostly Ray's face; Ronnie's face was mostly shrouded in darkness. Then he began ...

"In the dream ... I was at Brooke Hills Cemetery..." He froze up, too terrified to go on; then, as if someone had punched him from behind, he continued--"I was standing back in the distance by the woods, where the new graves were being dug; but in the dream, there was a burial taking place up the hill from me. I was just standing there by myself, watching as a whole bunch of people were grieving over some little dead girl in the coffin. I didn't see her, but somehow I knew it was a little girl. Everyone was crying, sad, the preacher was talking, reading from the bible, and the little girl's casket was slowly being lowered into the ground. As it was, I saw her spirit float out of the coffin, like some higher force was helping her out. She was white, glowing, like an angel in the movies. She didn't look at anyone but me. She looked sorry, as if she felt pity for me, and I got the sense from her that she was going to a better place—heaven, or something. Slowly, her spirit began floating up into the sky, and she looked happy. Real damn happy but sorry for me all at once. I felt good, too." He stopped and cried. Ray didn't know how to respond to this. This wasn't fear, this was bigger than that. Maybe even bigger than death, itself.

"She flew up into the clouds until she was gone, then BAM!" He slammed his fist down on the desk. "The girl's parents, the graveyard, and the sky with the white light, was gone—all gone. I saw earth all around me, as if I'd been yanked under the soil. I could see dirt, grass, and worms, as something pulled me down. That's when all the good feelings I felt for the girl were gone, and this feeling—this horrible feeling—just shot right into me. One minute she was going up to heaven, and the next, I was being pulled down."

Ray swallowed hard.

"I was being pulled down, Ray. Then, the dirt, the worms, the grass, and everything was gone, and that's when I felt it—"

"Felt what, Ronnie? What?" Ray asked.

"Something I didn't know existed. Terror. Man, I've never been afraid of anything, but I am now. Jesus, I am now."

"What did you see in your dream, Ronnie?"

"When the soil was gone and all, I was in this little cave, or cavern. Probably no bigger than this room. Except the walls were rock. Everything was red and hot as hell. To my right, there were these two very old, dirty men bound in chains to the wall, pounding chisels against the stone, carving something fucked up. The smell—the smell was something I couldn't explain, just like the horrible feeling I got. The smell was of old. It was hot down there, Ray. Too hot …" He trailed off, very still, and looked down and sideways, as if lost.

"Ronnie, but you kn-" Ray went to say.

Ronnie interrupted him with the rest of his story:

"No. Toward my left, there was a hole in the ground. Square, maybe four-foot by four-foot, and so black that it looked like it never ended. Right above that, there was this curved stone slide, like a laundry shoot. This went up into the ceiling. And there, right in front of me, not ten feet away—my God."

More tears fell. Ray was intrigued.

"It was a throne. A big, carved wooden throne trimmed in pure gold. Some diamonds and jewels were set in certain places. I even remember the arm of the chair. It was carved into these little snakelike faces. It was something far beyond what Dali could have painted, because it was real. The room got hotter and filled with steam that was coming from—somewhere. I didn't just want to flee when I saw what was sitting in that chair, I had to. The feelings it gave to me and took from me ... it was so powerful.

“So I turned to leave, but there was no door, no way out, and I felt like I'd be trapped there forever ... forever."

Ray immediately said, "What was sitting there?"

Ronnie took a moment to find the words, or to gain the courage to explain what it was he'd seen. Ray was sitting on pins and needles at this point.

Ronnie's hands were shaking even worse now. Small grunts escaped his throat as his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.

"The thing was red. Deep blood red. It wasn't a man or an animal, but a monster. Not just a monster, but something much, much, much larger on the food chain than any human. Maybe even on a food chain we can't understand. It had these ..."  Ronnie began to depict what he explained with hand gestures—"long dark claws that were dripping with this green slime that smelled like toxic waste. It wasn't muscular, but it was huge, with this weird beer-belly stomach. It had to have been eight feet tall. At least. But on the inside, it was much taller, much bigger, and much older than probably even the dinosaurs. Christ, Ray, horns were sticking out of the sides of its head.  Long, twisted, stained horns almost as sharp as its claws. It was a devil. A demon of some sort. The things some people make into horror movies."

Ray went to say something, but Ronnie intercepted him again: "No!  Not horror movies. The Exorcist could not compare to this, man. Its eyes were catlike, and they saw into me. Through me. It could read me and all I've ever done. It degraded me just by looking at me. I could feel it taking away my soul. It hated me more than I had hated anybody in my life." He drooped his head and went on crying. Ray, although interested, was beginning to feel on edge with this story. His friend had never been this weak, this fragile, and all because of a little night terror? Besides that, his wording was different. The tone of his voice was beyond the convex of seriousness. It was as if he'd lived it.

"Take your time. It's okay."

Ronnie yanked his head up, stopped crying, and said seriously, "No. Nothing's okay, Ray. I can explain it to you only in words, but to witness it—to be there makes wording it seem like nothing. To say and to be are different." He wiped away some snot with the back of his hand. "I was standing there, in that little dungeon. I could see that the old men were carving a pentagram into the wall. Then, one of the dirty old men turned to look at me. Except he couldn't see me. His eyelids were sewn shut. Terrible. And yet he knew I was there. He could smell me. He gave me this little grin, this evil smile that said welcome. It was about half as evil as the creature on the throne. The men were, in some way, his slaves.

“Then, from somewhere up above, there was this wrecking, vibrating sound, like a small earthquake was happening. The beast moved, stood up. Suddenly, he was holding a lit torch dripping with little flames. His movements, themselves, almost made me vomit, almost made me piss myself. Both at once—" he strayed off.

Ray said, "Go on."

"The rumbling sound got louder, louder. The guys carving at the wall carved it faster. The walls of the cave felt like they got a little smaller. The demon, or whatever it was, stood there, quiet, waiting… excitedly anticipating something.

“Suddenly, a man in a business suit slid down from the shoot, kicking, swinging his arms, trying to stop himself from falling. He was screaming. The demon smiled again. Its smile—"  He cupped his face in his hands. Ray put a hand on his shoulder.

"That smile isn't normal! It only got bigger and more demented.

“Anyway, the business guy flew off the stone slide. I thought he was going to go right down into that black square hole, but he didn't. He hovered—stopped in midair. I knew it was the demon who'd made him stop and hover there. I couldn't see the man's face, but I could feel his fear. The red beast loved it. It was as if his fear made it stronger...”

“Go on...”

“The man just stayed there in the air, as if hanging by wires on stage. Then, very quickly, something happened that I could not believe. I got lightheaded in my dream."

"What happened, Ronnie?" Ray said, more of a command.

"It caught the guy on fire with the torch. He went up in flames. He began swinging, fighting, screaming—I  can't get that out of my head. He was helpless. The fire wasn't only eating his skin; it was eating his soul, too. His screams were inhuman. Deafening. I can hear them now."

Ronnie closed his mouth for a few seconds, then did something that chilled Ray to the bone. Ronnie opened his mouth and screamed as loudly as he could.

"That was the sound he made. But in the dream, it was a hundred times worse. He tried uselessly to put out the fire eating him alive, the fire that would not stop in a minute or in a million years. The demon—the horrible thing that started it—just looked at him and laughed. HAHAHAHA!"-- Ronnie laughed crazily. Ray recoiled, almost falling out of the chair.

"The laugh was not one laugh but a mixture of different laughs, like those from people in a nuthouse, only magnified. Evil. Not only did my ears hear the sound, but it seemed to scrape a piece of my soul off with it.

“The flames got bigger, hotter, and he just floated there, nowhere to go and nobody to help him through any of this. I couldn't move. I couldn't help him. I jumped back when gravity kicked in and he went falling into the recesses of that black square hole. The demon laughed more ... and more. It was doing its job. It was having fun. I still saw the flames flicker against the walls of the inside of the black hole. His screams echoed back up, but they soon grew faint ... and fainter. There was no thud or thump or bang of him hitting the ground. His screams gradually drowned out until he was so far down I couldn't hear him anymore. The hole had no bottom. The men chiseled nonstop. The demon was still gazing down into the pit, watching the man go away. Its eyes weren't really green; they were black in truth. Then, very very slowly, it turned its head to look at me. At that moment I realized I was in hell. I was in hell! This was my punishment for everything bad I'd ever done, man. Me stealing shit, doing drugs, breaking people's faces because they talked bad about me, tormenting animals—this is what all that got me, man. There is no escape, no redemption, no nothing but punishment. That's what it's like when we die."

He let out a sigh of relief, but to Ray, Ronnie appeared anything but relieved. His friend had been scarred, scathed, beaten, battered, destroyed. This was the end of his preteen rampages, his midnight assaults with vandalizing local businesses, his end of committing crime and mischief ever again. Ray was a little let down that his best friend, with whom he followed through thick and thin, was overcome by a silly dream. Even though it was heartfelt and very realistic, there had to be a much more logical explanation.

"Ronnie, it was just a bad nightmare—"

Ronnie stood, walked over to his bed, reached under, and pulled out a pair of boxer shorts. To Ray's astonishment, they were soaked in urine and stained with shit.

"Just a nightmare, Ray? Just a nightmare?! You remember me telling you that I have had dreams that became real later, after I'd waked up? Of course they were small, like the UPS guy knocking at the door only five minutes after I dreamt it, or the time when my mom knocked on the door and said Uncle Bob came back home and I dreamt it just hours before he came. Tell me what that is!"  

Ray could do nothing but stare at him. Then, he said: "You've been talking about 'twelve feet under' all day. Was that in your dream too?"

Ronnie thought about this and squinted his eyes shut. "Twelve feet under is eternal hell, Ray, that's what twelve feet under means. I will prove it."

"I don't understand."

Ronnie sat down to explain it. "You see, people who go to heaven leave the casket before they’re put in the ground to rot. Their soul flies up into heaven, like the little girl. But for us, for me, if you're destined to go to hell, it is six feet under your buried body. Six plus six is twelve, one digit below thirteen, the unlucky number. Guess how old I am? Twelve going on thirteen, soon."

Ray didn't know how to take this information from Ronnie—the toughest person he knew. He had seen something; something had happened to him. But was it just a dream?

"So you're saying that people who've gone to hell... their hell sits twelve feet under the surface of the ground?"

"You don't believe me? I'll show you. I'll show you!"

"God, Ray, it was just a nightmare. Just because you had a couple of psychic dreams, which may have been a coincidence, doesn't mean this will come true, too. Y'know?"

"I feel it, man. If I go to sleep tonight, I'll die. And if I don't, I can't have this dream again, or one that's worse. I know I can't explain it, but you know me. Can't you just trust me?"

Ray nodded.

"We'll go to the graveyard tomorrow and I'll prove it to you."

Ray nodded again.

"I don't know if I'll be able to even go to sleep. I can't get these images out of my mind. I keep seeing them over and over."

Ray put his hand on his shoulder. "Just try to relax."

 

***

 

The night passed slowly for both kids, especially Ronnie. Neither of them got their normal amount of sleep. Ray lay there, asking himself question after question about the content of the dream in his mind, but found no answers. Ronnie lay there until almost five in the morning, scared of drifting into the world that had swallowed him up just last night. He gasped every time his mind went to shut itself off, fearing never waking up again, fearing that little compact cavern and its despicable master. They both eventually fell asleep.

 

Ray woke up first, groggy and hungry. He looked up at the wall clock, which read: 12:00 on the dot. Then he remembered the story, the dream.

Ronnie was still asleep, though. He was lying on his stomach, his face mushed against the pillow, out like a light. His arm dangled lifelessly over the edge of the bed like a fallen tree limb. Ray snickered and shook his head. He sat up, stretched, and let out a ferocious yawn. Through the window, a pale gray light shone in. Dark storm clouds lingered skyward like pillows of dread.

"It's morning, man, rise and shine," Ray told Ronnie, who didn't budge. Ray tugged at the covers, trying to wake him, but it was useless.

"Time to get up and go to the graveyard to prove your dream wrong. Come on, asshole!" He tugged harder at the covers and gave him a little push. Nothing. Ray suddenly looked down at his friend's digital watch. It read: 12:00. The seconds digits were stopped on 00. It wasn't moving. The watch had stopped. Puzzled, Ray swung back and looked up at the wall clock. It, too, was fused on noon with its second hand stagnate.

"12 feet under..."  he mumbled to himself. Suddenly, there was a rumble of thunder, and rain started to trickle against the small window above the dresser. Ray looked back up at Ronnie. He noticed that his face was just a little too pale, too drained of color.

"Wake up, man ..." he said, giving him a good hard shove.

Nothing.

Ray jumped to his feet, so fast that he almost fell back down to the floor. He gazed down at his friend, wondering if he was dreaming, joking, or even asleep.

"Come on, don't play games with me, Ronnie. Wake the hell up." He grabbed his arm, about to yank him out of bed, but knew it was no use. His arm was ice cold. There was no blood traveling through his veins, no beat to his heart, no thoughts in his mind anymore.  His friend wasn't asleep, wasn’t trying to pull a fast one on him.

Ronnie was dead.

Ray was terrified. The whole story his friend had explained to him last night went through his head quickly: the graveyard, the cave, the chained men, the business man in flames going down into the never-ending hole, and that beast. It all weighed heavily on him as he stumbled backward toward the bedroom door, looking down at the body of his friend who had died maybe an hour or so ago, appalled and unable to believe it.

"No. No! It can't be!"

He dashed out of the house as fast as he could and went running through the streets in the pouring rain. He didn't stop until he made it home seven blocks away. There, he locked himself in his room and refused to come out again. He cried for almost twenty-four hours and did not—dared not—sleep.

 

But he did come out a day later when his mother told him that his best friend, Ronnie, was found dead. Apparently no known causes were found for his death. He had no physical, mental or psychological problems. Not even the doctors could explain the reason for his passing. Ronnie's mom did, however, suspect Ray might have had something to do with it, but he was never questioned.

“Things that can't be explained sometimes happen,” someone said at the funeral. Many people suspected drugs may have been involved, and others believed it was the mysterious ways of God. Ray did attend the funeral. He sat away from everyone, unable to speak or make any sounds other than tiny, barely-audible grunts here and there. He simply sat through the whole service like a ghost, too afraid to look into the casket and too afraid to repeat Ronnie’s story.

It would be a secret he would always keep.

 

It was on a cloudy Sunday afternoon when Ronnie was buried at Brooke Cemetery. Approximately fifty people attended the service. Wind was coming from almost every direction, cold, forewarning the appearance of winter. Dead leaves covered the ground, and dead splotches of yellow grass made it look much more deceased. Ray was there. He was the first one to show up, and he would be the last one to leave.

Reverend Jeremy Pallin was the one to say the last few words before they lowered the coffin six feet under—

Six feet under! Ray thought, feeling faint.

Six feet more and that's—

"May God bless him, may God save his soul. Amen," the preacher said, closing the bible gently, bowing his head, and walking away, sorrowful.

Ray stood right by the edge of the open grave as the casket was being lowered. People around him were weeping, mourning the loss of a boy who wasn't even a teenager yet and would never be one.

Slowly and periodically, people got into their cars and left, many probably ready to get home and drink their sorrows away. But Ray just stood there for a long time and watched as the big oak box was lowered into the rectangular hole, as it was filled with dirt, as the place became more and more like a graveyard—dead and void of the living.

Ray had to see. He had to know. That's why he waited, standing around. All the people left until he was in the graveyard alone, terrified with what he was about to do and with what he could possibly find. The wind tousled his hair, blew the yellow and orange leaves past his feet, but his eyes never moved.

12 feet under ... I have to see it. I have to know if he's right.

When evening rolled around and he knew nobody would see him do it, Ray knelt down by the new grave and began digging away the dirt with both his hands. He threw clumps of it backward, away from him, like a dog searching for a bone. He did it quickly, mechanically, not even looking away to see if anyone would catch him. It took him a while to get down to six feet—hours—but when he did, he knew he was halfway there.

6+6=12.

He dug around the casket to get to the bottom of things. The pile of soil behind him was growing into a huge mound of what looked like elephant shit. He dug until his arms were sore, until the dirt beneath his nails became bothersome, needing to know if Ronnie's dream had come true.

His eyes in the growing moonlight looked eerily glossy, overly layered with horror. A gentle mist began to fill the graveyard. The pain in his body was excruciating, yet he never felt a thing. He was tired, but he went on.

At 9:12 in the evening, the dirt started getting easier and easier to dig through. It was as if an empty chamber or tunnel was hidden underneath the coffin. And at 9:12, he reached a place in the soil where the ground cracked open to reveal inside—a red light.  It shined brightly out of the ground, a red air which seemed to illuminate the whole graveyard. It, cast against Ray's face, made him look evil. Except he wasn't. He was afraid.

Smoke effused from that small crack, a smoke that smelled of old. The red light grew brighter. To Ray, it didn't seem to be a red light but more like a red energy. Then he heard something that would end up giving him nightmares forever—

It was Ronnie screaming!

It didn't sound like a mortal scream, but was more ghostly, more surreal. Atrocious.

Ray stumbled backward, hand over mouth. His brain turned against him and he became lightheaded. The world around him went fuzzy for a moment, then the harsh reality set back in. He would go running home, pondering on it all again in every waking moment, every unconscious dream, knowing that hell is only twelve feet below the surface of probably many given graves. That in dreams, many realities can surface, and that in death, there is no escape. How many people in the graveyard had hells? he wondered. Was it just his friend Ronnie's?

No.

He could not believe that. That was too simple and pretty a thought. The reality of it was worse than the imaginary—that he knew.  Ray would never again go to another funeral, would never drive past another graveyard without feeling lightheaded, and would spend the rest of his life taking medicines that suppressed dreams. He made a will later on in life to never be buried, but to be cremated and have his ashes spilled over open waters.

 

Detached

 

His fingers scurried across the guitar with as much ease and grace as Muhammad Ali in a boxing ring. No note was off, no chord was missed, no error was made. No error had been made since he'd gotten good with three simple words: practice, practice, practice. The sounds he was producing now, with ten tiny appendages and six metallic strings, was good enough to land him in a well-respected rock band.  He was the best in town, maybe the entire tristate area. And this was all he wanted to do for the rest of his life. All his friends looked up to him, and all the girls wanted to be with him in ways they hadn't before. Everyone respected him, loved his music.

Except one vindictive individual.

It was a male figure he had known since birth, a brother who was upstairs at the present moment, listening to the annoying, monstrous noise from the 20 watt amplifier blaring through the house at hundreds of decibels. His ears were ringing; his sanity was being overwhelmed by a chorus he didn't know a guitar could make. He could not leave the house; he had a rare disease that confined him to arm crutches. That constant, shrilling wail from that terrible instrument made him feel tenfold worse.

He had a plan to stop it, as well as the perfect, newly-sociable musician he had never liked—not even as a kid. It was a devious plan and would work soon. Very soon. The pills just had to kick in.

I told him not to drink MY Mountain Dew, but the loser did, and now he will feel the effects of sleep and the plunder of defeat. He will know what it's like to be me for a change.

Peter smiled and rubbed his hands together. He checked his watch. A full hour had gone by since his enemy drank the soda. The medicine would take affect any minute, and Todd would pass out without knowing what hit him. Then he would be in serious trouble. 	Broken, scarred and conquered by a dying young man with Bright's Disease.

The brothers had never really gotten along. They were really at different ends of a long spectrum. Todd, the guitarist, had always been an optimist who believed in grabbing life by the balls and taking it for an adventure. He had everything so easy growing up, never got into trouble even when he started it, and had made the honor roll student all through school. Peter, instead, had always been the pessimist who observed the world through twisted, tainted eyes unfit for a human body. He got in trouble without trying, and could not remember a single instance when he'd Aced even one test. Once, he'd wanted Todd's charisma, his dreams, his talents; now, he wanted something else, something better.

Peter could have moved out anytime he wanted and into St. Pallstrin, the local hospice, where trained nurses would provide him around-the-clock assistance. But he didn't want help. He wanted to make his own music in the world through unethical, belligerent means. He wanted Todd's ten prized possessions.

Right now, the sounds of that screaming guitar were not so loud, not so fast and constant. It didn't even sound like music anymore.  The chord changes quickly grew slower, more sporadic .... until they finally stopped altogether.

Todd fell fast asleep on the couch. Unconsciousness had consumed him like a black hole did a star. The guitar fell out of his hands, onto his lap. The silent murmur of the active amplifier buzzed through the room. The soft foof of the nearby fireplace being ignited, joined it. During his time in la-la land, he dreamt of being in a manicurist's office and having his fingernails clipped by a giggling lunatic.  The clippers themselves were huge, bigger than his hands, somewhat sharp and somewhat dull, the sound they made as they removed his cuticles more of a slice that a snap. They seemed to be cutting too low, too far down, way below the shafts. The fingernail fragments did not crack off, they were crushed off. The laughter went on.

An odor swam up his nostrils—a noxious, potent, powerful scent whose purpose was to yank him out of his slumber. A second later, it did. That's when the dream ended and the real nightmare began. Horror filled him at once. His abrupt onslaught of total disbelief did not inhibit the adrenaline or the pain; nor did it change the fact of what was taking place, what was being taken—removed—from his body. Blood was everywhere: all over his shirt, the couch, especially his hands. It was spurting, running from places he dare not conceive. It had taken him over ten years to learn his skill, his craft—guitar—and now, in less than seconds, that skill—that craft—was  no more. All his fingers were completely detached from his hands.

At the end of the couch lay an old, rusted pair of hedgeclippers, their blades covered with fresh blood. On the floor there was an overturned, half-empty bottle of smelling salts. And standing right there, right beside him, was the culprit of all the turmoil: Peter, his brother. He was laughing maniacally. His eyes were filled with tears of destruction, wild satisfaction. He no longer looked disabled. In his hand, he was holding the ten things Todd could not live without: his fingers. They were stuffed in a plastic sandwich bag, swimming in a small pool of red.

"Why?" the victim grunted.

The maniac replied: "Why not? You got everything and I've got nothing. You have a life and I'm already dead. You're healthy and I'm diseased. Why not take what I can't have? It makes everything fair."

Todd was still too disoriented to take it all in. He had known this human being since birth, and now had to accept the fact that he was some kind of monster.

"Think about it, bro," Peter said, tears rolling down cheeks, "all those hours of practice, practice, practice, was all for nothing, nothing, nothing! Those years of blood, sweat, and tears added up to you being like me. You can't change the TV channels ever again, or wipe your ass. You'll have to be fed by other people for the rest of your life. I'm a better musician than you now."

Fortunately for him, Todd felt no real physical pain; most of it was emotional, spiritual. He couldn't cry. He could barely talk. He'd never felt more helpless.

"Do you want your fingers back, bro? I'm sure they can reattach them. Maybe in ten more years you will get good at playing again."

"Yes! What do you want? I'll give you anything. Just please—NO!"

Peter had turned to the fireplace to dangle the bag over the crackling flames. "You would do anything for these, wouldn't'cha?"

"Yes. I loved you, Peter. Why would you do thi-hi-his?"

Peter stared at him, smirking. "Love isn't in my vocabulary, but this is—" He threw the baggy into the fire. Todd screamed and reached for it with fingerless hands. He fell off the couch, thudded to the floor, and watched as his everything melted away to coals.  There was nothing he could do but scream, bleed, and tremble in shock. The only thing that Peter could do was laugh, clap, and watch the life in his brother's eyes fade to black.

"Now you know my dream, Todd. My dream was to make you not have one. My dream, after ten long years, has finally come true. Watch them burn! Watch them now, they're turning to ashes!"

My Pain

 

I strip her bare-naked after I start up my Mazda RX-7. I then get rope and duct tape out of my passenger side seat and wrap the tape various times around her quivering mouth and squirming head. I tie the rope to the back of my bumper and then around her hands.  I get back in my car, gaze forward, and watch the long gravely road that lies before me. Before I rev my engine, I listen to her cries of desperation as she pleads uselessly for me to release her from the predicament she, herself, has caused. Why should I release her from this degrading physical torture that she first caused me emotionally? For, if not for her own wickedness, I would not do what I am about to do to her tainted soul. I will pluck her soul from her body like a wing off a butterfly. Death will be her ultimate release from the great agony she is about to bear. I actually enjoy hearing the sounds of her suffering; not because I despise her, but because she claims that I, like some others, am less of a person than she is. She tore us down, so I'm doing the same to her. What ever gave her the right?

Now I have the right to just the world.

I will never know and never want to know why she did what she did. She tortured outsiders mentally, spiritually, and now I want to show her what it feels like physically, psychologically. I want to teach her, wake her up to the truth of her ignorance. I do not hate her, and this is not really revenge, but I must make things straight.

What is freedom? How can America be so free when people have the freedom to do whatever they hell they want to innocent people, and, in the end, get away with it? Popular people, rich people, authority figures—they haven't anything to worry about. They are free in every sense. The minorities have no freedom.

I put the pedal to the metal; the engine roars like thunder. I put it into the gear and take off down the alley like a bat out of hell. I hear her sudden pause in crying as she begins her long ride to hell. I'm driving faster now than ever I have before. I look in the rear-view mirror and watch the gravel kicking up like exploding shrapnel. Her body drags across the rough and stony road like a toy. A trail of blood follows her. I am turned on by her pain, her terror. I almost lose control of my car, but I turn my head around just before crashing into two garbage cans. A smile fills my face. I bump my horn like I just got married.

At the end of my long, exciting drive, I put my vehicle in park. I can't wait to get out to see her mutilated body, wondering if air still fills her lungs.

I get out and dart behind my car, my eyes full of joyful tears. Her hands are severely cut and bleeding, and blood lies in pools beneath her. I take out my pocket knife and cut the rope. Her whimpering fills my spirits. I kneel down and turn her grotesque body over, adoring what in her I've caused; from here and now on I decide to do unto others as they would have done unto me. That's what the Bible says, anyway.

Her body appears much different than I expected. I didn't think it would look so exquisite. Before the drive, she looked uglier than sin; but now, she looks like an angel.

I tear the tape from around her head, ripping out lots of hair, causing further bleeding. I know she is in no shape to release a scream loud enough for anyone in the neighborhood to hear. Nobody is around, so I have nothing about to worry.

Several rocks have lodged deep into her twitching form. I feel like taking advantage of her for a second, for my own personal satisfaction, but this is not about sex. This is about making things right.

Blood squirts and pours from her various wounds, but the lodged stones block much of the flow. At least a liter of blood has departed from her body. She is moving slightly, dazed, not knowing where she is or what's happened. She asks me to help her, but I simply laugh.

I drag her back to my house, crying because I am so ecstatic. I lay her on my bed and get the salt, pepper, and vinegar from the kitchen cabinet. I dash upstairs to where the bitch is, aware that this is the best day of my life. I go into the room and lock the door. I rip out every stone slowly, one by one. Blood gushes, spurts and runs. I know her death is near, but before it comes, I mix together the three ingredients, about to show her pain one last time before her departure from the planet. I dump the gooey liquid all over her body, watching her scream with a smile on my face. Now she finally knows how I felt when she sinned against me.

I am quite depressed once she begins to actually die, because I did not want her to; I only wanted to show her more—much more—of my pain.

The Sculpture

 

The sculpture was relatively small, no more than three feet from top to bottom and no wider than seven inches in girth. It weighed 33.3 pounds on the nose. The small sculpture, if you could call it that (sculpture was too good a name for it) appeared to be made of ancient volcanic rock, or possibly Pumice. It was grayish-black, porous, with small grooves all over it (like those of fingerprints). The whole thing looked like nothing more than an ugly, twisted piece of rubble. Though believed by some (not me) to be carved, it did not look it. It honestly held resemblance—in my opinion—to a large old turd. Yes, it was chiseled a little here and there, but it held no artful significance whatsoever. And yet, this spiral piece of rock contained some power nobody could begin to understand.

Some said the sculpture had been made by the Mayans out of material from all nine planets, combined and confined into one solid object that used to be on display in the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art. Nobody knew exactly where the thing was from or who had discovered it. Others believed it had been found in an ancient cave in Peru; and after having had it studied by several scientists, I’d learned a very interesting fact: it was at least ten million years old.

After some strange occurrences began to be reported by people who had seen the sculpture, it was moved from a glass display case to a hundred pound vault. Three people committed suicide after viewing it. Though their deaths happened years apart, the museum staff felt that the safest place for it was behind solid steel.

The three suicides were investigated thoroughly, but none of the victims gave any valid reason beforehand as to why they did what they ultimately did. One fifty-three-year-old man named Bruer Laking, a father of three and husband of Susan Charlin, took his twelve gauge one day after returning from the museum, and, while his family was downstairs preparing dinner, placed the barrel inside his mouth and pulled the trigger, splattering his brains all over the bedroom walls, ceiling, windows, floor, and sheets. No note was left behind, and no real motive was found. He was not some manic-depressive individual who hated his life; he’d had it all. His wife later described his behavior on his final day as "Bizarre. Something," she said, "had changed in his eyes when he saw the sculpture. I knew it then, like I do when my children have something wrong with them and they don't tell me about."

That was the first incident ever reported—that I knew of. It happened on a snowy winter around Christmas in 1989, only three months after the sculpture was first put on display. Before then, before it hit the museum, it had lingered in limbo in some eccentric man's private collection.

The second suicide occurred three years later, also during the winter, and close to Christmas, in 1992. Pamela Leanery, a healthy, happily-married, twenty-seven-year-old mother of a newborn baby, and also fresh on the scene as an up-and-coming artist, went to the museum with her family to enjoy a day of exhibit. Pam had minored in art history at the New York Art Institute, where she'd majored in graphic design. According to her husband, the day was going fine until they entered the Mayan exhibit, right where the sculpture was on display. "At first she was mesmerized," her husband had said. "She gazed at it longer than any other piece of art that day. Then, when Shane, our son, saw the rock, he started crying up a storm. Pam became estranged after that. Lost in herself. There was no exuberance in her eyes. I tried to ask if something was wrong, on the way home. She was being real quiet and all, as if she'd just seen a ghost.

"After we got home and ate dinner, Pam disappeared into the bathroom for a while. I checked up on her minutes later, and there she was, right on the floor, dead. She'd drank the Clorox from under the sink. My son, months afterward, said 'there was something very wrong with that stone. It's cursed.  It's evil.'"

But the museum executives let this incident go unheeded as well. They didn't know that a small 33.3 pound rock was capable of making people commit suicide. Nobody ever imagined. A few employees once made bets with each other to see who could stare at it the longest without being affected by its power.

But none were. One worker even watched it for over three hours and was fine. In fact, thousands of folks had seen the sculpture by then, but no more reported suicides occurred ...

Until ...

Easter Sunday, 1994. The next and final suicide. This time it was a fourteen-year-old boy, Tommy, who fell to the stone's selective wrath. He went ventured to the museum to gather information for a novel he was writing. Reports say that he'd just published his first book for an outright advance of fifty-thousand-dollars, plus subsequent royalties.

He was later described as “perfectly normal” by close relatives, without any psychological or emotional issues. Tommy spent the entire day scoping out the Greek Ages and the Mayan section. Some people said they thought the boy fainted when he first saw the stone; others said he took off, running out of the building like a lunatic hopped up on speed. Less than an hour later, his sister found him sprawled out across the bed, dead. Apparently, he’d slit his wrists open longways. One thing they found at the scene was a note wedged into the boy's collar, which some believe he wrote soon prior to his death. Over and over it read, in big, black letters:

Don't look into it.

To this day, neither I nor anyone I know, understands what it means. But those three people assuredly saw something astonishing, maybe even forbidden.

Now, I am sure others have died while looking at that hideous stone, perhaps before it'd reached the museum. It's logical to think, I suppose. I have noticed some oddities that cannot go denied. Bruer, the first victim, was the boss of a commercial ad company; the second, Pam, was a graphic designer; and the last, Tommy, was a writer. They were all creative people. All right-brained people who probably thought a lot and spent most of their time dreaming. But the question was: why these people? Why not more logical, left-brained people, or even people with mental disorders? Were they specifically tailor-made to see something that they could not bear?

Another oddity is that all three deaths occurred three years apart, the first two around Christmas; the third on Easter. The stone itself weighed 33.3 pounds. Was there a specific link between these?

Besides the mystery was the history. It’s reported to have been brought over on August, 31, 1941, by an Englishman named Henry Bordonsaite, who supposedly had been in his possession of it since 1929, when he unearthed it in an ancient cave somewhere overseas. Henry is now deceased, but legend has it that the stone may have been shot down from the heavens, sent by little green men who purposely threw it at us... some sort of Pandora's Box. Another legend states that it was made here on earth by the same people—or people similar to those—who designed Stonehenge; but then again, Stonehenge never caused a suicide that I know of. The last legend, of which I'm aware, is just as preposterous ... that, hidden within its subatomic structure, it is a key to another dimension. No one can say for sure what the true secret of the sculpture is, except whomever put it here, themselves.

Though Henry died before he saw his finding on display, I will soon go through some of his personal notes, to which I have been granted access, since I am now the current possessor of the stone. It’s, safely to say, no longer on display; it hasn't been since the boy slit his wrists. Now the 33.3 pound stone lives in a small vault—merely large enough to enclose it—on my bedroom mantel.

I expect to get more information soon—not only from Henry's file but from some scientists I've put in charge to see exactly what it is made of.

 

One week has passed and I've gotten the results from the small team of scientists. They classified it as primordial stone, probably as old as the earth itself; but what they couldn't say was exactly what type of material, or rock, it was made from. Though it has no visible carvings on it by any man-made tool, it was, they explained, constructed by something or someone. Just what, is still to be determined.

Three days have passed. I finally delved into the old, yellow papers locked key and file in the vault—no doubt the folders of Henry Bordonsaite.

 

December 5

Emery ... a practicing musician. He stares at the stone unmercifully. Though I have not worked with him for very long, I have seen strange changes in his behavior. He is more soft-spoken now, more lifeless, and more tense. His eyes bug out now. He looks at us as if he's looking through us, or into us.

 

December 6

Today I woke up to Emery's desperate sobs. Everyone asks him why he's crying, but he doesn't tell us. Pretends like we aren't even here. He seems to be living in his own little world. He even rocks back and forth, as if he's jumping out of his own skin.

 

December 8

I've just been informed by one of my colleagues that Emery hasn't ate anything in 3 days, when we found the stone. Over and over he says he's fasting, he's fasting. Still rocks back and forth, sobbing. Some people here are growing concerned with his unusual behavior. He always stays by himself, curled up and mumbling something under his breath.

 

December 8

Everyone woke up to Emery's bloodcurdling screams. We ran into his tent. His body was convulsing and his flesh was turning gray. Both of his eyes rolled up into his head. Tried to save his life, but didn't know what was causing it. Llater, when we took him to the nearest hospital, we found that he'd been stung repeatedly by a scorpion. Nobody knows whether it killed him unprovoked or provoked. For the past few days his behavior has been nothing short of bizarre.

 

December 9

Suicide note found: he'd been keeping a scorpion he found in a small jar, as a pet. He did provoke it into stinging him to death. Over and over and over, the note reads: Don't look...

 

—This was the same exact thing Tommy had written in his note! It’s far too incredible to be a coincidence. There was only one way—that I could figure—to unlock and solve the mystery of the unknown stone: to make myself see what they saw.

I wasn't sure if I could see what they had, since I was more of a left-brained logician, and since probably only a few people were either genetically or physiologically inclined to see into the depths of the sculpture.

I frantically and nervously turned the dials on my safe, opened it up, and removed the stone from its resting place. I set it up on the mantle right next to the open vault. So many years of mystery had boiled up inside me. I was determined beyond a doubt—whether it meant losing sleep, my job, or my sanity over this one small thing—to finally encounter the impossible, the weird, the beyond. I didn't care at what cost, either.

The first night, I spent at least two hours gazing at it, wondering if maybe it was somehow gazing back at me, perhaps even laughing.

What was it?

The next day I awoke early and took the day off for extra stone-spending time. The thin streams of sunlight shone in through the window, accentuating the rigid, grotesqueness of the sculpture. I sat on the end of my bed, the clock ticking away, simply staring, watching, wondering. Something was in that stone—that, I knew.

 Hours passed, some slowly, some rather quickly. The phone rang in the background, but I did my damnedest to pay no attention to it. It was somehow therapeutic to do nothing all day but watch that chunk of shit. Hell, maybe I was just getting old; maybe even senile since I'd called off work to stare at a simple rock.

But simple it was not.

Where had it really come from?

Eight hours was as long as I could bear, then I went to bed.

I did go to work the following day, but only for six hours. As soon as I got off and got some McDonald's food through the drive through, I went home, ate, and sat my ass on the bed and stared at the black stone.

 

I got the whole next week off work… and it was in the good ol' month of December.

Who made it?

 

I watched the thing like a freak show for the next two days. I was very fond of watching TV, but I’d unplugged the cord from the outlet and sat, watching, watching.

I didn't get much sleep the second night. I stayed up thinking about the sculpture, wondering how far I was from its bear of fruit.  Thoughts of a million kind ran through my mind over and over again, giving me a headache. Regardless of all my mad concepts, none were worth a damn. I again questioned myself, and thought I was doing it all wrong. As I'd said, I had no imagination. Now I wanted one.

I suddenly remembered my next door neighbor, a thirty-something fellow who painted portraits. An artist! Jesus! Why had I been so blind?

But,

if it works…

he will die.

 

Fortunately, nobody could pin a thing on me. Besides, it's being done in the name of true human knowledge.

I shall do it.

 

I called him during the afternoon and asked him if he'd take a look at it, wondering if maybe he'd like to paint a picture of it. He said he'd be glad to. He will be over within ten minutes.

 

Oh my dear mother of god! A day has passed and much has happened. My neighbor entered my bedroom—immediately, his eyes fixed on the stone and I saw stark terror in the man's eyes. It wasn't the kind of fear you'd find in the face of a man who was about to be shot in the face with a gun! I have absolutely no way to explain what was written on that man's face. It was like he died right then, before he was found dead later in his Toyota from carbon monoxide poisoning. I now regret what I have done. But now it's Thursday, and what's happened is history.

I started automatic writing, hoping to stimulate my creativity. I sat on the edge of my bed, moving a Bic across pages of a college-ruled notebook. I simply wrote what came to mind—anything but fact. I made up things: bits of story ideas, unique names for children, etc. I only moved when I needed to use the toilet. I stopped eating altogether. I didn’t want to spend any time away from my beloved sculpture.

A day has passed. I didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. Though tired, nauseous, and numb, I kept writing down whatever popped into my mind. When I ran out of things to say, I drew stick figures. My eyes hurt—they were burning. My body ached. I gazed at the sculpture for many long hours when I wasn't writing or sketching, but it wasn't telling me a thing. I was not about to give up so easily. I was obsessed. I could not help myself. I wouldn't give myself the luxury of taking a break. It wasn't a question of curiosity but one of increasing madness.

Saturday. Another day without the goodness of calming sleep. My brain felt like Swiss cheese from so much thinking of what to write and so much of staring. I began to doze off here and there, but I never crashed. The stone looked uncannily unreal through my dreary eyes. Everything looked strange. Even the sound from passing motors didn't seem real. They sounded like part of a mild, oncoming hallucination. Possibly, if I did start hallucinating, maybe I would see what they saw. Had I stayed up tonight, surely by morning I would be brain-dead and inclined to hearing and seeing things that don't dwell in my usual rationale.

There were a few moments when I really considered forgetting about that twisted stone and catching some zzzs, but that was out of the question. This—sitting here on my rear, trying to write or draw, and consistently looking to the mantel—were my priorities. Nothing would pry me from this.

I'd heard a strange noise outside my room around three in the morning, but I disregarded it as a hallucination. It sounded like animal scratching at the door and whimpering for me to let it in. But, of course, I had no pets. And, as I stared at the stone, I thought I could see things moving around out of the corner of my eyes. Still, I kept going: writing, sketching and staring.

With morning came new hallucinations. I thought I saw something jump off my stand and fly past me. I heard explosions of clanging metal mashing around outside. I was surely losing it. My brain was turning against my skull. Everything inside me hurt and longed for rest.

But I didn't budge; I saw and did what I vowed myself to do.

By now, half of the 170 page notebook was full of mindless dribble. That damn stone seemed like it was twisting, forming into something, but I knew it was only my mind playing games. I couldn't think, my stomach ached for food, and my sanity was losing the battle against the stone.

At 3:33 P.M. (I knew it was that time without even glancing at my watch) it happened. My hallucinations stopped. A door flung open, and finally—finally I saw what I needed to see. It hit me all at once, and I saw beyond the stone—I saw what it really was.

At first I was glad, then unsure, then shocked, then petrified.

Suddenly I remembered all those people who'd killed themselves after seeing the stone, and no more did I doubt the reason why they'd done it: to end the shock of witnessing what wasn't meant for mortals to see. They'd done it to sacrifice themselves to something else, something far greater. I no longer saw the stone as some black-gray, twisted piece of shit; I saw into it, I saw through it. I saw the truth. I saw something that was far too much for my sinful mind to bear. I couldn't contain myself! My body, my mind, and my soul were each traveling in different directions at once. I was exploding. I was rapidly going insane at a rate of undiminished capacity. I didn't sit still for any longer. I couldn't. The sculpture had me in its grip. Its holy grip.

I jumped to my feet, my pen and notebook falling to the floor below. I must have looked like a zombie—a drone parting from the human race, because I'd just seen something that we weren't meant to see in these bodies. Without much thought, I ran downstairs, grabbed my can of lighter fluid and my Zippo, ran upstairs and back into my room, where I locked the door behind me. I was hardly aware of me dousing myself in the liquid flammable, ready to depart from my unworthiness of what sat on my mantel. As I said, I saw within the sculpture now. The stone itself was like a data matrix code on a computer screen, a mere representation of the truth.

I was even less aware when I flicked my wheel, producing a flame. I was faintly aware of the fluid that was dripping off my body. I could do nothing but watch it—him—on my mantel. That stone shouldn't have existed on this physical planet, or at least have gotten into human hands, which were too unworthy.

In less than a moment I would certainly light myself on fire and burn to death ... but that would be merciful. Very much so. Before I did that, I continued to absorb this sight before me. The stone was neither cursed nor possessed nor some alien relic sent through space and time. It was far simpler than that. It was greater than the ten Commandments and Noah's Ark—

I then recalled the discrepancies of Christmas and Easter and the number 33.3—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. I dropped the lighter on myself and burst into flames. The sculpture had been here before the earth had been made, before maybe even the universe—the sculpture was, in fact, the true depiction of the face of God.

Demon-Thing

 

"It's so biiiiiig! Just like a castle! Yaaaaaay!" Jenni shouted as she ran past her father—almost knocking the final moving box from his hands—and into her new home. Her excitement was evident; Harry, the older child, who was sitting unhappily on the porch steps and reading an old H.P. Lovecraft book, did not share her enthusiasm. Their father, a lean, wise-looking man in his mid-thirties, patted his ten-year-old boy on the head and said, "Cheer up, pal. New town, new friends. Limitless possibilities."

Harry ignored his father's attempt at support. He hated being relocated, torn from his friends and from the environment in which he'd grown. This town was full of strangers and no pleasant memories. Complete bullshit; all because his dad got paid a little more dough here.

Ben Torrice entered the house, walked through the hallway, and tossed the box full of clothes onto the hardwood floor by the staircase.

The place was old-fashioned. Definitely Ben's style. It looked flawless, like the perfect place to raise his family in. And as Ben stood there, closing his eyes and taking in the scent of wood, he felt like it may have been too good to be true. At least, for now, that didn't matter.

"Home sweet home," Ben said to himself. Off in the den, Jenni was laughing, running, playing with her Barbie Doll, with more energy than a meth addict. Ben peeked in and watched as the afternoon sunshine poured through the window, making his daughter look picture perfect.

Outside, things were different.

Harry slid the Lovecraft book into his back pocket, unable to understand any of the large words inside and obviously too depressed to read. To make matters worse, the concrete steps he was sitting on hurt his ass. These were definitely a step down from the porch steps he knew. The streets here were brick-paved, not asphalt-paved like the ones back in Cannonsburg P.A.—his real home. He did not see his neighbors’ white Toyota parked across the street, or the skimpy-dressed teenage girl who always smiled at him. For Harry, this was hell.  He had to fight to hold back the tears; he didn't want to break down and upset his dad.

But what about me!

He didn’t reflect too much on the matter, not when he heard the rustling sound. It was very faint, almost unnoticeable, too quiet to discern and too loud to ignore. He turned his head left, right, up and down. There was nothing in any direction.

Then, there was another sound. A different sound. Like the sharp exhale of some dog or wild animal. It reminded Harry of the way a bull sounds when it kicks the dirt, ready to gorge.

Where in the hell is it coming from?

Harry got up and looked over the porch railing, into some bushes, expecting to find a pit-bull ready to bite his hand off. What scared him even worse was the nothing he saw—not so much as a swaying bush. The walkway was clean, vacant. He squinted at the moist soil, searching for tracks, but as far as he could see, there were none.

Confusion was his primary emotion. He didn't know if the book he'd been reading had jump-started his creativity or if he really had heard something.

"Harry, do me a favor and get my wallet out of the glove compartment," his father hollered.

Harry ran back to the Explorer. After retrieving the over-sized wallet, from which edges of twenties poked out, Harry looked angrily back up at the unfamiliar two-story giant.

The red-brick thing towered like a creature—a creature that wanted to eat every single memory of Harry's old life. The two upper-windows stared down at him like two evil eyes, hating him as much as he did it. The steep steps resembled a mouth with sharp teeth, anxious to chew. There was nothing pleasant about it in Harry's eyes. Even some of the grass in the front yard—the grass bordering the foundation—was yellow and dead.

He knew he could not talk his father into packing back up and going back to 211 Anwood Ave. That was out of the question.

"Son of a bitch," Harry groaned.

He walked back toward the steps—those teeth—about to enter a foreign world with foreign everything. Limitless possibilities my ass! I already hate this place, and I hate dad for doing this to us. As his foot made contact with the first step, he heard the sound again—an animal letting out a large breath. This time it was loud enough for him to get a good idea of where it came from.

Under the porch.

Was something under there?

Harry peered through the small space between the bricks in the porch. Daylight didn’t shine in or out of the opening where his eyes were focused. It was as black as black could be. He expected to see two glowing eyes staring back at him, but didn’t.

Harry lost faith in the phantom animal under the new porch when he heard his annoying father's voice replay in his mind: There's nothing under there, Harry. You're making up more useless excuses to go back home. He'll never change his mind.

He regrettably climbed those teeth and entered the belly of the beast.

 

***

 

Ben spent the remainder of that day unpacking and getting settled in. He was as giddy as a schoolboy, being in his new—as Jenni so called it—castle. He cast little reflection on his past home-buying mistakes. Now he had a better job that paid more money. It was also closer to his wife's parents, who weren't in the best of health. This was a new start, so he believed. A chance to start over again.

Jenni was almost as excited as her daddy, being in a place that actually had an upstairs and was a block away from a big playground. She forgot all about their old house. Everything here was fresh and mysterious.

Harry was the third wheel who didn’t want to be there. He sat on his bed in a strange room for many hours, listening to music on his iPod, sketching, trying unsuccessfully to take a nap in an unfamiliar place. A few tears came and went, but Harry never broke out into a cry. As much as he wanted them to, the walls, the smell, and the misplaced windows did not rearrange themselves back into the home he remembered so dearly. Even the posters of the dragons on his new walls looked weird. The lights were too bright and in the wrong places. Sounds weren’t the same, either. He could hear his sister giggling and running, his father yapping on the phone, and at nine o' clock, his mother walking in through the front door. It seemed like everyone was happy except him.

More tears came. These ones stayed a while—until he began crying. Some time later, sleep saved him.

 

***

 

The dream was in black and white—contrasty. It was either nighttime, evening, or dawn, and Harry was standing in his new front yard, looking into the space under the porch where something was making terrible gnawing sounds. Two glowing round circles—eyes—stared back at Harry from within the murky darkness of that dark chasm. Those eyes spoke the word: "Behemoth!”

 

"Harry! Rise n' shine!" his mother said, all too loudly.

"What are you?!" he screamed as he jolted upright in bed. But the nightmare was over.

His mother, Sylvia, a short woman who was thin everywhere except her thighs, recoiled, then giggled. "Dad told you to stop reading those scary books. See what happens? You dream about what you read. Last time, you were afraid to look in your closet."

She rubbed his head, but he pulled away. Harry was coming to that “If you're a parent, don't touch me” age.

"Well, get dressed, take your shower, and brush your teeth. We're leaving to see mams and gramps in a few."

Harry groaned. "I want more sleep. Can you go without me? I'm so tired."

She pulled the covers away from him. "You don't want to see your grandparents? Come on now, get up and get ready to go.  We're going."

"Ohhhhh, no. I'm staying. I need more sleep and stuff." He grabbed the covers and wedged them under his body.

Sylvia knew he meant business, that he was going to be stubborn, and said, "It's not like we see them everyday, Hare. Come on." She placed her hands on his shoulders.

"Dammit, I'm staying here! I'm not going to see them. They're old and they—"

Sylvia sighed, frustrated already. She knew her child only too well. "You're going, Harry, whether you like it or not. Don't test my patience."

"Then fucking ground me. I don't have anywhere I need to be in this place anyway. This isn't home."

"All right. That's enough of this. I'm telling your father and—"

"Sylvia," Ben said, entering the room, "where's Jenni? She come up here?"

"No, I thought she was downstairs with you."

Ben sighed, irritated. "She was.

“Jennnnnni!" he yelled, turning and walking back out of the room and down the hall.

Sylvia looked back down at Harry and said, "Ten minutes. Don't give me any shit. Got it?"

"Whatever," Harry replied, mushing his head against the pillow.

She thudded out of the room.

 

Harry lay there, despising the bright sunshine beaming through the window. He stared off into space and said, "Fuck you."

Harry did not like either of his two remaining grandparents. They smelled weird, criticized him too much, and looked more likely to break apart than a stack of Legos.

 

"Jennnnnni? Jen? Where are you? Come out. We're leaving soon!" his father hollered from downstairs.

"Jenni," Sylvia said from an upstairs room, "no more hide and seek. Where are you now? Come out. We have to go."

 

"Stupid bullshit," Harry mumbled. He felt like jumping up, breaking the window, yanking the sun from the sky, and stomping it out like a lit cigarette.

"Jenni, come on now," Ben hollered, his voice like nails to Harry's ears. Nothing was in harmony.

"Slee-hee-heep." the boy muttered, hiding under the covers.

"Harry!” mom shouted from the hallway. “Harry, get up and help us find your sister."

"She's probably—" he said, then grunted.

After hearing his parents stampede through the house and call for his five-year-old sibling a thousand times, Harry sat up, angry.

 

"Did you find her yet?" Sylvia asked Ben as she jogged downstairs.

"No, let me check the basement."

"Where was she the last time you saw her?"

"Right outside, on the porch."

—This caught Harry's attention. He remembered those sounds, and more importantly, that dream...

"Behemoth."

Reading too many horror stories again.

"Harry!" Sylvia screamed. "Get up now!"

"All right! God!" Harry regrettably climbed out of the bed and followed his orders.

 

After pissing and brushing his teeth, Harry walked out into the hallway where he heard the uneven, upset voices of his parents calling Jenni's name, louder and louder.

They couldn’t find her anywhere.

 

Ben threw open the front door and stepped out onto the porch. "JEEEEEEENNNI! Where are yoooooou?!"

There was a faint crunching sound from under the porch, but Ben was too involved to hear it. He leaped down the steps and ran around the side of the house, in search for his only daughter. The pathway leading to the backyard, small and narrow and private, seemed like a place where a child could be (gulp!) abducted.

Ben hoped to God that wasn't the case, but it did cross his mind.

"Jenni? Has anyone seen her? My daughter!!" he yelled, probably waking up half the neighborhood. 	Nobody came to help.

He rounded the back corner of the house when—

SLAM!

He collided with her. At first he was relieved, thinking he'd found his daughter; second, he thought he'd run into a kidnapper; third, he realized it was Sylvia, his wife, who’d rounded the opposite corner.

"You okay?" Ben asked her.

“Yeah,” she said, rubbing her forehead.

Together they jogged into the alley, searching for any signs of Jenni.

During all this, Harry stepped out onto the porch and glanced down, wondering of Jenni was underneath the concrete beneath his feet.

I hope not.

 

***

 

"Twenty-four hours is bullshit. Absolute bullshit," Ben barked at the officer four hours after Harry had woken up. The Torrices, a trio now, were standing or sitting in their kitchen, among three policemen. One was morbidly obese, one was so thin that the other could have probably eaten two of him, and the other, the average one, hat in hand, was talking to Ben. Sylvia was smoking a cigarette, a habit she'd given up only five months ago without fail. Till now.

Harry was in the hall, peeking in, listening to their conversation.

"That's the way we do things in this county, sir. I know your daughter is missing, but in twenty-four hours, we will send out a search party for her. We will find her, I assure you."

The other cop, the young fat one, said, "Well maybe she just got lost. I mean, you did just move here. Maybe she just wondered off, or—"

“My daughter did not wonder off. She was on the porch blowing bubbles one minute, laughing, and gone the next. Now, if you don't go out there looking for her—and I'm talking now—then I will."

The head officer said, "That's okay if you search for her, yourself. By all means, please do. Just keep it in order until the law permits we can do more."

Harry noticed that the thin, older policeman was nervous, suspicious—as if he knew something was out of sorts. He kept looking around as if he were trapped in a box, needing to get out, needing room to breathe. Nobody else seemed to notice this.

"Meanwhile," the officer said, "don't let your son get out of your sight. Just in case."

On that note Harry turned and ran back into the living room, flopped down onto the sectional couch, and began watching cartoons. He knew that he would probably never see his sister again. He knew it had something to do with the noises under the porch. He been never felt more heartbroken. Not only was he far from home, but his only sibling was now missing.

 

The birds still chirped, and the sun still gleamed. People outside were moving through life normally.

 

Five minutes after the police left, Ben and Syliva entered the living room to find Harry lying across the couch, seemingly catatonic.  The boy fought to hold back the tears that were trying to break through. Cartoon figures ran back and forth on the TV screen.

"Harry,” Ben said, “do you have any idea where your sister went? Have you seen her?"

Sylvia, nervous as hell, started on her third smoke.

"I don't know, dad."

But he did. And he knew that speaking the truth would have gotten him in big trouble.

“The monster thing under the porch stole her”

Maybe he was wrong, he desperately wanted to believe. Maybe she did just run off somewhere.

"Well, stay here with your mom while I go out and, uh, drive around, searching." He turned to his wife, sad to see the smoke fogging from her nostrils, and said, "She's gotta be somewhere."

"Find her, Ben. Find her," she said, more shaken up than an underground fault line.

And like that, he was gone too. Harry had never heard the tires of their Explorer peel out like they did that day. He'd also never seen his mother cry so hard.

She must have smoked one whole pack of Marlboros in under an hour.

"Honey, are you okay?" she asked her remaining child.

He didn't answer for a while, then said, "I guess."

"You didn't see her at all today? After you woke up?" she said, lighting up again.

"Mom, I'd like to go home. I don't like this place, this house. I never wanted to move here. And look what happened."

"Don't blame your father for this. He's tried to make our lives better by coming here. This is a good home, a good neighborhood," she said, unsure.

Harry sighed. It was on the tip of his tongue to speak about the thing under the porch, but he couldn't. He would have probably cried had he said another word at all. Instead, he sat and watched the television without watching the television.

 

***

 

A little while later, the phone rang. Sylvia, finishing her last cigarette, got up and answered it. Harry listened closely as she spoke.

"Hi, mom. What?!" she said, horrified. "Oh my God! No! You're there now? At the hospital? How's he doing? Oh, Jesus. I can't believe this day! It just keeps getting worse and worse."

Harry knew before he was told, that something bad had happened to his Grandfather Sam. He knew for certain of his ailment when his mother repeated the words: "A stroke?"

 

Time went by much slower than normal, and Harry probably glanced at the clock more than the television, waiting on pins and needles for his father to come back. His mother started crying shortly after the call and never let up. The sun receded gradually, and the floating nicotine didn't really dissipate.

 

Harry woke up before nine, when the front door opened and banged shut. He was still lying on the couch, having taken a pleasant snooze away from all danger. His dad had returned, and Harry could tell he had cried recently.

"What—did you find her?" Sylvia asked him. He shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. They threw their arms around each other—he and Sylvia—and cried. Harry lay there, watching.

Shortly afterward, they joined Harry on the couch and had a small family meeting.

"Harry, are you okay?" Ben asked. "You know what's going on?"

He nodded. His father's eyes were extremely red, and his hands shook. His mother looked lost.

"I'm going to stay here, Harry, and wait to see if Jenni comes back. I'll man the house and all, and be here to answer the phone in case the police found anything out yet. You and your mom are going to the hospital to visit Pap. Mom said your Grammy said he might die within hours. You go see him, and don't worry."

Harry felt extremely relieved. It was not because his grandfather might die or because his sister had vanished; it was because he was about to leave the horrible new house for a while.

 

Ten minutes later, mother and son left. The night was swiftly devouring the sun, and the surroundings couldn't have been more different for poor old Harry. It began sprinkling as soon as they were a block away; once they hit the interstate, it was pouring. Neither of the two spoke a word during the drive. Harry's urge to cry was extreme. Holding it back was actually painful, but somehow, he managed to do so.

 

***

 

"Room 112," the short Oriental nurse told them at the desk on the uppermost floor.

Sylvia and Harry walked the length of the hall and entered that room. Inside, Grandma Catherine was sitting in an orange chair next to the window, clutching her husband's hand. Outside, streaks off lightning touched down in the distance. Rain pelted the glass.

"We're here," Sylvia told her mother.

Catherine was a short, stick-thin, black-eyed lady dressed in a pink Parka, with little endurance for life, herself. Her husband, the old overweight fellow with almost a dozen tubes sticking in and out of his body, lay there in deep slumber.

Harry hated everything about the place—the clean, bleachy smell, that monotonous beeping of the heart monitor, and that dying man lying there, knocking on death's door. Despite all this, even this building was better than the one from which he'd come.

"Hello, Sylvia. Harry, how's my little guy?" Catherine said.

Harry, who was afraid to see his grandfather in such a state, hid behind his mother.

"It's okay, really," Catherine told him.

He reluctantly stepped out from behind his human shield and approached her. His grandmother was usually cold and curt, but now there was something soothing and welcoming about her.

Harry went to her slowly—while staring at the old man clinging to life on the bed—and gave her a hug.

"How's my big boy doing here?" she wondered, grinning.

Harry could not smile back. He responded, "I don't like today."

She chuckled, understanding, and replied, "I know what you mean, sweetheart. God makes some days special for some folks; others, he makes it downright looming." She was unable to put any real effort into the philosophy. Harry could tell, for the first time ever, that Grandma Catherine was struggling with this dilemma.

Then she looked at her daughter and said, "It's up to me to pull the tubes. The doctor said he's brain dead. No chance of him pulling through and being functional. Stroke got him good, I guess. I have a few hours to decide what to do."

Those eons of Grandparent wisdom right out the door, Harry thought. Even Yoda fails on occasion.

"Oh God, mom!" Sylvia said, wrapping her arms around Catherine. Of everyone in the room, Harry seemed the most calm, the least on edge. Truth be told, he could hide his feelings very well. Most of the time.

"Is there anything we can do for you—" Sylvia asked her.

"I just need you here, sweetie. I'm just—don't know where to go from here—" she replied.

The two hens continued yacking, sobbing, emitting high-pitched squeals that could have scared away wild dogs. The whole time, Harry could not take his eyes off the old man in the bed—the man who once bought him a box of Pirates of the Caribbean Legos that cost almost a hundred bucks—lying there with about as much worth to the world as a sack of potatoes. Maybe even less.

Slowly the boy closed in on him, the nearby breathing tube almost as loud as the crying women. Grandpa did look peaceful, and Harry wondered if he was still in any way conscious, or if he could sense him in some more magical way. The man's face was pale, his flesh riddled with age spots, his eyebrows bushier than Harry had remembered.

"I love you—"

"Why this, why now—"

"We just have to be strong, mom—"

"We've been married for 53 years—"

Harry heard them—faintly but inattentively. He walked right up to his grandfather and looked at him in the eyelids.

"I wanna go back home to—” Harry muttered. Before he could finish, a huge, blinding bolt of lightning struck right outside the building. The lights went out. Something very rough and pliable cemented around Harry's wrist. He looked down, thinking it was the thing from under the porch, but was too shocked to scream or pull away.

When the lights flickered back on, every eye in the room was on grandpa. He was not out, yet not completely conscious, either.  His face was peach-red, his teeth clenched tightly together. Worst of all were his eyes: two glossy, teary, intense blues which delved deep into Harry's.

Then he spoke: "September… 1949… it happened… it cannot be stopped… it eats… it eats… it devours—kills—hates… Jesus of Nazareth said after he'd exorcised the demon, that it will go many miles and possess a hog… a pig… any animal… a DOG."

The huuuuum of a flat line… the repetitive growls of thunder… the slack being cut from Harry's grabbed wrist… the silence of Sylvia's and Catherine's cries… the explosion of Harry's screams…

	What did it mean? Was he really aware when he said it? Was he dreaming it? Why—for what reason did he say… that?

 

***

 

One hour later and everything was tame again; at least tamer. Catherine, Sylvia and Harry were sitting in the waiting room, mourning the death of Grandpa Patterson. Both women were calm now; however, Harry was trembling. He could hardly stay seated.

"This is going to sound odd, but do you have any idea what he meant when he said all that stuff?" Catherine wondered.

Sylvia shook her head; Harry just shook.

"It's just gibberish. That's all, mom. He was brain dead."

"No. Something did happen here in September of 1949, something pretty unorthodox. There is this huge story which was never released that publicly—it's more of an under-the-table ghost story that everyone tells but nobody wants to really expose. Everyone's afraid of how people will react.

“Anyways, there was this young lady named Sarah Kolose, a beautiful, beautiful little girl who was about twelve years old. Her family was middle-class, and lived in a nice little house on King’s Lane. But one night, after Sarah's birthday, very very bizarre stuff started to happen in that home. Blood dripping up from the floor, some say. What's true—and I know this from my own experience, as I walked past there everyday—was the horrible smell that permeated from the house. God-awful. Hellish. Smelled like every foul thing you could ever think of mixed altogether into one—I can't explain it. Some neighbors who lived nearby said they heard unusual sounds coming from the house in the middle of the night… screams, torturous punishing screams that made their windows shake, and even voices in different languages. The girl's parents began to believe it was their daughter, Sarah, who was possessed by a demon. One eyewitness said she saw this girl actually vomit some sort of colored liquid that disappeared before it touched the ground. Soon she became violent, cut herself, lashed out at everyone, and even began sleepwalking down the streets at midnight for no reason at all.  Everyone who lived in a three block radius of that house could not sleep. Everyone was terrified. After much trial and error, her parents found a voodoo witchdoctor in the occult to exorcise this—spirit out of her. The night of this exorcism, many people claim they saw shadows, or figures with horns, dancing and gliding around the roof of that house, like it was a sanctuary. Two people later went crazy and killed themselves.

“The house literally shook off its foundation before dusk, when the whole ordeal was over. After that, peace came back. The girl grew up okay, as far as I know. I can't confirm this, but I heard that years after this whole ordeal, one statement the girl gave, was this. She said: 'the demon that took me over did not enter me; it was always there, but when it did leave, it would find another home’. It was as if she were saying 'we all have this evil in us, but to some, they come out much stronger.'"

Sylvia looked down, sighed, and did nothing. She didn't know whether to laugh, cry, scream, or run away.

But Harry believed. He jumped right in: "Our house, huh? The demon thing where the girl was possessed was at our new house, wasn't it? That's where it all happened."

Catherine looked confused, then appalled he'd even ask such a thing. "No, it was a good six minute drive from you. Many blocks away. Why would you—what would make you—"

"Why the hell are you saying this, Mother?" Sylvia said. Mother… she always used that word when she was pissed at Catherine.

"It's true, all of it. The reason why Gramps said it ... I don't know. It could have been an old memory that came to the surface, or—it's hard to tell. But it's true. All of it is true."

"You know, I don't appreciate this. Not a bit. Dad's dead and you're telling these hideous stories that are going to scare Harry.  And me. Mom, why?"

Catherine shook her head. Harry said, "It has to do with us. That's why he told me. Because it has to do with us. I know it!  Mom, that's why Jenni is gone. The demon got her. I know where it is."

Sylvia pointed to Harry, looked at her mother, and said, "See what you've started? You say some stuff at the worst times, Mother.  You could have stayed tight-lipped."

"Sylvia, let's not argue. It's probably nothing. I just thought I would clear it up. I didn't mean to start trouble. I'm sorry." Catherine laid a hand on Sylvia's shoulder. Sylvia began crying. They hugged again.

Harry was brimming with curiosity. He had much to dwell upon. This was like reading a great H.P Lovecraft story and then some.  Try sleeping tonight, pal. Try getting into the car with mom to go back to that damned place. Try to close your eyes in the dark, because it just ain't gonna happen.

 

***

 

Sylvia's cell phone rang twenty minutes later, while she and Harry were driving home. It took a little coaxing on her part to get the boy into the Explorer to go back home, but, eventually, she did.

"Hello?" she said into the phone. But it was hard to hear. The phone was unusually staticy, the torrent of rain falling against the windows only drowning out the voice trying to get through. Harry stared at his mom, wondering who was on the other end.

"Hello? Are you there? I can barely make you out. Who is this? Bobby? Hello? You're breaking up. Dammit!"

She snapped the phone shut and tossed it in the middle console.

"It was Bobby?"

Bobby was Harry's cousin.

Sylvia, unsure, said, "Yeah, I think so. Couldn't hear a thing. I'll give him a call back from our phone when we get home. And no more of this demon stuff. I'm serious. Grandma is getting old, too, y'know. She's been with Papa for a long time. Sometimes when you break, you don't know what you're saying."

Harry looked like a little angel when he turned to his mom and said, very gingerly, "But, mom, don't you believe in demons?  Monsters? Ghosts? We could have one in our house."

She took a hand off the steering wheel and pointed it at him. "No! No more of that crap out of your mouth. Not today. We're going home, we're gonna settle in. Not another word about evil things! They do not exist."

His eyebrows sank. All he wanted was for her to listen: "But mom—"

She squeezed the wheel. "Enough! Or else I'll ground you and you'll be stuck in our new home for a week."

His mouth might as well have been welded shut on that note. He watched as the rain droplets slammed against the windshield during the rest of the ride home. His mother tried repeatedly to call Ben back on her cell, with no results. There was no answer.

 

***

 

The Explorer pulled up to the curb at eight o’ clock. The lights were on in the house, and everything appeared to be in order. The storm was beginning to pass, but the dreary sky was not willing to go away. Harry's eyes were glued to the bottom part of the porch.  Sylvia kept sighing and rubbing away the oncoming tears.

"What if dad got—" Harry started to say. He quickly shut up before he finished with: killed by the demon monster.

Sylvia obviously had too much on her mind when she stepped out into a huge puddle in her brand new shoes and dropped and broke her cell phone on the edge of the curb. Harry clenched his teeth, expecting her to curse or scream. Instead, she threw her arms into the air and hurried up the steps. "Inside now, Harry!"

He continued to gaze through the spaces in the porch, sensing something there, but he complied with his mothers' orders and ran up the steps, entering the house behind her.

"Ben? Ben, we're home. Ben?" Sylvia said, thumping past the staircase and into the kitchen. Harry watched by the door as she went. He had never seen his mother walk like that—that stern, that emotionless. She looked as though she wanted to collapse.

Harry looked as though he wanted to fly out the door and never look back.

"Ben? Ben? Are you down there?" she said, opening the basement door. There was no response.

"Mom?" Harry said.

"Ben? BEN? Helloooo? Jesus Christ!" she said, slamming the door. She ventured back into the hall and looked upstairs. "Ben?  You up there?"

Harry just stood there, hands folded together in front of him.

“BEN, ARE YOU HOOOOOOOOME? BEEEEEEEEN!"

Harry lowered his head. Sylvia looked at him and said, "Great, now both of them are missing!"

Harry thought he knew where they both were: underneath his very feet.

"Mom, can I tell you something?"

"Wait, Harry, let me go find dad. Maybe he's in the backyard."

"Mom?"

"WAIT!" she screamed, stampeding through the kitchen and opening the back door. She peeked her head out, searching for her spouse. He was nowhere to be found. The whole backyard looked like a deserted field, filled with old boxes.

"Ben? Ben, are you out there? BEEEEEEEN? ANSWER ME! BEN!" When she turned around, she about flew out of her skin.  Harry was standing there with a revolver in his hands. A dangerous weapon, totally out of context.

"Harry, honey, what are you doing with that? Where did you find it?"

He looked down at it; it was almost too big for his hands. "I know about where dad keeps his gun. I saw where he put it when he unpacked it."

“But what are you doing with it? Give it to me." She was so upset, she didn't know if Harry would shoot her for some bizarre reason.

"We need it, mom. We have to kill the demon thing under the porch. I'm serious. Why would grandpa tell us, if it weren't true?  The dream—this whole place. Don't you feel it? Something isn't right."

Trembling, she held out a hand. "Harry, give me the gun."

"All we gotta do is shoot it. That'll kill it, don't you think? It should." He stared at the silvery weapon, frowning. It even felt heavy in his hands. "Mommy, I don't want to die."

"Guns are dangerous, honey. Now give it to me. Please? I promise you nothing's going to hurt you."

"How can you protect me if it killed dad?"

Sylvia began to ease herself toward him, kneeling, reaching. The steel monster loaded with six babies was already cocked and off safety. Harry's hands fumbled with it; his fingers were awfully close to accidentally pulling the trigger.

Then, Sylvia made her move. It was gracious but slow. She removed the gun from her child's hands, wrapped her arms around him, and cried with him.

"Mommy, where are they? Why are they not coming back again? They're both dead. I feel it."

"They're not dead, sweetheart. We'll find them."

They must have held each other for about thirty minutes. The storm eventually died down, and the downpour turned into a dull sprinkle.

 

***

 

At ten o’clock, Sylvia picked up the phone to call Ben's work number, just to see if he would answer. She looked a little less edgy and a little more in charge. However, the telephone was not working. Another telephone in the house was off the receiver.

"Harry," she said, turning to him. Sitting at the table, eating cereal, he looked up. He was very peaked, and his eyes were quite red.

"Yeah?"

She pointed to the phone she holding, and said, "Go find the other phone. It's off the hook."

He stood and exited the room, in search for the missing telephone.

 

For three whole minutes, Sylvia did not put two and two together. It never occurred to her that the call she'd gotten from her cell on the way back might have been from Ben or Jenni, or someone  home who was possibly in trouble; but when she did, she knocked a glass off the counter and gasped.

As soon as the glass exploded across the tile floor, Harry entered the kitchen, completely petrified. Indeed, in his hand was the portable phone, with red liquid smeared on it. A great candidate for blood.

"Mom… phone—I, uh, um, found it under the couch."

When her eyes zeroed in on the blood, she screamed and darted over to him at warp speed. The phone left his hand like the wind, and Sylvia, examining the dark red substance smeared all over the white phone, began to freak out.

"Oh, dear God! No! Nooooooo!" she said, tossing the phone out of the way and placing her hands on his shoulders. "Harry, sweetie, we're going to the police station. We've got to get out of here now."

Harry sighed and said, "Then let's go!"

She stood, ready to flee. But before they went, Harry stopped and said, "Don't forget the gun, mom!"

She stopped as if she'd been pulled taut by a wire. She did just that: grabbed the gun from the high cupboard and held it almost more messily than Harry had.

"Hurry up! Let's go!" he pleaded.

"Heeeeeeeeeeeelp!"—The deafening male scream came from beyond the basement door. Its pitch and tone was highly irregular, gut-wrenching, inhuman, but definitely Ben's.

Harry's eyes widened. Sylvia dropped the gun to cover her mouth with both her hands. Fortunately, the weapon did not go off.  They turned to that door, which slid open with a creak. Harry wondered if the door had been opened by his father's potent screech, alone. As the door opened wider, a bleak tungsten light shone through the ever-increasing crack, but there was nothing pushing the door from behind.

"Ben? BEN?" Sylvia screamed, running over to the door.

"NO, MOM!" Harry screamed.

Forgetting completely about the gun, she threw the door open so hard the knob dented the wall. Harry expected to see her being sucked, grabbed, or yanked down into the deep cavern.

She saw Ben. He was lying at the bottom of the steps with three large, deep claw marks running vertically across his face. The bone, the tissue and the muscle were all visible. He was reaching for her, trembling, drooling blood, his lower body out of sight. He was not just hurt, he was dying. He was being murdered. Sylvia almost didn't recognize him, for his facial expression had never been so severe.

"Help me," he gasped.

There was a chewing sound: a loud, horrible gnawing sound, like a pit-bull devouring a large steak. At that point, Ben spurted blood from his mouth and went limp. Sylvia did not see anything, but whatever was down there pulled her dying husband out of view, and out of her life for good.

She stumbled backward, shaking her head, traumatized. She tried to speak but couldn't. All that came out were little high-pitched, undecipherable grunts. Harry was still standing there, also shocked but more aware.

"MOOOOOM! LET'S GOOOOO!" he screamed. By the time he thought about grabbing her hand and running out of the house with her, the heel of her foot landed on the revolver and she slipped. The gun slid across the floor. She fell quite hard, sustaining whip-lash and knocking herself into a stupor.

"Mom, mom, mom, mom!" Harry said, hurrying to her and shaking her. Sylvia's head wobbled in circles, but she was unaware of all chaos going on around her.

"Mom! MOM, WAKE UP!" he said, clutching her by her shirt and shaking her. She did not hardly budge.

"Mom! Dammit!"

Slam-slum-slam-slum-slam-slum—the sound of heavy, fleshy footsteps parading down in the basement. Then there was a growl, which sounded a little like a dog and much like a something tenfold deadlier.

"Moooom!" he screamed. She fell on her side, out like a light. Harry was now home alone with a demon thing in his basement. He did not like the thought of leaving his mom, but he knew if he didn't, he'd die too.

Harry stood, picked up the gun, ran into the living room, and picked the car keys up off the stand, destination: Explorer. He did not know how to drive but did not care; he was getting as far away from the house as possible.

As he tripped over the living room rug, something happened, something huge, something loud. It was like a gunshot, but the gun in Harry's hand had not gone off. Something did fall on his back when he fell—pieces of plywood. Splinters and dust flew into the air.  Whatever was in that basement, under that porch, had burst through the floor, and was face-to-face with him.

The demon thing was like a dog; was not like a dog. It had splotches of hair here and there, but was mostly bald. Its skin was salty—that's the only way Harry could describe it. Salty and dry. Whatever breed it was held a remote similarity to a Doberman Pincher, except this one was ugly, mean, and evil. Its eyes, big, twisted and black, were like two deep wells of without a bottom. It had four legs, but the back two were fairly small due to its extremely deformed shape. The two front legs were almost as long as its body and well defined. One leg, as if created by inbreeding, was sticking out of its back. The demon-thing's mouth was larger than a rotweiler's, larger than a wild bear's. The saliva that oozed from its mouth—that roped off its horrid fangs—was light green. It was hungry, mad, and not of any natural known creature in the English dictionary. This may have once been a regular animal, a regular pet pampered by its loving owners; but now it was despicable, brought into new existence by a demon who'd possessed a girl named Sarah years ago.

"Oh shit…" Harry exclaimed. The great beast grinned slyly. It didn't like him. It didn't seem to have any positive attitude toward anything earthly.

It spoke, or tried to speak to him, but couldn't, because of the structure of the dog's mouth. A few words, or growls, did get through, and Harry processed them:

"Har-ry… death… you…r… blood… Behemoth is I!"

Harry and the demon-thing gazed at each other without blinking. Behemoth knew he was afraid, knew he could not get away, and knew he was his for the taking. Harry knew all this, too. The gun in his hand meant nothing. He knew there was not enough ammo in the weapon to kill this thing. And if there were, this thing would not stop without a really good fight.

"Please…" Harry said. As he looked into this thing's eyes, he thought he saw a million flames, a million screams, a million tortured souls. The gleam in its eyes, as well as in its slimy mouth, was sickening. The smell that exuded from it was repulsive, like dead waste.

Drops of green liquid flew from the thing’s brown gums as it turned and twisted its head around horribly. Harry was speechless, motionless, exhausted from terror. Before he knew it, the thing leaped forward, jumped, and dug its fangs into the his forehead. Blood immediately spurted out. Skin shriveled and revealed bone underneath. Harry felt the pain and didn't feel it. It was not a life-threatening wound… at least not this one.

Its head jerked back and its throat bulged out as it swallowed the piece of innocent flesh. It drooled more. Harry started crying.  He felt his head with a hand and touched bone. Feeling that without the skin was weird.

That's when he remembered the gun in his hand.

Instinctively, he pointed the revolver at the roaring fiend and fired. Long before the beast took the bullet, it shot back underground through the floor. Instead, that stray bullet went through the front door and hit the thin, older officer standing right outside, in his chest.

Harry started to black out; not from pain but from shock. He saw glimpses of the policeman coming in, stumbling, disappearing, then reappearing. Bleeding badly, the man finally made it to the child, who looked completely out of it.

"Boy. Boy! Boy, wake up! We have to get out of this house! Now!" He tried to pick him up, but as he did, blood spurted from his bullet wound.

"Kid, wake the hell up!" he said, smacking him.

There were loud rumbles from below. Neither of them were looking when a long, red tentacle-like tongue slithered out through the basement door, wrapped itself around the dead body of Sylvia, and pulled her down into the basement.

"Dammit, kid!" he said, now gasping for air. The bullet had grazed a lung.

Harry shot up from a lying position, almost butting heads with his savior.

"It's my fault," the cop said. "I should have warned your family when you came! After 1969, everyone who'd lived here turned up missing. Nobody ever found their bodies—"

"I know why," Harry said.

"We never knew what it was, none of us. But there was a dog that lived here during the time that girl down the road was possessed. Dog turned up missing. Was never seen again. Then every single person who ever lived here vanished!"

"Behemoth!" Harry cried. "The demon left the girl and found this new body! The bones—the bodies—the missing people—" he said, gazing the man in his beady eyes, "they're under the porch."

The policeman was now struggling to breathe. Harry was struggling not to pass out again.

"Go, kid! Save yourself."

The policeman did not die from lack of oxygen or from loss of blood, but from the demon thing. Its tongue shot out of the hole in the floor like a reverse streak of lighting, wrapped itself around his throat, and yanked below with tremendous force.

 Chewing sounds…. man's dying screams ...

Harry managed to stand and stay awake as he went to the big hole in the floor. The man below was no longer a man but a slab of beef bleeding from a million pieces, his endoskeleton sparkling like red diamonds. Blood drenched the cement floor.

Harry made a daring leap across the four foot hole, and he made it. He completely passed it. The front door was only a mere few feet away. He could almost smell the warm air, could almost feel the breeze—

—Though he cleared the obstacle, something else happened: the loose wood surrounding the hole in the floor did not support his weight. It broke. Harry screamed. He fell, but he managed to grab hold of the plywood and hung there like a confused pinata.

"Shhhhhhit!" he screamed. "Somebody, helllllp meeee!"

He kicked his feet, struggling to pull himself up, except it was too late. The thing close and below heard his wild cries, leaped, snapped onto his foot with its awesome jaws and pulled him to his ultimate death.

The Torrices, a family of four, and a police officer, were never found. The authorities did not find much evidence of their departures except for the weird hole in the living room floor that would not help in finding them but would just raise more eyebrows.

This was the seventh family to have lived in that house only to go missing. Nobody ever thought about looking deeper—literally—under the porch. Nobody knew about the secret wall that linked the basement to the dark crevice unintentionally built for something so unnatural. People walk past the house every single day without any knowledge of what watches them through the cracks of 1129 Borin St. It simply sits, watches and waits for new tenants.

 

More families would come and more would go, but one thing would stick around for a long time ...

 

Behemoth.

 

The birds still chirp, the sun still shines, and the town still moves on as usual.

The Unforgettable Highway 

 

I will never again look at a dark outstretch of wicked blacktop without probably growing faint; nor will I extend my ear to the sound of a rumbling motor without a severe panic attack likely seizing my troubled mind. I once bore the I either see it or don't believe it mentality toward the supernatural. Oh, but how sorry I am for being ignorant. Horrible unheard-of things that people don't speak about, are not only uncovered by the mad men in search for them, for I stumbled upon them by pure accident on a dark and stormy night in the least likely of places: the highway. I haven't spoken about it to another soul, for safety's sake, on their part and mine. That's why I have written it all down. But no roads—not highway, brick, gravel, or blacktop—will I ever again commute; not in the daylight, with a companion, or even a loaded gun.

I left in my Mazda on a young October morning from my home in Wellsburg, West Virginia, down to Charlotte, North Carolina, to visit my older brother. It was my first actual road trip, and it would soon be my last.

Midnight eased forth with seven excruciating hours into my drive, as well as fatigue. I peered ahead and watched as every yellow line disappeared under my car. And then, into my view came a large green sign, which read: BAKERSFIELD: NEXT EXIT. I knew now, based on the directions my brother had given me, that my destination wasn't far from here.

I glanced at my fuel gauge, knowing it was low, but I'd kept skipping the gas stations, hoping I could get there on what I had.

I drove another four miles and came up onto the exit ramp. At the stop sign, I turned right and cruised down a small incline, entering a small, dark, poorly lit area. To the right there was Neakes Shopping Plaza, Pizza hut, and Wendy's; and to the left, Datin's hotel, and thankfully, Gasland.

Something was askew. The neon business lights, the streetlights, and the hotel room lights were all flickering, as if the energy had been sucked from them by a power outage or electrical failure. My first thought was that a storm had passed through here and knocked down the main transformer, but then again, I wasn't sure.

I approached the first traffic light, which soon turned a pale, dormant red color. I stopped and gazed at it. I had to fight my sleepiness in spite of what was happening, or not happening, around me.

While I waited for the traffic light to change, a sudden gust of wind whirled by. It caused the heavy light to sway and stirred a small cyclone of autumn-colored leaves into a dance in front of my car. That's when I noticed something else in spite of my extreme exhaustion: the roads were empty in this unfamiliar place where the darkness overwhelmed the light. Though I knew it was late, I deemed it odd how empty and lifeless the streets were—void of any set of headlights blazing through the dark night air but mine, and void of rumbling engines except for my V-8. My car and the gentle howl of the wind were the only two entities that insulted the deadly silence in that small ghost town in North Carolina.

I peeled my vision from the traffic light and looked across the median to a tall neon sign which read: GASLAND: CHEAPEST GAS THIS SIDE OF THE MISSISSIPPI. The light within the encasing flickered on and off, on and off.

With droopy eyelids, I watched in my peripheral vision as the streetlight turned to a feeble green, then turned yellow and began flashing.

Puzzled, I proceeded across the intersection and pulled into the self-service gas-station. I parked behind an abandoned Mercedes next to the pumps, turned off my car, and exited.

The October air in North Carolina was warm. I was fifty miles from the Outer Banks, and even when the wind blew, it felt more like a summer breeze than a fall one. But that wasn't the unusual thing. What was bizarre was the foul odor that filled the air, an acrid reek of something I could neither place nor describe; except to say that it was old, rotten, and bitter. Indescribable in every way. I simply held my breath while I pumped some unleaded into my tank.

Afterward, I jogged into the gas-station to escape the horrendous odor. Upon entering, the first thing I noticed were the fluorescent lights above making a tink-tink-tinking sound as they, too, flickered on and off, illuminating then darkening the overpriced candy bars and chip bags that lined the aisles of the small station.

I approached the counter, but no clerk was present. So I picked up a small customer bell and rang it as I gazed as the Employees Only door, waiting for a beer-bellied man plastered in grease to exit. Even after a moment, not a soul came out.

"Hello? Is anybody here?" I turned back to the closed door and looked at the window, just to make sure they were still open.

SORRY, WE'RE CLOSED—was what the sign said from the inside.

I rang the bell again, stopped, and waited… waited… but no one came out. There was not a peep from within.

Impatient, I power-walked to the Employees Only room and yanked the door open. No one was back there either, except for a Geo raised up on a jack and an oily rag on the ground, along with an open mechanic's toolbox, which appeared to be in recent use. I was flabbergasted. Where the hell were they?

I went back into the station and picked up the phone, ready to report what I had found, or hadn't found, to the authorities. But when I took the phone off the receiver, it wasn't working. All that came across when I listened into the ear piece was a large amount of static—loud static.

I hung it up, knowing there were no other stations around for miles, so I laid a twenty on the register and left.

I was soon on the road again. I cruised to the interstate turn off and checked the outstretched map on the passenger seat, calculating that Charlotte was no less than twenty miles and no more than thirty. But before I turned on my blinker, and before I made that turn onto the highway again, an eerie urge struck me to look back at the town, and I did. I stared at it for a few long, uneasy seconds. Despite the lateness of the night, I felt alone—estranged near that town. It was too silent, too dark. Before I let my paranoid mind run loose with the wild idea that something was wrong, I calmed it by telling myself I was dead-tired and homesick.

I drove down the embankment, slowing at the yield sign, and met once again with the long, black stretch of road I was trying to conquer. A few droplets of rain tapped against my windshield, and an enormous growl emerged from the sky. Following this, a bolt of lightning redirected my attention to the woods, where it ripped through the trees. I tried to ignore this oncoming storm, focus on something else. Anything else.

That was impossible. Those few trickles of rain soon turned into a full-on downpour. I had to turn my wipers on full blast. They scrreee-scrruuuued  back and forth against the glass.

Then, in the distance, I noticed a pair of taillights glistening at me. I pushed harder on the accelerator, determined to catch up with the automobile. I expected to see a vibrant young woman at the wheel; her child sleeping in the back seat, clutching a raggedy teddy bear, maybe headed to Charlotte as well.

My M.P.H. leaped from sixty-five to seventy as I crept up behind the vehicle. Once I was in viewing distance, I noticed by examining its wide, rectangular form, that it was a station wagon. But as I snuck up right behind it in the adjacent lane, shock smacked my mind and trepidation pierced my heart when I saw the small white curtains drooping from its back window. This was not a station wagon occupied by a mother and child; this was a hearse! I was out here in the middle of nowhere, sharing my road space with a carrier of the dead!

My rationale, or maybe my fear, heeded me to get away from this sight, so I floored the pedal in an attempt to pass it. Though I tried to keep my eyes on the road, I could not help but look at the driver. To this day, I really wish I hadn't.

Sitting behind the wheel of that horrible hearse was the skinniest, most shrunken form of an elderly man I had ever seen—so incredibly afflicted and anorexic that his taut skin held a profoundly yellow cast. His facial bones protruded through his epidermis clearly. Sickeningly. Looking at his face was like looking at a human skull. He was wearing a priest's collar, and when he turned his head to look at me, I was shocked to see two gaping, pus-filled voids where eyes should have been. He lifted a hand from the steering wheel and pointed a thin, bony finger at me and opened his mouth so far, a part of his jaw snapped. I tried to scream, to yell in shock or disbelief, but I couldn't. What I was seeing simply drowned out my own futile attempts of verbal attention.

Then I watched as the man's skin began ripping off, peeling and curling by itself. Half of his nose popped off and fell to pieces when it hit the hand with which he was pointing at me. Suddenly, his face went from crumbling flesh and tissue to a glowing, bubbly,  transparent goo. It pulsated and changed colors, reminding me of some exotic jellyfish. His skin became overwhelmed by the shifting change of transparent slime and quickly bubbled and dissolved away to nothingness.

Time stopped. I did not even know who I was at that moment. In fact, I knew nothing within that moment that held any significance to human rationale.

Subconsciously, I slammed on my brakes. My car slid about the road while the wicked hearse drove off into the night.

I sat there in the deepest daze of my life, wondering what I had encountered. In the midst of the terrible in my mind, I knew that that deformity of nature had something to do with the quiet town and the estranged gas station.

My hands were trembling erratically over the steering wheel. My heart pounded so fiercely, it was hard to breathe.

I let off the brake and stepped on the gas pedal, really hoping that Charlotte wasn't far off. While I went, I reached over, opened my glove compartment, and took out my handkerchief and fully-loaded Glock. I wiped the perspiration off my face, than cocked my gun and stuffed it in the front of my jeans. The feeling of safety my weapon gave me was minute, but it was certainly better than nothing.

I stepped harder on the accelerator, hoping that the hearse and its occupant wasn't waiting for me. I couldn't shake the thought of those empty eye sockets or that repulsive melting of flesh, which made me want to vomit. I tried to tell myself that I was so tired I'd hallucinated. Unfortunately, I received little solace from my logic. This highway was in some way cursed.

The storm, which had abated, raised its ugly head again, and the rain reached its former fury. Thunder erupted, lightning flashed, every time startling me. I tried to calm myself by thinking how good it would feel to be in such a large city full of people and lights; to be surrounded by those who loved me, or to be surrounded by anyone else at all. Anything was better than the unknown.

About ten miles down the road, I came to the most relieving road sign I'd ever seen in my entire life: Charlotte: 15 miles. A weight lifted from my chest; my hands calmed their shaking to just small spasms, when something else happened…

Abruptly, I snapped my eyes shut and slammed on my brakes. My car screeched and slid about the road like a snake slithering through butter. A huge flash of violent, hot white light had instantaneously blinded me. The flicker of light was so sudden, so bright, so powerful, that I didn't know where it came from or what caused it, but it sure wasn't lightning.

After a long moment, my eyes dilated. I reopened them and looked around me to see what had happened; and just like the strong bulb of some god's enormous camera, it flashed again, and I was blinded by an intense burst of glowing whiteness. The flash was so fierce, I actually felt a heat radiate from its pulse. But, with spots of light blinding me as I looked around, I could not tell from what direction it was coming.

After closing my eyes for another moment, I waited for my retinas to readjust once more, and sped away until I was a safe distance from the blinding pulsations of light.

Then I drove slowly, waiting, watching. My patience was soon rewarded when I saw another flash in my rear-view mirror. It came from within those hideous woods near where I'd been driving.

I stepped on the gas again like before, fleeing from that monotonous, diffusion of light, realizing that it somehow linked the horrible hearse driver, the quiet area, and the drained power back in town. Then I realized something… I had seen the blast from an atomic bomb—on TV, not in person—look much like the flashing of the light in the woods. I told myself with a false comfort that everything I witnessed tonight was the result of some sort of nuclear mishap. Maybe the old man had been trying to warn me. Nuclear physics would probably explain the melting of flesh, but there was still one question I had no answer to: if there had been some local nuclear meltdown, how come I was left unharmed?

I didn't know for sure of anything, but I knew that Charlotte couldn't be any more than seven or eight miles away. And although my hands shook against the steering wheel, I felt a great comfort in the idea that this was entirely scientific and not supernatural.

The storm worsened as I raced to reach Charlotte. The rain became so furious that I thought the clouds where dumping buckets of water on my windshield. The lightning flashed so often near the woods that I began to wonder if the power lines were at war with each other. And then, in the distance, through the downpour, of what little I could see, almost made me cease in horror… that horrible black hearse.

It was parked in the center of the road, with its taillights blinking and the driver's door hanging wide open. Thankfully, I saw no trace of the old man.

I parked behind it and took a few deep breaths. Why did I stop? Why didn't I decide to pass this whole thing by and go to Charlotte? Because, for one: I truly sold myself on the idea that this was not supernatural, and two: my curiosity was greater than my fear.

I took a deep breath, and reached reluctantly for the door handle with one hand while clutching the gun in my jeans with the other.

The door popped open. Thunder erupted, almost making me heave. I didn't know it then, but many times now I wonder if that specific howl of mother nature was a warning to get me back into my car and out of this whole mess.

As I began to step out, a barrage of thick, heavy rain plummeted against my body, almost drenching me instantaneously. I ripped the gun from my jeans, making damn well sure it was cocked and ready to fire. I pointed it toward the hearse as I slowly neared it with my feeble, fear-struck legs. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it throbbing. God, I could hear it.

I closed in on the driver's-side door, trying to aim my gun with trembling hands. I took a last breath so deep, I thought I would pass out, and looked inside the car, almost accidentally pulling the trigger.

Relief washed over me when I saw no trace of anything of anyone. I was surprised to find it in immaculate condition. I expected to find some molten flesh on the seat or hanging off the steering wheel, but the interior was clean as a whistle.

Suddenly, a noise came from the side of the road behind one of the many bushes that lined the ragged edges of the pavement. I immediately pointed my gun in that direction, finding a large shrub swaying back and forth.

A chill ran through my back and proceeded to my hands. My index was on the verge of pulling the trigger to unload on the trembling bush. And that's when I saw it. That's when ultimate horror transfixed my soul from a normal individual to one who will never get near a car or road again.

Glazing straight back at me within that bush were two bright red, glowing eyes. I suddenly forgot I had a gun, forgot I had a name, forgot there was a storm, and forgot that I was headed to my brother's. Those eyes belonged to an alien body the sights of man had never seen, of an intelligence man will never know. Those eyes knew something about me. I sensed that they intended to do something to me I couldn't imagine. I actually felt the evil that emitted from those large, watchful, red ovals of hate. They watched me, and had been waiting for me the way a wolf stalks its prey. They even seemed to speak to me—not in a literal sense, but in an unknown one that I dare not try to explain. And then, in that bush I heard an explosion erupt and shake the ground around me as those two, blatant eyes whizzed away into the forest at an impossible speed, creating two long streaks of glowing red lines stretching for miles. I knew…  whatever alien body those eyes belonged to, could move at the speed of sound.

I thought I heard ten gunshots follow, and I was pretty sure they’d come from my gun. But I wasn't certain until I awoke from my momentary trance and saw the smoke pouring from the barrel of my Glock.

I jumped in my car, wanting to flee from this place as quickly as whatever in that bush had moved. I started it and threw my foot down on the gas. Tired squealed, skidded, and smoked. Off I went into the night. My hands were trembling so badly now, I had a difficult time holding onto the steering wheel. Lightning flashed and thunder exploded as my speedometer leaped from zero to twenty, to thirty to fifty. Really, I felt like I was going five miles an hour.

Suddenly, I saw the sign that freed my nerves: Charlotte: 1 mile. I was well away from that dreaded hearse…

… when my car began to slow down. The speedometer quickly dropped from eighty-five to sixty to fifty, as well as the hope inside my heart. I heard the sound of my engine struggling to survive, then slowly fade until the motor altogether ceased. The car came to a complete halt in the center of the highway! I checked the fuel gauge—still full. Then my headlights popped out. I could see nothing but darkness, could feel nothing but despair.

I tried like hell to start my car, but to no avail. Every time I turned the key, a loud grinding and coughing sound came from my hood.

I’d thought my battery’d died…until I heard the bizarre buzzing sounds coming from the forest. The sounds were hard to describe and hard on my ears, but held an indistinct similarity between the buzz of a fly and the roar of an elephant's truck woven thoughtlessly together. And, by God, it wasn't far.

I turned and twisted the key in the ignition until the key started bending; and that's about the time when I began to see the bright glow coming from the forest—a glow identical to the redness of the eyes I had seen. It was an omnipresent light that arose from all regions of the forest with its hideous secrets.

Blood was pumping through my body so quickly I lost consciousness for a split second. I took a couple of deep breaths to clear my head. That's when I saw a steep downward hill right up ahead which was lit by the aid of the red glow. And at the bottom of that hill was, I hoped, the entrance to Charlotte.

After adjusting my car to neutral, I jumped out and began pushing it forward. My fear fed my adrenaline, and I ran as I pushed my car to the top of the hill. I did not think I would ever make it to that heavenly peak, for the illuminating red was becoming so bright, I had to shut my eyes so I wouldn't go blind. There was an intense heat coming from it. A heat similar to a steam room.

The sounds were growing louder as well. I could now hear another animal admixed with the others: the sound of a harping seal.  All of them combined sounded so hideous, so disgusting, they stirred the contents of my stomach.

I ran as quickly as I could toward that hill. My adrenaline helped me, yet weakened me. My legs soon felt like they weighed a hundred pounds each, and my breathing was forced. I simply could not go fast enough, though I was swiftly slowing down.

Then, just as quickly as that horrible storm had begun, and just as quickly as whatever in that bush had disappeared, the grotesque sounds and blinding red light vanished. I finally reached the top of that wonderful hill. About a quarter of a mile down the steep hill was the Charlotte turn off and the end of those horrible woods.

My car started up again and the headlights popped back on. I jumped in, put it in drive, and drove down the hill without looking back. I entered the bright city of Charlotte doing sixty-five in a forty-five. Hell, I didn't care. I would have welcomed a speeding ticket.  Maybe several.

I quickly noticed another thing. The roads here were as dry as sand, and the skies above full of stars. No storm has touched down in this place, this wonderful place full of people.

Even though I was safe, my trembling hands did not stop, not even when I reached my brother's. Concerned and worried, he demanded an explanation, but for some reason, I held back the truth and told him I’d nearly gotten into an auto accident and was shaken up. I was so glad to see him. In fact, I didn't know I could be so glad to see him, or to be in such a well-populated area.

In the morning the news on television held a bizarre story about a small town in North Carolina named Bakersfield, where everyone had vanished without a trace. It was the same lifeless town with the unmanned gas station. My instincts of loneliness in that town had been legitimate. They also found the parked hearse, but no old man. And I chuckled when they said they found the spent shells from a gun by the roadside.

The authorities had no clues, no witnesses of what took place there, since every single citizen in that town had disappeared. But I watched as the media interviewed people who had theories of what might have happened. Religious zealots claimed the town had been doomed for having turned its back on God; but I knew better. Why would God have destroyed one measly town when there are bigger cities much more corrupt? And besides that, it was way too far out. As I said before, things like that just don't happen.

A few astronomers believed it was the radioactive energy from a passing asteroid that made the town's occupants disintegrate.  For a split second I took this idea into consideration, until I remembered the eyes—those fiery eyes!

The last explanation was just as poor in theory as the rest of them…

A group of seismologists believed it was some sort of bizarre vibration in the earth that had made the molecules of living things vaporize. But that wasn't the case, not the truth. In fact, not even I held the truth, but something far worse—a horrible memory that ended up ruining my life. And to tell you the truth, my hands didn't stop shaking for weeks. I cannot even be by myself for long periods of time without having panic attacks. I dream of large glowing eyes every night. My doctor's put me on medications, but they don't help.  Nothing takes away the memory of what I saw… what was not of this world. My curiosity never ceases. I would do anything to know what was in those woods that night, watching and waiting for me. I am afraid—terrified to know what is still in those woods and continues to watch and wait for me to tell another soul my story of what I experienced on that terrible, stormy night.

 The Sound From Kingwood

 

At exactly 7:52 P.M., on one of the most sweltering days in July, a sound from out of nowhere rocked the small-knit community of Kingwood, West Virginia. It was a sound no one was expecting, and a sound so ferocious, that it robbed the population of 1832 residents of their hearing. It even scared one old woman to death. Nobody knew exactly what it was or where it came from, but the possibilities were endless. Rumors spread like wildfire. Media frenzied over it. Authority of all sorts came to the area to investigate. But, for a fifty-year-old man named Jacob Leonard, a keen private detective with a passionate heart, this was well worth the drive, the gas money, the time.

Jacob, who liked to be called Cobb, lived north of Kingwood in the town of Weirton, West Virginia. He drove down state only two hours after the story, some named, "The Sound of Hell," broke out on the evening news. Usually he was snapping pictures of cheating spouses or “disabled” people who really could work, but this was different. This could drastically progress his career, or set him apart, at least. It was even more than that. It was a journey. A short vacation.

Upon entering Kingwood, he first cruised up Mason Street—an old, cracked and crumbling cobblestone-paved road—and made his way through the downtown area, looking from side to side, searching for any signs of life. All the small businesses on the left and right: Lockson's Bank, Telemarketing agency, Nick's Shoes, and Corner's Photo Shop, were OPEN, with their lights on, but vacant. Nobody seemed to be out at all. No people. No cars. No nothing.

It was the complete opposite of what Jacob had expected.

He soon passed the downtown area where the stores were located, turned onto Main Street, passed an old, abandoned church, and crept his way along the suburban area, alert for people who could offer him information about today's oddity.

Then, out of the blue…

THUD!

Jacob slammed on his brakes. A teenage boy on a bike flashed into view and bounced up onto the hood. Jacob immediately put his El Camino in park and jumped out. "Are you all right, young man?"

The boys’ eyes glazed over. He looked confused, dazed, and stunned.

"Young man?"

The boy could not hear. He did not pay Jacob any attention until Jacob clutched his arm. As soon as he did, the boy jumped off the hood and looked at this unfamiliar man, his face blank and unaware.

"Huh?!" the boy shouted. That's when realization struck Jacob. Deaf. He’s deaf, you dummy.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pen and paper, scratching something down. Finished, he ripped it off and handed it to the jaded boy. It read:

My name is Jacob. What is yours?

The boy shouted: "David! Who are you?" He examined Jacob's attire, noting his stern posture, his dressy clothes, and commented: "You a reporter? I'm tired of reporters. Bug me."

Jacob shook his head and wrote something else down. He handed the note to David. In neat, cursive letters, it read: Can we discuss the sound?

The boy, who looked as though Jacob had just asked him his darkest secret, shook his head and said, "No, I got nothing to say.  Can't hear!"

Jacob jotted something else down, ripped off a sheet, and shoved it at him: Have you any idea what you heard?

The boy became scared when he read this, and mumbled coldly…

"It's the beginning of the second coming of Christ."

Jacob swallowed. Although he knew what the boy said was probably not true, he saw genuine fear, sadness and commitment within his eyes. Before he could write anything else down, the boy jumped back onto his bike and pedaled away. Jacob, disappointed but not overcome with defeat, moved on. As soon as he got into his car,  he felt eyes upon him, glaring at him, spying on him. He knew it all too well from experience being a private detective. They weren't bad, threatening eyes, just intuitive ones.

When he turned his head to the left, his eyes focused in on a little, old, wrinkly woman with frizzy white hair. She was standing on her porch, hands on hips, staring right at him. Her appearance was gentle but terse.

Jacob got back out of his car and shut the door. He could already smell her pungent perfume from almost twenty feet away.

"Hello," Jacob said, marching over to the old woman.

"Looking for information, sir?" she said, almost a whisper.

Jacob nodded. She moved aside, welcoming him into her home.

 

Moments later, Jacob and the woman were sitting in her living room, sipping on cold iced-tea. He noticed the many paintings and ceramics of angels and Jesus hanging on the walls and mantel of her humble abode, as well as the lingering scent of recent home construction (paint, sawdust and fresh wood).

Jacob reached into his pocket and pulled out his paper and pen. He wrote something down and slid it across the coffee table to the old woman. She leaned forward and read it.

"You can talk. I can read your lips. Learned how to do it from my granddaughter. She was born without hearing."

Jacob spoke, tensing his lips as he did so she could see exactly what he was saying: "Were you here when you heard the sound?"

She nodded politely and mumbled, "Yes, sir. I was here watching Wheel of Fortune when it happened. It was the last thing I heard and last thing I will hear again. As with everyone in Kingwood."

Jacob tilted his head to hear her better. "Do you remember anything about it? Where it came from or what it sounded like?" he said, feeling bad he had to speak so exact.

"I had thought it was some kind of screech at first, but I don't know for sure. It sounded so quickly and then I could not hear.  Scared the heck out of me."

Jacob finished his tea and set the cup down on the table.

"You want to know what I think it was? Or, should I say, what I know it was?" she said.

Jacob looked at her, his expression saying yes.

"It was Lucifer. The devil," she said, completely certain, "The thousand years have ended. He is coming out of hell eternal to destroy us, sir." Her eyebrows sank, and she looked sad. "He's coming back to take this world, which is his. But God will beat him," she said with conviction, "I am a saved and avid Christian Baptist. I have Jesus on my side. He won't let a thing happen to me."

She sipped again and again on her tea. Jacob watched her, trying to find the words to say. He, for one, knew it was no devil or any coming of Christ. At least that's what he honestly believed.

"What makes you think it was the devil?"

She looked at him, almost sensing his disbelief, and said, "Because, I feel it in my heart. I know these things. Sense them. I, for one, think it's these damned kids around this town probably playing with Ouija boards. They don't know what they're doing. You should hear some of the rumors. I tell you, kids these days are bad news."

Jacob felt a deep sympathy for her, but knew he wasn't getting the answers he needed; only an elderly woman's religious opinions.

"Is there anything concrete you can tell me?"

"Yes," she nodded, "Everything I just told you."

Jacob looked at the floor and sighed.

 

Moments later he was gone, back in his El Camino, scouting the town for more witnesses, more stories. He drove slowly down Main Street, not exceeding the fifteen-mile-an-hour limit. The sky was turning grayish-black; a storm seemed imminent. Jacob watched carefully for any signs of life. As he approached Sixteenth-Street, he came to a corner where a news van was parked. A fat, bald cameraman with a heavy duty camcorder on his shoulder, and a young, attractive Latino woman reporter wearing too short a skirt, were standing on the sidewalk, interviewing a state police officer. Jacob released his foot from the gas. The car slowed to ten. He rolled down his window as he crept up to them, and listened.

The reporter asked the officer, "Have you any leads on what caused such a sound?"

"We're still looking into that. We've been investigating everyone we possibly can at this time. Big mystery, really."

The woman turned to the camera, pulled the microphone to her mouth, and said, "Channel Eight News, I am Kasandra Washington, reporting from Kingwood."

"And, cut."

 

 

Jacob keep driving up Main Street in total silence. He was a little nervous thinking that the sound could again strike and make him go deaf.  Then he would probably feel sorry for himself for the rest of his life. But he was hopeful  it was a one time thing, and hopeful he would find an answer to such a bizarre event.

 

Soon he turned onto Locin Street and cruised east. The sky was only getting darker, and was now beginning to crackle gently with thunder. Diffused flashes of lightning accompanied them. Toward the end of the first block, he spotted a young man sitting on his porch, wearing an aluminum-foil hat on his head. Jacob held back his laughter as he pulled up to the curb and rolled down his passenger-side window. The young man stood, jogged down the steps, and came to the open car window. He was no older than twenty-two, and resembled a real hillbilly from West, by God, Virginia. His shirt was inside out and covered with motor oil; his skin was probably five shades whiter had it not been covered in grease and dirt. And, from what Jacob could see, he had very few teeth left.

“You'a reporter lookin for story?" the man said, almost shouting.

Jacob nodded.

"You gots to writes it down, friend. Can't hear so well."

Jacob reached into his pocket and pulled out his trusty notepad and pen. The man stood anxiously, constantly looking up at the sky, paranoid. Jacob quickly jotted something down and handed it to him.

"Yeah, I's right heaw when it went off. Shook my windows. I was asleep, taking nap at the time. Came from up there…" The nervous man pointed up at the woodsy hill. "It came from the pike. Folks up dere got the worst of it. News said that one woman up there—her heart gave out. It's true, but there's more than that. A few people up on the hill died from collapsed lungs. Sound was so strong it burst some people's insides. Hell, I was up there not long ago. Damnedest thing I ever seen. Windows were shattered, but not only were they's broken, but even the structures themselves sustained some massive damage. Doors fell off dere hinges, wooden porches collapsed … even some of the concrete was kinda cracked. So, there's your answer. It was up there from where da sound came from."

Jacob, his hand trembling from excitement, wrote something down quickly. The man spat on the ground and looked back up at the sky. Jacob handed him the sheet of paper.

"The hat," he said, shaking his head and smiling. "Personally, I think it was a fuckin U.F.O. that made the sound, whether it was an E.T. or our lousy Government doing tests and making us go deaf in the process. I wear the hat 'cause my grandpop once tol' me the foil keeps dem from seeing your thoughts. Might as well be safer than sorry, right?"

Jacob nodded and hurriedly wrote something. Handed it to the guy.

"Yep, you just go—" The man pointed up at the hill, "--up the pike. Go to where the music store is down this road, take a left, and go straight up until you come to Elm Ridge; then take a right, ask the folks up there. They probably know a lot more than I can tell you.  You take it easy, man. Be safe. If you get back and find out what caused the sound, tell me, 'cause I'm interested. Cool?"

Jacob nodded and gave a thumb’s up. Again, he was driving, now with conviction that he was already ahead of everyone else.  The constant question boiled within his mind: what could have caused such a blasphemous sound? Something so violent it killed people?  Even break wood and crack cement? Well, his heart was pumping because he was about to find out.

When Jacob reached Elm Ridge, he exceeded the speed limit. The area here was rich in land, with large yards, overgrown trees.  The houses were bigger here than in town, and as he drove farther into Elm Ridge, he realized the young man had been right.  Absolutely right. He completely released his foot from the gas and cruised even slower than before. All of the houses were bruised badly. Doors were hanging from their hinges, windows were nothing more than gaping entrances. Glass was almost everywhere: in the yards, in the driveways, by parked cars. The narrow asphalt road was even cracked in spots due to the horrible sound.

Before he made it half a mile out into Elm Ridge, he saw an ambulance pop into view from beyond an upcoming hill. It came speeding down the road in the lane beside him, its sirens blaring, its lights flashing frantically. Whoever was in there was in some bad shape, he figured, as he cautiously pulled off to the side of road to give the shrilling ambulance more room. It soon passed. He watched in his rear-view mirror as it quickly dissolved from sight.

Jacob continued on, listening to the thunder in the distant clouds, waiting for one hell of a storm to show itself.

Further out into Elm, he spotted a young woman with short red hair standing out by the road, looking into her mailbox. He pulled up to her and rolled his window down.

"Excuse me?" he said. “Mam?” She can't hear you!

Jacob parked his car, stepped out, and tapped the woman on the shoulder. She turned around, eyebrows raised, curious. "You a cop? No, you must be an FBI guy. Right?"

Jacob shook his head. She nodded, a little disappointed. After looking at the ground for a moment, she looked at him and said, "Who are you then?"

Jacob again took out his notepad, scribbled down—Can I talk to you about the sound?—and handed it the woman. She nodded politely and said, "Come, I'll tell you exactly what happened, where the sound came from, and who made it."

 

Jacob sat on a swing and the woman sat in a cheap plastic lawn chair in the front yard. He got his pen and pad ready for discussion. Her twelve-year-old daughter, a pretty doll with a face caked with make-up, was sitting by the front door, a radio beside her, playing the new Britney Spear’s song. She continuously touched the speakers, trying to feel the vibrations. Jacob watched this, sorrowful. The woman sitting beside him said, "Yeah, she's not taking this well at all. Wanted to be a singer when she grew up. Never in the twelve years of her life have I seen her been so down in the dumps."

Jacob wrote something down, ripped it, and handed it: I'm so sorry about your loss, your daughter's loss, everyone's loss of hearing. Is there any chance of it returning?

"Unsure. Docs just aren't sure. It's all Marcus Lively's fault this happened. That's why I thought you were the FBI guy, because I arranged to talk to someone about this whole matter. He is the problem. Always has been a problem. He broke my son's nose in a fight a couple years back. I'm going to assure that the authorities lock him up for a damned long time. I'll see to it. Who do you think they'll believe? Me, an upstanding citizen of Kingwood, or some trouble maker who cares about nothing but himself?"

Jacob nodded, listening, and wrote something else down. It read: Who is Marcus Lively?

She crumpled the paper, as if his name struck anger in her. "Marcus… kid's been in more juvenile centers than I can count on both hands. Always gets into trouble. Always. Started fights with kids around here, vandalized, drugs, God knows what else."

Jacob quickly jotted something down, ripped it, and handed it to her: You think he's what caused the sound?

She nodded quickly. "I know it was him. He always goes by himself into the woods by Morer's Creek with his chemicals and mixes them. Makes bombs. Very big explosives. I can't figure out why nobody's arrested him for it yet. But I'll put him in his place. My son went into the woods one night and saw Marcus put something on a tree. Moments later, the whole tree came down. The bombs he makes are LOUD. Shake windows, scare nearby animals. But this bomb he made takes the cake. Christ, he's killed people now."

Jacob nodded, with a jagged smiled across his lips. He now knew he'd found the true story; not some kid's theory of Jesus' return or some old woman's opinion on Satan or the insane belief in aliens. This story was all his.

Jacob jotted one last thing down and handed it to the woman. It read: Where can I find this kid?

She immediately pointed due north. "Just keep going out this road. When you come to Salem Avenue, take a sharp left. House is the only one that looks like a shithole."

Jacob nodded and stood, extending his hand for a shake. The woman smiled and shook it.

"One thing that kinda puzzles me though," she said. "My friend was in the army for a while. He lives near where Marcus lives. He said it was strange because he didn't see any smoke in the woods where the bomb probably went off. I don't know. Don't they make smokeless gunpowder now or something?"

Jacob nodded, thanked her, and left. He was on the road again, notepad in hand, driving toward one of the last houses on Elm Ridge. Excited and anxious, he drove up, down and around the winding road, with only one last person to witness and a few last questions to ask. Even though he knew this was just a wild teenager's rampage with explosives, he did feel a small, nagging voice in his mind that repeated the words: There was no smoke.

Had the woman's friend been wrong? Was he old and senile? Maybe the kid was so far into the woods that the smoke was shaded by the pines ... or is there more to the story?

Jacob turned onto Salem Avenue and cruised along a narrow, gravel road. Rocks popped and cracked underneath the tires. The homes here were smaller, not as elegant, and had sustained far more damage than the others. The brick houses had cracks running along them like veins. Doors were not only hanging from their hinges; they looked as though someone had smashed them in with battering rams. Glass littered the road and the ditch on the right. Some of the nearby trees had few leaves on them. Whatever explosive that did this, Jacob thought, had to have been something far more potent than any mere smokeless gunpowder.

Jacob came to a stop and squinted through the driver’s-side window, at: a small, old, dilapidated white house. It was, by no doubt, Marcus's home. The mere sight of it drew up pictures of cockroaches in Jacob's mind. Shutters were dangling, paint was chipped, and the yard was littered with toys, cans, and newspapers so old they'd turned brown.

Jacob pulled into the driveway behind an ancient station wagon and turned off his car. Stepping out, he locked his door and proceeded toward the front door, having to step over the array of garbage scattered about the dark grass. When he made it to the porch, he could already smell a familiar musty odor that immediately reminded him of his grandmother's attic.

Jacob lifted his leg over the first three wooden porch steps which had probably been cracked by "The Sound of Hell" and stepped up onto the porch. The door was nothing but splinters, and when he looked inside, he watched as someone stepped out.

The young man was in his late teens, with a goatee and long, dark oily hair. He didn't look like the kind of boy you'd let your daughter go out with, but rather one you'd get a restraining order from.

He entered the evening daylight, his taut, inane face gazing through the detective. "What'da you want?" Marcus spoke. "You a fucking reporter? Or are you a fucking FBI? If so, either way, I got nothing to say to you."

Jacob began to speak, then stopped, realizing it would do no good. Instead, he scribbled something down, ripped it, and held it out. Marcus snatched the sheet of paper from his hand. It read:

I just want to talk to you about the sound. That's it. Not FBI, or any law enforcement. Would only like information. Trying to figure out what happened."

Marcus crumpled the paper in his large fist. Jacob watched, swallowing hard. This kid quickly opened his hand and the paper fell onto the rotten, cracked wooden floor. "Why do you want to know so bad? It was just a sound. I had nothing to do with it. I fuckin swear."

Jacob immediately jotted something down and held it in front of Marcus's face: I know about the explosives. Do not care about that. Just want to know what caused sound. I will NOT report you to anybody.

Marcus looked at Jacob, almost in rage, then chuckled. He invited the man inside.

Upon entering, Jacob realized that the floorboards were deteriorated and breaking apart—probably from years of termites. They felt like rubber beneath his feet. The smell of the place was enough, itself, to drive a normal human being from the structure. Rotten food, pee, shit, and other unholy scents lingered heavily in the air.

He followed Marcus down a short, narrow hall with ancient wallpaper on each side, and toward a filthy kitchen. Marcus entered the room before it.  Jacob did, too. A bedroom.

The room was littered with clothes, beer cans, shotgun shells, and electronic equipment. The walls were plastered with posters: one showed an atomic bomb explosion, another had the words "I Love Explosives" centered within a bleeding heart around an anarchy bomb, and a picture of a German soldier about to execute someone. Jacob felt an aversion to the room and the boy.

Marcus sat on the bed. Jacob looked around for a seat.

"Just take a place on my pile of clothes, man."

Jacob regretfully sat down.

"So, what do you want to know? And what have these bastards around here been telling you? That I'm a bad kid who should be sent away again? Fuck 'em. They don't care 'bout me, then who cares about them?"

Jacob wrote something down and handed it to him: Was the sound an explosion? Do you know what it was?

"No. It wasn't me or any of my bombs. I'm clueless on what it could have been. I do know that the sound came close by.  Probably around where I dumped . . . you swear to God you're no FBI?"

Jacob nodded. Marcus sighed, then: "Okay, okay. I do make things that... go boom. But just for fun. That's all. I don't want to hurt anyone or anything. The only thing I can think that caused the sound was the acids I dumped down there by the creek. It was hot when the sound went off. Maybe the nitric and sulfuric acids just combined and exploded. The funny thing is this: as soon as it happened, I ran outside. Now, if it were the acids, there should have been at least a cloud of smoke, but there was nothing. I was afraid to go down there to see what it was. I lost my fuckin hearing then and was afraid it would happen again. My mom's in the hospital for that shit happening. So I'm not real happy about it, myself. Hell, maybe somebody's tryin' to frame me for it."

Jacob jotted down something with a hand that trembled. He held it before the kid's face: Where is this creek where you dumped the acids?

"It's right down the hill at the end of the road, where the dead end sign is. You will know it when you find it, 'cause the acids made the surrounding grass a weird orange color."

Jacob jumped to his feet. He was about to find out, once and for all, what had caused the sound. And he was going to put this stunning mystery, which had been haunting him, as well as all of Kingwood's residents, finally to rest.

Jacob left Marcus's house at 9:43 P.M., with a mag-light flashlight that Marcus had lent him, in hand. A sprinkle of rain descended from the heavens as the adventurous PI pointed the shaky beam of yellow on the Dead End sign only a hundred yards away. He marched across the wet rocks, a man on a mission.

When he reached the entrance to the woods, he took a deep breath and began digging his nice shoes into the moist ground, walking down a small path with overgrown weeds on each side. He never imagined himself doing such a thing at such an hour, but he never expected such a superb opportunity to come his way.

After slipping and sliding here and there and almost falling face-first into mud, Jacob reached the bottom of the hill, out of breath and soaked. All was quiet except for the gentle, soothing patter of the stream in his ears. He poked the mag-light down at the soil, noticing a distinct discoloration in the mud. It looked greenish-orange, probably due to the acids.

But it was something else that caught his attention, something a few yards away. Being too dark to see what it was, he approached it, trying his damnedest to keep the light steady. Whatever it was, was a hole—almost perfectly round, with large rings of mud surrounding it. It had to be easily four feet in circumference. A large, noticeable crater.

Jacob closed in on it, totally absorbed by the massive hole, dying to finally answer this mystery and go home, maybe have a few beers and drift to sleep.

Jacob stepped up onto the mound of mud around the hole and aimed the flashlight into it. At first he couldn't see. It was deep.  Then he knelt down and shined the light in it. His eyes jolted open. His jaw dropped. His heart damn neared stopped. It was not a bomb or explosive that had caused, "The Sound of Hell;" nor was it anything else he'd heard all day. What it was quickly terrified him, sent him into a rush of panic. He could not accept it or deny it. It was scientifically possible, but not probable, he supposed. Jacob covered his mouth, in shock. He knew why everyone had gone deaf, why windows had broken, why structures had sustained damage, and why some people had died. Though it was not a bomb, the chemicals dumped here had almost everything to do with it. Those kinds of acids can change living things, and alter bio-nature. For what Jacob saw before he dropped his flashlight into that hole and went running back to his car was nothing short of bizarre... what had made the hole its home, what had broken silence in Kingwood forever was... a giant, mutated locus!

DRIP-DROP

 

My head hit the pillow at the stroke of midnight for the second night in a row. I shut my eyes, then sunk and wiggled my body to conform to the living room couch. I was sleeping downstairs again tonight. The air upstairs was unusually cold, damn near freezing; the air here was cool and comforting.

Massive drops of rain pelted the pane-glass as I lay there, inviting slumber to overwhelm my restless mind. I couldn't stop dwelling on my jerk boss, Leo Parker, the man I had worked tiresomely for after eight long, excruciating years—and who'd promised to give me a substantial raise next month—who had fired me on the spot not three days ago. “Oh, I'm sorry, there was a pay-cut. I'm gonna have to let you go”--he’d said. But it was all a lie; for I learned the truth from one other source. Leo had actually replaced me for his lazy-ass bum nephew, who needed a job because he was getting into too much trouble. Lucky for him, I guess. But now I was a jobless, penniless, bitter ex-employee.

I tossed and turned like a wet dog rolling around on the carpet, trying to remove Leo's fat-bastard face from my inner-vision. I sighed, twisted some more. Finally, I found a cozy spot right on my side, slumped between the cushion and the couch wall, and soon fought with my overactive mind to forget about the worry of now being unemployed. Then...

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop…

The sound was faint and lost, resembling that cheesy sound effect used in low budget horror films. I disregarded it. I took a deep breath and threw some more covers over my exposed legs.

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

Slightly louder. I lifted my head from the pillow, listening, thinking the noise was the constant pulsing in my ear. It suddenly ceased.  I changed position from my side to my back and shut my eyes once again.

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

I opened my eyes, sighed, and extended my ear to the sound...

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

Like my neighbor's noise-polluting Harley, it quickly grew on my nerves, replacing my comfort with uneasiness, impatience.

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

The room suddenly grew colder. A draft was coming in from somewhere I could not pinpoint. I pulled more covers over myself, but they didn't seem to keep me warm enough.

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

I sighed, threw the covers off my body, and stood, determined to end that annoying sound.

I stomped into the hallway and stopped. As I did, the sound stopped dead in its tracks, too. Then...

Drip-Drop…

Drip… Drop

Though I could not put an origin from whence it came, I rushed into the kitchen. There, the sound grew louder, more obnoxious.  Instinctively, I went to the fridge and yanked the door open. Again, the sound ceased. I examined the contents: the half-empty gallon of milk, the two-liter bottle of Cola, and the carton of Donald Duck O.J., but nothing was leaking.

Quickly thinking, I swung around and glanced at the faucet. It, neither, was causing that maddening dripping sound. I stood for a moment with open ears, but heard nothing except the ravage torrent of grouchy rain bombarding the window.

I went back into the living room and laid back down on the couch, closing my eyes once more. A few long, deep breaths later, then...

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

I solemnly rolled my eyes and tried to ignore it, but it simply wouldn't take no for an answer. That's when it grew even louder—

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

It was coming from somewhere above...

Biting my lip, I jumped to my feet and dashed into the hallway. I looked upstairs, knowing it was coming from up there. Maybe the roof was leaking...

As I ascended each step, the sound grew more rhythmic, more irritating...

Drip-Drop...

I searched the hallway ceiling tiles for a damp spot, but found nothing.

Drip-Drop...

I examined my bedroom ceiling—nothing.

Drip-Drop...

Lastly, I checked the spare bedroom, but found no evidence of a leaky roof.

Once again, the sound stopped. I listened for just a moment, expecting its return, but heard only peaceful silence.

I passed the bathroom door, but strangely, it was closed. I rarely left that door closed unless I was inside. Though I hadn't used the bathroom in a couple days (due to a suppressed hunger and thirst spawned from stress), I could not recall closing it. Oddly enough, the idea of taking my usual bath made me uneasy. I was not only overwhelmed from being fired; not three days ago, I'd caught my fiance, Nikki Thompson, the woman who promised she'd never leave me, straddling and screwing my best friend in my own bed. I couldn't get that horrible image of them fornicating, out of my head. They'd stabbed me in my back, but I'd caught them. Both, the bitch and my ex-best asshole friend, I cut out of my life for good. To hell with them.

For what I hoped would be the last time until morning, I crawled onto the couch, laid my head on the pillow, drew a deep breath, and tried helplessly to forget about the problems that were arising in my pitiful little life.

I lay there for a few moments, just became cozy, and then...

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

Drip-Drop...

I fought to ignore it, to cover it with sleep, but the more I tried to block it out, the louder it became...

Drip-Drop!

Drip-Drop!

I scratched my head in aggravation and kept my eyes shut—tried to also shut my ears.

Drip...Drop!

A thumping drip! Like a sledgehammer slamming into dirt.

Drip-Drop!

It was now so loud that I heard it over my own breathing, so loud that I believed it was becoming a part of me. I felt like something was terribly wrong for a moment, but replaced that idea with the more comforting thought that I was just under a lot of pressure.

Drip-Drop!

It pounded through my veins like a drum.

Drip-Drop!

I covered my ears with the pillow as tightly as I could. Still, the sound continued, digging into my brain like giant fingernails across a chalk board.

Drip-Drop!

I couldn't take it anymore! I knew what I had to do. There was still one room left to investigate that horrible sound: the bathroom.

I jumped to my feet, padded into the hallway, and creaked up those stairs.

Drip-Drop!

Drip-Drop!

What in the hell was it?

I reached the top of the stairs, took a deep breath, and clutched the bathroom door-knob. I ripped the door open and stepped inside. The dripping sound was excruciating!--so loud now that I literally felt it throbbing throughout my body.

DRIP-DROP!!

That's when I saw the horrifying sight—a sight that sent me into madness…

There was an arm with a self-inflicted slit wrist dangling over the lip of the tub, with blood drip-dropping onto the floor. A razor blade was stuck in a puddle almost covering the whole bathroom linoleum. But it wasn't until I stepped closer to look at the face of whom the arm belonged to when I became engulfed by horror and disbelief—it was MY pale, glassy-eyed, unbreathing face.

Number of the Beast

 

Some men willfully search for horror, whether they set their sights on a monster as far away as the mountains of Peru or an apparition as close at hand as a Oujia board. Others will simply stumble upon it in a newly-bought home or on some unsettling spot of land. But most are dragged into it unwillingly, cursed and chosen by horror for the taking through its own sly and insidious ways of the unknown. Human society will deem these few captives as psychotics later on, and evil will rejoice when this society considers them merely ill with a brain disease. Horror likes being hidden away like a dark secret. That's the secret to its survival: to hibernate and take each soul one by one. There is no greater high for them than to rob a man of his sanity, trap him within its very grip, and never release him again.

Kyle was certain (or at least he thought he was certain) that none of this had happened before June 6, 1999.

On a cool, overcast evening, Kyle bicycled to the local Food Mart to buy his mother a loaf of bread. While he was there, he also grabbed a bottle of soda and a candy bar for himself. As he stood in the checkout line, waiting for the old man in front of him to search his pockets for change, he had the strange gut-feeling what was coming: the numbers—666. He saw those three dark, despicable digits everywhere: on several different license plates, in his math book, on the caller I.D., and once spray-painted on a yield sign on Acer's Hill. Kyle had a quick-seeing eye. There wasn't a time when he'd failed to recognize them. They always seemed to be hiding, waiting to pop out of nowhere and jump-start his burning curiosity.

The old man took his change from the cashier and exited the store with his grocery's. Kyle watched his soda, candy bar, and bread creep their way down the conveyor belt. The numbers were getting closer; Kyle could feel it by that strange mixture of foreboding and enticement that always preceded their arrival.

The cashier beeped his goods through the laser as he reached into his pocket and removed a wrinkly ten, ready to pay, and waiting anxiously to see how the numbers would emerge yet again.

She then tapped a button on her keyboard and the total popped up on her computer screen: three dollars and thirty-four cents. Kyle handed her the ten. She pushed a few more buttons and the change amount appeared on screen: six dollars and sixty-six cents.

An icy trickle climbed up Kyle's back. He stood still for a moment, motionless. He forgot how to speak. The “Thank You” he usually gave the woman got caught somewhere in his larynx; his eyes were cemented to that computer screen, gazing at the number of the beast without end.

“Here! Well, here!” she said, demanding Kyle take his change. After a while, he woke from his little daydream and slipped back into reality. Kyle took the change. The cashier squinted one eye and said, joking, “You sure you don't want to buy something else?”

Kyle shook his head, took his grocery's, left the store, and jumped back on his bike, curiosity overwhelming his desire to eat dinner. He was so struck by the numbers that he forgot all about the candy bar and soda he'd purchased.

Are the numbers calling for me? Does someone or something want me to learn about them? Or is all this a coincidence? 

He knew only vaguely that they had something to do with the devil, but had never attended church service before or even seen the cover of a Bible. His mother had raised him since infancy to disbelieve in God, and to deem all who spoke of such as ignorant and irrational. That was around the time she told him about his father, Alfred Harmin, who'd passed away mysteriously sometime around Kyle's third birthday.

Kyle began riding back home with the grocery bag dangling from a bike handle. His mom had told him to be back before dark,  but he had a change of plans. Kyle decided he would not suffer the curse of curiosity any longer. He was finally going to find out what the numbers meant, why they called forth his presence, and why they plagued his very mind.

Kyle soon streaked past his house, pedaling faster and faster toward the library. He didn't want an answer anymore; he needed one. The thirteen-year-old boy didn't care what the answer would be when he found it, just as long as it filled that blind spot inside him.

Those three dreadful numbers overwhelmed his mind and ate up his brain cells. They cycled through his mind faster than his pedaling feet. Kyle's attention began to drift from the street. His eyes became glassy, his mouth dropped open, and the numbers—those awful three numbers—turned over and over and over again: six six six, six six, six six six—like nails being hammered into his skull.

Suddenly, a black, shiny mass materialized from around the corner of Casten Street. A screech erupted, and Kyle awoke from his spell just in time to see a black Oldsmobile slide to the left, just missing him.

Beeeeeee!

The driver, an old man with thick glasses, threw an arm out the window and shook his fist in the air, screaming profanities at the top of his lungs. “Youlittlestupidsonofadumbkid!”

Kyle pedaled past him and looked back, letting a smirk take the right side of his face. A giggle manifested, but didn't stay; for the numbers crept back into Kyle's brain.

He screeched to a stop by the curb seconds later, and looked at the library to his right. Disappointment struck him when he found the building lifeless. There were no lights on, no old men sitting in chairs, reading magazines, and no kids at the tables, doing homework.

Kyle set his bike down and went to the door. A sign hung from it, which read: Open From 10:00 A.M. TO 6:00 P.M. Kyle looked at his digital watch, realizing he was only six minutes late. His eyes bulged when he saw the three numbers again. His watch read: 6:06. And the seconds shifted from 5 to 6—6:06 06.

Kyle jumped back onto his bike and began pedaling home as fast as his legs would bear. He took a shortcut through an alley behind St. John's Church, his tires spitting up gravel. Kyle then turned left at the end of the alley and took a left at the STOP sign. That's when he suddenly seized his handle brakes. The bike skidded and wobbled to a complete halt. Kyle did not know why he'd stopped, but he did look down Vixon Street—his eyes transfixed on Vixon Street, the street closest to the river. He knew that something was down that street; what, was uncertain, but it was indeed important.

A cool breeze ruffled his hair back, and his stomach tensed up. Someone was needing him to come down Vixon Street. That's probably when Kyle's curiosity took a turn for the worse.

Kyle backed up and coasted down the gravel street toward the Ohio River. At the right corner at the end of the road stood a weathered Dead End sign. Kyle stopped right before it. Slowly, mechanically, he turned his head to the right. His curiosity grew in those few seconds. There was a short, steep gravel incline that led down into the evening darkness. Kyle thought he saw a house at the base of the hill, but it was simply too dark to tell.

Kyle turned his bike to the side, dying to know what was there, what was pulling him into its malignancy. So he pedaled and began his descent toward the unknown. But when the darkness overwhelmed him, instinct crashed into him—warned him to stop—blinding his curiosity with stark fear. The hair on his head stood tall. A feeling of death and foreboding struck him, and a little voice in his head told him to go no farther. He knew something despicable waited for him through the murky darkness ... something that also welcomed him.

Kyle stared for one last moment, then turned his bike around and headed home. He pedaled hard, retreating. Something at the end of that alley had its eye on him. It wasn't just something; it was something bad. And it somehow knew him.

 

The boy had trouble falling asleep that night. He tossed and turned in bed for hours, trying to figure out what the numbers had to do with him, and what entity the possible house at the end of the road harbored.

An angry storm was currently brewing outside. A clap of thunder roared from the sky, startling Kyle awake right when he was almost unconscious. Rain began to come down, tapping against the window, and there were occasional flashes of lightning. Then came a roar of thunder that sounded like it ripped through the roof of Kyle's room. Kyle only had a moment to realize that a bolt of lightning had struck him, sending a charge through him that forced his nervous system into convulsion. For a moment Kyle was unconscious, then was standing upright with his eyes squinted shut.

Slowly, painfully, he opened them to see the house he thought he'd seen earlier. It was a house, of course, a sinister old house draped in darkness. He could make out the outline but no details. Though the street lights were on, the darkness engulfed most of their luminosity. Kyle heard breathing—a sick, distressed breathing that would have insulted anything holy. He could tell what the breathing needed: him. Then, Kyle saw something immense materialize from where the house stood. He squinted his eyes to discover that it was an arm reaching for him; an arm the color of blood, with muscles stacked and overlapping like mounds and small boulders. Veins poked out of the flesh every which way, pulsating in rhythm with its horrible breathing. The whole arm was bigger than the house, and it was reaching for him. It made Kyle recall those three numbers. The arm grew longer the more the numbers ran through his head. Maddening! Kyle thought of the devil when the arm got closer, but he told himself it could not be. The devil didn't exist, his mom had told him time and time again.

The hand stopped about a foot from Kyle and signaled with its index finger for him to come closer. He shook his head, took a step back. But a voice cut through the darkness and the great beast whispered in a desperate voice: “Kyyyyyle! Help meee!”

Kyle stood silent in the falling moonlight, dazed yet needing to know what was in the darkness just as bad as it needed him for its bizarre survival.

Eventually, Kyle's eyes opened and the nightmare vanished. He sat up, drenched in sweat. It was the first night terror he had had to do such a thing. But if only it were a dream, he thought. The numbers, the curiosity, and the terror were all there, all too real.

All day, Kyle made an attempt to put his curiosity to rest. First, he tried watching television; surfed through the channels with that nagging splinter in his mind.

“Try Conner and Conner, attorneys at law. Call for a free consultation at: 1-800-666-9255.”

After that commercial, Kyle couldn't handle it anymore. This was—this had to be something greater than coincidence.

Later, Kyle got on his computer and intentionally clicked on a game bound to unearth the numbers: solitaire. He waited patiently, watching out for them. Not five minutes rolled by when they arose from the depths of hell and onto three video playing cards.

Kyle immediately shut down his computer, no longer able to stand the curse of curiosity any longer. At 7:32 P.M., as dusk came, Kyle Harmin got on his bike and went … to the house of horror.

 

Six minutes later he met with the beginning of that dreaded alley and stopped, fear-stricken. He was determined to go through with this, but had to pace himself first. Though terror trembled the nerves in his body and jellified his legs, he told himself that nothing would hurt him.

Kyle stood on one pedal and headed down the gravel incline, becoming engulfed by the evening darkness. He examined the house as he went, realizing that the atmosphere surrounding it was somehow darker than the actual sky. He thought this as evil, but quickly displaced that idea with being overly paranoid. Then came the breathing—the same inescapable breathing from his nightmare. He closed his eyes for a second and told himself it was just his imagination playing tricks on him. Whatever it was, it wasn't good. The tone of it made Kyle nauseous and froze some of the warmth inside his soul. Though the house was clouded in darkness, it was still visible from where he was, more noticeable now than either yesterday or in his dream last night. It looked impossibly old—a red-brick, two-story dilapidation. Cracks sprawled every which way. Many bricks were lost or missing; some were sticking out like Jenga pieces. The vines were everywhere, hugging and licking every crevice and crack and opening like green tentacles. All the windows were broken but for one at the top, where an attic may have been.

Before Kyle got off his bike, he looked down and shut his eyes, trying to leash his fear before he entered. He took a deep breath, but it was of no avail. He knew that whatever lurked within the house would be too unbearable to witness, too macabre for his young mind to grasp.

He reopened his eyes and forgot where he was for a moment, realizing pure fear had given him a mild panic attack.

Shaking it off, he continued. As he neared the porch, time seemed to slow down. He noticed a red stain on the second step down from the top. Spilled blood crossed his mind. He wanted to turn back, go home and forget about all this, but he knew he wouldn't be able to rest if he turned back now. He was already past the point of no return.

He stepped up onto the porch. The wood beneath his shoes was soft, moldy and bendable, cracking and creaking because of its age, its rottenness. And then an answer was solved when he saw the three little mailbox numbers: 666. Whatever lurked beyond the door before him had sent those numbers out for him, to entice him into its domain.

The door was old, wooden, its the white paint job either chipped or peeled off, due to age. The knocker was made of something Kyle couldn't begin to imagine: the lower mandible of a human skull. He went to grab it—to knock—but as he touched the jaw, a feeling of cold death and amicable horror ran through his blood. He didn't want to touch something that had once belonged inside somebody's face at some previous time. But he put away his fear and went to knock anyway. Kyle could feel the terrible thing's presence within him, clutching him. It had become part of him; it was a part of him. He instinctively knew that what he was about to witness was probably inhuman; or if it was human, it was oh so mad.

Slowly, the door pulled itself open with a loud creak. Turning away and running was so tempting to him, for now he could not only hear the breathing, he could feel it piercing his sanity.

The door opened fully and Kyle somehow managed to enter.

The interior was old but strangely elegant. A huge oriental throw rug lay across the hardwood floor, the dust on it an inch thick. Cobwebs filled every corner, crevice, and banister of the dark room. The walls were not of plaster but of glossy hardwood. A fireplace beside a doorway was alight, which was eerie, since it was summer. The place ultimately reeked of some old, spicy cologne, a brand he'd never smelt before.

Kyle glanced upstairs, then began ascending the steps one by one. As his trembling hand grasped the banister, a silky, wet, black dust covered his grip. He opened his hand to find fresh soot in it. He rubbed it off aggressively on his plaid shirt, and continued.

Halfway up he came to a warn picture hanging on the wall. It was an oil painting of a middle-aged man—at least sixty—with a shaggy goatee and mustache. His eyes gazed back at Kyle. They were piercing greens: lustful, hateful, powerful, mad, inviting, and hypnotic. They were quite familiar to Kyle. He swore he'd seen them somewhere before, but for the life of him, he couldn't recall where.

Kyle peeled his eyes from the portrait and continued up the steps. When he reached the top, he noticed two rooms: one just a few feet away and one at the very end of the hall.

Kyle sauntered down the narrow hall and passed the first room. It was a dirty, dingy, bathroom caked with mold, mildew and dirt. The toilet was cracked, and the sink was broken on the floor. Rusty orange pipes protruded from every broken wall. The light above twinkled on and off like a strobe. A large cockroach jetted out from behind the toilet and scurried for the tub.

Kyle tore his vision from the bug and looked ahead, at the closed door at the end of the hall. It eased opened by itself, revealing a sight his rationale would not let him forget...

Inside, on the floor, lay a bear-skin-style rug, except this wasn't a bear. This had once been a human being! It appeared to be freshly dead, but was probably just well-preserved. His eyes were sewn open—bulging as if he had glimpsed into the base of hell. The poor man's mouth was sewn shut, his dying scream perhaps silenced forever by brown thread.

But Kyle continued. He walked to the room, heart racing, palms literally dropping trails of sweat onto the floor, glaring down at the human taxidermy. He pressed the door open, entered, and stepped over the dead man, whom, Kyle was certain, was going to grab him. He didn’t.

The room was clean, yet still held that sense of age and charm as the downstairs. There was some old furniture about: a large antique rocking chair placed by an empty bookcase, a handcrafted dresser sitting beside the window, and a glass display case displaying nothing other than dust and cobwebs. A fireplace stood against the far wall, its timbers smoking. But what interested Kyle most were the macabre paintings that hung from every wall: paintings of hell, creatures with horns, creatures comprised of different animal parts, and some of  people suffering and screaming in pits of fire and blood.

 Something else caught Kyle's attention on the mantel over the fireplace. There, stood a small stone sculpture of a beast, probably around six inches tall. Six different horns protruded through its temples; it had the body of a man and the head of a bull. But it wasn't until Kyle saw its hand when tension yanked at his nerves: he saw its one large, blood-red arm—the same one he had seen in his dream the night before.

From somewhere downstairs, came a deep, repulsive whisper that echoed through the whole house, and through Kyle's whole body: “Bassssssemeeeent!” The boy knew he was finally going to meet this thing face to face.

Kyle left the room and went back downstairs. When he entered the living room again, he was shocked and appalled to find just another wall where the front door had been. He placed his hands against it, knowing now that he could not choose whether to stay or leave. Tears quickly filled his eyes. The front of his underwear filled with warm urine. He wanted to fall down and bawl, but knew that something in the adjacent room was awaiting him.

Kyle walked slowly and cautiously through the kitchen, savoring his last breaths—his last thoughts—in pure terror. He noticed two black candles burning high and bright on the kitchen table. Between them was a bowl full of a dark red liquid with a spoon poking out of it. Blood?

Kyle looked away from it and forward at an open basement door. He met with the beginnings of the steps and peered down into the darkness. The basement air was shivering. Heavy. Alive.

Kyle clutched the railing as tightly as his grip would allow, and began his way downward to knowledgeable death. He walked slower down those basement steps slower than he had ever walked down a flight of stairs. The basement was so cold, he felt like he was in a freezer. And the air was so thick, so stuffy, gravity seemed askew.

When he reached the bottom, the door behind him BOOMED shut. He wanted to speak—he tried to speak—but words wouldn't verbalize. The words barely even scratched the surface of his brain.

Eventually, however, it happened: “Pl-please don't kill me!” he looked for an entity, but it was too dark to see.

Then, he heard a voice, which whispered: “You are my lasssssst chance to live.”

“What do you—what do you want from me?” The words just managed to escape his mouth. He noticed that the wicked voice held a peculiar lisp. It did not entirely sound human.

“'Tis what I neeeeeed ...”

“You need me to live?”

“Smart boy. Just as I have expeeeected.”

“Out of all the people in the world, why me?”

“Because you're the only one who has the powwwwer.”

Kyle felt a surge of curiosity that spoke for itself: “What are you?”

There was a pause, then an outcry of macabre laughter.

“What the fuck are you-hoo?!”

“Your teeeeemper! Oh, yessss. I love it. 'Tis just like mine!”

“Are you going to kill me?” Kyle croaked.

“Didn't you feel the love I sent you? You recognize myyy voice, myyy portrait. It's familiar to you every day of your life.”

And, for Kyle, somehow it was.

That's when Kyle snapped from the terror, the trauma, the evil. He began bawling. The wicked thing in the dark chuckled more. 

“I'm just a kid. I don't wanna die!”

“Why so concerned with dyyying? All I need from you is your cooperation … your vulnerability.”

Kyle was too upset to respond.

“What I need from you is a pact.”

“What?”

“You must become one with me ...”

Kyle shook his head. “No. No!”

“You pay verrry small attention to detail. The picture on the stairs … you were too blinded by your fears to notice my name. Now promise me and make a pact.”

“You aren't the man in that picture! You aren't even human!”

“I once was. Promise!” it screamed, shaking every bone in Kyle's body.

Kyle wept harder. “You tell me what you-you are an-and I promise you.”

“Let's just say that Hitler wasn't the antichrisssst. I AM!”

“No! NO!”

“I made a pact with Beelzebub some years ago, but I need you to live forever. We can rule this planet and put everyone to death. No one will ever stop us!”

“Satan?”

“I was just like you are now. Got ruled over by my curiosity ...”

“No. This can't be real!” Kyle rubbed his eyes and wiped away the tears—tried to wipe away this horrible dream.

Except it was real.

“Promise me the rest of your life, or else I shall destroy your conscience!”

Chills went all the way through Kyle's body; more tears formed in his eyes. Suddenly, Kyle felt hatred. He hated. It was nothing in particular that he hated, but it sprouted up like a bad weed. Whatever this thing was, it was putting it into his soul.

“Noooooo!” Kyle screamed, zooming up those basement steps.

The house began to tumble and shake. Things fell off shelves in every room. Walls cracked open, the cracks spread, and brick and wood broke away from each other.

Floors opened up in various places. The roof collapsed piece by piece.

Kyle burst through the basement door, darted past the kitchen and into the living room, relieved to find the front door back in its original place. He clutched the knob, but stopped, remembering the painting.

Kyle turned, darted up the steps, and met with the portrait once more. He read the name, and the shock that hit him was so severe, he forgot about the crumbling house and the pieces of plaster falling on him. It was Alfred Harmin—his father! And his mom had told him so long ago that he'd died before his birth. In this second seed of truth, corruption overtook Kyle's soul. He would never be the same again.

 

“And here I am,” Kyle said, straight-jacket bound and sitting in the little white padded room with the interested interviewer.

“They said they don't know how you managed to get buried in all the rubble of that house. It's been torn down for years. Even before you were born,” the man said.

“That's what it wants you to believe. The doctors say I have paranoid schizophrenia, among other things. That's a fact. It's also a fact that up until now, I was perfectly normal.”

The interviewer looked skeptical.

The hatred in Kyle—that hatred he'd felt in the freezing basement, struck him again. He gazed menacingly at the man who would not take his word as the gospel truth.

“The rest of my life in here,” Kyle continued, “because people think I'm crazy. All my father's fault. He wanted this to remain a secret. That's why I'm here ... because he revealed his secret and made me the center of society's attention. The reason my mother had raised me atheist was because she knew what my father was. She was petrified of him and anything to do with religion. Now she wants nothing to do with me. She thinks I'm like him. But I'm nothing like my father. Nothing.”

“Your father had rented the house after your parents had split up. He was heavily into Satan worship and witchcraft. After some people wound up missing, they investigated that house and found several bodies. But before they arrested him, he'd burned the place down. “

Kyle opened his right hand. He remembered the soot he had touched on the banister.

“So what about the numbers: six, six, six?”

Something boiled inside Kyle when the reporter said those three numbers. An explosion ensued and fear flooded his young heart. Kyle leaped out of his chair and onto the table, fighting to release his arms from the straight-jacket so he could strangle the man. Foam shot from his mouth as he said, “The numbers! Never say those numbers! If it weren't for them, none of this would have ever happened. I wouldn't be here!”

Two large, black security men in very white clothes darted in to restrain Kyle. They wrestled him to the floor and held him in place. He looked up at the interviewer again and said, “Curiosity destroys brain tissue! Didja know that? It kills! It put me here. Curiosity is evil!”

The shaken man looked down at him and said, “Why did you kill your mother?”

“I never killed my mother! It was him … IT that killed her. I didn't slit her throat. HE did it!--made me do it!! Why did I get put in this bad place?! I did nothing wrong! My father's portrait! The numbers—peace never comes to my mind! The curiosity's been filled, but the thoughts control me! He still waits for me and watches me in darkness, laughing! If I could get out of this straight-jacket I'd kill again! No I won't, I swear! I am perfectly sane! My father's the evil one! I didn't kill all those people they said I killed! It was HE—my father! The thoughts! THE THOUGHTS! MY FATHER! SIX-HUNDRED AND SIXTY-SIX! He promised that if I killed, the thoughts would stop. He lied!”

 

Kyle was sentenced to Brooksville Mental Hospital six days after six people were found murdered, including Kyle's mother. They were found by the river on Vixon Street, where his father had once owned a house. Now nobody speaks of the Harmin Family in Brooksville.

 

—The horror here has proven its need for secrecy. It likes to make those who live behind padded rooms and bars look like outcasts—freaks with a brain disorder. Horror survives by staying secret, and when the secret's revealed, it unmasks just another psychotic.

Hypervision 

 

I want to explain why I don't want perfect vision. I want to explain why I wouldn't mind being blind, or ignorant to the idea that there are just some things we're not supposed to witness. Of all the senses, it is probably the most important. Without sight, one stumbles around in an ocean of nothingness, unable to perform the simplest of tasks. It's in this darkness where one might finally see mercy.

At the time, I was a nursing assistant at Brailey's Mental Hospital. Fresh out of The University of Pittsburgh, I'd landed the job fairly easily. Most of my life had already been dedicated to nursing my ill mother, who later died of brain cancer. I guess you could say I loved to take care of people in need, and make them feel comfortable when there was no internal comfort to be felt.

They brought Larken in the same afternoon of the solar eclipse. It took four staff members to pull his thrashing body through the large doors. He kicked, poked, punched, and jerked, fighting to get out of their restraint. Wasn't working. The man was utterly delirious, his injured eyes glazed over and filled with tears of blood. His clothes, as well, were covered in blood. Cuts and abrasions ran along both his arms.

“Get off me, you tainted, barbaric sons'a bitches! Let me go. They're all over you. They're all over you and now you're infecting meeee!”

My first thought of him, despite the blood, the cuts, and his frantic behavior, was that he didn't look like a criminal. Or crazy. Or confused. Or ill. He didn't look like he belonged here at all. He was dressed like my friends had dressed in college. Casually and comfortably. A stained, ripped Pepsi-Cola T-shirt covered his trunk, while a pair of dark, neat, unblemished jeans covered his lower body. His face was not dirty, textured, or worn like most of the patients in the building. Obviously no older than thirty-five, this fellow looked as though he'd just suddenly, out of the blue, become crazy. It happens. There was something different about this guy, though.

“Let go! Don't you see them? Jesus, they're so ugly. There's soooo many of them. They are-they are-”

By this time, two doctors entered the room, one with a strapped wheelchair and one with a syringe filled with sedative. When Larken saw the sharp hypodermic  needle, he reacted even more violently.

“No! You're not putting me out! No! You'll infect me. They're everywhere on that needle!”

 “Damn, dude,” one of the beefy staff members said. “it all goin' be okay.”

Tears—actual tears of blood—streamed down his face and dripped onto the tiled white floor below. There was something wrong with his eyes. They were red, swollen and uncomfortable to look into. And it was then, when they injected him and he began to calm down, that he saw me. I knew what had happened to him. The man had peered into the sun during the solar eclipse.

 

Though I knew what had happened, I didn't know why he'd been brought here, raving like a madman; so I asked Kim Stern, the primary doctor of the hospital. He told me, in his own words: “To tell you the truth, I'm very curious myself. For some reason, he looked into the sun during the eclipse. Afterward, he complained of seeing things crawling on people; things moving around on all sorts of different objects. He said they were very small—even smaller than maggots. I guess the guy freaked, took a knife, and tried to cut them off himself and some other folks.”

“You're kidding,” I said. “Was he unstable before the eclipse? Has he had any form of mental illness prior to the event?”

Kim shook his head. “No, family said he's never acted this way before. It was a shock to them, too.”

“So you're saying that this guy looked into a solar eclipse, and afterward, acquired delusional parasitosis?”

“It appears so. We're running tests on him now, to see what happened and what damage was done, but so far, there doesn't appear to be any malfunction.”

“But aren't people supposed to go blind if they look into the sun during an eclipse?”

“It's a big mystery to me, too,” he said. The pager in his pocket vibrated. “Listen, that's probably the desk. We'll talk more about this later.”

“Please, let's do. I'm dying to know what's going on with this guy.”

The doctor turned and walked away.“Larken Ballar,” he told me, just as he left the room.

 

Delusional parasitosis is a form of psychosis for someone who sees or feels bugs or insects crawling on or under ones own skin; but these foreign bodies are not truly there. It can be associated with multiple things: schizophrenia, bi-polar disorder, anxiety disorder, obsessive states, sensory impairment, drugs (and withdraw), menopause. The true cause of the disease is still unknown. It, however, can be treated via serotonergic anti-depressants.

 

“The eclipse did it,” Larken said, just moments after he woke up. “The eclipse made me see. It opened my eyes. I can now see … the truth. I don't like it.”

He was still strapped to a gurney—for safety precautions. All his earlier belligerence seemed to have faded. He no longer appeared to be a threat, but the doctor  was still playing it safe.

“The truth?” Dr. Stern asked, writing something down on a clipboard.

“What? You don't believe me? They're crawling all over you—both of you guys. They look like ...”

“Like what? You know,” Kim said, “I can't explain what happened with the eclipse sparking your condition, but what you see is just a hallucination. Nothing is crawling on us. Or you. The bugs you see are not real.”

The man nodded and looked at me. His eyes were still red—redder and more swollen than before. Jesus, even his pupils were red. It was like staring at some exotic, make-believed creature.

“We'll figure all this out soon, Mr. Ballar. I'll prescribe you some Aripiprazole. It'll help make the bugs go away. I also want to get your eyes examined by an ophthalmologist to see if there is any damage. In the meantime, rest. Okay?”

Larken nodded, his unattractive eyes still stuck on me. “Thanks, doc.”

“Ben will get you something to eat, if you're hungry.”

The man didn't respond for a long time. His eyes flicked back and forth, to and fro Kim and I. Indecision? Or was he afraid to eat?

“I'll have something light. Something to eat with a fork. Preferably nothing handled by anyone else. I'm guessing I won't ingest—them.”

“Okay, Kim said. “I'll be back with your meds soon. We'll have you out of this place before you know it.” The doctor left the room.

I walked over to Larken and slid an extra pillow under his current one. I found myself unable to look into those red ovals of his. They almost seemed to glow.

“Don't worry,” I said, “you'll be out of the restraints probably within the hour.”

“I hope so. I don't know what happened to me today,” Larken said, on verge of crying. “I attacked my sister and a stranger. I attacked them both with a knife! Ever since I glimpsed into the sky ...”

“May I ask why you did?”

The man had no response to this question. Instead: “I just got scared after that. I saw horrible slimy things. They're all around this room. The ceiling. Your clothes. Your face. I wanted to slice through them all and save the victim beneath.”

“What is it you think you see, Mr. Ballar?”

He gazed at the ceiling. “I wish you knew, man. I wish I knew. Could you get me that food? I'm starving. And nauseous.”

I smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “You came on a good day. They serve thee best fish sandwiches. After you have one, you won't want to leave.”

He laughed. “Thanks a ton.”

“Don't mention it,” I said, and left the room.

 

I went to the cafeteria to get the new patient some grub. By this time, the lunch room was emptying out. Most of the patients and faculty had already chowed down; now they were going back to their rooms, or therapy, or to the lounge.

 

I returned to Larken's room ten minutes later, after urinating, washing my hands, and stacking a tray with enough food to feed a small army.

The red-eyed man was lying in bed, still as a statue, his head turned to the left, his eyes focused on the only window in the room. A pinkish-orange dusk-time light blazed through the plexiglass, illuminating Larken and not much else. It made his peepers look exponentially more grotesque.

“I hope you're hungry,” I said, setting the tray at his bedside. I figured he'd dig right in, but instead, he gazed at my hands as if there was something wrong with them.

What he said then, sent a chill up my spine. “Your hands … there's hardly any bugs on them now.”

“The doctor gave you the meds, huh?” I said this to comfort myself. It did not help. I was in a mild sense of shock. Of course there weren't many bugs on my hands now … I'd just washed them with soap!

Was I going crazy too? Was I also buying into a possible madman's delusions? No! As I said before, when they'd first brought Larken into the building, I already knew he was unlike any other patient already here. Was this delusion of his even a delusion? If not, what else could it be? In any event, what I needed was more evidence. I had to stay very skeptical still.

“Larken—can I call you Larken?”

“Sure. What's your name?”

“Ben. Can I ask you something? Did I have a lot more 'bugs' on my hands before I left here?”

“A lot more. What did you do to get rid of them? Do you see them?”

“No, but I'd like you to tell me more about them.”

“I don't know anything more, Ben. Honest. I looked, my eyes burned, and I saw.”

“Can you describe what they look like? Their shape?”

“Different ones have different shapes. From rods to spheres to spirals.”

Was this possible?

I must have looked like a psych patient when I hurried out of the room, down the Unit 5 hall, and toward the front desk on the second level. I wanted to reach Doctor Stern stat. To my luck, he'd just exited a nearby room, and was scribbling something on a clipboard.

I told him the whole story. It was a brief story, but an interesting one, nonetheless. I told him my minuscule theory, and how big the implication could be if it were true.

“Are you saying what I think you're saying?” he said, scratching his balding scalp.

“What I'm saying is this: what if Larken can see bacteria? What if he can somehow see microscopic organisms after looking into the sun? I know it sounds crazy, but what if?”

“Ben, before you go crazy with this idea, let's get some more tests on him. Eye exams, maybe even a brain exam, if it comes to it. Let's see if the meds work. I'm positive there's a much more scientific explanation for this. No human eye can detect such small lifeforms. Impossible. We'll see tomorrow. Okay?”

I nodded.

 

Tomorrow approached ridiculously slowly. I remained awake most of the night, pondering the new patient in Room 124. My curiosity was constant, insatiable—borderline annoying! If I was right about this, and about him, this could be a new break-though in biological science. This could destroy the barrier of what we think humans are capable of, and what humans are limited to. This could literally change the world.

 

The next day did come. Sunny again, but this time without the eclipse. I woke up with a fantastic idea. If it worked, Doctor Stern would probably discount his earlier skepticism. And if he didn't, I'm sure Larken's upcoming  eye exam would.

 

I got to work at nine. During the time it took me to get from my car to Larken's room, I did these things: I briefly rubbed my left hand around in the gravel parking lot. Then I made sure to touch everything else with that same hand: door knobs, walls, keys, my lunch. Everything I touched was strictly with my left. I left my right as clean as possible, untouched by any form of localized bacteria. Lastly, as I whistled down the hall toward Larken's room (Doctor Kim Stern had just entered), I removed a bottle of Germ-X, doused my right hand in it, and made sure it was heavenly clean before I entered.

Larken lay in bed, his hands no longer in straps and his eyes still blazing red. The swelling in them had gone down a little, so that was good; but, in a weird way, the red in his eyes looked permanent, like it would never fade away. I can not explain how I came to this conclusion, save for a gut instinct.

“Hello,” Kim said to Larken, then again to me.

I held my hands noticeably to only the man on the bed, palms out, visible yet unassuming. I just hoped he would say something. 

He did, in no time at all. “Hand! Your left freaking hand! Get it away!”

I took a step forward. He leaned back, his red ovals glued to my left palm. “Don't get near me with—with that! It's worse than the others. Please!”

Doctor Stern was taking notes. I could tell he was ready to call security, if it came to that. But Larken was not concerned with the doc—just my left hand.

Whatever he saw scared the shit out of him.

“What is the matter?” Kim asked Larken.

“Cut it off. Cut it off, it's moving!”

“Take it easy,” I told the patient. “Would it help if I left?”

“I don't know,” he said, taking short, heavy breaths. “You can try.”

“Doctor Stern, can I talk to you out in the hall for a moment?”

He nodded, and we left. Out in the hall, by the door that led to the staircase, I opened up: “I made sure my left hand was dirty since after I took my morning shower. I rubbed it in gravel, shook Tony Laffner's hand. I did everything I could think of to make sure it was full of bacteria. But before I entered the room, I cleaned my right with Germ-X. He paid no attention to it … because it was clean! I'm telling you that he can see, with his own naked eyes, bacteria.”

Doctor Stern scratched an eyebrow. “Okay, okay. Tell you what. I'll be more convinced if you clean your left hand now and go back into the room. See if he notices a difference. Before you do, make sure your other hand is soiled.”

I did. I went into the nearest bathroom, rubbed my right hand—and this was for science's sake—in a urinal and in a toilet. Doctor Stern helped me with cleaning my other hand. After all this, we reentered Larken's room. He looked immediately confused.

“What the … everything's backwards, but at least it isn't mixed within the lesser, more insignificant bugs.”

The expression that came over Kim's face was undeniable. It was a mixture of  shock, revelation, and fright. It was in this instant that I knew he believed me. At the very least, his disbelief was gone, overpowered by a new kind of disbelief.

“What's the matter, Doc?” Larken asked Kim.

Kim nodded and wrote something down. “Mr. Ballar, we have an ophthalmology department on the east side of the building. I would really like to get your eyes examined, see if there's any permanent damage to them.”

Larken gave a thumbs up.

 

We got into the ophthalmologist's office in no time. We didn't have to wait, either. Business was slow in there today. The doctor—Martin Poll—was happy to see somebody—anybody—walk into his office. A shiny-headed bald man with black caterpillars for eyebrows, Martin welcomed us into the room, where, I believed,  current conceptions about eyesight were about to be turned upside-down.

“Okay,” Doctor Poll told Larken, “we'll first do just the basic visual acuity test. Just stand here, put this over your left eye, and tell me what letter you see at the top of the list on the Snellen chart.”

“E,” Larken said.

It was obvious that Martin was astonished the man could see anything at all. The doctor knew more about eyes than anyone in the whole building, and had probably been doing his job since I was a child. Nobody had eyes that looked this bad and still functioned.

“Okay,” Doctor Poll said, “can you read the second row down?”

Larken snickered. “I can read every row on this chart. Every letter is clear as glass to me.

Doctor looked to doctor looked to me. We all looked at the spectacle in Larken Ballar.

“What is the bottom row?” Martin asked him.

As if to prove a point, Larken stepped back out into the waiting room. He backed up several paces before stopping by the wall some thirty feet away. The rest of us had to get within a couple feet of the chart to see the bottom line of letters.

“B. C. L. A. R. M. T. Z. F. N. W. P.”

And, letter by letter, Larken was correct.

 I distinctively heard the loud gulp of Doctor Poll swallowing. Nobody said a word, until:

“That's right, isn't it?” the man with the magic eyes wondered.

The three of us nodded. None of us could exhale.

 

Over the next couple of hours, Doctor Poll, under Doctor Stern's supervision, tested Larken with a variety of tests I'd never seen or heard of. After every test, both doctors would scratch their head and whisper to each other. The testee giggled every time a look of utter puzzlement gleamed on either of doctor's faces.

 

 By the end of the day, after all was said and done, Kim and I went to the rec room, where he explained to me what they did and what they found out.

“The best vision humans can have, Ben, is around 20/10. That's at their best. Eagles have even better vision at 20/2. This guy—Larken—Poll thinks, surpasses even that. He would classify him under -20/-20 vision, if not better!

“There is a lot of unusual abnormality with the patient's eyes, too. The cornea normally contains no blood vessels. Larken's has many. Where they came from and how they got there remains a mystery. His pupils won't dilate as normal, either. The crystalline lens is very swollen, which also contributes to the ability to see small things from a far distance. Doctor Poll says he should clinically be blind. But, for some reason, everything that's wrong with his eyes—and the parts leading back to the brain to process visual stimuli—is acting in reverse. This is a miracle.”

“Is it permanent? Will he always see things this way?”

“We don't think so, but we could be wrong. We just—don't know. Mr. Ballar has somehow obtained a superhuman sight by looking into an eclipse! Jesus, I thought I'd learned a lot in med school. I learned more in the last couple of days than in over a decade. I learned that there really is no such thing as science.”

“Are there any more tests to be done?” I asked.

“Yes. Tomorrow. The test of tests. It'll tell us volumes.”

“I'm guessing the meds had no effect?”

“None.”

Silence fell between us. The wonders happening inside us were too loud and intangible to be vocalized.

 

A terse, panicked vocalization woke me the next morning, before dawn. It was a message from Doctor Stern, on my cell phone: “Ben?, during the night—he must have—he—did—Larken killed—!”

I didn't take a shower, eat, piss, and almost forgot to clothe. I was on the road in no time, destination: Brailey's Hospital.

 

When I got there, I dashed up the flight of steps leading to the second floor, burst through the large steel door, and hurried down the hall toward Room 124. Two nurses: one big and male and the other small and female, were standing in the doorway of Larken's room, staring into it. I pushed past them and entered, joining Doctor Stern, and suddenly feeling sick to my stomach. Larken was dead, his body lying in bed, his bed sheet tied snugly around his constricted neck. During the night, it seemed, something had freaked the man out, causing him to end his own life. Now his eyes were even redder, his tongue dangling from his mouth, his face without color. There would be no more tests, no more displays of superhuman vision, no more miracles. All of that was gone. The only thing that remained was Larken's last words. He'd scribbled them on the wall with a black crayon.

They read: 'I can now see, but would rather be blind. Doctor, there are the bugs, and then there are the other bugs within the bugs. I can see more than just mere bacteria. I can see things you couldn't believe—things you'd want to forever forget. Black, slimy wormy things that shouldn't exist. That's why I had to do this. Sorry.'

 

And like that, Larken Ballar was dead, the secrets of his mysterious eyes dead with him. What in the hell had he meant when he'd described in vague detail the black, slimy, wormy things that shouldn't exist? Did he see them, too? Or had he just lost it, snapped, and threw in the towel?

Neither I, nor Doctor Stern, shall ever know. We'll never meet another patient like Larken, that's for sure. And sometimes Kim and I wonder if he was ever here to begin with. Maybe our endless days amongst crazies had made us crazy, if even for a little while.

 Then again, who's to say who's crazy? Maybe normal people are the crazy ones for not being able to see the truth. Maybe the mentally disturbed patients behind the walls of Brailey's aren't crazy after all. Maybe they have a certain superpower that can't be measured via science or testing. If so, I fear for their sanity and for their very lives.

A Shadow on the Upstairs Wall 

 

To say what happened on the night of February 15th was unimaginable and impossible, is an understatement. I'm still unsure if what I experienced in the upstairs of my best friend's old house was a hallucination or a very vivid nightmare. Of course, I was just a spectator. It was my friend Jamison who experienced the worse of the matter. It was he who had to conquer his own demons. Regardless, the event still haunts me … probably always will.

I knew Jamison was coming back to Pontic, Ohio. It was his birthplace, the town he'd spent twenty three years growing up in. We had been pals since primary school, and had done virtually everything together—from playing video games, to trying drugs, to pushing around freshmen in high school. We, like most everyone, grew apart over the years and eventually went our separate ways, keeping in touch via phone or email every several months. After graduating from Franklin High, Jamison moved to Los Angeles to pursue an acting career, which worked for awhile but not in the long run. I, on the other hand, stayed behind in my hometown. The one thing that both of us had remained—since we'd parted—was single. I'd never desired a relationship, and Jamison had been extremely awkward around women. There was a reason for it, and for his unusual fear of physical human contact. It revealed itself that frightening night ...

 

I received his phone call at around dusk. It was the first time I'd talked to him in almost a year. His voice sounded choppy, stuttered, and incoherent. I could barely make out a single word he said, except for the blatant phrase: 'Please help me!'

 

I arrived at the home his parents had left them after they'd died. It was an old, two-story Victorian, showing definite signs of age: red, rusty, broken gutters; paint-chipped siding; detached and damaged shutters, one cracked upper window. It was sandwiched between two smaller houses in the middle of the block. Worn, but not enough to draw any drastic attention.

The front door opened before I knocked. Behind the battered door stood Jamison Cryly, the best friend I'd ever had. He didn't look the way I remembered, though, not by a long-shot. I hardly recognized him now. His head was without hair, his teeth in bad shape, his frame frail and awkward. He looked malnourished, his skin a clammy pale color, with black bags under his tired eyes.

“Jamison?” I asked. For a second, I thought I had the wrong house.

“Yeah, it's me, buddy. I know I look bad. Can't hold food down, keep to the bottle. I'm drained. Come on, come in.”

I entered. He led me into the living room. The interior was exactly the same … everything but for the strange odor.

“Take a seat.” He gestured to the couch, where I sat. He sat in the recliner, trembling nervously.

“Jesus, Jamison, what the fuck happened to you?”

His hands shook. It made me feel bad to see him this way.

“There's something upstairs, Tom. I can't step foot upstairs, no matter what.”

“What do you mean? What's upstairs?”

“As soon as I reach the second story, the shadow man gets me. He touched me, Tom. He wrapped his black arms around me and tried to pull me away. He drains me of every single good thing inside my soul. That's why I can't hold food down anymore. That's why I drink—to make the truth go away. Y'know, I'd had dreams of the shadow man every night since my parents died. A reoccurring night terror, I'd thought. Now that I'm back here, I know it's real. They weren't some fucked up dreams. Dreams are more than intangible views of yesterday's events. This thing—it scares me to death. I have no idea what it is or where it came from, and it doesn't want me dead; it wants me to suffer and suck my soul dry.”

I cleared my throat. “Shadow man? You mean there's an intruder upstairs?”

“No! It's a lingering shadow on the wall. It floats toward me until it gets me. It can't go downstairs for some reason, though. And I think it's blocking me from my old bedroom. Don't know why.”

I had no idea what to say. My dearest friend was crazy, his mind probably gone for good. What could I say? I loved him like a brother. I didn't want to insult him by telling him the truth, but what else could I do?

“Jamison, what are you talking about? I don't understand.”

Then he looked at me horribly and nodded. “You will, Tom. You will understand. You're the only person I trust. You have to see for yourself. Then you'll believe.”

I sighed. I could not look at him. Seeing his broken face was too painful. “You want me to go upstairs?”

He saidn't a word, but his expression spoke it clearly: YES.

“Okay,” I said, standing up and stepping out into the downstairs hallway.

“Be careful. Don't let it get close to you, or else.”

Sighing once more, I climbed the stairs one by one. I wanted to see something, I couldn't deny that. If there was some ghost embedded in the wall, I hoped it was real. Then my friend wasn't nuts.

Soon, I reached the top and panned the entire upstairs hall. It was dark up here, and the light didn't go on when I flicked the switch. Didn't matter. There was still enough light to see.

“Jamison, I don't see a thing—nothing at all.” Holding onto an unsecured faith, I took a few paces down the hall, scanning the area for any unusual activity. Then I looked back downstairs. “There isn't—”

He interrupted—screamed—“Tom! Look out!”

I examined my surroundings in one swift spin. My extreme doubt was overcome with extreme disbelief; for I saw one pitch-black mass appear on the wall at the top of the staircase. It was a shadow, but the shadow of man was a somewhat inaccurate description of this manifestation. It had long, twisted arms with extraordinarily long, twisted bird-wing-like claws attached to them. The thing moved smoothly across the wall, skipped past the bathroom door, appeared on the next wall, and floated straight toward me. I could feel the malignancy emanating from it. I could sense the darkness within its darkness. I wanted nothing to do with it, but there was one big problem: it blocked my only escape—the staircase.

“Get away, Tom. Jump! Jump over the banister. Hurry!” Jamison cried.

I would have accepted a broken leg, arm, or neck rather than experience the hideous treasures of the unknown. What in the fuck was this thing?

I followed my friend's advice. Instead of backing up and being cornered by the shadow, I grabbed the banister railing with my hands and hurdled over it. I don't think I'd ever jumped that high or dramatically in my life. Fortunately, it worked. Unfortunately, I landed awkwardly, bending my wrist at a bad angle and spraining my foot on a step.

When I looked back up at the shadow, it was gone. The only shadow on the upstairs hallway wall now was that of the banister railings.

I rubbed my eyes. “I'm fucking hallucinating, man!”

Jamison told me, “No. Do you question my story now?”

I laughed heartily.

 

We resumed our original positions: he in the recliner and I on the sofa. This time it was me who was doing the trembling.

“What do you know about this?” I demanded.

He cleared his throat. “Very little. I came back home on Wednesday, and as soon as I went upstairs, I saw the shadow. Unlike you, I was attacked by it. It loved me and despised me all at once. Its soul, if it has one, is dark. Dark and passionate. I somehow got free and fell down the steps. Since then, I've been coming out of my skin.”

“You said you'd had dreams of this thing?”

“Yeah, every day since adolescence. In every dream, it's the same: when I'm upstairs, the shadow appears, holds me against the wall, and steals everything inside of me. I've been able to get into every room in my dreams … except my old bedroom. There's something in there that, I believe, can stop it. I have to see what's there. I can't be plagued by the shadow anymore, dreams or reality. This has to stop. This has to stop tonight.”

“You don't think it's capable of killing us?”

“No. It can do everything but kill us. Murder is not what it wants. It wants control. Domination. The only thing it can do is make us hate ourselves in the most pure way.”

“What do you suppose it is?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn't have needed your help now, would I?”

“How do we get past it so we can go to that room?”

“I have an idea. I'm not sure if it'll work, but what else can we do?”

“I'm all ears,” I said.

 

Though his plan sounded feasible; whether it would work or not was entirely speculative. What we were dealing with could have been any damn thing. I was afraid to encounter that shadow again, but Jamison needed my help now more than ever. How could I dare say no?

 

Later that night, we armed ourselves with makeshift weapons—two bright mag-lights—and headed up the stairs. If the unidentified shadow could appear—for whatever reason—then why couldn't we simply vanquish it with light? Make it disappear into whatever bizarre realm it was from? Probably a silly idea, but what else was there to do?

Jamison led the way. I trailed him by inches. We both shined our flashlights around, the beams fully open and diffused. Hundreds of watts of tungsten lit every inch of the upstairs hall, illuminating the hell out of it. We were two steps from the top and had seen nothing yet.

“Just make sure we stay close,” Jamison instructed me. “Whatever happens, get to my bedroom. Don't go downstairs.”

With that awful bit of advice, we finally reached the top. Both of us were nervous, obviously, our flashlight beams dancing about in response to our trembling hands. There were ordinary shadows. They shifted with our movement, but none were alive.

That I knew of.

“Okay, let's go. Hurry,” Jamsion said.

I thought we'd creep our way carefully toward the room at the end of the hall, but my dear friend hurried toward it—probably a better move than creeping. I followed, our paces in unison in long, fast strides. We were almost there when it showed itself again. It materialized on the wall before the room, as if it were the room's atrocious guardian. Jamison and I stopped. We both aimed our flashlights at the black-black shadow, and, by god, they made the thing go away. There was no scream and no dramatic disintegration. The heavenly beams of light swallowed the hellish outline of black death.

Afterward, we entered Jamison's old bedroom. It was just the way I remembered it, untouched for several years. A burgundy-colored carpet blanketed the floor; a twin-sized bed, covered with a designer quilt, was still in the same place: against and under the mantel, on which model airplanes were displayed.. A Star Wars poster and a Reservoir Dogs poster gave some interest to the the dull-green walls. The only thing out of place in the room was—and it was big—a transparent, see-through ghost of a little boy. It wasn't just a little boy. I could definitely tell who it was—the birthmark on his cheek easily gave him away. It was the same man who was standing beside me today. Jamison Cryly. This was him as a child, and he was currently moving around little Matchbox cars on the floor. The toys, too, were transparent.

Adult Jamison rubbed his eyes. I blinked my own several times. Neither of us could believe what were we seeing. More importantly: what did this mean?

The little boy sitting on the floor made audible crashing sounds as he slammed a tiny car into a slightly bigger car. And though we were obviously noticeable, the child had no idea we were there. This ghost couldn't see us!

“Kabooooom! Woosh!”

“Jamison,” I said, “is that you?”

“I don't—I guess it is. That's me when I was little.”

Suddenly, daylight poured through both the windows in this small room. The posters on the wall disappeared, replaced by Transformers and Gi-Joe posters. On the mantel, model airplanes were replaced by stuffed animals. The quilt tucked into the bed dissolved into a kid's race-car blanket. We were in the past. We had regressed to an earlier time many years ago. The only question I could ask myself was the same: why? What was the purpose of any of this?

“You little somabitch!” a voice bellowed. It was a man's voice, and it sounded, besides drunken, furious. It scared me, Big Jamison, and Little Jamison. Big Jamison knew exactly whose voice it was. I did not, at first.

The apparition of Jamison's deceased father burst into the room, right between us, and went to the little boy. He was much thinner, and with more hair on his head than I remembered. He was far more belligerent. A skin-tight wife-beater clothed his upper half; his lower half was unclothed, except for socks. His long erection bobbed up and down as he went to my undeveloped best friend. I could smell the liquor on his breath.

Today's Jamison watched what happened to his previous self. He watched it as if it was altogether new to him, but I couldn't. I wouldn't dare observe what that father did to his only son, except to say that it was abusive in every sense imaginable. Physically. Verbally. Mentally. Spiritually. Sexually. I could, in some metaphysical way, feel what was happening to him. I could hear the moans of pleasure and the groans of pain. It never stopped. It went on and on. The crying was the worst part—those unrelenting pleads that would go on deaf ears. I was almost to tears, myself.

I knew what the shadow was just then. I knew it beyond a shadow of a doubt. It was Jamison's years of lost innocence, conformed into a being of its own. It was the depletion of every good thing within him—stolen by his loser father. It was, too precisely, the personal demon of his past.

Now he was forced to confront it.

“Noooooo! You motherucker!” today's Jamison screamed, running over to his transparent father and throwing punches at him. No fist hit anything; there was nothing really there. It was all a prerecorded event from twenty years ago.

As he continued to swing, trying to knock out a ghost, I began to see shadows appear in the room. They were the same as the one from the hallway, literally coming out of the walls and woodwork, growing and becoming strong. Their twisted forms bent across the ceiling, the floor, off objects. They were closing in on my best friend.

And they were going to destroy what was left of his soul.

“Jamison! Jamison!” I cried. My words fell on his deaf ears. He kept swinging, kicking, cursing.

Like a shock of electricity, I suddenly knew how he could defeat the shadows and his father. There was only one way, but I doubted he had it in him to do it. These ominous shadows were getting what they wanted from him—fuel for their own fires. Fuel in the form of revenge.

“It's not his fault, Jamison! It's not yours, either. Let it go. Forget this. Forgive him!” I said.

“Forgive this bastard? After he did this to me? No! I will kill him!”

“He's already dead. The only to end this is to denounce him. Forgive your father, or they're going to get you!”

He still didn't see the shadows coming for him; or maybe he saw them and didn't care.

To intervene, I stepped forward; but as soon as I did, something jumped off the wall and wrapped its cold arms around me. I couldn't move. I could only feel hopelessness.

“It was a long time ago! Let it go! Let him go! Let the pain go! All you have to do is forgive him.”

“Yes, Jamison!” his father said. “Right there! Just like that! You little fuckface!”

Whap!

“Jamison! Leeeeet goooo! Forgive him!”

Still, he swung his fists, hitting nothing but thin air. His face, wretched with anger, was dripping with sweat. Saliva flew from his mouth every time he cursed.

“I was a kid! You were my father! Look what you di-hi-hid!”

I squirmed to get out of the shadow's grip, but it was no use. It had me pinned.

More shadows came; they crept along every crevice, corner, and recess of the room, all zoning in on the adult Jamison, and had probably been after him since he was the little boy sitting on this floor.

Long, black arms reached for him. Dark nothingness surrounded him. His dad was almost done abusing him—this time—and today's Jamison was losing energy trying to fight off his worst enemy. I had no energy to help him anymore, either. The thing holding me had drained me.

“Jamison ...” I muttered. “Forgive him … or he's won. He beat you all these years. Don't let him beat you now, today. You're the only one who truly holds power over him. You are stronger than him.”

As I was saying this, my friend heard every word. I knew he didn't want to accept it. I knew he didn't want to forgive such a monster; but monsters thrived on fear. Power. What better way was there to stop them than to pardon them? By doing so, the victim gets the power back tenfold.

Father stood up to leave the room. Before he did, Big Jamison gazed at the back of his head. It wasn't an unrelenting gaze—not anymore—but one of remorse and pity.

“Dad ...”

His father actually stopped. Turned. He looked right into Big Jamison's eyes. Had he heard him? Had the past and the present converged?

Clawed hands grabbed Jamison's every limb. I watched as he lost weight in real time, grew powdery-pale and ill-looking all at once.

Father and son stared at each other for a long while. It could have been minutes, seconds—I'm not sure. All I knew was that I was dying along with my friend, slowly, inevitably, horribly.

“I … I …. I am sorry for what you done to me, but I don't hate you, dad,” Jamison said. “I … forgive you. It was just a mistake. Everybody makes them. I hold nothing against you any longer. There isn't a day that goes by when I don't think about you and mom. You are my parents, my family. I hope that where you are, you're okay now.”

It was by far the most difficult thing he’d ever had to say, I could easily tell.

Jamison's father smiled, and a single tear streamed down his liberated face. “Thank you, son. I can finally go now.”

Everything changed instantly: the sun shining in through the windows (turned back to night), the bedroom, the things in the bedroom, the shadows, and the two ghostly beings. We were standing in Jamison's bedroom like we had been moments ago. Now, unlike before, there was a sense of peace and redemption radiating throughout the house. All was back to normal again—better than normal, Jamison would tell me later that night. He'd defeated the thing that had ruined the first two decades of his life. He was a child again, free to explore the world without chains to bind him any longer.

The past is a funny thing, I tell myself every day. Just by holding onto it can make your present and future a prison, a self-made hell created by an obtuse fear of letting go. These days, I try to forget everything about the day before, and the day before that. I also try not to hold grudges, realizing that they are one of the worst things a human being can ever hold onto. The more tightly you squeeze it, the more energy it drains from your closed fist.

 

Jamison ended up having that old house bulldozed. And from what I heard, he moved back to Los Angeles and landed a few big acting gigs alongside some A-list actors. I guess he is married now with two kids: a little boy and a little girl. I just hope he teaches them in the beginning what his father hadn't taught him till the end. Maybe one of these days I'll even get the nerve to go out and visit him.

 

Before You Go…

 

Please Rate and Review this novel! Share, if you like it, and if you don’t, I thank you for reading it anyway. I’m always trying to improve as a writer, and my readers’ input is highly appreciated!
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