
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          BROKEN SHADOWS
        
      

      
      
      
      
        
          Tim Waggoner
        
        
        

      

      

    

  
First Digital Edition 

January 2010 

Darkside Digital 

A Horror Mall Company 

P.O. Box 338 

North Webster, IN 46555 

www.horror-mall.com/darksidedigital 

Broken Shadows © 2010, 2009 by Tim Waggoner 

All Rights Reserved. 

This book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 



Piracy Warning
The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000. 

It is illegal to obtain this e-book without purchasing it directly from Darkside Digital or an authorized reseller and once purchased, an e-book may not be transferred from the purchaser’s computer or device reader to a third party. 

Help support the independent publisher, author and  seller of this edition and do not share or accept pirated copies. 

This edition is being monitored. Those violating the above laws will be pursued and prosecuted. 



CROSS OVER TO THE DARKSIDE
If you THINK you’re getting the best in digital horror fiction from the big online sellers, you’re DEAD wrong. 

Located inside The Horror Mall, the #1 independent digital bookstore on the internet, Darkside Digital, carries the premier horror fiction titles and a number of independent e-books that cannot be found anywhere else. 

Darkside Digital specializes in digital horror. 

Click on the following URL to discover the Darkside: 

http://www.darkside-digital.com



WHEN GOD OPENS A DOOR
A metal door, rust nibbling at the edges, fuck scratched into the gray paint.  No, one of the K’s lines is so faint that it resembles an L.  Fucl, then, like a code or a word in some exotic language.  From behind the metal, muffled but still clearly audible, come screams.  Those of a woman, or perhaps a child.  Screams of agony, screams of pleasure?  He can’t decide.  Both, maybe. 

To the immediate right of the door is a row of newspaper vending machines.  USA Today, the daily from the nearest city, Ash Creek’s weekly, and freebies like Employment News and Apartment Finder.  The machines are empty, every one, as if they’re never stocked and instead are here merely for decoration.  Or camouflage. 

Past the empty machines is a store called I’d Buy That For A Dollar, selling odds and ends that cost—you guessed it—a dollar or less.  Of course, with sales tax, you can go over a dollar easy, and usually do, but what the hell, anyone who’d shop there isn’t about to sue for false advertisement.  To the left of the door is another store, Hand-Me-Down’s.  The owner got the hyphens right, but screwed up on the apostrophe.  This establishment sells second-hand clothing and toys for children, one of many such businesses in town.  In the display window are three creepy kid mannequins, two girls and a boy, heads tilted up, gazing to the left (their right) with wide-open, flat-painted eyes, as if looking away from the door. 

The door fascinates him.  The screams, of course—sometimes interrupted by what sound like sobs, gasps, moans or sighs—but also the door’s aspect, its placement, its very existence.  He’s walked the length and breadth of this tiny shopping center, built before the days when it would’ve been called a strip mall, past a hardware store, paint store, diet workshop, the dollar store and the second-hand clothing store, of course, and a couple empty stores with for lease signs in the windows.  Stardust Video, as well, where he rented the two DVDs in the white plastic bag dangling from his left hand.  But this is the only metal door, and the only one not clearly attached to a specific place of business.  At first, he supposed it could be an access door to a storage area for one of the stores, but if so, then why was there only one?  And why would it be in the front of the building as opposed to the back?  Perhaps, he’d thought, it led to some sort of maintenance area for the entire shopping center, climate controls or circuit breakers, maybe.  But wouldn’t each individual business have its own such controls, and again, why would the door to such an area be in the front? 

 And then there is the screaming.  The sound sets his teeth on edge, like fingernails raking chalkboard, but it also excites him, electric tendrils of arousal curling their way into his cock, making him grow hard. 

The door looks locked, which is a stupid thing to think: after all, how can a door appear to be locked?  But this one does.  Maybe it’s the forbidding solidity of the metal or the crumbling neglect of the rust, but it looks as if it hasn’t been opened in years. 

Only one way to find out for sure if it’s locked. 

He reaches for the round metal knob—smooth, no hint of rust here—and he’s surprised to see that his hand is trembling.  In fear or anticipation?  At this point, he decides, there’s no real difference. 

But before his flesh can come in contact with the metal, a horn sounds, making him jump.  He whirls around, feeling a surge of embarrassed guilt as if he’s a fourteen-year-old boy caught masturbating in the bathroom by his mother. 

“Sorry it took me so long, but I was almost out of gas and I stopped to fill up.”

The passenger window of their SUV is rolled down, and she’s leaning over from the driver’s side, a smile on her face, but is there suspicion in her eyes?  Maybe.  He puts a smile on his own face and walks toward the vehicle, struggling to hide his disappointment.  If only she’d gotten here a minute or two later…

He feels the door’s presence behind him, tugging at him, as if it’s reluctant to let him go. 

He opens the SUV’s passenger door and climbs inside.  His wife—a pretty blonde with a hint of crow’s feet around her eyes and the beginnings of middle-age sag in her cheeks and beneath her chin—gives him a quick kiss which he barely registers. 

As he buckles himself in, he says, “No problem.  I picked up a couple movies—” he holds up the plastic bag containing the DVDs for emphasis— “and then I strolled up and down the sidewalk in front of the shops a few times.  Got my exercise for the day.”

“Good boy.  Your cholesterol level will thank you.”  She puts the SUV in gear and presses lightly on the gas pedal. 

As the oversized vehicle begins to move forward, he wants to shout No!, wants to tell her to stop, wants to get out of the car, rush to the door, and try that goddamned handle, fling the door open wide and see what the hell is inside.  But he doesn’t.  He merely sits quietly as they pull away from the small shopping center, the sounds of faint, almost imperceptible screams lingering sweet and mysterious in his ears. 

*     *     * 

It’s not enough.

Darrell woke with these words whispering through his mind, almost as if they weren’t his, as if they had been thought—or perhaps spoken aloud—by someone else.  Next to him, snoring softly, naked and covered by a single thin sheet, lay Patti.  As usual, she slept on her side, but she was facing away from him right now, which was fine with him.  Her breath tended to get sour as the night wore on, and when her head faced his, he couldn’t escape breathing in the smell.  Funny, they’d been married close to twenty-five years and it had only been during the last few that he’d noticed her night-breath. 

On second thought, maybe that wasn’t so surprising.  A lot more than Patti’s breath had seemed go sour for him lately.  Take his fabulous certified pre-owned Lexus: his status symbol announcing to the world that he had finally, at last Made It—or at least made it enough to afford a very expensive used car.  The goddamned oil light had been blinking on and off for no apparent reason lately, and Darrell had been forced to drop it off at a BP ProCare after work because he hadn’t been able to afford the extended maintenance contract the dealer had offered.  He’d called Patti on his cell phone and asked her to come pick him up, but since he hadn’t felt like waiting at the ProCare, he told her he’d walk across the street to Stardust Video and pick up some movies, and she could meet him there. 

But she still hadn’t come by the time he’d rented the DVDs,  so he’d wandered the sidewalk in front of the shopping center, and that’s when he’d discovered it. 

The door. 

Moonlight filtered through a space between the curtains, bleeding a blue-white sliver of light onto the opposite wall.  He closed his eyes and in the darkness of his mind, summoned the image of the door.  He saw gray paint, rust, the enigmatic word fucl…heard once again those faint, high-pitched, almost childish screams, and he felt a shiver pass through his body, tremors rippling along his nerves like surges of electric current.  If only he’d had a chance to try the knob before Patti had driven up, maybe now he wouldn’t be so…

Obsessed? 

That might be overstating the case, he thought, but if so, it wasn’t far from the truth.  The door was just about the only thing he’d thought about all night.  He’d been distracted during dinner, hadn’t been able to concentrate on the paperwork he’d brought home from the office—not that he’d ever found drawing up wills to be all that captivating on any occasion—and he’d only half-listened when his daughter had called from college to say that she’d be coming home to visit this weekend. 

Even worse, as they were getting ready for bed, Patti had suggested they make love.  She didn’t initiate sex very often, and Darrell knew she’d feel rejected and hurt if he declined, so he agreed, though he felt no desire for her whatsoever at the moment.  At forty-seven, she looked at least ten years younger, her large breasts were still mostly firm, and thanks to regular exercise, her belly, while softer than it had been when they were first married, was still flat.  And even though for most of their marriage it was he who was the aggressor in the bedroom, once they got started, she always proved an enthusiastic partner. 

But tonight, despite her best efforts to arouse him—efforts that might’ve made another man cum numerous times—he’d barely been able to sustain an erection.  He kept thinking about how he supposedly had it so good: a sexy, loving wife; a smart, beautiful daughter; a successful career; a five-bedroom, two-and-a-half bath house with a large yard in the right part of town, and of course his prized Lexus…but none of it was satisfying, none of it was enough, and he didn’t know why.  Sure, money was tight, especially with paying for Catherine’s tuition (hence the trip to ProCare), but Patti and he weren’t in danger of starving anytime soon.  By most people’s standards, he was doing just fine, was well ahead of most of the other rats in the race—but he didn’t give a damn. 

He’d started to go soft inside Patti (for the second time) when he found himself thinking of the door again, hearing those screams, and his erection returned with a vengeance.  He kept replaying those screams in his head as he thrust into his wife, and he finally managed to achieve a climax of sorts, brief and unsatisfying as it was.  If she’d sensed any problem on his part, she didn’t mention it, just kissed him sleepily, told him she loved him, then rolled over and went to sleep, leaving him alone with his dark thoughts until, after some time, sleep finally came to him as well. 

But now it was—he opened his eyes and glanced at the digital clock on his nightstand—2:17 in the morning, and he was wide awake.  He lay there for twenty more minutes, waiting for sleep to find him, but it was no use. 

He sighed (not too loudly; he didn’t want to wake his wife) and got out of bed.  He dressed in the dark—sweat-shirt and jeans—and slipped out of the bedroom, leaving Patti snoring softly, alone in their bed. 

He went into the family room, with its almost brand-new furniture and state-of-the-art entertainment system, intending to turn on the TV in hope of finding a good movie on cable.  But just as he was about to sit on the couch and grab the remote, his eye was drawn to the two DVD’s he’d rented from Stardust Video.  They sat on the shelf next to the television, propped up on their sides against it.  Patti and he had watched one of the movies tonight, a new film by Robert Altman that Patti had thought hysterical but which Darrell had found meandering and only sporadically amusing.  But it was a new release, and at Stardust, if you brought a new release back the next day, you received a dollar credit toward your next rental. 

He looked at the DVD for a long moment before going over to the entertainment center and pulling it off the shelf. 

What the hell.  It wasn’t like he had anything else to do right now.  Maybe running a late-night errand would help make him sleepy. 

He snuck back into the bedroom to get his watch, wallet and keys, and to put on a pair of running shoes (no socks).  He left the bedroom, made his way through the kitchen, past the laundry room, and opened the door to the garage.  He closed the door behind him, and as he got into the SUV, he told himself that he was just going to return the movie, that’s all.  But his hands were trembling in anticipation just the same. 

*     *     * 

The DVD made a chunk! sound as it slid through the return slot and fell into the plastic bin inside the store. 

That’s one dollar credit, he thought.  One dollar wasn’t much, but with the expenses he had these days, every dollar helped.  Nothing to do now but get back in the SUV, head home and try to get what sleep he could before he had to get up and go to work. 

But he didn’t turn and head back toward the parking lot.  Instead, he looked toward the door.  He listened, trying to catch the faint sound of a woman-child screaming, but he heard nothing. 

The shopping center’s parking lot was well lit by fluorescent lights, and there were a scattering of cars still in the lot, most of them down by the bar at the far end of the center, despite the lateness of the hour.  It was well past closing time.  Maybe the cars belonged to employees or perhaps to patrons that had gone home with someone else for the night—either because they were too drunk to drive, too lonely to go home alone, or both. 

But there were other vehicles here and there.  His SUV, of course, but also a blue Tercel, a gold Saturn, a beat-up Pinto, and a VW bug.  He wondered who their owners were.  Cleaning staff?  Not this late, he decided. 

Maybe they’re on the other side of the door.

Maybe. 

Well. you’re here and no one else is around.  What are you waiting for?  Do it, if for no other reason than to get it out of your system.

He hesitated a moment, two, then took a deep breath—night-air cool and sharp in his lungs—then started walking toward the door, past I’d Buy That For A Dollar, past the row of empty newspaper vending machines. 

And then he stood before the door once again. 

It looked exactly the same: rust at the edges, gray paint, fucl scratched into the surface.  He listened, turning his right ear toward the door so he could hear better. 

He heard the soft sound of a gentle breeze stirring the air, but when he didn’t feel it touch his skin, he realized that what he had heard hadn’t been a breeze at all, but rather a long exhalation that seemed to come from just the other side of the door.  Not exactly a sigh.  More like the weary release of air after long exertion.  Or perhaps the last breath filtering slowly from the lungs of the dying. 

The last thought made him smile.  Amazing what—he glanced at his watch—3:04 in the morning will do to a man’s imagination. 

He listened again, but this time heard nothing. 

You wouldn’t, would you?  No one gets a second last breath.

He did his best to ignore this latest 3:04 a.m. thought, and reached for the knob.  The metal was cold, colder than it should’ve been.  It was early October, but it had been unseasonably warm this fall; the leaves, fooled into thinking that summer was defying the calendar, had barely begun to drop.  But the knob felt as if it were the dead of winter—almost burning-cold to the touch. 

Just another morbid late-night imagining, he told himself.  Nothing more. 

Quit stalling and give the fucker a turn!

Darrell took his own advice and tried the knob. 

It wouldn’t budge. 

He tried several more times, attempting to twist it one direction then the other, but it didn’t move, not even a fraction of an inch.  There was no rattle of metal, no looseness, no give at all.  It was as if the knob and door were a single solid piece of metal. 

Disappointed, but also on some level relieved, he let go of the knob. 

That’s that, he thought.  The damn thing’s locked, and maybe rusted solid to boot.  No one’s getting in there without some serious tools.

But another thought tickled its way into his consciousness. 

You could always try to pick the lock.

Darrell examined the knob more closely.  Yes, there was a keyhole, but if the knob was rusted on the inside (for its smooth, cold metal showed no sign of rust outside), then attempting to pick it would hardly do any good.  Besides, who was he kidding?  It wasn’t like he was a goddamned locksmith.  He wouldn’t have the first idea how to—

The knob began to turn. 

Startled, he took a step backward and then, as if he were a kid caught in the middle of playing a prank, he turned and ran back toward the video store.  At first, he ran out of instinct, but as he neared the store, he told himself to stand in front of the return slot to make it look as if he’d just put his movie in.  It might seem a little odd that someone was returning a movie this late, but then people kept all sorts of strange hours, didn’t they?  They worked different shifts—some couldn’t sleep.  So it might seem odd, but not that odd.  Hadn’t he just returned a movie a few minutes ago? 

He made it to the return slot just as the door swung open.  He turned, trying not to look like he was looking and failing dismally.  Plus, he was breathing hard from his sprint down the sidewalk, and whoever was coming out had probably heard the rubber soles of his running shoes slapping the concrete as he ran. 

You’re some smooth operator, he thought.  But he forgot his worries and recriminations when he heard the sounds coming through the now open door—moaning: in pleasure, pain, or from some sensation he couldn’t name.  And the smell—a combination of sweetness and rot, like dying flowers standing in a vase of stagnant water. 

A woman came out, the door shutting behind her with a solid chunk!  She stood for a moment, as if unsure what to do next.  She rocked on her feet, forward and back, forward and back, and for a moment Darrell thought she was going to faint.  But then she turned and started walking—toward him. 

She was petite, her figure almost boyish.  Her short brown hair looked as if it could use a good washing, and her bangs were slightly crooked.  Her round face was slack, devoid of expression, and her eyes were wide, glazed, and unblinking. 

As she came closer, Darrell experienced a strong feeling of recognition.  He knew this woman, he was sure of it, but he couldn’t quite remember where from. 

She wore black shoes, tight jeans, and a simple white T-shirt.  As she drew near, he saw tiny red splotches marring the white cloth of her shirt directly over the nipples of her small breasts.  Splotches that were widening. 

By the time she reached him, he had given up all pretense that he was returning a movie, and he just stood and looked at her.  She gazed past him, and he thought she would continue on without so much as glancing in his direction, let alone stopping.  But then her eyes—eyes which he could now see were shot through with purple-red veins, and were the pupils tinged red as well?—flicked toward him, and she stopped and frowned. 

“Darrell Gregerson?”  Her voice was rough and hoarse, as if she’d been yelling.  Or screaming. 

Suddenly it came back to him.  “LeAnne…Ruland?”

She smiled, and he saw her teeth and gums were slick with blood.  “It’s Hilles now.”

That’s right.  He’d represented her during her divorce a few years back.  He wasn’t especially fond of handling divorces and didn’t do all that many, but she’d been recommended by a friend, and so he’d taken her as a client.  The divorce had gone smoothly enough, and he hadn’t seen her since.  Now here she was, coming out of whatever lay behind the door he hadn’t been able to open. 

He struggled to come up with something to say.  The normal small talk—How’ve you been?  You look great—hardly seemed to fit the situation.  But she saved him by speaking first. 

“Did you come for the Place?”

He could hear the capital P when she said Place.  “I…yes, but I couldn’t get in.  The door was locked.”

She laughed, a brittle, hollow sound, like the empty dried husks of insect carapaces rubbing together. “Of course it was, silly!  It only opens if you know how to make it open.”

He felt a surge of excitement.  “And how do you do that?”

She shook her head.  “I can’t tell you.  It’s against the rules.  You have to figure it out for yourself.”  She looked around as if afraid someone might overhear, then leaned forward and whispered, “It’s how you prove yourself worthy.”

This close, he could see that her pupils were definitely tinted red.  Colored contacts?  He doubted it.  Her breath was sour and sharp, from the blood coating her gums and teeth, he thought.  He glanced at her chest and saw the red stains had gotten large enough that their inside edges nearly touched.  Soon they would be one large red blotch. 

He wondered if the Place was some sort of S&M club.  If so, it would make sense why there was no sign above the door, and no windows to see inside.  It was late for a club to still be open, but if they didn’t serve liquor, they could operate as late as they wanted—especially if they paid off the cops.  And this “prove yourself worthy” business might just be another part of the fun and games. 

He was a little disappointed.  The idea of an S&M club existing between such ordinary businesses, places where simple working men and women took their children everyday, was intriguing, but it lacked the allure of mystery that the door had held for him when he’d first seen it.  As exotic as an S&M club might be in little Ash Creek, Ohio, it was still just one of thousands in the world.  Just another place to go in search of an orgasm, with a few cuts and bruises thrown in for good measure. 

“Thanks for the tip, LeAnne, but I’m not sure the Place is for me after all.”  He was about to bid her goodnight and head for his SUV, but she grabbed him by the wrist, her grip surprisingly strong for such a small woman. 

“Keep trying to get in, Darrell.  If you give up, you’ll regret it the rest of your life.  There’s nothing to compare to the Place.  It’s beyond anything you’ve ever experienced before.  It’s…”  She paused, searching for words, but then she scowled and gave her head a quick shake, as if annoyed at her brain for failing her.  Then she looked up at him, vein-filled eyes wide, expression now one of almost religious ecstasy.  “It’s everything.”

She gave him a smile—displaying those bloody teeth one last time—squeezed his wrist affectionately, then released him and walked into the parking lot toward the Beetle.  He watched her get in, start the car, then drive away, giving one soft toot on her horn as she went. 

He thought for a moment about what she’d said, about the look on her face, the tone of mingled reverence and lust in her voice.  Then he turned and looked in the direction of the door. 

*     *     * 

On his way home, he passed a church with a sign board in the yard, red plastic letters spelling out an insipid homily: Happiness isn’t a destination to reach; it’s a road to travel.

Bullshit, he thought. 

Back home in his bed, Patti sleeping soundly beside him, he tossed and turned, and when he did manage to drift off, he dreamed of locked doors and naked women with blood squirting from bruised nipples. 

The next morning he said little to his wife as they got ready for work—Patti was a pharmacist at DrugRite—and he would’ve walked out the door before she could kiss him goodbye…if, that is, he had his Lexus.  As it was, he had to wait for her to finish getting ready, then they both climbed into the SUV and he dropped her off at the drugstore. 

He had his cell phone in hand and was dialing his office before he pulled out of the parking lot.  He worked at a small practice, only two other lawyers beside himself, but it was large enough to need a secretary, and when she answered the phone, Darrell told her that he’d come down with the flu and wouldn’t be in today.  He didn’t bother trying to sound as if he were sick; he didn’t really care if the woman believed him or not.  He disconnected as she was telling him to take care of himself and get some rest, dropped the phone onto the empty passenger seat, and headed for the shopping center. 

I couldn’t get in.  The door was locked. 

Of course it was, silly.  It only opens if you know how to make it open.

There was a way in—LeAnne had said so.  And he was going to find out what it was, was going to prove himself worthy.

He had just about everything a man could want: the family, the career, the house, but along with it all came two nagging questions: Is this all there is?  Is there no more? 

He supposed he was going through a midlife crisis, which made him nothing more than another affluent, soft-bellied cliché of a man, but he didn’t care.  He’d tried other things to fill the emptiness over the last few years: booze, affairs, drugs, gambling, exercise, the stock market, but none of it worked, not for very long, anyway. 

There’s nothing to compare to the Place.  It’s beyond anything you’ve ever experienced before.  It’s…it’s everything. 

If what LeAnne had said was true, then maybe he’d finally found what he was looking for.  He pressed down on the gas pedal and clutched the steering wheel to keep his hands from shaking. 

*     *     * 

By noon, he had seen three people enter the Place.  The first was a fat woman wearing a tent-like muumuu with a flower print design and flip-flops.  She carried a large wicker bag with handles, and looked for all the world as if she were bound for a day at the beach.  The second was an elderly man in a brown suit, carrying a briefcase.  He was missing his left arm, and his suit sleeve was pinned to the shoulder.  The third was a girl who couldn’t have been more than thirteen, fourteen tops—Shouldn’t she be in school? Darrell wondered.  Her black hair was shot through with spray-painted streaks of red and blue, and her khaki backpack was decorated with anarchy symbols of various sizes drawn in magic marker. 

Despite their differences in appearance, each of the three went through the same procedure.  First they approached the door during a time when the shopping center’s sidewalk was deserted.  Then they walked up to the door and leaned their faces close to the crack between it and the wall.  They remained that way for a second or two, then pulled back, waited another moment, then reached for the knob, turned it, opened the door, and walked in.  The door, of course, always closed quickly behind them, and Darrell didn’t have to hear the click! to know it locked again. 

He knew one other thing, too: whatever the Place was, it operated day and night. 

Now if he could only figure out how to get in! 

His stomach gurgled, but he ignored it.  He didn’t care that he was missing lunch, anymore than he cared about the clients he would inconvenience by skipping work today (not to mention his two partners).  While Darrell was growing up, his father—who had also been a lawyer—used to go on fishing trips with his buddies the last weekend of every month, no matter the season or what else might be happening with his family.  Birthdays, illnesses, school plays, award ceremonies, graduations…none of them stopped Darrell’s father from going on his monthly trips. 

When he was a teenager, Darrell had asked his father why those trips were so important to him.  (What he really wanted to know was why they were more important than he was.)  His father had thought about it for a moment before finally replying, in a voice almost completely devoid of emotion, “A man has to do some things for himself.”

 Darrell had nodded then as if he understood, even though he hadn’t, but now that he was older than his father had been at the time, he truly did understand.  His father had needed an escape, even if only a temporary one, from the straitjacket his life had become.  Darrell had been searching for his own escape for years, and now that it looked like he’d finally found one, he wasn’t going to give up on it. 

He got out of the SUV and headed across the parking lot toward the door.  But before he was halfway there, the door opened and the elderly man in the brown suit came out.  He no longer carried the briefcase, he was smiling, and he had two arms. 

Darrell couldn’t help staring as the man passed him.  For his part, the old man looked at Darrell, and his smile turned into a grin.  He gave Darrell a jaunty wink as if he recognized him, and said, “Mum is most definitely not the word, son.”  Then he saluted Darrell using a hand he hadn’t possessed when he’d first gone through the door, and continued on into the parking lot.  Darrell watched him get into a blue Cadillac, start the engine and drive away, the old man giving Darrell a last goodbye wave with his new hand. 

Darrell stood on asphalt and watched the caddy go down the road until he couldn’t see it anymore.  He thought about what the old man had said, and then it came to him.  When the people going into the Place leaned close to the crack between the door and the wall, they were saying something—a password!  That’s what the old man had meant: mum wasn’t the word because something else was! 

Darrell turned and hurried to the door, excitement building.  He was close, he knew it!  If only he could figure out what…

And then, as if it were staring him in the face (because it was), he once again read the word scratched into the gray paint.  Fuck.  He almost laughed out loud.  He looked around to make sure no one else was watching, then he leaned forward and opened his mouth to say the word, but at the last moment, he hesitated.  It wasn’t fuck that was written on the door, was it, not the way the K wasn’t quite finished. 

“Fucl,” he whispered. 

He straightened, waited for a couple seconds, then grasped the knob.  It turned easily in his hand. 

He took a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped into darkness. 

*     *     * 

Cold metal around wrists and ankles, the soft jangle of chains when he moves.  Beneath his bare flesh, the surface of a stone table, gutters carved into the sides. 

Blades so sharp they slip beneath skin as if it were water. 

The song of blood in his ears: sweet, strong, and pure. 

Other instruments appear in dark hands, the metal twisted into ever more exotic shapes.  And as those hands go to work on him, he closes his eyes, opens his mouth, and sound issues forth—part scream, part moan, all pleasure. 

*     *     * 

Darrell got out of his Lexus, which he had picked up earlier that evening, closed the door, and began hobbling across the parking lot.  The mechanics had done a good job, and for a reasonable price, but he didn’t care about the car, not anymore.  He’d found something far better. 

Though there were no visible wounds on his body, not even so much as a scratch, he was sore all over.  It felt as if every one of his muscles had been pulled from the bone, pounded with a meat tenderizer, and then reattached.  Not too far from the truth, he thought, then smiled, displaying teeth that were still not quite settled back in their sockets. 

It was a little after midnight, just about twelve hours since he had first opened the door and entered the Place, and now he was back.  He’d tried to resist—after all, how much could his body and spirit take in one day?—but as soon as Patti had fallen asleep, he’d gotten into his car and driven to the shopping center at nearly twice the speed limit.  He wanted—no, he needed—more.  Much more. 

He almost ran up to the door, didn’t bother checking to see if anyone was watching, leaned forward, whispered “Fucl,” then pulled back.  He counted one Mississippi, two Mississippi, and turned the knob.  Or rather, tried to.  It wouldn’t budge. 

He felt the first spiderleg-touch of panic in his belly as he leaned forward and tried the password again, but still the knob refused to turn. 

Was he pronouncing the word wrong?  Was he not waiting long enough between saying it and trying the knob?  He looked at the door and saw that the gray paint that covered its surface was smooth and unmarked.  Fucl was gone, and there was no new word to replace it. 

 He was locked out. 

“No.”  He shook his head, unable to believe it.  After all this time, he had finally found what he’d been searching for, and now it was denied him.  Had he done something wrong, had he failed to prove himself worthy? 

“Hey, Darrell.”

He turned to see LeAnne approaching.  She wore the same clothes she did yesterday—the blood stain on the chest of her T-shirt now brown and hard—but this time she carried a canvas bag at her side.  The bag hung full and heavy, and the bottom was crimson-wet. 

“Something wrong?” she asked. 

“I…can’t get in again.”

 “Of course you can’t.”  Her tone was both amused and sympathetic.  “Only the first time is free.  After that, you have to pay.”  She held up her canvas bag.  A thick red drop fell from the bottom and splattered onto the sidewalk. 

Darrell felt cold and feverish at the same time, and his skin cried out for the touch of cool metal.  “Pay how?”

LeAnne smiled as she lowered her bag.  “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”  Then she brushed past Darrell, bent toward the crack between the wall and door, whispered a word that he couldn’t quite make out, opened the door and stepped inside. 

He hurried forward, hoping to sneak in while the door was open, but it slammed shut before he could get to it.  He tried the knob again, gripped it tight and twisted for all he was worth, but it was frozen once more. 

He let go of the knob, stepped back, and thought about the fat woman’s wicker bag, the old man’s briefcase, the girl’s backpack, and especially about LeAnne’s canvas tote. 

Patti was home in bed asleep right now.  And their daughter would be arriving tomorrow night to spend the weekend. 

Some prices are too high to pay, he thought. 

“A man has to do some things for himself,” he said. 

He started back toward his car.



ZOMBIE DREAMS
Jared ran. 

Sweat pouring off his body, heart pounding in his chest, lungs heaving, each breath a sharp knife in his side. Branches whipped his face, hands, and chest, scratching, cutting, bruising. He’d left the trail behind and the ground was uneven here, covered with underbrush that snagged his pants legs and threatened to trip him. But he couldn’t let himself stumble, couldn’t allow himself to fall. For if he did, they would get him for sure. And once they got him, it would be all over. 

Something hit a tree to his right, splitting off a chunk of bark and spinning it away. A second later Jared heard the crack of a rifle. He knew he shouldn’t turn, couldn’t afford to slow down for even a second, but he couldn’t help himself. Instinct forced his head around even though he knew damn well who—or what—pursued him. The movement threw him off balance, his legs twisted, and he crashed to the ground, flattening underbrush and knocking the wind out of him. His mouth gaped like a fish out of water as he tried to suck in air and re-inflate his lungs. He attempted to get up, but sharp pain lanced through his left ankle, and he feared it was twisted, or worse, broken. Still gasping for breath, he put his weight on his right foot, hoping that it wouldn’t betray him too, and pushed himself up. His right ankle held, and he managed to stand once more. His lungs ached and felt heavy as lead, but they had enough air in them now that he thought he could start moving again. But before he could take a step, another chunk of bark was blasted from a tree, and another rifle shot echoed through the woods. It was too late; they’d caught up with him. 

There were three of them, all male, all wearing dirty jeans, soiled flannel shirts, and ball caps mottled with old sweat stains. John Deere, NASCAR, and Cincinnati Reds. Two of them carried guns—a double-barreled shotgun and a rifle, respectively—while the third held an axe, the rusty head covered with dried blood and bits of hair. They shared one more horrid similarity: they were all dead. Their flesh was grayish-green tinged with black where it had begun to rot. Dry yellowed eyes were wide and bulging, black mucus running from the corners as if fluid were building up behind the eyes, threatening to pop them out of their sockets any moment. Their lips were cracked and leathery, stretched into grins far wider than they could’ve managed in life, teeth brown, tongues nothing but lifeless lumps of gray meat. 

Jared didn’t know how it was possible for these things to chase him, let alone catch him. They took in no oxygen, their hearts pumped no blood, their muscles were dry and tight as jerky. They shouldn’t be able to move at all, let alone keep up with a living man. Jared might not have been the most fit forty-one-year-old man in the world, and he carried twenty pounds too much around his middle, but he was alive, goddamnit, while these fucking things weren’t. They should’ve been shuffling, jerking, stiff-limbed marionettes manipulated by a puppeteer with severe arthritis. But the hunters moved with a swiftness equal to, if not greater, than his own. 

A German phrase whispered through his mind, one that he’d heard or read before, though he couldn’t recall where. 

Die Toten reiten schnell.

The dead travel fast. 

The gray-skinned hunters just stood looking at him with their bulging eyes and too-wide grins for several moments. And then finally the one with the John Deere cap raised his shotgun and aimed it at Jared’s forehead. A rotting finger tightened on the trigger, and Jared tensed for the impact to come, knowing there was no way even a dead man could miss at this range. 

Thunder crashed and Jared screamed. 

*     *     * 

“God, Hon, you look like death warmed over.”

“Not funny,” Jared mumbled. He pulled out a chair and flopped into it. He leaned his elbows on the dining table and propped up his chin with his hands. Peter and Heather were too busy shoveling Kix into their mouths to pay their dad any attention. He glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner and saw that it was 7:20. No wonder the kids were eating so fast; the bus would be here any minute. Michelle came in from the kitchen carrying a mug of steaming coffee. As she set it on a coaster in front of Jared, he said, “I knew there was a reason I married you.”

His wife grinned. “You mean beside the fact that I’m a total hottie?”

That got the kids’ attention. They both looked up, but while Peter smirked, Heather—who was two years younger and had just started fourth grade—scrunched up her face. 

“Mom, that’s gross!” she said. 

Michelle laughed. “Since when did we start raising the world’s youngest prude?”

“Mo-om!”

Jared doubted Heather knew what a prude was, but she sounded mortally offended just the same. 

Normally Jared would’ve been amused by the domestic banter, but not this morning, not after the night he’d had. He ran his fingers through sweaty, sleep-matted hair. “Didn’t the alarm go off?”

Michelle sat down next to him. She didn’t have any food or coffee in front of her, but then she was both an early riser and a light eater, especially in the morning. She’d doubtless already nibbled on something before he’d gotten up. 

“It did, and it kept buzzing for five minutes before I turned it off. From what I could tell, you hadn’t moved a muscle. Bad dreams again?”

“You could say that.” Though the coffee was still way too hot for him, he took a sip anyway, instantly regretting it when he scalded his tongue. Though everyone else was dressed and ready for the day, he still wore the briefs and T-shirt he’d slept in, he needed a shave, and his mouth tasted sour and sticky, as if a small rodent had crawled inside sometime during the night and died in there. Usually, he was ready to go to work by this time. Of all the days to be late…

He took another scorching sip of coffee. “I gotta hit the shower.”

As he started to get up, Michelle said, “Aren’t you going to eat something?” She worked as a dietitian for a nursing home, and though she was good about not nagging him too much about his eating habits, she didn’t ignore them entirely. 

“I’ll grab something on my way out the door.” He picked up his coffee and started shuffling away from the dining table. “I’ve got that presentation today.”

Michelle started to say something more, but a loud horn sounded outside. 

“There’s the bus! C’mon guys!”

Jared waved to his children as they jumped up from the dining table and hurried into the living room to grab their backpacks. They didn’t wave back. He trudged down the hallway toward the master bedroom, hearing the front door open, Michelle saying goodbye to the kids, the door closing again. By the time he’d gotten a towel and washcloth out of the linen closet in their bathroom, Michelle had joined him. 

“Want to tell me about it?” She leaned back against the bathroom counter, arms folded, gazing at him with slightly narrowed eyes. She might’ve been a dietitian, but she’d always been interested in psychology and fancied herself something of an amateur psychoanalyst. As far as Jared was concerned, it was one of her less-endearing qualities. 

“Not much to tell, really.” He turned on the water in the shower, leaving it colder than he usually liked in the hope it would help him wake up faster. He then took off his clothes, stepped into the shower stall, and slid the door closed. He hoped Michelle might take the hint and leave, but she remained leaning against the counter. 

“You haven’t slept well all week.”

Jared picked up the soap and began lathering up. “Don’t make it out to be a bigger deal than it is, Shell. I’ve been working on these budget cuts for the last several weeks, and while I think I’ve done a good job, I don’t know how the rest of the department is going to react to them. Especially Ned.” Ned was his immediate supervisor and the man who’d first tasked Jared with coming up with budget cuts. Almost certainly so Ned wouldn’t have to do them himself. “We’re going to have to eliminate some personnel, and Ned hates that.”

“You mean he hates looking responsible for it,” Michelle countered. 

“Yeah.” Jared rinsed the soap off his body, then reached for his shampoo. “One way or another, he’ll make sure I’m the bad guy.” He began working thick blue goo into his wet hair. “I’m really not looking forward to today.”

“Look at it this way: by the time you get home tonight, it’ll all be over. Maybe then you’ll be able to get a decent night’s sleep.”

As Jared scrubbed his scalp, he thought of the three dead hunters grinning at him, heard the sound of a rifle blast cutting through the woods. 

“I sure hope so.”

*     *     * 

Michelle had already left for the nursing home by the time Jared pulled his Nissan Maxima out of the garage. It was late July, and the interior of the car was stuffy, the air thick and humid. Breathing it made him think of how he’d had the wind knocked out of him when he’d fallen in his dream, and he turned the AC to high. He reached for the remote attached to the visor and thumbed the button to close the garage door. He then backed into the cul-de-sac, braked, put his car in drive, and started forward. He glanced at his house as he drove away—a large Tudor with perfect landscaping and a neatly trimmed and edged lawn. On days like today, it helped to remind himself why he worked, and this house, along with the picturesque strand of woods it sat next to, was a big part of the reason. Michelle had been right. Today might not be a whole lot of fun, but he’d have his family, this house, and their woods to come home to. It was a good life he had, and today he was going to earn it all over again. 

As he drove down his street, he saw Dale Baxter out watering his front lawn, ever-faithful border collie Zoe sitting next to him. Dale was a retiree and a widower, and roamed about the neighborhood always looking for someone to talk to and ease his loneliness. Jared felt sorry for the old guy, but not so sorry that he didn’t run inside whenever he saw Dale walking down the sidewalk with Zoe. Jared had learned from experience that if Dale caught you, he’d bend your ear for the better part of an hour, if not longer. 

Dale waved as Jared drove by, and though Jared wanted to ignore him—for he was certain Dale was outside right now only to wave at whoever was leaving for work or school—he waved anyway. As if she recognized his car, Zoe barked once and wagged her tail. Jared had always liked dogs, though since Michelle was allergic they’d never had any pets. He smiled as he continued driving. Maybe Zoe’s greeting was a good omen and today wouldn’t turn out to be so bad after all. 

*     *     * 

Jared was stopped at an intersection, waiting for the light to change, when the smooth jazz station he’d been listening to cut out. Not particularly a patient man, he began pushing pre-set channel-select buttons, searching for another station. But they were silent as well, and he’d begun to fear the radio was broken when he pushed the last button. At first there was nothing, but then he heard soft moaning punctuated with occasional grunting. What the hell was this? Some kind of rock song with simulated sex noises, like those Donna Summers disco hits when he’d been a kid? But there wasn’t a sensual quality to these sounds. They were mournful, bestial, mindless… Then a new noise was added to the mix, a wet tearing followed by what sounded like chewing. Jared imagined someone sinking teeth into raw meat, ripping away ragged crimson mouthfuls, jaws working rhythmically as blood trickled over the lips. The image was nauseating, and yet on some level, it was appetizing as well. His stomach gurgled, but whether in discomfort or hunger, he couldn’t tell. Michelle had been right. He should’ve eaten breakfast. 

A car horn blared, startling him. Jared looked up and saw the light was green, and the car ahead of him was already through the intersection. He glanced at the rearview mirror, at the same time raising his hand in an apologetic wave to the person behind him. A woman at the wheel of a dark blue BMW was shouting at him, her face contorted with anger, and he was glad he couldn’t hear what she was saying. He started to take his foot off the brake, intending to stomp on the accelerator and get through the intersection before the light changed. But in the rearview mirror, he saw the face of the woman begin to transform. Her skin took on a grayish cast, and her blond hair became waxy and coarse as straw. Her left eye deflated like a balloon losing air and subsided into the socket. A flap of skin peeled away from her right cheek all the way down to her jaw, revealing bone and teeth. 

Jared gripped his steering wheel tighter as he stared at the thing reflected in his mirror. It looked just like the undead hunters in his dream, same ghastly pallor, same dead eyes…er, eye. The woman was still yelling, the motion jiggling her flap of cheek-skin. Bloody spittle flew from her mouth, stippling the inside of her windshield. She flipped him the bird with a skeletal finger, and jammed her other hand into the center of her steering wheel and let out a long blast on her car horn. When the horn’s noise died away, the woman was normal again, left eye restored, cheek unmarred and intact, skin pink and healthy. 

Jared looked at the light and saw it was yellow. He stepped on the gas, his tires squealed, and he fishtailed through the intersection. The light turned red before he was halfway through, leaving the woman in the BMW stuck behind him. She honked once more, but Jared refused to look in his rearview mirror this time. The radio was playing smooth jazz again—a David Sanborn tune, he thought—but he stabbed his finger at the power button and turned the radio off anyway. He drove the rest of the way to work in silence, telling himself that there was no need to be stressed, it would all be over soon. 

*     *     * 

“Today’s the big day, eh?”

Jared had been running through his PowerPoint presentation for the fifth time that morning, tweaking a little here and there. He made one last change before looking over the top of his monitor and seeing Malcolm Posner standing at the entrance to his cubicle. Malcolm was nine years Jared’s junior, though sometimes he acted much younger than that. 

“Guess so,” Jared said. 

“Nervous?”

Malcolm was a good enough guy, but he was one of the prime distributors of office gossip, and Jared knew he was fishing for information. 

“A little,” Jared said, knowing that Malcolm would never buy it if he denied being nervous at all, but not wanting to give the office weasel any more ammunition than he had to. “But that’s good, right? Gives you a little extra energy when you present.”

Malcolm shrugged, clearly disappointed with Jared’s less-than-forthcoming response. “If you say so. Nice suit. Is it new?”

Jared had bought it earlier in the month just for today, though he had worn it to the office on one previous occasion, so it wouldn’t look like he’d bought it special for today’s presentation. “Not that new. I’ve had it for a while. Still, it’s the nicest one I own, so I figured today would be a good time to wear it.”

The suit was navy blue, and Jared wore a white shirt and a maroon tie along with it. He’d found the suit at a closeout sale at the Right Look in the mall, but he’d never tell Malcolm that. 

“Can’t argue with that.” Malcolm paused, as if waiting to see what, if anything, Jared might add. But when Jared just kept looking at Malcolm silently, the younger man said, “Well, I’d better get back to it. Good luck today.”

“Thanks,” Jared said as Malcolm departed. Jared wondered what the it was that Malcolm intended to get back to. Whatever it was, Jared bet it wasn’t work. 

He ran through his presentation one more time, nearly nodding off as he reached the last slide. He needed another cup of coffee. The last thing he wanted was to be yawning and fighting to stay awake during his presentation. He got up from his desk, walked out of his cubicle, and headed for the break room. His limbs felt heavy, as if they were weary and trying to drag him down into sleep with them. Later, he thought, almost as if he were trying to placate his body. I can take a nap after I get home.

The break room wasn’t much—just a couple snack and beverage vending machines and a half-dozen round white tables with black plastic chairs. There was a microwave oven on the counter for those who brought their lunch and wished to heat it up. No refrigerator, though, so there was a limit to what you could bring from home. The break room was often empty throughout the day, but three other people were there at the moment, two women and one man, all sitting at the same table. They held 16 oz plastic soft-drink bottles in their hands, and they looked up as Jared came in, staring at him with empty expressionless gazes. Jared smiled and nodded to them, though he didn’t know any of them well, couldn’t even remember their names. But none of them acknowledged his gesture. They just continued looking at him. 

Jared felt a nervous, crawly-tingly feeling in his stomach, but he did his best to ignore his three rude co-workers as he stepped over to the vending machines. He wasn’t really all that hungry, but coffee—especially the thick tarry stuff that came out of the machine here—had a tendency to upset his stomach, so he thought it best that he nibble on something. Besides, nervous as he was, he doubted he’d eat any lunch before this afternoon’s meeting, so he’d better put something in his stomach now. 

He scanned the snack machine offerings, expecting to see chips, cookies, candy bars, granola bars, and chewing gum. But today the machine contained a very different selection: severed ears, fingers, toes, noses, tongues, eyes, lips, nipples…At first he thought it was some sort of grotesque joke, that the body parts were merely rubber novelties, the kind of thing you could buy anywhere around Halloween. But the texture and color of the skin was too realistic, and the blood smeared on the end where each part had once been connected to a body looked like the real thing too. Jared glanced to the right of the snack machine at the cold beverage dispenser. Instead of colas, lemon-lime drinks, or bottled water, this machine offered plastic bottles filled with blood (both white and red cells), plasma, spinal fluid, urine, pus, and bone marrow. 

Unable to believe what he was seeing, Jared backed away from the vending machines. He turned and started for the doorway, but he stopped when he saw the trio sitting at the round table still staring at him. In unison they raised plastic bottles to their lips and drank deeply, various bodily fluids dribbling from the corners of their mouths. 

*     *     * 

A branch only inches from Jared’s head exploded in a shower of splinters, a number of which became embedded in his cheek, barely missing his eye. It felt like dozens of fiery needles had been inserted into his flesh, and he could feel warmth as beads of blood began to well forth from the tiny wounds. 

John Deere lowered his shotgun, and his undead companions shook with silent laughter. Jared understood that the hunter hadn’t missed; the sonofabitch was toying with him. Even so, Jared had an opportunity, and he was determined not to waste it. He turned and started running through the woods once more, ignoring the pain that shot through his twisted ankle with every step. This time, he wove between trees, hoping their thick trunks would shield him from the hunters’ guns. His tactic seemed to be working when he heard two more shots—the boom of John Deere’s second barrel and the crack of Nascar’s rifle—but neither hit him. 

Jared was running downhill now and picking up speed. His surroundings became a blur as he plunged through the woods, knocking aside tree branches, crushing undergrowth beneath his clumsy feet, birds and small animals fleeing to get out of his path. He heard the stream before he saw the gurgling, rushing water, and he knew it was flowing high as a result of last week’s rains. Normally the stream was so narrow that even a pot-bellied middle-aged man like himself could jump over it, but now…Still, he felt a surge of hope. The stream was not far from his home. The edge of the woods was maybe twenty, thirty yards on the other side, and his house lay just across an open field, perhaps an acre-and-a-half beyond that. Once he made it home, everything would be okay. He’d be safe, because that’s what home was, right? The place where you were safe. Home-free. 

The bank sloped sharply down to the swollen stream here, but though he tried to slow down, momentum and his injured ankle got the better of him. He lost his balance and tumbled headfirst toward the water. He managed to get his hands out in front of him in time to catch himself as he hit muddy-brown water that was surprisingly cold for late July. Water sprayed against the side of his face as the stream rushed around him, and he closed his eyes, though his mouth stayed open, treating him to a taste of grainy silt. His chest and waist were soaked, but his legs—which still remained on the bank—were dry. As he pulled himself to his feet, he looked down at the muddy wet stains on his suit jacket and pants, and though he was running for his life and knew it was absurd to think about his clothes right now, he couldn’t help feeling a wave of disappointment. He’d just gotten this suit a couple weeks ago, and now it was probably ruined. 

Jared heard a sound behind him, and he whirled around to see the three undead hunters standing at the top of the bank. John Deere raised his shotgun to his shoulder, took aim, and let loose with both barrels this time. As the shot tore through Jared’s clothing and into his skin, he knew that a few mud stains were the least of his worries now. 

*     *     * 

Jared jerked awake and sat upright in his chair. He saw the PowerPoint presentation playing automatically on his computer screen, but at first he didn’t know what it was. But then his mind cleared and he realized what had happened. He’d been so exhausted that he’d fallen asleep at his desk. How long…

He glanced at the time display in the lower right-hand corner of the screen. 1:06 p.m. He’d slept through lunch hour and was now officially six minutes late for what might well turn out to be the most important meeting in his life. He yanked the disk containing his presentation out of the computer without bothering to close the PowerPoint program, leaped out of his chair, and ran from his cubicle. He hurried past the other cubes, ignoring the curious stares and knowing snickers from his fellow wage-slaves, and headed down the hall toward the meeting room. Ordinarily he would’ve stopped off in the men’s room to check his hair, straighten his tie, and make sure his shirt was tucked in. But it was too late to worry about the niceties of personal grooming. Maybe too late to worry about a lot of things. 

He walked the last few yards to the meeting room, both so that no one would hear him running and to give himself a chance to catch his breath. He took a last deep breath and then entered. The lights had already been turned off for his presentation and the room was dark. He couldn’t see much more than their silhouettes, but he knew they were all there—Donna from Human Resources, Robert from Accounting, a half dozen more…including Malcolm, who no doubt was doing a piss-poor job of trying to conceal a smirk. And sitting at the head of the oval table and undoubtedly scowling in the dark was Ned Wilkerson, AKA The Boss. 

Jared tried to sound calm and relaxed as he spoke. “Sorry I’m late everybody.” He didn’t bother to offer an excuse. Not only did Ned frown on them, no matter how legitimate they might be, Jared didn’t have the mental energy to think up a good lie just then. 

The presentation screen had already been erected in a corner of the room, and the laptop and projection unit on the table were on and running. Jared walked over to the computer and inserted the disk with his presentation. He opened it, and the words New Challenges, New Opportunities appeared on the screen. 

“If no one has any questions, I’ll go ahead and start,” Jared said. 

“You don’t mind if we snack while you talk, do you?” Donna asked. “I worked right through lunch today, and I’m starving.”

“Me, too,” Robert said. “But Ned wouldn’t let us touch anything until you got here.”

Because the lights were off, not to mention how nervous he was, Jared hadn’t noticed what sort of food was on the table. Ned always made sure there were snacks of some kind, though. Often, it was the only way to guarantee attendance at the meetings—especially the most boring ones. It was never anything elaborate, just finger food, but Jared’s co-workers had gotten so used to having it at every meeting that he sometimes thought they’d go on strike if they didn’t get it. 

“Sure, don’t let me stop you.”

Shadowy hands reached toward a large serving bowl, snatched fistfuls of goodies, and deposited the food on smaller plates. Then Jared’s co-workers pulled their snacks over in front of them and began to feed. They tore into their food with more gusto than usual, and Jared wondered if they’d all skipped lunch. 

He cleared his throat and started talking. 

“As you all know, the downturn in the economy has hit our industry hard in the last six months, necessitating that we take a clear-eyed, rational look at our current budgetary needs, and decide what we need to do to keep our company strong and healthy as we move forward.”

He paused for a moment to gauge everyone’s mood, so he’d have a better idea how to proceed. Should he be serious and somber, encouraging and guardedly optimistic, or continue with light-hearted fatalism? But all he could hear was the sound of his co-workers chewing, several of them moaning softly just like…on…his… radio. 

Trembling, he walked over to the wall, fumbled for the switch, and turned on the lights. He already knew what he would see: everyone would be gnawing on fingers, toes, ears, and other parts from the vending machine in the break room. But he was wrong. Because of the importance of today’s meeting, Ned had pulled out all the stops and ordered some truly special food. 

A glistening mound of organs sat inside a chrome serving bowl in the center of the table. Loops of intestine, livers, kidneys, gall bladders, spleens, hearts…Jared’s co-workers were stuffing the soft wet delicacies into blood-rimmed mouths, gore and bits of meat splattering onto the table as they feasted. One by one they stopped chewing and looked at Jared—faces grayish-green, dead eyes wide and staring—as if they’d only just realized that he’d stopped speaking and had turned on the lights. 

Ned—bald, bespectacled, looking like a rotting version of the husband in the American Gothic painting, only in modern dress—mumbled through a mouthful of pancreas. “Somefing wong?”

“Don’t ssstop,” Donna said, spraying a tiny jet of blood as she pronounced the S. “It was jussst getting good.”

“We’re looking forward to hearing your ideas about the budget,” Robert said, a coil of intestine drooping from one corner of his mouth. 

Ned grinned, displaying blood-slick teeth with shreds of pancreas caught between. “Especially the cuts.”

Everyone laughed. Jared turned and fled. 

*     *     * 

Everything would be fine once he reached home. Fine-and-fucking dandy. 

Jared drove well over the speed limit, wove in and out of traffic, ran stop signs and stoplights, and had more near-collisions than in the entire twenty-five years since he’d received his license. His tires shrieked as he whipped the Maxima into his cul-de-sac, and he nearly lost it right there, almost spun into the front yard of the dentist that lived on the corner. He managed to maintain control out of sheer desperation, and he zoomed down the street, the Maxima’s engine roaring and juddering as if it was about to explode. Hold on, just a little more…

He saw Dale sitting on the sidewalk in front of his house, Zoe’s savaged corpse splayed on his lap. The old man’s gray-green face was smeared with the dog’s blood, and he waved one of her chewed-up legs at Jared as he passed. 

“Home, home, home, home, home…”
Jared repeated the word as if it were both a calming mantra and a protective charm. He was almost there, almost home-free. 

He pulled into his driveway, not bothering to open the garage door. He slammed on the brakes, leaving skid marks on the concrete as the Maxima slid toward the garage, but the front bumper only tapped the door before the car finally came to a stop. Jared turned off the engine without bothering to put the vehicle in park, and then threw open the driver’s side door. He left the keys in the ignition as he got out, not caring that the car might roll back into the street, not caring that someone might come along—maybe Dale with his bloody mouth and half-eaten dog leg—and decide to take the Maxima for a spin. All that mattered was that he’d made it: he was home. 

As he started toward the front door, he heard a gunshot echo through the woods, followed closely by a scream of pain. He then heard someone thrashing through the brush, yelling, “Help! Help me!” in a desperate, terrified voice. 

Jared wanted to ignore the pleas for help, wanted nothing more than to go inside his house, lock the door, and never come out again. But he turned in the direction of the trees, and walked away from his car, his driveway, and his beloved home, toward a figure in a mud-stained blue suit emerging from the woods. As they drew near one another, Jared could see the man was drenched with sweat, one side of his face bleeding from dozens of tiny wounds, his paunchy stomach bleeding from a single large one. One Jared fell into the arms of the other, looked up into his own eyes, and in a hoarse voice whispered, “Run…”

Jared released his other self, and the wounded doppelganger slumped to the ground, dead or close to it. Jared looked up and wasn’t surprised to see the three undead hunters come striding out of the woods, grinning their too-wide grins, weapons held at the ready. Nascar stopped, lifted his rifle, and squeezed off a shot. The bullet slammed into Jared’s shoulder, nearly knocking him off his feet. The wound blazed with fiery pain, and he pressed his hand to it, finding the navy blue cloth of his suit already moist with blood. He turned and started running toward his backyard as Nascar fired another round. This one missed, though, and Jared kept on going. He didn’t look back to see if the hunters followed. Of course they did. 

He nearly laughed with joyous relief as he entered his backyard and saw the old oak tree with the tire swing, the green turtle sandbox with the lid slightly askew, the inflatable wading pool filled with water. But then he realized: his family was home, and he had come bringing Death in his wake. He started to turn, intending to run back across the field at an angle, hopefully make it into the woods once more before the hunters could finish him off. He didn’t care about his own survival now. All he cared about was luring the three grinning killers away from his family. But before he could take a step, he saw that the water in the pool was tinted a faint red. 

Despite the afternoon heat, Jared shivered with cold as he walked over to the edge of the pool and saw what was left of Peter’s body floating there. He heard the back screen door open and shut, and he looked up to see Michelle walking toward him, carrying Heather’s head by the hair. She brought the head up to her mouth and took a bite out of it, as if she were eating an apple. She chewed as she continued toward him, swallowing as she stopped. 

“What’s wrong, sweetheart? You don’t look so—”

A rusty axe blade hissed through the air and buried itself deep within Michelle’s skull. She dropped Heather’s head as blood jetted out of her own, and the hunter in the Reds cap yanked the axe free and struck her again. Michelle’s body jerked and spasmed as the damaged brain inside her split skull misfired one last time, and then her body fell to the ground. 

Jared looked at the man in the Reds cap. He stared at Michelle’s corpse, axe handle held tight, blood dripping from its blade and pattering onto the grass. He was breathing hard, and lines of sweat ran down his face…a face that was no longer that of a dead man. Jared turned to look at John Deere and Nascar and saw that they too appeared to be perfectly normal, living men. 

Then he looked down at his own grayish-green hands. 

“End of the line, motherfucker,” Nascar said, and pointed his rifle barrel at Jared’s forehead. “Game’s over.”

Jared looked up just in time to witness the muzzle flash with his dry, dead eyes. 

*     *     * 

“You ever wonder what goes through their heads?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“You know how they say that when it’s your time, your life flashes before your eyes? I just wonder what goes through their heads at the end. I mean, sometimes they just look so surprised, you know?”

“I’ll tell ya what goes through their heads—a fucking bullet, that’s what.”

The three men laughed as they walked away from the Tudor house and returned to the hunt. But despite their laughter, the men were hardly enjoying themselves. What they did was hard, bloody work, and it wore on a man after a while. But they couldn’t afford to rest, for there were a lot more deaders out there that needed to be put down, a hell of lot. The only thing that made it possible for them—and all the others like them—to keep going day after day was the knowledge that what they were killing wasn’t human. Oh, sure, they’d been human once, but not anymore. 

Not anymore. 
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