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    Warning  
 
    This book contains scenes of intense and some disturbing themes. Some parts of this book may be considered violent, cruel, disturbing, or unusual. This book is not intended for those easily offended or appalled. Please enjoy at you own discretion.  
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    Woodshed 
 
    by Ronald Kelly 
 
      
 
    Number 38 was nearly to the end of its afternoon route, with only two more stops to go. 
 
    Cole Brenner sat in one of the middle seats that day, not in the very back the way he usually did. The school bus was one of Mangrum County’s newest and longest at thirty-four feet and accommodating 72 passengers. At that moment, there were only three people in the vehicle: Cole, Billy McDonald, and the driver, Miss Anderson. 
 
    “Here you go, Billy,” Miss Anderson called out. The big Bluebird’s air brakes hissed, and everyone shifted forward on their seats as the bus slowed, then came to a gradual halt. Miss Anderson pulled the lever near the dashboard, and the flashing STOP sign and folding doors engaged at the same time.  
 
    Billy, one of Mangrum County High’s ‘nerdy’ students, adjusted his backpack, gathered an armload of textbooks (Sociology, Calculus, Physics), and started down the narrow aisle between the seats. Cole grinned and eased his foot out, intending to trip the boy, but Miss Anderson’s eyes glared at him in the extra-wide rearview mirror. 
 
     “Don’t you dare, Mr. Brenner!” she warned. Her voice attempted to sound gruff and authoritative, but Cole heard what lay beneath. Weakness and uncertainty. And, hopefully, fear. 
 
    Cole grinned slyly and reluctantly pulled his foot back. Billy passed by, afraid to even look at the bully. Just acknowledging that he was there might draw a wrath much worse than the playful tripping. It was bound to happened, tomorrow or the next day, either in the privacy of the boy’s restroom or in gym class when it was dodgeball day.  
 
    “Bye, Billy,” the driver said sweetly. “Have a good evening.” 
 
    Billy McDonald’s ears reddened the way they always did whenever a female talked to him. “Bye, Miss Anderson. You too.” 
 
    Then the boy was down the steep steps, off the bus, and shuffling across his lawn to his house. The lever was pulled, the door closed, and the bus lurched into life again, carrying them toward their next stop. Cole’s house … a half mile further on Newsome Branch Road. 
 
    As the bus rumbled along, Cole sat perfectly still and stared at the back of the driver’s head. He hated Miss Anderson. Hated the woman’s guts with a passion. The only interaction he had ever had with her had been negative. “Mr. Brenner, quiet down!”, “Mr. Brenner, leave him/her alone!”, “Mr. Brenner, I DO NOT want to hear that sort of language on my bus!” She had been his bus driver since the sixth grade, and not once had she had a single pleasant thing to say to him. Of course, he had never given her any reason to. Cole was a first-rate asshole and bully, and he knew it. Cruelty and intimidation was what made him tick. 
 
    Yes, Cole despised her, even more than the principal or the teachers at school. Even more than his parents, if that was possible. But he wanted her. Not just sexually, but for other desires as well. Darker desires. He had grown weary of the occasional cat or dog. They could scream, but they had no words to feed him. He craved a diet of pleading and begging, crying desperately for a mercy that he was unwilling to provide–or incapable of providing.  
 
    As the bus continued down the country road, Cole considered all that he knew about Tina Anderson. She was plain as an old dishrag; light brown hair, thick-lensed eyeglasses, a narrow face with a sharp nose and weak chin. Her body wasn’t bad. Nice boobs and a round ass … but then, he was seventeen, so he could have very well looked at a hollow log in the woods and gotten horny. Miss Anderson was known in the community as quiet and introverted. She wasn’t married. She went to church … even taught a Sunday school class, or so he had heard. He didn’t know it firsthand. Cole had never stepped foot in a church in his life.  
 
    He also knew she lived at the dead end of Newsome Branch Road, a good mile or two in the woods past his house. Way out there in the middle of nowhere, all alone … where no one could hear her scream. If anyone gave her a reason to. 
 
    Cole grinned to himself. His pulse quickened as he dug something out of his jeans pocket. The steel of the folding knife was cool in his hand. He snapped it open with a flick of his wrist, just the way his father had taught him. Of course, Dad would have never shown him that trick if he had known his son’s true intentions. 
 
    He looked down at the blade, hidden from view behind the seat in front of him. It was five inches long and sharp as a razor. He knew that well because he had spent hours honing it on a whetstone from his father’s workshop. Just raking the edge of the steel back and forth, back and forth … thinking about Miss Anderson. 
 
    They were a quarter of a mile from his house now. He took a deep breath and stood up, one hand on the top of the neighboring seat to steady himself, the other grasping the folding hunter.  
 
    “Take your seat, Mr. Brenner!” Miss Anderson’s voice was high-pitched and nasal, annoying and grating in the teenager’s ears. “You are not to stand until the bus comes to a complete stop.” 
 
    He ignored her demand for obedience and kept on coming. He held the knife behind his right thigh so she wouldn’t see it. Not until just the right moment. 
 
    “Do I need to stop this bus, young man?”  
 
    Cole continued up the center aisle between the empty seats. Slowly, methodically. Grinning that greasy, smart-ass grin of his. 
 
    “Mr. Brenner … do you want me to call your parents?” she asked. She held her cell phone in view as if to fortify her threat. Her voice had a different tone to it now. An edge. Of panic? Fear? “I will, you know. I’ve done it before.” 
 
    Cole was almost there. You ain’t calling nobody, he thought. Maybe on your God … for help … but he’s not going to hear you. Not way out there in those woods. It’ll be just you and me. 
 
    He looked through the windshield. The mailbox next to his driveway grew nearer and nearer. Before she could apply the brakes, he sat down in the seat behind her, reached around, and laid the flat of the knife against her throat. It startled her so much that she lost hold of her phone. It tumbled from her hand, bounced across the floorboard, and clattered into the stairwell of the double folding doors. 
 
    “Keep going,” he said. For emphasis, he grabbed the hair on the back of her head and gave it a painful tug backwards.  
 
    He could see her eyes in the rearview mirror. They were big and surprised, like a doe in the headlights of a car.  
 
    “What … what do you think you’re …?” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said. “Save your talking for later … when the pain starts.” 
 
    He felt the knife in his hand bob as she swallowed dryly. The bus continued on, passing the Brenner house at thirty miles per hour. His parents wouldn’t be home for two or three hours, maybe longer if they were working overtime. He could get a lot done by then, before they began missing him. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she finally asked. 
 
    “To your place,” he told her.  
 
    They drove in silence for a full minute before she finally spoke again. “You know you’re not going to get away with this, don’t you?” 
 
    Cole laughed. He thought rather than said, Oh, I will. You won’t be able to identify me … because you’ll have no tongue to speak with or fingers to write with. Or eyes to pick me out of a line-up with. 
 
    The yellow bus made its way off the paved roadway and onto a rutted dirt track with tall weeds and thistle growing to either side. For five more minutes, they traveled through dense woods of pine and oak that made up the southern half of Mangrum County. Then, eventually, they emerged into a clearing. They had arrived at Miss Anderson’s place. 
 
    “Home Sweet Home,” he whispered in her ear. He twisted the knife blade slightly, nicking the flesh just beneath her chin.  
 
    She flinched and her eyes grew even wider in the mirror. 
 
    Soon, the bus was parked. A moment later, the door was open and they were standing on solid ground. The place looked comfy and cozy, just what you might expect from a single woman on her own. A little white cottage with a green-shingled roof and a little yard out front full rose bushes, flower beds, and statuary (gnomes, ceramic animals, birdhouses, and feeders). To the right of the house were a few outbuildings: a chicken coop, a woodshed, and a covered carport with a riding mower and a Nissan sedan parked beneath it.  
 
    “What now?” she asked. Her voice had a weird quality to it now. Soft and breathy. Was it terror? Or anticipation? 
 
    “Over there,” he said, shoving her toward the shed. 
 
    Miss Anderson walked ahead of him, slowly, as if trying to think … maybe attempting to figure out a way to escape. He grinned and jabbed her in the back with the tip of the knife, just below the right shoulder blade. Blood welled beneath her blouse, expanding as the material absorbed the crimson flow. She stumbled forward and muttered something beneath her breath. 
 
    What did she just say? he wondered, a little confused. Did I hear her right? Did she just say … “That feels good.”? 
 
    Onward they marched across the grass, toward the small building. To the right was a stacked rick of firewood, and to the left, a chopping stump. A hatchet was embedded in the top of the stump at an angle, old and red with rust. 
 
    “Come on!” he snapped at her. “You’re wasting our time. I’m anxious to start this party. Aren’t you?” 
 
    He watched her hang her head, as if in dejection and defeat. Cole grinned, then hauled off and kicked her in the small of the back. Miss Anderson grunted and stumbled forward. Her left hand went out, as if to break her fall or grab ahold of something to regain her balance. 
 
    He saw too late that the thing she grabbed hold of was the hatchet. 
 
    Cole Brenner had absolutely no time to react. Miss Anderson was one fluid chain of motion. Grabbing the hickory handle, yanking the tool loose, swinging around … and down.  
 
    Abruptly, the air in front of the boy was red. Spurting … jetting … a shower of crimson droplets. Stunned, he looked down and saw his right hand bucking and jerking in the grass, still holding the folding knife. 
 
     He felt Miss Anderson’s tiny hand grab him by front of his t-shirt. Considering her size, she possessed more strength than he could have imagined. The woman slung him around, and soon, he was stumbling, staggering toward the shed … not her. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, heart pounding, wondering what had gone wrong in such a short period of time. Miss Anderson smiled cheerfully, her face flushed with excitement. Her eyes were what disturbed him the most. They were like stones. Flat, expressionless … dead. She raised the hatchet to her mouth and ran her tongue along the damp metal, dislodging some of the crust that he now realized was not rust at all. He watched in horror as she swirled him around in her mouth and swallowed him hungrily.  
 
    “You’ve been a very naughty boy, Mr. Brenner,” she said in a sweet voice laced with poison and sharp edges. “Time for a trip to the woodshed.” 
 
    As Cole neared the weathered structure, his nostrils flared with the stench of blood and decay and his ears were filled with steely jingle of chains bearing the weight of things heavy and dead … slowly swinging and turning in the darkness that awaited him within. 

  

 
   
    The Fixer Upper 
 
    by Eric Butler 
 
    Joanie awoke confused. Her head throbbed, but it was the constant dull pain between her legs that concerned her. Her eyes fluttered open as she suppressed a moan. She needed to be quiet ... the reason was foggy, but she sensed it was important. While the room was dark, Joanie could see well enough from the moonlight filtering through the bedroom's three massive windows. She stayed motionless for a moment, her eyes sweeping around to make sure she was alone. Just me. 
 
    A sob of relief slipped out as she curled into a ball, suddenly realizing she was naked. Her mind flashed to arriving at the new fixer-upper her fiancé's parents had bought them out by the lake. A dream of hers fulfilled as a wedding gift ... now a nightmare. A jab of pain and wetness drew her attention back to her crotch. The memories rushed back, forcing her to remember. 
 
    They had been working on the back deck when a group of men showed up; loud, boisterous, aggressive men who had been drinking ... men looking for a good time and not willing to take no for an answer. Another sob slipped out as she remembered Kyle being knocked to the ground and them stomping and kicking him. Then her crying out for them to stop, for someone to help, their course laughter and mocking imitations of her as one peeled away to slap her across the face and sling her over his shoulder. 
 
    Tears ran freely down her cheeks as she tried to force out the thoughts of their faces, their touch, the thrusting and grunting, the way they laughed at her protests ... the feeling of them inside her. Vomit sprayed from her lips as the memories overwhelmed her. 
 
    The smelly mess covered the mattress and ran off the side. The mattress Kyle had just bought to surprise her with so they wouldn't have to lie on the hard, cold floors while fixing the place up. 
 
    She recalled how he sent a rush of heat through her as he whispered in her ear, "A secret pre-honeymoon." 
 
    Joanie jammed her fist against her lips, ignoring the pain, as she tried to stifle the sobs forcing their way out. Shhh ... they might still be here. Her stomach heaved at the thought as more vomit pushed past her hand to run down her arm and onto her chest. Her nose burned from the sweet, sickly stench; her stomach clenching for a third time. She rolled to the opposite side, praying not to spew again. A creak sounded from across the bedroom as the moonlight showed the door opening. 
 
    Joanie began to shake and slammed her eyes closed. What if it's not Kyle? The thought only increased her terror. A startled cry slipped out as a hand gripped her ankle and pulled her down the bed until her backside hit the floor with a smack. She moaned softly as the jolt sent a wave of pain through her vagina. 
 
    "Yeah, that's how I like mine, moaning and ready for more," a harsh voice said as rough hands gripped her hair and pulled her forward. 
 
    Joanie scrambled to keep up, grabbing the hands to stop her hair from being ripped out. Her moan became a solid cry of pain and terror as he pulled her away from the bed. The rough floor tore into her knees, leaving behind gouges and splinters. The man stopped dragging her when they got to the center window. 
 
    Moonlight illuminated the man, and she whined in terror as she recognized him as the First. The one who had brought her in the house, stripped her, beat her with hands and a belt, and forced ... her thoughts were interrupted by more dry heaves. Shaking his head, First drove his fist into her back, knocking the air from her lungs. 
 
    "Enough of that vomit bullshit. You already ruined the bed," he growled as he dropped a towel by her. "Now clean that filth off your arm and chest so we can get started again. We have some more fun planned, but I wanted to fuck you once more while you're still tight." 
 
    The words slid off Joanie as easily as her vomit as she wiped herself off, leaving only the stench. She tossed the towel to the side, afraid what any delay may bring. Her eyes lingered on the window and the work Kyle had been doing earlier. He had wanted to replace the insulation, and Joanie realized he had left a few tools. 
 
    "You might want to close your eyes," First said as he poured Jack Daniels on her before taking a long drink. Joanie gasped, the liquid burning her open cuts. "Well I can't get hard with you smelling like a puke factory ... so get ready to suck it." 
 
    He gripped her hair again, guiding her face towards his crotch. She forced her eyes to open, staring at his semi-erect penis bobbing in anticipation. 
 
    "Let's see if that mouth is good for anything other than complaining," he said, his voice husky with desire. 
 
    Joanie put her palms against First's thighs and locked her arms. His grip tightened, tearing her hair away from her scalp a bit, but she held firm as she searched the floor with her eyes. The moon disappeared behind a cloud, draping the room in darkness. As it drifted past, a single beam of light glinted off the utility knife. Her eyes widened as she slid her hands away from his legs and tumbled forward. Joanie's face squished against his crotch, his penis pressing against her cheek as her right hand patted around the floor. 
 
    "Dumb bitch, put it in your mouth or I'm gonna put it in your ass," First said, grabbing her head to turn it. 
 
    Joanie whimpered as her fingers found nothing but air and floor. First's penis ran across her skin to her lips, and he moaned in pleasure as he forced her mouth open. Joanie's eyes widened in excitement as her fingertips brushed the utility knife. She slid in closer, glancing up to find First's head thrown back in ecstasy. 
 
    "Mother fucker," she snarled, the words garbled.  
 
    First glanced down, confusion on his face as hate shined in Joanie's eyes as she stared up at him. 
 
    Her free hand gripped his scrotum and pulled down hard as her teeth clamped shut. His fingers tightened in her hair, pulling and twisting, trying to free himself from her mouth. Cries of pain slipped out as he struggled to move away. Joanie ran the blade across his scrotum; blood and semen ran out as the knife cut into his balls. His screams intensified as her front teeth clicked together and the blade sliced through the thin wall of his scrotum. 
 
    Joanie pulled back, turning her head to spit out his mangled penis, and looked up with a wide bloody smile. Their eyes locked as he slumped to his knees, his hands moving to the bloody stump pumping out his life's blood. Wordless gurgles escaped his lips as he slumped to his side. Joanie stood, hovered over her attacker, and spat, her bloody saliva landing on his cheek. 
 
    "Mother fucker," she repeated, this time clearly so he could feel the hate in her words. 
 
    She knelt, sliced his testicles free, and scooped them up, "Now you're going to put it in your mouth or I'm going to put it in your ass." The words came out in a hiss as she shoved her hand against his lips. She pressed until the chunky paste of ground meat pushed into his mouth and only stopped when she realized his eyes stared lifelessly past her. 
 
    Wiping her hands clean on his shirt, Joanie stood and hurried to the bed. Please be here ... please, please, please. The thought jumbled through her head, alternately screaming and whispering as if worried someone might hear. She sank to her hands and knees, moving around the mattress, frantically searching. 
 
    "Thank God," she whispered as her hand swept over a pile of clothes. 
 
    She discarded her panties—they had been torn down the side—but slipped on her jeans and t-shirt. Her hand checked her back pocket, and her heart skipped a beat. She pulled her phone out, her hands shaking. No bars! Joanie gritted her teeth in frustration. The thing she loved most about this place was the thing that was going to get them killed. 
 
    Her thumb swiped the flashlight app, and she continued to search the floor. She still needed her shoes. The light gleamed back at her, causing her to pause and lean closer. Her discarded panties lay on the handle, but the light caught the steelhead of Kyle's new sledgehammer. He'd used it earlier to knock down the master bath's pony wall. Joanie gripped the handle and lifted it, grunting in surprise at its weight. 
 
    The thought of Kyle bragging earlier brought a sad smile to her face, forcing out all the awful things for a moment. Four pounds of steel wrecking power the size of a hammer, he said as he swung it like he was a medieval knight or something. 
 
    Her smile faded as a knock sounded. She rushed towards the door, pressing tight against the wall to the left of the frame. 
 
    "Jesus, Frank," a voice called out as the door opened. "What the hell you doing to her? I haven't heard noises like that since Donnie's bachelor party." 
 
    The man stepped in the room and paused a second to let go of his belt buckle. His pants slipped to his ankles, and he slapped his ass twice before shuffling towards the bed. Joanie focused on the back of his balding head and growled. He was the one who went second, she was sure of it. The bald bastard had bitten her all over ... bit her hard. She raised the hammer over her head, holding the handle with both hands, and stepped forward. 
 
    "Where the hell is that sweet ass?" Baldy asked turning slightly towards the window. "Fra—" 
 
    Joanie could only guess what he was going to say as the hammer smashed through the back of his skull. Blood and brains splattered out, covering the floor, walls, and Joanie. Baldy took a shaky step forward, his legs wobbling like jelly before collapsing underneath him. She hopped closer, tapping his shoulder with her toe. The body convulsed. 
 
    A wordless howl slipped out as Joanie fell to her knees, slamming the hammer onto Baldy's head until there was nothing left but a pile of mashed ooze from the neck up. The hammer burst through the floorboards and twisted out of her hand. She grabbed the gore slicked handle, but it slipped from her grasp with each attempt to free it. Her cheeks puffed out with a heavy sigh as she abandoned the hammer to the floor. 
 
    She turned the flashlight back on and searched around for her shoes. Joanie found the first one in the far corner, the other closer to Frank's body—the First and biggest of the monsters, if she remembered everything correctly. After slipping on her sneakers, she grabbed the utility knife and turned off her flashlight app. It would have to do for now. 
 
    The bedroom door stood open, showing only darkness. Kyle thought it was the fuse box and promised her it would only be one night without power. A lump formed in her throat. Gonna be longer than one night. Her eyes welled up at the thought. Joanie shook her head, trying to force the negative out, but her tears ran down her cheeks. Biting her bottom lip, she forced herself to take the first step forward. That's it, one at a time. She hoped to have a plan by the doorway. 
 
    Joanie glanced back to the window. Is there a better chance that way? She hesitated a moment, shaking her head before turning her attention back to the dark hallway. Even if she opened the window, it was a straight drop below. She couldn't chance it. The lake house wasn't that large; if she was careful, this was the best way. 
 
    Two steps in, Joanie paused, straining to hear anything in the darkness. Patches of moonlight filtered in from the windows, but still, much of the house was dark. The soft murmur of voices floated up to her, and she figured the speakers were in the living room. Once she got to the end of the hall, she could turn to the right and see well enough from the top of the stairs. Then it would be down the steps, a quick turn to the right to follow the back hall to the kitchen. Then Joanie could crawl out a window or chance sneaking to the back door, although that exit was in sight of the living room. 
 
    The sound of voices sharpened as she tiptoed down the hall. Joanie took a deep breath and turned to the right, shuffling to the stairs. At the top, she squatted and looked to the left. The last two were there. Her breath caught, and she bit the inside of her cheek hard to stop from releasing a gasp. Blood filled her mouth as she watched the two men drinking beers by the fireplace. 
 
    Hot, nasty anger welled up in her chest. These two were enjoying her fireplace. They attacked her and Kyle and now sat in her house like it was nothing ... like she and Kyle were nothing. She stepped lightly on the steps, trying to remember if any boards creaked on the times they walked up and down before. Twelve steps ... twelve steps to freedom or captivity. Laughter filled the house as the two men continued to talk. 
 
    Joanie slunk down the stairs, her eyes glued to the living room and the soft light from the fire. Both men stared into the flames, and Joanie hated them. The one on the left wore a Polo shirt, the collar popped up. He had been almost as rough as the First, but he seemed more interested in making her cry out than simply cry. The other she thought of as Tiny. The man himself was nothing of the sort, thick and doughy, but his dick was small. Thankfully, by the time he had his turn, she was already fading in and out. 
 
    Joanie stood at the bottom of the stairs. Her anger so consumed her, she hadn't recognized how quickly she moved down. She leaned back, letting the shadows hide her as she studied those two. This wasn't their first time. She wanted to make them pay for this. A glimmer caught her attention, and she glanced at the battery-powered reciprocating saw sitting on the floor behind the men. 
 
    Biting her bottom lip, she guessed it would take five steps to have the saw in her hands. The blade was extra long. Joanie remembered Kyle bragging about that, bragging how much more he could saw through. With the crackle of the fire as a backdrop, snippets of their conversation floated to her ears. Her face turned red with embarrassment as these two spoke of her tits, her pussy, and the imagined way they turned her on, finally arguing who she came for. Embarrassment turned to white-hot rage, and she rushed forward. 
 
    Tiny's head swung towards her, a cry of surprise slipping out as he tumbled back away from Joanie, who scooped up the saw. Her fingers found the power button and safety, activating the saw's blade and driving it down on Polo's neck. The blade tore through his skin and muscle, blood spraying out as she sliced the jugular vein. Polo shook and squirmed, screaming as the blade ripped deeper and deeper until it caught on his scapula and whined in protest. 
 
    Joanie released the saw and started slicing with the utility knife, running huge slashes across his face, neck, and back. Polo grew quiet as tiny bloody bubbles popped on his lips. His body convulsed a few more times before his head slumped to the side, pulling away from the shoulder muscle. 
 
    "Oh Jesus, oh shit, oh fuck," Tiny whined as he crawled away from his friend and closer to the fire. 
 
    Joanie stepped around Polo's body and scanned the room. A larger sledgehammer leaned against the wall between them. Tiny followed her gaze and yelped. He scrambled towards it on hands and knees. She rushed forward, slashing down with her utility knife. The blade bit into his shoulder. He howled in pain and jerked away. A click sounded as the blade snapped from the utility handle, leaving the point in his skin. Blood squirted up in a weak arc, splashing the floor around him. 
 
    "Fucking bitch," he said, spitting the words out as he stumbled away from her, slipping in his blood and tumbling into the fireplace. 
 
    Tiny wailed as his clothes, skin, and hair fed the flames. He struggled to push out of the blaze, but Joanie jammed the sledgehammer head into his gut to push him deeper into the inferno. His cries and struggles grew quieter as the flames consumed his doughy flesh. She turned and kicked the useless utility knife out of her way, stopping for a moment to grab a long Phillips screwdriver. Better than nothing. 
 
    Joanie walked out the back door. A soft moan caught her attention, and she realized Kyle lay in the yard. She hurried to him, slipped down to his side, and shook him. Another moan slipped out, but he didn't wake. They needed help, fast. The main road? Kyle swore there was nonstop traffic as the lake was selling houses like hotcakes. 
 
    Joanie kissed his forehead before rising and hurrying down the driveway. She stumbled onto the road, and headlights illuminated her. The screech of tires filled her ears as she threw up her hands. She stumbled to the side of the truck as the window rolled down. 
 
    "Jesus, darling," the man said as he leaned over to open the passenger door. 
 
    Joanie slipped in. "Please … my fiancé needs help." 
 
    "Well, sure ... of course," the driver said as he accelerated. "Cell reception is for shit out here, but you're in luck. My brother Frank has a place just down the way. He'll be able to help." 
 
    Joanie pressed against the door, her eyes glued to the driver. He glanced her way and grinned. The truck gained speed, and Joanie realized it was too late to get out. The driver reached over and patted her leg. Joanie glanced at his hand as it rested on her knee. Her gaze returned to his face. He was watching her from the corner of his eye, his hand sliding up her leg. 
 
    "You know you look like someone who might have met my brother," he said, his voice growing husky. Joanie began to wail as the driver continued after a harsh laugh, "Oh yes, you've met Frank. You reek of it. I hope you're really ready to party ... I taught him all his tricks." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Sometimes the Bear 
 
    by Brian Rosenberger & John Boden 
 
      
 
    Mudflap, Kentucky didn’t appear on many maps. Just south of Harlan and a little east of nowhere, Mudflap was a pissant of a town. It was a place where dreams committed suicide with rusty razorblades or drowned in cheap liqueur–cirrhosis of the liver for the truly determined or a drunken car crash for the less fortunate. Those possessed of an entrepreneurial spirit were burned along with their aspirations, consumed in fiery meth lab explosions. All flesh melted away, and in Mudflap, having only one dentist with proper papers, notifying the next of kin was oft times a challenge for law enforcement. 
 
    It wasn’t much of a tourist trap. The cemeteries and their weathered tombstones had a quaint appeal, as did the homemade fudge and saltwater taffy. Sweets to rot your teeth; Mudflap corrupted the core of the soul. If you had the misfortune of being born there, good luck getting out. There weren’t many out-of-towners planted in the Mudflap cemetery. That’s how the locals liked it. 
 
      
 
    Cam was homegrown and had a collection of homemade tattoos, courtesy of BIC. The better ones looked more at place on a cave wall or the inner décor of a pyramid or on the flesh of an inmate at the Harlan County Detention Center. No one laughed at the shitty craftsmanship to his face. Cam was a fighter. In a better world with proper coaching, better parenting, a school system that gave a damn, he could have been a lightweight contender. His left jab was lightning and his right was a brick. Brick would also describe his intellect. He’d always been better at hitting faces rather than books. Books never hit back. Where was the challenge?  
 
    Cam had big dreams, most of them, wet. He liked to fight; he liked to fuck. He excelled at both. He dreamed of being a profession boxer, a bouncer in some high-end strip club at the very least. Wallets and female thighs opening at his discretion. A high school diploma might have aided him in the accomplishment of those dreams. Unfortunately, he was expelled as a sophomore for slugging his Geometry teacher, Mr. Tucker. He considered Tucker a faggot, and when Tucker made the mistake of putting his hands on him, that was all-she-wrote. Do-not-pass-go, do-not-collect-your-diploma. Years later, Tucker got his–a sting operation to catch internet predators. Tucker was in his car, duct tape, Gimp mask, and a bottle of Wild Irish Rose in the backseat. He was expecting a young man named Billy, who had the cutest dimples and liked having his nipples clothes-pinned and asshole stretched. Much to Tucker’s surprise, Special Agent William Pound showed up. The agent lived up to his name and blamed the bruises on Tucker’s face to the poor condition of Mudflap’s roads. Damn potholes and dirt roads were rough on the hemorrhoids, to be sure. 
 
    Since then, Cam had worked odd jobs here and there, not long and not often, usually due to getting bored or getting fired. He’d done his best to avoid the mine, selling pot and other drugs on the side. His dad had worked in the mine, carving coal from the land. Cam remembered him coming home, hands as black as a Botswana native, smelling of whiskey. Even before he hit the shower, he’d reach for the Old Crow. He’d say between pulls, “Sometimes you get the bear, boy. Sometimes the bear gets you. The fucking bear got me today.” Even after a shower, he was still dirty. The mine left an indelible impression, one not easily washed away by homemade soap composed of palm oil and silicon salt. He had died in the mine. Cave-in. Six others along with him. Cam imagined that was some kind of Hell for his dad; he’d always hated his co-workers and now was consigned to spent eternity in their company.  Poor Bastard. Cam remembered him saying entering the shaft was like “walking into the mouth of Hell. Nothing but darkness.”  
 
    Lately, Cam had been earning a living driving a forklift at Sacksteder’s Lumber and pouring beer at Dink’s Pub. Tonight was his night off. Even when he wasn’t on the clock, he frequented Dink’s. Tonight was an exception. Cam had plans. 
 
    Cam drove the beaten, brown Pontiac into the trailer park, navigating between discarded bicycles, overturned garbage cans, and stray dogs before arriving at his destination. The lights were off. He revved the engine and leaned on the horn.  
 
    A figure emerged from behind the trailer, adjusting his zipper and raising a hand to his face, sniffing his fingers. All class. 
 
    “Lay off the hillbilly doorbell, Hoss. I’m right here.”  
 
    Hump tossed his crutch into the backseat and slid into the car. Hump earned the nickname not due to any physical malady but because he had a tendency to get too close, too fast to females, whether he knew them or not.  He took great pleasure in grinding his 230 pound frame against them. Eggheads called it “frotteurism.” To Hump, it was just a good time. Cam said he’d hump a mailbox if a mailbox had tits.   
 
    Hump, real name Kevin McCool, had been one of the lucky ones; he had managed to get out of Mudflap. His prowess on the wrestling mat earned him at scholarship at NKU. Kevin had gotten his teaching degree but gotten caught with the principal’s daughter, pants around his ankles, balls deep. It was handled discreetly. Hump, out of luck and out of a job, had retreated back to his hometown, pecker tucked.   
 
    He’d been working at Sacksteder’s Lumber too, until he fell off a shelving unit. He’d been fucking around, a second-rate King Kong impression, missing Fay Wray and the bi-planes, and landed hard on the cement. 230 pounds does not bounce. Only Cam was witness to the accident and claimed Hump had been moving some wood when the weight shifted. The worker’s comp claim went through. 
 
    Hump still took pills for the back, although the pain was nonexistent. He liked the blue pills best. He called them astronaut pills because “they took him to the moon.” He kept the crutch just for show. A sympathy blowjob was still a blowjob. 
 
    “Where’s fucking Derry?” 
 
    “He’s with what’s-her-cunt? Sally. You know Derry. Pussy is his first priority. He said he’d meet us there.” 
 
    “Damn well better.’ 
 
    Derry was Mudflap GQ. So good looking, he made men fret and women wet as long as he kept his mouth shut. His smile was full of holes. Mudflap had a dentist, but Derry wasn’t a regular customer. He was smooth of tongue and hard of cock and always looking for an escape from small town boredom. 
 
    “You got the stuff?” 
 
    “In the trunk,” Cam responded. 
 
    Cam’s latest get-rich-quick scheme was the Bigfoot expedition.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Derry had been bullshitting Cam about his sexcapades, leaving out no details.  
 
    Derry said he’d been parked a few miles past Fludderman’s Creek. Nice and Private. Fludderman had been dead for years, and there wasn’t a reason for anyone to be there unless they were getting high or laid. He’d been finger-bangin’ Sally when she got all tight. Super tight, like a vaginal vise grip. Then she started freaking out, saying someone was out there. Derry flipped on the lights. Nothing. She took off running. Like there was anywhere to run to? Dumb bitch. After catching up with Sally and calming her down, she said she’d seen Bigfoot. 
 
    “More like Bigdick,” Derry had laughed.  
 
    He couldn’t calm her down. Tender kisses. Neck rubs. Running his hands through that long, bottle blonde hair. Zilch. No more pussy to be had, Derry drove her home, wondering what Allison, the waitress at Pete’s Pig Parts, was doing and what time she got off. 
 
     Bigfoot sightings weren’t unheard of in Mudflap. Every few years, someone would have a report, finding footprints or saying they’d seen one while hunting. Once, some science dudes from the university came down to conduct research. Made the front page of the Mudflap Republic. They collected stool and hair samples, plaster casts of footprints. Their big discovery: bears do shit in the woods. 
 
    Cam got the idea for the expedition watching one of those spook chaser TV shows. Those fuckers would show up at old castles, abandoned prisons, and haunted hospitals and not find a fucking thing. Just “cold spots,” “strange noises,” and ‘phantom lights” on a good night. They never found shit and were making loads of cash. Cam planned on providing a much more physical experience. If fucking New Mexico had aliens, why couldn’t Mudflap be home to Bigfoot?  
 
    Tonight was a trial run.  
 
    “Shit, you see that? Fucking shooting star.” 
 
    Cam craned his head out the window to get a better look. The fireball weaved like a drunkard looking for a place to fall. 
 
    “Damn, Hump. Better make a wish.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh.  Granny use to say comets were Death’s welcome wagon. Wish on ‘em and be cursed.” 
 
    “Is this the same granny that exposed herself to the mailman? Jesus, Hump, I wish you’d get a clue.”   
 
    “Fuck you already. And watch out, there’s the shagging-wagon.” 
 
    Derry was sitting on the hood of a blue station wagon, smoking a cigarette.  
 
    “Did ya put the wagon to good use tonight?” 
 
    “Fucking-A. I keep telling you those Catholic girls give the best head. It’s all that repression and shit. Sally’s no exception. She could suck the yellow off a banana.” 
 
    “Now that were all gathered together, we can get this shindig on the road. So, who’s wearing it?” 
 
    Cam and Hump just looked at each other and smiled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cam had never been in the mine, or even a cave, but he imagined the darkness within was much like the woods at night. Black as Satan’s asshole. If it weren’t for glimpses of the moon peeking though the canopy of trees, you could barely see shit. The trio stalked through the woods like said soldiers, were drunk and inept. Cam held the only flashlight while Hump cut through the weeds and briars with the machete. He didn’t really need the machete, but he fancied himself some sort of 80s action film stud-muffin. It put punch in his pecker. Derry followed behind, still sulking. 
 
    “Goddamn, slow down.  I’m sweating like a pig.” 
 
    Cam could empathize with Derry. After he’d bought the gorilla suit at the flea market, he’d tried it on; fucker got hot in a hurry.  
 
    He’d been thumbing through issues of Barely Legal when he saw it. At first, he thought it was some type of rug with mange. Then he saw the face, the eye slits. Page 16 showed some nude Latina, her ungroomed twat as hairy as a mammoth. Beauty and Bestiality. Inspiration struck.  
 
    “I don’t know why I got to wear this fucking thing.” 
 
    Cam explained again, “Can’t have a Bigfoot Hunt without Bigfoot. It’s my idea, and Hump is much more believable in a security role. Besides, who’d believe in a gimp Bigfoot with a crutch?” 
 
    “Christ, Hump’s already as a big as an ape and about as cute.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re the fastest of the three of us. If some crazy duck hunters start shooting, you got the best chance of surviving.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this monkey suit ain’t bulletproof, and guess what, Einstein, I ain’t either. I say we take turns or I’m fucking out.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll take turns. And tonight, it’s your turn. Put on the fuckin’ mask, shut your trap, and start Bigfootin’, ya bitch.” 
 
    “And I thought it was a Bigfoot expedition? Calling it a hunt makes me nervous.” 
 
    “Fine. Hunt. Cunt. You can call it The-Wonderful-Expedition-Up-My-Hairy-Anus-with-Complimentary-Handjobs if it makes you happy. What-damn-ever. Just put on the fucking mask.” 
 
    Derry reluctantly put on the gorilla mask. At least it kept the bugs away. 
 
    “Did I tell ya when Sally said she seen the thing, she said she saw it were big and stank to hell? Like Swiss cheese, curdled milk, and sour cream gone rank. I told her I don’t smell nothin’ but your twat. She didn’t like that, so I said she probably just had my ball stink up her nose since she’s down there all the time. She didn’t like that none neither.” Derry laughed out loud at himself. “She’s a whore, but she’s my whore.”  
 
    Cam chuckled and spat in the green frothy muck at their feet 
 
    “How’d she tell you all that with her mouth full?” Hump sputtered. “Is it true she likes it up the ass? Old man Buckingham, you know the guy who works the deli at the Quick N’ Easy, the guy missing a thumb, told me that the only way he can get her off is by plugging the old ass alley.”  
 
    The giggles got louder and then died abruptly. 
 
    “Shut it, I heard something up there by them trees.” 
 
    “Probably some fool on a mushroom quest. You know its Sponge Head season. Damn good eating with cracker-crumb breading. Fry ‘em up. Yum. Damn, now I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Shush.” 
 
    Suddenly, all was silent. No crickets, birds, or frogs. Not even the wind. All sound ceased.  
 
    “What the–” was all Hump managed to sputter before the huge shadow stepped from behind the tree and swung a long thick arm.  
 
    With no warning, Hump’s machete whizzed past Derry’s head. The force of the blow tore Hump’s face from his skull and splattered it against the neighboring tree. It hit the trunk with a wet slap and slid down like a macabre pizza, heavy on the red sauce. Cam raised the flashlight as a means of defense, but it was knocked from his grasp by a monstrous paw. The behemoth raised its arm, ready to crush Cam’s cowering head, when its attention shifted to the black furred simian beauty trying to escape.  
 
    Cam slowly sank to his shaking knees and was still. The beast stood before him, nearly nine feet tall and covered with thick mangy fur, matted and brown and wriggling with vermin. Chunks of fur were missing, revealing gray flesh and maggots. The skull peeked through where parts of the inhuman face had rotted away. The beast had breasts like deflated balloons that hung to its bloated stomach, so distended, like a midget was trying to escape. The freakishly large chocolate-drop nipples leaked neon-green pus. But that wasn’t the worst. A huge, throbbing, cyst-covered cock jutted from between its legs like an enormous skinned thumb. It jutted like it was alive. Its intent clear: a weapon seeking a victim. Cam couldn’t believe his eyes; the monster’s titties and the gigantic pecker it sported—fuck foot; it had to be a foot and a half! 
 
    From his snail’s eye view, Cam noticed the other thing: the creature had a snatch. Large drooping labia hung below the thing’s scrote like baby elephant ears. Flies buzzed and landed on the genitals. The stink was so bad Cam choked back his vomit. It reeked of cheese and piss and an un-emptied trash can in the ladies’ room on a busy week of the month. “It’s one of them fuckin’ Affrodites,” he mumbled and slowly hunkered in the mud to stay off the thing’s radar. 
 
    The creature stepped closer and stopped, staring at the moth-eaten gorilla costume. Throwing back its head with a roar that sounded like a cougar with Strep, Bigfoot grabbed Derry with both huge hands. It jumped forward, thrusting its raging boner right into his screaming mouth. The force of its humping was so great that the few teeth in Derry’s mouth toppled and fell like tombstones in an abandoned cemetery. The ferocity of its thrusting sent a shower of maggots and worms down on Cam. Cam was too scared to move. After what seemed like an eternity of activity, the creature ceased its violent thrusting and grunted a cry of satisfaction. All Cam heard was a horrid gurgling sound, like when a clogged shower is finally unclogged, and then the thing let go of Derry and lumbered back into the brush, erection still raging.  
 
    Cam slowly crawled towards his fallen friend. “Fuck O mighty,” he gasped at what was left. 
 
    Derry’s face was one big bruise, his nose broken and crooked and leaking thick black blood. One eye dangled, forced out of its socket by the savage rape. His mouth was a train wreck, swollen lips and no teeth; his entire face was glazed with stinking spunk. A pungent mix of vinegar and baking soda boiled in a vat of Doritos and piss. Cam gagged and covered his mouth. Suddenly, Derry opened his good eye. Cam was so scared his bladder voided uncontrollably. Derry jerked upright, quicker than possible, given his condition. He smiled, wide and red.   
 
    The man-turned-sperm-receptacle’s speed was unnatural—then again, still breathing after drowning on Sasquatch spooge wasn’t right either. Cam tried to help his fallen friend until Derry snapped at his face with rottweiler intensity. Derry, with a gleam in his eye and a pole in his pants, lunged towards Cam.  
 
    “Fuck this,” Cam shouted and stumbled, trying to run. Derry stood and undid his fly, unleashing the huge, throbbing boner. He clamped a bloody fist around it and began tugging and tugging like he was trying to uproot weeds and moved after the fleeing Cam, his penis pointing the way like some unholy, flesh-covered dousing rod.  
 
    Cam tore through the scuzz brush and weeds, paying little attention to the branches swatting his face. His mind was playing patty-cake with madness, abuzz with all manner of nonsense, struggling to make sense of the witnessed insanity … the thing that stuck out was the shit his Dad said: “Sometimes the bear gets you and sometimes you get the bear.” Cam smiled, muttering, “He never said nothin’ about Bigfoot face fuckin’ your friend or that fucker comin’ back to life, eyeballing your ass, an’ chasing ya with a scary wood-on!”  
 
    He stole a quick glance over his shoulder. Derry, never one to have an issue with sloppy seconds, had turned his attention to Hump. Cam heard the sound of ripping flesh and cloth and kept running. He hoped and prayed the sounds of Hump’s protests were only those of a wounded mind. Mostly, he hoped Derry wasn’t a premature ejaculator.  
 
    Another comet streaked across the night sky. Cam struggled to catch up. 

  

 
   
    Blut Und Ton 
 
    by Damascus Mincemeyer 
 
      
 
    The first thing Anton Kreizler saw outside the village was the carcass of the horse, bloated and eviscerated, its intestines spilled onto the thick muddy track that doubled for a road. The stench of abattoir permeated the cold, stagnant air, and a pig from one of the nearby farms noisily and happily gorged on the horseflesh until it came to Kreizler's mind to shoot the animal, his Luger pistol tearing a furrow through the swine's head. Beside him, Dietrich laughed. 
 
    "Good shot, Scharführer," he said, rolling the pig's body away from the dead horse with a mud-caked jackboot. "Perhaps when we're finished here, we can dress this out for sausage, ja?"  
 
    Kreizler didn't say anything but didn't object either. It'd been too long since he or any of the others in his Einsatzgruppe squad had tasted anything besides stale marching rations, and the thought of fresh meat teased his tongue to the point that even the horse, rotten as it was, looked appealing. 
 
    But the horse hadn't been their victim. Something else on the God-forsaken Russian frontier had taken its life, of which there was an endless sea of possible causes—the encroaching winter, famine, disease, desperation. He didn't know. He didn't care. All he wanted was to finish the day's work, make camp, and sleep before trudging onward.  
 
    Ahead of him, Bachmann and Aschenbach were herding the last straggling villagers out to the quagmire of a street, shouting obscenities as they shoved the inhabitants forward. Kreizler watched Aschenbach—a tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed demon of a man—knock a gaunt, white-bearded Russian to the mud. The fellow possessed only one arm, and when he had difficulty getting back up, Aschenbach bullied the man, kicked him, grabbing his woolen tunic and dragging him over to Kreizler.  
 
    "This one's being a stubborn bastard," he said, a sadistic smile splitting his square chin.  
 
    Kreizler looked at the old man. Along with a missing right limb, the left eye was likewise absent, an ancient scar zigzagging from the empty socket over the bridge of the nose. Aschenbach hoisted him upright, berating the man. 
 
    "Are there partisans here? Are you giving them weapons? Support? Tell us!"  
 
    The man started speaking, but the Russian was gibberish to Kreizler's ears. There was a tug at his left hand, and he glanced down to the rope looped firmly in his grasp. At the end of the tether was a young woman with tangled, matted brown hair and sallow skin, dressed only in a torn shirt and naked from the waist down, her bare feet raw and bleeding from treading frozen ground. Her eyes were wide and fearful, like a beaten dog's, and though she tried to pull away from Kreizler, one sharp yank from the rope around her neck prevented any stray steps.       
 
    His men had found her outside Kharkov, and only the ability to speak German saved her from a bullet in the head, though there were times when Kreizler wondered if that would've been the more merciful fate. As it was, she'd been the squad's makeshift interpreter for nearly a month as they pushed east behind Army Group South. He didn't even know her real name, had never bothered to ask, though what they called her—Fotze—cunt—was appropriate enough. All the men in the squad had their way with her at one point or another, and a part of Kreizler was still astounded that she lived.   
 
    The girl was a grim trophy if nothing else. Einsatzgruppen units had been culled from members of the SD, Gestapo, the Kriminalpolizei, and the SS, trailing in the wake of assigned Wehrmacht groups on the Blitzkrieg to Moscow, eliminating Soviet commissars, partisans, saboteurs, and any others deemed radical elements. In practice, however, the operations were less about disposing of political enemies than an excuse for wholesale medieval butchery; squads of men roaming the countryside, wantonly indulging in torture, looting and raping as surely as connoisseurs savored wine, pausing only so long as it took to return to their supply wagons for fresh ammunition and rations before advancing to the next dismal, nameless village. It was like something had flipped a switch inside them, and to Kreizler, they were no longer soldiers, or even men, but ravening wolves, eager and hungry for flesh and blood. 
 
    Kreizler pulled on the rope. "What's he saying, Fotze?"  
 
    The battered woman looked at the mud, then the old man, and finally at Kreizler, saying in German, "He does not want you to kill him. He has had daughter and three sons die already and begs for his life."  
 
    Aschenbach laughed. "Fuck, how many times have we heard that?" 
 
    Kreizler motioned to the wailing villagers Bachmann and Dietrich were assembling. "Put the old fool at the end of the line. Perhaps we'll make him dance for us before stringing him up. Get some entertainment out of him."  
 
    Aschenbach cracked another cruel grin and went to haul the man away, but from a nearby house, a frantic shout drew both his and Kreizler's attention. Moments later, a dour woman with sagging features in peasant's dress skidded through the open door, landing face-first in the muck. Behind her, Haas and Rohlfs emerged from the entrance. Side-by-side, the men were comically different: Haas, thin and bespectacled, resembled a professor more than the Gestapo officer he really was, while Rohlfs was a heavy, thick-set brute with a flamethrower strapped to his back. The weapon was bulky, however, and he had difficulty stooping down to grab hold of the fallen woman, whose protests only became louder. Next to Kreizler, the roped girl bristled. 
 
    "What is it, Fotze?" he asked, surprised by her translation when it came.  
 
    "She says this is cursed place. She says Der Teufel lives here and if you are not careful, he will come for you." 
 
    "Der Teufel?" Kreizler chuckled. "The Devil? Amusing." 
 
    The woman kept shouting, slapping at Rohlfs' chest until Haas finally seized her arm, pushing her towards the other villagers. Striding over to Kreizler, Rohlfs gestured to the house behind him.  
 
    "The old bitch was fighting us so hard you'd think she was guarding a golden hoard." He looked disappointed then. "But this shithole is like all the rest. No food. No wine. Nothing. How do these people live?" 
 
    Kreizler's stomach growled again, and he idly thought of the dead pig. "Is this all of them?" he asked, scrutinizing the villagers. There were fewer than thirty, all told, separated into lines of men and women. They were all old and lean with malnourishment, their clothing ragged, every man's beard lousy with dirt, each female unappealing to Kreizler's cock. He looked to Rohlfs. "Where are Eckhardt and Wertmueller?"   
 
    Rohlfs pointed to a house adjacent to the one he'd exited. "I saw them last in there. But you know Wertmueller. Never was a pussy he didn't like." 
 
    "Go see what's taking them so long," Kreizler ordered, walking towards the other men, pulling the leashed girl along with him. "I'm getting impatient."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    Werner Eckhardt looked out the window of the shabby house to the endless, slate gray sky above the flat Soviet steppes, its vastness all-consuming and dwarfing to his mind. The entire march eastward from Germany had been one limitless dull vista, every village sharing a similar numbing bleakness, the same dumbly-staring women and children and old men, the same wells and farms and ugly, primitive houses that were scarcely more than shacks. It was such an alien place that Eckhardt sometimes wondered if he'd woken up on Mars. 
 
    A whimper drew his gaze away from the window. Next to the fireplace in the rear of the house's lone room, Wertmueller had a heavy, booted foot on an elderly man's back, pinning him helplessly to the floor. In the corner lay the body of the man's wife, a fresh stab wound blossoming blood between her shriveled, exposed breasts.  
 
    "She was a feisty one, wouldn't you say?" Wertmueller said, wiping crimson from his SS dagger and sheathing it before re-adjusting his trousers. Below him, the squirming man's sobs filled the room in response, but Eckhardt remained quiet. He'd committed his own share of violations since the war began, but forcing the old man to watch as Wertmueller slated his lustmörd was pure wickedness, even for him.  
 
    Eckhardt looked at the couple. Both the old villagers had been filthy, bone-thin phantoms. He had known hunger; these people had starved. Wertmueller, though, didn't seem to notice the difference, and if he did, was beyond care. Still holding the man down with a foot, he reached a husky hand to the nearby table, snatched an egg from a bowl, and cracked it, drinking it down raw with one gulp. 
 
    "Not exactly herrencreme, but it'll do," Wertmueller complained. He looked at Eckhardt. "You want one?" 
 
    Eckhardt shook his head, though his grumbling gut disputed the decision. He'd been in the SS Totenkopf Division during the sweep through Western Europe, but there, German wagons were filled with a conqueror's booty of fine French wines, Dutch cheeses, and Belgian chocolates. Yet in the drive to the east, supply lines carried only the bare essentials. Operation Barbarossa had commenced in June, but now it was November, with Moscow just shy of the Wehrmacht's grasp and winter closing in, leaving Eckhardt, like the rest of the German army, shivering in thin summer uniforms. Even Wertmueller, a bear of a man, was wearing a sheepskin jacket and fur cap he'd pilfered from an earlier village they'd worked their way through.  
 
    The house's front door opened with a thundering crash that startled Eckhardt, and for a split second, he realized what it was like to be on the opposite side of the threshold when someone kicked it in. Rohlfs appeared at the entrance, annoyance on his face.  
 
    "Scharführer wants you outside," he said. Glancing at the corpse, he gave a smile to Wertmueller. "An old woman? Have you any decency?" 
 
    Wertmueller shook his head, took his rifle from where he'd set it on the table, and bent down, grabbing a wad of the Russian man's tunic and forcing him to his feet. "None that I can tell. But these dogs don't deserve a shit's worth of mercy, and you know it." 
 
    He shoved the man towards the door. Eckhardt went to follow his compatriots when something in the gloom of the house caught his eye.  
 
    "Wait, both of you," he said, going to a shelf that had fallen from the fireplace during the struggle between Wertmueller and the woman. Sifting through the scattered remnants, he pulled something from the debris that quickly silenced all three of them.     
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Kreizler saw Rohlfs, Wertmueller, and Eckhardt marching the elderly man across the muddy road, he didn't notice at first their serious expressions. Eckhardt in particular was always a study of soberness, but as Kreizler spotted the stern look carved on Wertmueller's usually rowdy face, he knew something was amiss. The man they led was beside himself with tears, and when the four of them neared enough for Kreizler to see what Eckhardt carried, the cause of their attitudes and the man's fear dawned on him.  
 
    It was a silver menorah, old and dented and tarnished with age. When Eckhardt held it out to him, neither of them spoke. Instead, Kreizler turned to the girl at his arm.  
 
    "Ask him how many Jews are in this village," Kreizler told her, pointing with his Luger to the weeping man in front of Wertmueller. The girl translated the inquiry, but the man was too far gone with shock to do anything besides blubber incoherently. Frustrated, Kreizler lashed him across the face with the pistol, sending the man to the mud.  
 
    "Are there Jews in this village?" he shouted, but put forth in German, the question was lost on those assembled, until the scarred man Aschenbach had brutalized looked over, head raised with dignity, and spoke.  
 
    His words, through the roped girl's mouth, were heavy with deadly gravity: "We are all Jews here."  
 
    The defiance in his tone was at once surprising and, to Kreizler, futile. For a commissar, partisan, or other agitator, there was the slimmest, faintest of chances they could survive the Einsatzgruppen's scourge. For a Jew, it meant only death.    
 
    Kreizler had once heard that cattle on the way to slaughter could sense the sledge was coming, could tell that death was upon them, and the killing room floor was rife with dread. There was that same tension among the villagers, palpable in the frigid air as he turned back to the crying man.  
 
    "Pull him up," he told Eckhardt and Wertmueller, and no sooner did they comply than Kreizler sent a bullet straight through the man's head, his brains slopping onto Wertmueller's sleeve.  
 
    The villagers screamed. Some of the men lurched forward in outrage, but instantly, Dietrich and Bachmann retaliated, clubbing with their rifles, splitting skulls and drawing blood, stomping one man until he stopped moving.  
 
    Eckhardt and Wertmueller dropped the body they held straight down, and Kreizler looked to Rohlfs, pointing at the murdered man's house. "Burn it." 
 
    Rohlfs smiled, hoisted the hand-held hydrogen torch from his flamethrower, and launched a sizzling tar-and-petrol stream thirty meters, engulfing the shack with crackling flame. Kreizler then waved his Luger at the villagers, giving another command to Aschenbach and Haas: "Kill the women first."               
 
    There was a hailstorm of bullets as the pair opened up with their submachine guns, spraying magazine after magazine into the female villagers, the sickening stench of blood and ruptured bowels coming thick to Kreizler's nostrils. When the guns stopped chattering, groans and pitiful whimpers rose from some of the women wounded yet not dead, and a hurricane's worth of angered howls erupted from the remaining men, but Aschenbach and Haas held them at bay.  
 
    Kreizler motioned to a group of houses down the street. "Bachmann. Dietrich. Do a second sweep before I have Rohlfs burn those. Make sure we have everyone." 
 
    The two men went off, but there was another outburst as the one-armed man tried to charge forward. Haas pushed him back, but Kreizler noticed the scarred Russian's frightened expression had nothing to do with what murders had just occurred. His lone eye instead was focused on a house at the end of the muddy lane that Bachmann and Dietrich approached, his foreign jabbering rising in intensity and filled with insistence. 
 
    "He says your men should not go there," Fotze interpreted. 
 
    Until then, Kreizler had scarcely noticed the house. It, like all the homes there, was just a serf's hut, indistinguishable from the others, but upon closer inspection, he saw it had been shuttered and boarded up at some point in the past, its mud-and-timber walls overgrown with tangled vines and weeds, and a red mark had been painted over the door. 
 
    "It is lamb's blood," the girl told him. "He says they placed it there to ward people away from entering. He says that is the home of Der Teufel." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The wooden door of the house was old and worm-eaten and gave way easily when Bachmann hammered it down with his rifle butt. From the entranceway, a slice of light cut through the interior's darkness, but there was enough illumination for him to see the wrecked state of the place: overturned tables and chairs, smashed furnishings, and broken glass testament of a long-ago struggle that had occurred within.   
 
    Next to Bachmann, Dietrich took a step inside, crinkling his long, crooked nose. "What happened here?" 
 
    Bachmann shook his head, an unsettled feeling squirming its way through him. He'd fought with the SS since war had broken out two years earlier, had seen and committed atrocities appalling to any rational mind, but the house's oppressive atmosphere was suffocating like few things he'd experienced—the air stale, fetid, and stifling, like a tomb—and the further he ventured in, the more uncomfortable he became. 
 
    If Dietrich experienced the same unease, it didn't show, but Bachmann still noticed a perplexed expression on his companion's narrow, unshaven face as he knelt down and ran his hand over something on the dust-covered floor. 
 
    "Look at this," he said.  
 
    On the hardwood was a strange symbol painted in fading red. Bachmann had seen enough Hebrew in his time cleansing Polish ghettos to recognize it, and the more he looked, the more he observed that the entire floor was covered with the markings in a wide circumference extending back away from the light into the darkened rear of the house. He followed the pattern with his eyes and soon saw something else, large and unmoving, in the heart of the configuration. Bachmann raised his rifle and signaled to Dietrich, thinking there was partisan activity in the village after all, yet the closer he went to the figure, the more distinct it became. 
 
    It was the statue of a kneeling man, terra-cotta colored, its arms wrapped around the torso as if it were hugging itself, the bald head faced straight ahead. The thing was crudely sculpted, rough around the edges where it should've been polished, the mouth hardly more than an open slot, its nose off-center and bulky, the eyes deep-set and empty. It was life-sized, though Bachmann noticed the groin was smooth and sexless despite its obvious portrayal of masculinity, and Hebrew letters identical to the ones on the floor had been curiously carved deep into the statue's forehead. It was, in truth, an ugly creation, nothing to be mistaken for a Rodin or Michelangelo, but strangest to Bachmann was the set of chains that wound around the sculpture's upper torso and arms. 
 
    The statue, chains and all, had obviously been there for some time. A thick, dusty lattice-work of cobwebs draped the thing, though why someone would go to the trouble of crafting such a work only to abandon it in a boarded-up hovel in some worthless Russian village made little sense to Bachmann. His confusion was echoed by Dietrich, who muttered, "What is this?"  
 
    "I'm not sure," Bachmann said. "But I think we should leave." 
 
    Dietrich ignored him, lowered his rifle, and crossed over the circle of painted markings to the sculpture, pulling away webbing and brushing off dust with a gloved hand. It was then that Bachmann first heard the dull moan fill the house, and while he watched, the hollow eye sockets of the sculpture began to glow, faintly at first, like a firefly, the luminescence intensifying until they became ember-red. 
 
    "Mein Gott," he said, pointing. "Look." 
 
    Dietrich turned, face dissolving to sudden shock.                
 
    And the statue moved. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "The Devil nonsense again?" Kreizler asked.  
 
    The girl nodded, continuing to translate the scarred man's rapid, haphazard speech. 
 
    "There was a man in this village named Naum Miroshnik. He was a potter and very talented. His works were prized from here to Kiev. But his family was killed by the Austrians in the Brusilev Offensive during the Great War, and afterwards, he became a madman, brooding, secluding himself away, working alone to construct that which he thought would bring him the revenge his soul craved." 
 
    "Construct?" Kreizler asked. "Construct what?"  
 
    The girl paused, listened for the Russian's answer, then said, "A golem." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A second loud moan emitted from the statue, and the head rose, joints creaking like splitting timber, bits of ceramic flesh flaking from its surface as its chest heaved, the arms struggling against its bonds. Bachmann, dumbfounded, watched the links of chain rattle, strain, and finally snap. 
 
    "What the fuck?" Dietrich shouted, stumbling from the circle.  
 
    In front of him, the statue clumsily stood, its movements stiff, almost mechanical, a pantomime of human locomotion. It was taller than any man Bachmann had ever seen and towered over him, its shoulders excessively broad, its long limbs ending in oversized hands and feet.  
 
    Dietrich pivoted, tripped on a broken chair, and crashed to the floor. He lay there frozen until the thing turned its head and took a heavy, plodding step towards him, but in scampering to his feet, Dietrich was snared in the statue's grasp. He pounded furiously on the thing's chest with his rifle, but the sculpture simply batted the weapon away and pulled Dietrich, screaming, closer, clasping either side of his head and squeezing vise-tight.  
 
    Bachmann saw Dietrich's face turn a bright, breathless red, his eyes bulging, then bursting from their sockets as the skull fractured and split, his features imploding into a mess of blood, bone, and brain that slathered the statue's hands with pulp. Dietrich's body collapsed to the floor, and the thing then moved towards Bachmann, its eyes ablaze.                 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "A what?" Kreizler repeated.  
 
    "A golem. A man of clay with the letters aleph mem tav etched upon its head to give it life. But the golem could not be controlled, and it became a wild, violent thing, obeying not even Miroshnik's commands. In its rampage, it murdered its creator and killed many innocent people before a mob descended upon it, shackling it with iron chains blessed by a rabbi, and it was decided to keep it bound inside Miroshnik's house with seals around every window and door to prevent its escape. Ever since, that has been a shunned place, a cursed place. It cannot be allowed to waken. If your men disturb the seals of its imprisonment, the golem will kill us all." 
 
    When the girl finished translating the man's story, Aschenbach snarled, "We should hang this fucking Jew liar by the balls, Scharführer."  
 
    Kreizler peered at the scarred man. His face was full of fear, but whether what he said was lie or not, it was obvious he himself believed the tale, and that was enough to give Kreizler pause before the first scream echoed out from the shuttered house. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    Terror tore through Bachmann as the statue advanced on him. He staggered back, firing, squarely hitting the thing at a range close enough to kill a man instantly. Instead, the shot only blew open part of the sculpture's chest, revealing nothing beneath, not blood nor bone nor organs, its approach never slowing a step as Bachmann worked the rifle's bolt to chamber the next round. Before he could shoot again, the monstrosity was on him, knocking the steel coal-scuttle helmet from his head and pinning him to the wall. Bachmann swore, tried to wedge the rifle between himself and his attacker, but the statue's weight was too great to deflect, and the thing kept pushing onto him, its cold, leaden hands gripping his skull. He screamed as the pressure increased and something cracked, but Bachmann still fought, still struggled, and managed to bring the rifle up beneath the sculpture's jaw. 
 
    In the closed quarters, the shot was like an artillery bombardment, and Bachmann's ears rang with painful reverberation. His assailant, though, seemed hardly affected; the bullet had split open the clay chin and riven the side of its face, but beyond that, little harm had been done besides stunning the creature long enough for its grip to slacken. Bachmann took the opportunity, slid out of its hands and brought the rifle up, only to have it sent clattering across the floor with a quick swipe. The statue backhanded him, smashing his jaw and right cheek like glass; Bachmann stumbled into the wall, somehow staying on his feet, and with a jolt of adrenaline, made a dash for the broken-in doorway. He was scarcely at the threshold when Rohlfs slammed into him, a stunned look on his round face. 
 
    "Bachmann!" he cried. "We heard firing. What's going on? Where's Dietrich?" 
 
    With his fragmented jaw, there was no way for Bachmann to articulate, and a heartbeat later, there was no need. The sculpted man was wide in the doorway, blocking the light, and Bachmann saw Rohlfs' expression drop into bewilderment. 
 
    Instinctively, Rohlfs went to raise the flamethrower's torch, but the thing punched him hard in the chest, the force of the blow tearing through muscle and bone, crumpling the man's sternum with one quick hit. Blood welled up in Rohlfs' mouth, spewed down his chin and neck, and then the monster withdrew the skewering limb, its clay hand coming back red halfway to the elbow and clutching Rohlfs' ripped-out heart. But in its haste, the thrust had ruptured the flamethrower, igniting the tank; in an instant, everything—Rohlfs, Bachmann, the house, the creature—was consumed in volcanic fury.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When he was a child, Eckhardt's mother had been a hysteric, constantly preaching lurid tales of Hell and the torments of damnation that he would eternally endure if he didn't embrace Christ. He'd been scared of those vivid depictions then but had thought himself far removed from their influence until the moment Kreizler ordered Rohlfs to investigate the shots from the boarded house. 
 
    One second Rohlfs was heading into the dwelling, the next all of it was gone. It exploded like a bomb had struck it, and a fiery tornado swept through the village, knocking Eckhardt and Wertmueller off their feet. For a moment, gray sky and gray ground bled together, flaming debris raining down around them. Eckhardt looked up; his vision was blurred, his ears felt full, but from somewhere, he heard screaming. In front of him, Bachmann streaked from the remains of the house, a human torch, the tar-and-petrol mixture incinerating him even as he ran, his wild shrieks horrifyingly shrill until, at last, he collapsed and burned silently. 
 
    And there was something else too, something that moved in the fire. It was just an outline in the flame at first, a shape, but slowly it emerged from the maelstrom, a humanoid figure, simple, unformed, devoid of features and emotion, larger than a man; as he saw it more clearly, Eckhardt wondered if his mother's warnings of the abyss had been right all along. 
 
    Suddenly, Wertmueller's strong hands seized Eckhardt under the arms, pulling him up. He was yelling something, but Eckhardt wasn't listening; all he could do was think of the scarred man's words—a golem, he'd called the thing—but as it neared, it resembled less a man of clay than a demon, its eyes twin infernos, its huge frame smoldering, the hands spattered with blood. 
 
    Wertmueller shouted again, and this time Eckhardt heard him: "Shoot it! Shoot the fucker!" 
 
    Wertmueller hoisted his rifle, popped off a shot, worked the bolt, fired again, all the while backing up. Eckhardt did the same, retreating down the muddy lane, shooting the golem in the chest, the torso, the head, but soon—too soon—his weapon clicked on an empty chamber. He dodged behind the corner of the nearest house, fumbling to reload. After a final shot, Wertmueller went to follow, but the mud was too thick, the golem too fast for such a large thing, and its hands were at him, tearing the sheepskin jacket he wore.  
 
    Wertmueller jerked back, clubbed the golem with his rifle so hard the stock splintered, but when he turned to run again, he slipped, fell, and became prey. The golem picked Wertmueller up by a foot, dangling him upside down before wrenching him apart like a wishbone, breaking the legs and tearing them from the sockets at the hip, splitting Wertmueller down the center from groin to gut, exposed penis and testicles flapping to one side of the wound, torn-open anus to the other, a purplish length of bowel spilling from the gash in between.   
 
    Eckhardt jammed a cartridge clip into his rifle and fired again, not at the golem, but Wertmueller, ending his screams and his misery before dashing back through the village. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chaos reigned around Kreizler, and for the briefest of moments, he felt an unaccustomed helplessness. He'd been thrown face-first to the mud by the concussive energy of the exploding house, had the breath knocked from him, but retained enough clarity to witness the havoc wrought by the monstrosity that appeared from the flaming wreckage. Part of him wondered what the thing was, but another, deeper aspect knew all too well. Watching it withstand a barrage of bullets, seeing it emasculate Wertmueller, any doubt Kreizler had about the tale of the golem was murdered.   
 
    Doubt wasn't the only thing to be killed; in the midst of the calamity, some of the villagers took advantage of the sudden disruption for escape. They scattered in all directions, but few made it far before Aschenbach opened fire, cutting down half a dozen fleeing men. Yet even those who evaded his bullets were not free from danger. Finished with Wertmueller, the golem was upon them and mindlessly made little distinction between Jew and German. Kreizler watched the monster grab one Russian as the man sprinted by, snapping his neck with a savage twist so strong the head faced backwards. Other villagers panicked at the sight. In the stampede, the one-eyed man lost his footing, falling to the mud directly in the golem's path, and paying no heed to his presence, the thing crushed his skull beneath one heavy foot. 
 
    Kreizler tried pushing himself up, but there was a stabbing pain in his right hamstring, and turning over, he saw why. Fotze stood over him, the rope still around her neck but unknowingly liberated from his grip by the blast. In one hand, she held a large shard of glass blown out of one of the house's windows by Rohlfs' detonation, the tip smeared with Kreizler's blood. Before he could react, she lunged, launching a series piercing jabs into his legs and abdomen, each puncture an outrage to his body. 
 
    Kreizler screamed, frothed spittle and blood before kicking Fotze's hand away. Despite the pain, he leaned up, leveled the Luger, and fired a shot that knocked the girl down. She scrambled upright, her cheek grazed, but instead of going in for another strike, she bolted away, disappearing in the space between two houses. 
 
    Kreizler swore again, rolled, stood, his pants soaked with blood from waist to boot. Ahead of him, there was still furious gunfire as the golem made its way up the street in his direction. At the corner of one home, Aschenbach knelt, bursts of bullets from his submachine gun stitching across the monster's chest, each strike peeling back part of its clay edifice. But the inferno unleashed by Rohlfs was spreading too, devouring each primitive dwelling one by one, and as the flames approached, Aschenbach broke cover and fell back to the house nearest Kreizler.  
 
    "We can't kill the fucking thing!" Aschenbach yelled, reloading. "And this is my last fucking magazine!" 
 
    There was another shout then, and Kreizler spotted Haas pulling the cord of a stielhandgranate from his position behind a hay cart and tossing it in a high arch at the golem. His aim proved precise; the long-handled grenade landed just between the thing's legs, spraying a geyser of mud into the air when it exploded and sending the golem sailing back twenty meters.  
 
    Haas unfastened a second grenade from his belt and darted towards the fallen monstrosity, but already it was stirring. For the first time, Kreizler noted damage had been done. The golem's left arm now ended in a handless stump, part of its leg on the same side split like porcelain. Yet the golem still stood, still moved, and before Haas could launch his attack, the thing merely grabbed him by the neck, yanking him high overhead. Haas flailed, dropping the grenade, boots kicking in the air like a drowning swimmer. A breath later, the golem slammed him into the timber of the nearest house, and Kreizler heard the sickening egg-crack of bone as it kept mashing Haas until anything recognizably human was annihilated. 
 
    "Motherfucker!" Aschenbach roared, firing at the golem. In too few seconds, his submachine gun was out of bullets, and he discarded the weapon, drew the SS dagger from his waist, and charged ahead recklessly, jumping onto the clay man's immense frame. Wrapping one arm around its neck, he slashed defiantly with the other, his frenzy refusing to subside even when the tip of the blade snapped.  
 
    What happened after was almost a blur to Kreizler's eyes. The golem flipped Aschenbach over its shoulder, cranking his head to one side so violently it tore away from the neck, the spinal column slithering out from the body with it.  
 
    Kreizler's own rage overtook him then, and he emptied the pistol, reloaded eight more shells, emptied them, the whole while watching the golem stalk closer. With one final reload, he hesitated. He'd taken an oath—gehorsam bis zum Tod—obedience unto death—but this enemy was no poorly trained partisan or Soviet soldier. It was a reaper, begat of madness, and Kreizler felt the urge for self-preservation override any foolhardy notion of a last stand. Instead, he backed up, turned, intending to retreat, when he collided with something. There was a quick, thrusting pain in his neck, so abrupt, he didn't at first comprehend what had struck him.   
 
    It was Fotze, driving Aschenbach's fallen, broken-bladed dagger into his throat. Kreizler could feel the jagged steel in his neck, could taste the salty blood flowing up into his mouth and out his nose. He choked, gagged, clawing at her hand as it held the weapon, but she just twisted it deeper before letting go. For a moment, Kreizler's dying eyes met hers, and in them, he saw not rage or hate, only a pitiful emptiness, and he knew she had become what he'd made her: a monster, once human but now something else. 
 
    A creeping cold overcame him. Vision dimmed, came back, dimmed again. His limbs grew heavy, his knees buckled, and Kreizler became a ghost before hitting the ground. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eckhardt had doubled-around, hoping to get a vantage point behind the golem, and coming out between two houses, he watched Kreizler collapse, a crimson-coated dagger in his throat. The girl who'd been his prisoner stared at the body, her captor's blood on her hands, but any desire Eckhardt felt to avenge his squad leader's death disintegrated in an instant. The golem was soon there, crushing Kreizler's body unknowingly beneath its feet, grabbing the girl's hair and dragging her in close. 
 
    "Get away from her!" Eckhardt screamed. Instinctively, he fired, drawing the golem's attention away from the girl and onto him, and with the respite, she struggled free from its grip, hair ripping from her scalp.   
 
    Eckhardt went to shoot again, but the rifle was empty and there was no time to reload. As the golem approached, Eckhardt spotted Haas' last, unused stielhandgranate in the mud and launched towards it. Stealing the explosive up, he yanked the pull cord at the handle's end, threw it at the golem, and ran, taking the girl to the earth with him before the grenade went off.  
 
    The concussion from the blast hurt his ears, made his fillings ache, and when the sloppy fallout subsided, Eckhardt at last looked over his shoulder and thought the grenade had done its job. The golem no longer loomed over them, but there was a sound, like a shovel scraping on concrete, and glancing down, Eckhardt saw the thing had only partially been demolished. Its body was gone below the waist, but still it clawed forward through the muck, burning eyes trained directly on them.  
 
    Eckhardt pushed the girl aside, snatched the Luger from near Kreizler's pulverized body, and fired just as the golem's lone hand latched onto his boot. Next to him, the girl screamed, but he kept shooting, each round feeling more futile than the last. One final shot hit dead center, the impact shattering the mark carved upon the golem's forehead.  
 
    Like a snuffed candle, the blaze in the thing's eyes went dark, its head dropping, the entire body sputtering and ceasing movement. It happened that fast; one moment it was an unstoppable machine, the next a silent, inanimate husk.  
 
    Eckhardt still aimed the pistol at the golem with a shaking hand, waiting for it to resume the onslaught, and when it didn't, he pulled his boot free from the thing's grasp and collapsed backwards, spent. A thousand thoughts ricocheted in his brain, and something the scar-faced man had said registered with him, something about letters etched upon the golem's head to give it life. The bullet had struck one of the symbols between its eyes, smashed it to bits, and somehow seemed to halt the monolith. Had that been the key all along? He didn't know. 
 
    Heaving for breath, Eckhardt looked at the girl beside him. She was a mirror of his own exhaustion, and for some while, they laid there, saying nothing, then they stood and fled together, past the decaying horse, the dead pig, and away from the burning village. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A sputtering snow started up as they made their way across the steppes in the direction of the Einsatzgruppen's supply wagons. Halfway there, Eckhardt slowed, then stopped altogether.  
 
    "We don't go any further," he said. "Not together." 
 
    The girl stopped too, a defensive anticipation in her stance, like she expected Eckhardt to initiate some abuse or other.  
 
    Instead, he asked her, "What's your name?" 
 
    Suspicion streaked the girl's posture, but quietly, she answered, "Tsilia." 
 
    "You should go south, Tsilia. Southeast if you can. Towards Mariupol or Rostov. The Wehrmacht hasn't made it that far yet." He gave her some biscuits from his ration sack. "Take these …" Eckhardt paused, pulled Kreizler's Luger from his waist, held the handle end to the girl. "And this too." 
 
    After seeing her murder Kreizler, he wondered if she would do the same to him given the opportunity, but Tsilia only took the proffered items, backed up, and darted away like a caged animal suddenly freed, going in the direction he'd told her until she became a mere speck on the gray horizon. 
 
    Dusk was falling when Eckhardt saw the first fires of the Einsatzgruppen encampment and the men huddled around them. Trotting at a faster pace, he raised a hand, shouted and waved, eager for the warmth. 
 
    Eckhardt heard the crackle of gunfire from the camp, but didn't feel the bullet slam into his head—it burrowed through his brain too quickly for that—and he dropped straight down like a stone, lifeless and unknowing. Soon after, a trio of figures in green-gray uniforms strolled over to his corpse, prodding it with cautious rifle barrels.   
 
    "Shit," one German voice said. "It's one of Kreizler's men." 
 
    Another soldier spoke. "Who cares? Just put him on the pyre with the others. No one has to know. Let's get back to camp. It's too fucking cold out here." 
 
    They stripped him of his boots, his jacket, his rations and dagger, anything useful, then tossed Eckhardt's body on a heap and set it to burn, his dreams and desires, nightmares and atrocities turning to ash and dust, blood and clay.
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    Jerry had two problems. The first was his breathing. If he didn’t get it under control fast, he was going to hyperventilate and pass out. This was also compounded by sweaty palms, a heart rate somewhere between jackhammer and indie car piston, and vocalization issues that threatened to rear their ugly head every time his mouth opened, causing him to embarrass himself in such spectacular fashion that his thundering heart would explode and put an end to the whole business.   
 
    His second problem was his pants. Opting to dress up for this showing of The Ooze wasn’t a smart idea, it turned out. Jenny had decided to put the two of them in some sort of “The Smiley Years” 1950’s era couple costume where she dressed as a waitress straight out of an old time soda shop and he was all slicked up as a greaser. He hadn’t understood the concept of it at first. He got why it was fun to dress up around Halloween, but he didn’t get why it needed to be done eight days ahead of time, and his protestations brought her to explain that since The Ooze was a 50’s movie, the costumes would fit in. He’d smiled outwardly, grimaced inwardly, and gone along with it. This was their first date, and he cared, above everything else, about her having a good time.   
 
    Of course, if she didn’t, there may not be a chance to fix it later.   
 
    Then there was the problem of the military imposed curfew, but no one was following that order. Why should they?   
 
    Anyway, the problem wasn’t his pants as much as what was in his pants, and that certain something also had ideas about what was going to happen tonight. Jerry had fancied Jenny for months after they’d started working in the same fast food joint, and in that time, he’d researched her enough to know that she was a sort of … freak. Not in a bad way. But she had a sex drive that rivaled most adolescent males, and his friend Matt had encouraged him to make a move and see what happened. He was assured that anything of a sexual nature would do the trick and that would lead to more and more and more … 
 
    His heart hammered harder. 
 
    His pants got tighter.   
 
    “Here!” she said, handing him the bucket of popcorn he’d paid for. She was all smiles and all beautiful in that pink cardigan. “Come on, we’ve got to go or we’ll miss the start of the movie!”   
 
    There was more than sex to Jenny. While having the libido of a twenty-year-old because, well, he was twenty years old, Jerry was also fond of the fact that Jenny was a horror movie buff.  He loved horror movies, especially the old Sledge horror classics, but Jenny’s fondness of them was beyond anything that he could have boasted on a good day. The Ooze was a natural choice for them both, but she’d also told him everything about the actors and actresses, their big roles before and after, national reception, international reception, the works. She really knew her stuff.   
 
    “I’m coming, I’m coming,” he said, trying to keep up with her on their way down the hall. It was the right-side door, one of the only three in the building, and the one closest to the forest exit. Man, this was shaping up well for him. If things went well in the theater, they could slip out the side door and into the woods and spend a little time alone with nature.   
 
    “Hey, actually, grab us some seats,” she said. Her voice was lowering, almost a purr.  “In the back, away from everyone else.”   
 
    “Oh, uh, yeah, you got it!” he said, a little over enthusiastic.   
 
    She blushed a bit and then turned back, heading toward the restrooms and past the usher patrolling the hall in his red vest.   
 
    Jerry slipped into the theater and stood for a moment with the popcorn bucket in front of the bulge in the front of his pants. There was one main aisle running right down the middle of the seats. The entire back row was empty. He smiled and hooked right, landing in the seat nearest the center. The corner was too obvious; no one sat in the corner to see a movie, and that’s when you started attracting the attention of the usher and his little orange coned light of cockblocking.   
 
    He sat down, the popcorn resting in his lap. The previews were already playing. He was surprised that the theater was so empty. There were maybe twenty other people in there with them, and most of them weren’t close. He looked down at the bucket as he sampled some of the goodness inside, letting the salty treat practically melt in his mouth.  Then he thought about this trick his buddy John Lucas taught him. He said if you cut a hole in the bottom of the popcorn bucket and put your boner through it, your girl would find it, and then you could get her to stroke you off and no one would be any the wiser … as long as you didn’t moan like a giraffe when you got off. Whatever that meant.   
 
    It was called ‘the popcorn trick’.   
 
    He slipped his little folding knife out of his pocket. 
 
    He cut a hole in the bottom of the bucket. 
 
    He unfastened his pants. 
 
    He set himself up for success. 
 
    Jerry was grinning like an idiot by the time Jenny returned from the restroom. She pulled the same ‘stand and examine’ maneuver he’d performed at the back of the aisle before she saw him and came to sit next to him.   
 
    “These are good seats,” she said, smiling, her rictus almost as wide as his. “Kinda private back here, where we can enjoy each other, you know?”   
 
    “Yeah,” Jerry said. He nodded as her fingers found the popcorn, picking up a handful.  The bucket jostled around his junk, making him harder, fueled by excitement and nervousness.   
 
    “I waited six months for you to finally find the balls to take me somewhere,” she said.  Her fingers danced through the popcorn again as the movie scrolled through the opening credits.  “Did you know we’ve been at the diner for seven?  Can you do that math?”   
 
    “I, uh … wow.  Six months, really?”  
 
    “Yeah, really.”   
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” Jerry asked.  
 
    “Why didn’t you?” she said, digging out more popcorn.  A finger grazed the head of his penis.   
 
    “Nervous, I guess.  I thought you were out of my league or maybe I wasn’t good enough or … I dunno. I’m not sure what I was thinking.”   
 
    She laughed.   
 
    “Jerry?” 
 
    “Yeah?”   
 
    “Don’t think for me.”  
 
    She smiled, leaning to the side and bumping his shoulder with a hard thump, rocking him to the side and jostling popcorn out everywhere.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A military helicopter droned miles away while a searchlight sliced up the forest, carving it into little pieces as the whirlybird made pass after pass, searching through an area approximately five by five miles. There were more helicopters at first, when Colonel Jepson’s forces moved into the area to contain the situation that had destroyed the Shackleton farm, but now things were branching out into a much larger search area in what was already being coined a much more significant event with biological ramifications. The large number of helicopters that had come at first was now spread out and thinned so much that what was a swarm a day before was now a series of singles dotting a search area that was growing larger by the hour.   
 
    The creature avoided the flying war machines, always staying one step ahead of the pursuers through a combination of extraterrestrial intelligence, sheer luck, and the density of the forest. It crept along from the cow pasture, the place of its birth, moving through the forest, where it picked up sustenance to fuel its metabolism as well as the occasional brain to assimilate information from, though the lower lifeforms of the wooded enclave provided less than ideal troves of information.  The bovine pasturage would be fine for reproductive purposes, but it needed the pale bipedal apes if it wanted to expand its mind.  It pressed through briar and bramble and thickets of vegetation that would hinder a rabbit, its spheroid body and the lashing tentacles writhing from its ‘mouth’ making easy work of the obstacles before it. 
 
    Then it found the human establishment, the Cineplex where Jerry and Jenny were having their first date.  It recognized the structure as being artificial, manmade. It crept closer, being sure to keep a cautious sensory organ attuned to the airborne menace.   
 
    The lobby was empty except for the kid behind the counter who was refilling the popcorn machine.  The alien broke through the giant window beside the box office and propelled itself over the counter, spraying brown liquid as it went, splattering the snacks and drinks with the fetor before crashing itself into the target.  The boy opened his mouth to scream, and it jammed a tentacle down his throat … 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They were twenty minutes into the movie before Jerry’s frustration set in.  What started as excitement was beginning to manifest as irritation as the popcorn and bucket both continued to jostle but nothing else was happening.  She was starting to lean closer, sure, but he hadn’t noticed that she’d undone the top clasp of her blouse with a smooth move from her left hand.   
 
    He was trying to play it cool, but his heart was still hammering so hard it was shaking the popcorn bucket.  Or at least he thought it was his heart throbbing.  His manhood itched from the salt and butter of the bucket. 
 
    Her fingers danced over his greasy flesh.   
 
    She smiled. 
 
    He moaned. 
 
    She giggled.  
 
    “Do you think I’ve never seen this trick before?” she said.   
 
    His eyes shot open, stunned, somewhat annoyed and jealous but also glad that she knew what she was doing.   
 
    “And on the first date? Naughty boy. Most boys wait until at least the second or third date, Jerry. Geez.”   
 
    Popcorn popped and crackled as it was ground into finer substrate as her hand began to work in the bucket.   
 
    “Oh fuck …”  Jerry said, slipping down and sliding back. “Oh fuck, oh fuck …”   
 
    Jenny leaned over, biting his earlobe and then kissing down his jawline until her lips met his. They pressed together, her teeth teasing his lower lip as he savored her sweet taste.  His eyes closed, opened, searched down the length of her neck and into the void of her unfastened top, searching for … 
 
    The door opened.   
 
    His eyes darted open as her mouth continued to meld with his. He glanced but couldn’t see who entered. All he knew was that he didn’t see the orange coned flashlight, and that was a good sign that it was some other moviegoer who was trying to pretend they couldn’t see what he was up to. His attention returned to the popcorn bucket, her hand, her lips on his, the shirt he couldn’t see into because of how dark it was in the theater.   
 
    To her credit, Jenny was so enthralled by her advance on Jerry that she hadn’t noticed the lurking horror behind her. Something raised her skirt, and she moaned into Jerry’s mouth, thinking it was his hand. Something pressed against her, but not where she would have normally wanted. She moaned harder, enjoying how filthy Jerry was ... 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tim Elkins emerged from the showing of Goblins to make a run to the restroom before his bladder exploded from soda consumption. He relieved himself with one hand and held tight to the oversized cardboard cup of soda with the other, shook it off, and then went out into the lobby, guzzling down the last of his soda in a gurgle from the bottom of what was often advertised as a ‘bottomless’ cup.  He shook it around, confirming its emptiness, then stepped up to the counter in search of Bobby at the soda fountain.   
 
    “Hey, Bobby!” he said, looking around the lobby. There was no sign of the soda boy anywhere.  Then the smell hit him. He gagged, his knees buckling from the sheer intensity of the stench. His eyes landed on the trail of shattered glass and the brown trail of … of what? What the hell was that? Slime? Shit? He stepped around the counter, pulling his shirt up over his nose to filter some of the stink, then toed some of the glass with his shoe. Brown viscous liquid squelched beneath the glass. The trail led in through a busted window and over the counter.   
 
    Then he saw Bobby’s body in the doorway of the office, prostrate on his belly. Tim squinted, leaning over the counter, his heartrate picking up.   
 
    “Bobby?” he said, pushing himself up onto the glass topped display case full of candy and then sliding down the backside. His high-tops dropped down into a pool of the brown sludge and blood, and the liquid made a ghastly sound under his shoes. “You all right, man?  You’re scaring me.”   
 
    Bobby didn’t move.   
 
    Tim continued his approach. The sound of the theaters beyond echoed down the hallway.  Someone screamed from either Goblins or The Ooze, he couldn’t tell which auditorium. It didn’t take him long to realize that the brown slime and blood both seemed to culminate on Bobby’s backside, which looked like a stick of dynamite had gone off in it. His mouth fell open. The back of Bobby’s pants was shredded, and his Cineplex 3 shirt and red vest barely covered the cavernous crater that now constituted his lower pelvic region.  It was as if his ass ripped itself free and crawled away … 
 
    Brown liquid hit him in the face.   
 
    Tim gagged, the retch reflex he’d been fighting for the last minute or so overwhelming him.  He puked up a sticky mixture of soda and popcorn, which splattered the floor and exploded out all over his white shoes and Bobby’s corpse. He dropped the empty cup, and it rattled across the floor while he struggled to get the liquid out of his eyes. His stomach turned itself over, tying in knots, the pain unbearable. He puked again and had time to register something that looked like a butthole with tentacles lunging for him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jenny held her belly and moaned as it roiled beneath her hand, the waistband of her poodle skirt doing its best to make her completely miserable from the growing pressure.  The thing had her pressed forward into Jerry, its tentacles cupping both of their mouths.  The boy’s stomach was growing as rapidly as her own, one tentacle running up his pantleg to implant the vile genetic contagion that started the process.  The movie continued to play in the foreground, and all eyes were on it.  Their bodies convulsed together, pushed forward into a sandwich of living tissue as their stomachs churned, distending as the organs in their lower abdomens changed and repurposed themselves to create the biological components of something new and alien.  The writhing, squirming monster, something akin to a clamped sphincter, continued its assault, its body growing as it worked.   
 
    Jenny would have screamed if she could as her abdomen ruptured, guts spilling over Jerry’s body like a tangle of gory ropes.  Some of the intestines separated themselves into halves and retracted back into her body as the back end of her poodle skirt bloodied and bulged. And then a new thing, a contracting, autonomous, disembodied anus, complete with intestines for tentacles, flopped into the seat behind the unwilling supplier of its biological material.  Blood poured down her collapsing form and pooled in the floor as Jerry’s own demise came, his stomach popping open against her, his lower GI tract tearing itself free and slithering up and out past her as she died. 
 
    Jerry knew he was dying as he watched her eyes glass over and her rigid, struggling form relax against him.  Darkness was already tugging the edges of his vision as the biggest of the three creatures, the progenitor of their demise, pulled itself forward, over the next row of seats, and then the next, and then stabbed a tentacle through the skull of the man sitting ahead of them, sucking his brains out before lowering its grotesque orifice over his head and clamping down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tal Ridener left the projection booth after fifteen solid minutes of trying to get Tammy Braden to pay attention to him.  She was too busy reading one of those chick mags, though, spinning her hair on one finger and blowing huge, obnoxious bubbles while he leaned up in the doorway and did his best to woo her with his good looks.  She’d glanced at him once and said nothing.  He left defeated, heading down the stairs and then down the hall back toward the main lobby.  He was going to raid the popcorn machine and then the candy case and get the biggest fountain drink he could before trying to wash his hurt feelings (and hurt pride) away with copious amounts of bullshit.   
 
    He stopped by the showing of Goblins to make sure everything inside looked fine.  People were busy watching the movie, all save for a guy and a girl in one of the back rows who were making out.  Tal contemplated breaking the spit swapping up and then said fuck it.  Why should he care?  Why rain on these two’s parade just because his love life was nonexistent?  He silently wished the guy luck and then turned, heading out the door and back into the hall.   
 
    Next, he stopped in on Night Terror at Diamond Creek and made sure there weren’t any actual dead bodies in the floor and all that shit.  A handful of kids who were way too young to be watching the movie were having a popcorn fight in the front row, buttery goodness flying in all directions, buckets donned like helms, and drinks spilled to create a sticky mess in the walkway.  He thought about stopping this too, but just like splitting up the two kids swapping spit in the previous room, he said to hell with it and exited back out the door.  Who cared anyway?  That crap movie had been out for two weeks, and that auditorium was practically empty! 
 
    The walk down to auditorium three was arduous as the crushing defeat he’d been handed by Tammy weighed heavier and heavier on him.  Why had she rejected his advances?  Why was she so damn cold all the time?  Was he not worth loving?  He’d never had a girlfriend!  It wasn’t fair! 
 
    The door parted as Tal pushed on it, and he slipped into the showing of The Ooze, pulling his omnipotent weapon, the orange coned flashlight of rule, out of his red vest.  At first glance, everything was fine.  There were a few moviegoers on the left side of the auditorium enjoying their throwback piece and eating popcorn.  The right side, though … the right side … 
 
    There was a thing, a sort of big, brown butthole looking creature, perched up on the back of a chair devouring the body of who Tal thought was Tony Studebaker—as that’s where Tony was sitting about an hour ago.  He waited, stunned, watching the thing as coils of meaty tendrils pulled the body up and kept it from slipping down off its vantage point.  The huge mouth worked with a violent sucking motion as it pulled the body deeper, then it continued the sucking motion.  The lips of the thing rippled, and it pulled itself up, strings of meat coming off the body.  
 
    It turned, looked at him, then refocused its attention on the body.   
 
    Tal would have screamed if he hadn’t been so busy pissing in his pants.  A small puddle formed on the floor as he shifted on his feet, and it squelched up and out of his shoes. He backed out, his tongue hurting as he struggled to maintain some sort of composure.  His eyes shifted further to the right as he backed out of the door, and he saw the upturned poodle skirt on the girl who’d come in with the dork in the leather jacket. Her panties were soaked with blood and torn to shambles to match her body.   
 
    He saw the two smaller creatures rolling around in the bloody floor beneath the two bodies, and then he was in the hallway, the door swinging closed. His legs burned from the sudden exertion as he sprinted in a frantic rush to the lobby. Tal threw himself against the swinging doors and burst through, slipping because of his pee-soaked shoes and busting his ass on the floor. Air rushed from his lungs as his tailbone broke, but adrenaline forced him up from the floor. He scrambled up and lunged for the counter, looked over … 
 
    That’s where he found Bobby’s body.   
 
    Next to it was a customer, a man he didn’t recognize. Something like the thing in auditorium three was working on his face, tendrils running in and out of his mouth, coiling around his neck, and working through his hair. His pants were squirming while a hideous wet farting could be heard from within. The rear of the pants bulged once, twice, recreating that gross-as-hell scene from Extraterrestrial when the weird turkey monster broke out of the guy’s chest and ran across the table … 
 
    Except it wasn’t a turkey. 
 
    It was a butthole.  
 
    The pants tore open as the poor fellow’s anus removed itself from his body, meat stringing behind it as it solidified its form and eked out a tiny, squealing belch of flatulence to the bigger creature sucking on the man’s face. The two things turned and look at him. He screamed as they came scrambling up over the edge of the counter while he backed away, one trailing horrific smelling brown liquid, the other a mixture of blood and colonic debris.   
 
    One jumped … 
 
    It was shot out of the air. 
 
    A soldier barged into the lobby of the theater and grabbed Bobby by the arm, jerking him out of the of the way. 
 
    “Christ, kid, look out!” he said as he kicked one foot out and pinned the smaller butthole beast down by a tentacle. He one-armed his gun forward, letting the full auto kick in and blow the offending alien to pieces. Tal caught his name tape before another soldier pulled him backwards toward the door. 
 
    Huston.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Huey thrummed as they landed in the parking lot of the theater, and out of the side of the helicopter came Major Morris. He grinned that same predatory grin he used when the kill was imminent, his eyes shifting back and forth across the parking lot. Two, three more helicopters set down around them, a squad of soldiers jumping out of each. Lieutenants and sergeants were giving orders, directing men with machine guns and flamethrowers in all directions. He reached up and unclasped the chin strap of his helmet before tucking it under his arm.   
 
    The shooting started before he made contact with the kid they were dragging out of the lobby.   
 
    “What’s your name?”  Major Morris asked. The kid was already kneeling on the asphalt, a soldier behind him with the muzzle of an M16 pressed between his shoulder blades. The kid was blathering, crying, snot bubbles forming on his nose while the soldier yelled commands at him. Major Morris waved the soldier back, his hand coming to rest with absent-minded ease on the grip of the pistol on his hip.   
 
    “Tal,” the kid said with a sob. “Oh God, mister, you gotta help those people in there … that thing, those things! They’re everywhere, man. They’re eatin’ people and rippin’ their buttholes out n’ all sorts of fuckin’ shit, man, you gotta help them!”   
 
    Morris held his hand up and made a flat handed pumping gesture. He smiled. It was obvious the kid wasn’t listening to the sounds of battle and the horrified screams inside the theater.   
 
    “Calm down, Tal. We’re going to, uh … help them. So are you telling me there is a uh … organism in there causing the violent expulsion of human anuses and—” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean, man, aren’t you fucking listening!” Tal said, interrupting Major Morris. “Those things, those monsters or aliens or whatever, they’re killing the hell out of people, man, there’s bodies everywhere there’s—” 
 
    Morris pulled the pistol from its holster and shot Tal in the face. The boy pitched back, gripping at his shattered maxilla. Blood and teeth splattered to the ground as Morris fired again, and again, putting the miserable creature out of his misery.   
 
    “Pull everyone back,” Morris said to a lieutenant next to him. He looked at his radio operator, held out his hand, and as soon as the kid gave him the receiver, he called for napalm and attached a grid: five minutes on the Cineplex 3.  “No survivors, no evidence.  We’ll get our specimen somewhere else.”  

  

 
   
    Sebastian and the Jungle of Misery 
 
    by Scott Harper 
 
      
 
    “Hell is not hot, or cold. Nor is it deep below ground, or somewhere in the sky. Instead it is a place on Earth filled with sucking bogs, disfiguring diseases and millions of tiny flesh-eating creatures. Hell is a jungle, and it is monstrously green.” ― Greig Beck, This Green Hell 
 
      
 
    Don Sebastian stood in a copse of junglesop trees, one with the shadows of the boiling night, his crimson eyes beholding the scene of a massacre. Scores of broken bodies were strewn amongst the tufts of African weeping lovegrass, each mangled and warped by multiple bullet wounds. A vast sea of blood pooled below them, the heady, coppery scent mingling with the almond-sulfur stench of death in the moist air. 
 
    He detached himself from the darkness and moved among the corpses, avoiding disturbing them as he seemed to drift above the ground. Mosquitoes swarmed the bodies but ignored Sebastian. His brow furrowed in disgust at the wanton waste of life that lay before him, the casual spilling of so much blood. The killers had not differentiated by age or sex—men and women and even children lay at his feet. Sebastian noticed the body of a young girl reaching out to a nearby dead woman, possibly her mother. A high caliber bullet had blown out the back of the adult corpse’s head, bone and brain matter scattered on the ground. He bent down and moved the girl’s hand so that it made contact with the woman. 
 
    “A noble gesture, my lord,” a voice observed from close by. 
 
    “So much death,” Sebastian said, his pale features lit by the brightness of the full moon. 
 
    “This country is steeped in it,” the voice replied. A tall, muscular black man approached Sebastian, sweat gleaming on his bald forehead. He carried a large machete in his right hand, his forearm covered in thick muscle, his aura shining with the light all living things gave off. Sebastian himself emitted no such aura. 
 
     “These villagers are Christians,” the big man noted. “The last annihilated village we visited was Muslim. This ongoing war continues without any sign of surcease. Whatever disagreements or perceived slights that originally started it all have become lost in a never-ending tit for tat circle of violence. Mercenaries from neighboring states have come in to add fuel to the fires.” 
 
    “There’s more to it, N’daka, of course,” Sebastian asserted, his keen senses penetrating the darkness. “I smell his blood spore here, just like in the other villages. He is attracted to the violence and hatred, like a shark to blood—it fascinates and torments him. It’s a part of who he is.” 
 
    As N’daka began to reply, Sebastian spotted movement at the edge of the field of corpses. He moved almost too fast for the eye to follow and confronted a middle-aged man looting personal items and jewelry from the dead. Rage filled the dark man as he seized the thief by the throat and lifted him high in the air, shaking the scoundrel like a misbehaved child. 
 
    “Grave robber! Resurrectionist!” Sebastian screamed. For the vampire, the defilement of the dead constituted an act of sacrilege.  
 
    The man choked, his windpipe cut off. He struggled to free himself, but Sebastian’s grip was stronger than steel. 
 
    “My lord,” N’daka gasped, somewhat out of breath from having sprinted to catch up with Sebastian, “he does not merit your wrath. These people are completely impoverished—the fruits of their labors stolen from them by both the government and the rebels. I suggest we find the people who butchered these poor souls and deal with them as you see fit.” 
 
    “Bah!” Sebastian dropped the man like a stone, more upset at his own petulant behavior than with the looter. He knew his confidant spoke the truth, as always. 
 
    N’daka approached the frightened man and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder before speaking with him in the native dialect. After a brief, pointed discussion, the big man quickly relayed what he had learned to Sebastian. 
 
    “This man is a refugee from the next village to the West. He says the rebel leader General Okoro recently took over the governor’s mansion there, killing all the government employees and their family members in the process. Okoro is being assisted by a vicious mercenary christened ‘The White Tiger,’ a foreigner who apparently handles all the dirty work. I think we have a good idea who this ‘White Tiger’ may be.” 
 
    “Amadio,” Sebastian intoned with downcast eyes. 
 
    “This gentleman says that Okoro’s men are nearby, raiding his village even as we speak. They typically force some of the young men into their ranks before killing everyone else.” 
 
    “Enough talk!” Sebastian bellowed, shaking his fist toward the sky. “My blood is high and I will have vengeance for these crimes!” 
 
    Sebastian’s nose flattened into a bat’s snout as his fingers elongated into claws. The long black cape he wore morphed into membranous wings that anchored in his lower back. As the shocked grave robber looked on, Sebastian rose into the air, his huge wings covering the moon and casting a looming shadow on the ground. He used his prehensile feet to pick N’daka up by the shoulders, and they took flight. 
 
    They soon located Okoro’s troops only a short distance away, as the bat flies. The men in khaki uniforms and red berets had already butchered a new group of vulnerable villagers and were in the ghoulish process of mounting the bodies on top of large wooden planks along the central roadway—a sloppy form of impalement. Blood and pungent human waste dribbled down the planks and dripped on the ground. 
 
    Sebastian recognized Amadio’s crude handiwork. It was a tactic of warfare he had imparted to his bloodchild many centuries ago, in an equally dark time and place. He resolved to end this horror tonight. 
 
    He swooped in low and dropped N’daka at the edge of the clearing. The big man rolled with the momentum and came to his feet with amazing dexterity for a man his size. 
 
    Sebastian roared a primal challenge as he came to ground, shedding his wings but maintaining most of his bestial visage. His red eyes blazed cold menace in the night as his fangs unsheathed. The soldiers turned to face him, dropping the bodies they were carrying. One of the impaled corpses they were bracing became overbalanced and crashed to the ground. Okoro’s men fired M16 rifles, lighting up the darkness with bright muzzle flashes. 
 
    Sebastian felt the lead bullets penetrate his body, his skin rippling with the impacts, but the rounds caused no damage—common metal could not deliver lasting harm to his Undead body. He shrugged off the irksome shots as he might mosquito bites and proceeded to tear into the mercenaries with the force of a hurricane, his sharp fingers severing throats and spines as blood sprayed in a wash of gore from the ravaged bodies. He grabbed a large man by the legs and swung him in a circle, knocking several others off their feet. He tore off the mercenary’s leg and used it as a club to beat the downed men to a bloody pulp. The screams of the dying filled the night. 
 
    A grenade exploded nearby, the concussive blast nearly knocking Sebastian off his feet. He absorbed the detonation as well as the flying shrapnel, even as several of his attackers were blown to bloody pieces. Though his ears were ringing and his balance thrown off, he regrouped and continued butchering Okoro’s men. 
 
    Sebastian was caught off guard when he felt an icy pick tear through his back and pierce his dead heart. He turned quickly, knocking his attacker back before seizing the man’s throat in his claws. Sebastian ripped it out in a spray of blood, scattering pieces of cartilage, bone, and ligament. The vampire then shoved his elongated fingers under the jawbone and out through the top of the man’s skull in an eruption of brain matter.  
 
    Sebastian held up the mercenary’s corpse by the scruff of the neck with one hand as he licked the thick gore from his fingers with his long tongue. He felt the hot blood course down his throat, warming his cold body and filling it with renewed energy. He felt stronger, not having fed in the last few days. The red thirst rose and consumed him. 
 
    Sebastian fastened his mouth over the hole he had torn in the mercenary’s neck and gulped down the blood. As the flow gradually slowed, the vampire became even more ravenous. He grasped the corpse’s breastbone and ripped it out, effortlessly crushing it in his hand. Sebastian placed the pulp in his mouth and sucked out the thick red marrow within. He moaned in contentment.  
 
    Sebastian heard a scream and spun to find N’daka restraining a mercenary from behind, his massive arm curled around the man’s neck. N’daka expertly slit the throat and dropped the twitching body. Judging by the amount of gore on the big man’s clothes and blade, Sebastian determined that his confidant had exacted a severe toll on the mercenaries as well. 
 
    N’daka approached and examined Sebastian’s back. 
 
    “Allow me,” he said.  
 
    Sebastian felt a tugging sensation in his rhomboid muscle before N’daka stepped forward and showed him the large Ka-Bar combat knife that had recently impaled his heart. The blade was coated in the thin white ichor that passed for Sebastian’s blood. 
 
    Sebastian noted N’daka had sustained a bullet wound to the clavicle. He used his sharp fingertips to dig into the wound. N’daka winced but did not cry out as Sebastian extracted the round. The vampire slit his index finger and dripped a few pale drops of ichor onto N’daka’s tongue. The clavicle wound instantly sealed over. It was not the first time the two had exchanged blood over the years. 
 
    “My thanks, Don Sebastian,” the big man said. 
 
    “None required, rafiki,” Sebastian replied. “I smell Amadio in the air. He is close. There is a mansion on the hill nearby; you may not be able to see it, but I can make it out from here. It is surrounded by a forest of impaled bodies. The vultures are enjoying quite a feast. Amadio fancies himself the new and improved Vlad the Impaler. That is where we will find him.”  
 
    “What is our estrategia, Don Sebastian?” 
 
    Sebastian grinned. “As you know by now, my friend, I always favor a direct assault. These modern men are prone to overconfident indolence.” 
 
    “I expected no less from you.” N’daka returned the grin. 
 
    A moan escaped from one of the downed mercenaries. They looked over and saw the blood-soaked man attempt to crawl away using just his arms, both legs severed at the knee. 
 
    “Let’s conduct a little reconnaissance, shall we?” Sebastian proposed. 
 
    He strode over to the man and picked him up by the scruff of the neck. The mercenary screamed as Sebastian hoisted him roughly into the air. The vampire seized the man’s will with his powerful gaze and sifted through his recent memories. When he had what he needed, Sebastian broke the man’s neck with a casual twist of his fingers. 
 
    “Okoro and his men are holed up in the mansion—it’s their base of operations. There is a large central meeting room covered by an enormous glass dome where he conducts his business. We will ‘crash the party,’ as they say.”  
 
    “And Amadio?” N’daka inquired. “He was always your favorite. Can you find it in yourself to grant him the true death now, after all these years?” 
 
    “I have no choice,” Sebastian replied. “You counseled me long ago not to bring him into my life, but I was rash and ignored your advice. I thought I saw something special in him, the innocence of youth mixed with beauty and brilliance and creativity. Many nights I watched him for hours as he drew, his tongue propped at the corner of his mouth as he concentrated, his fertile mind awhirl with ideas. I hoped to make that beauty eternal, to allow him to explore and create his art forever. But death took away all those remarkable qualities in him. He is little more than a slavering beast now, exploring different ways to torture and spill the blood of the living as a means to divert his attention from the monotony of his eternal existence. He never found any meaning in the gift I gave him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Don Sebastian, I truly am,” N’daka lamented. 
 
    “In my long life, you have always proved to be my closest friend, N’daka. At this moment, I find that I might not be able to protect you if you choose to come further with me. Amadio has feasted gluttonously now for years—his powers may even eclipse my own. The terror that afflicts this poor nation was caused in large part by my error from so long ago. You do not need to accompany me. I will understand if you turn back. I will need someone to maintain my estate in Lisbon, should I lose this contest.” 
 
    N’daka reached his large hand out and placed it on Sebastian’s shoulder. 
 
    “Times were much different when we first met. My people were scorned and abused. I think your position as an outsider in this world allowed you to see past society’s preconceptions. You have always treated me as your equal and have been my friend through all the madness we have experienced together. I would never consider leaving your side, especially now.” 
 
    Sebastian stood straight and spoke with confidence. 
 
    “Then it is settled. Tonight my bloodchild will meet his true death at the hands of his maker.” 
 
    “The greatest vampire of all time,” N’daka added, indicating Sebastian. 
 
    “Indeed,” Sebastian agreed, his sharp teeth jutting over his bottom lip in a threatening snarl. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, after a short interval in which all of the men Okoro had assigned to the perimeter detail were permanently neutralized, Sebastian and N’daka looked down through the dome of the governor’s mansion. Twenty feet below, a dozen soldiers maintained security in the room, armed with M16 rifles and playing video games on a large screen television as hip hop music blared. Multicolored tapestries covered the green walls. Okoro himself sat at a huge polished mahogany desk, wearing a white suit and red beret, twirling a pistol in his hand. 
 
    Sebastian looked N’daka in the eyes as he raised his mighty fist. 
 
    “And so it begins, my friend.”  
 
    N’daka nodded his head in approval. “A reckoning that is long overdue.” 
 
    Sebastian shattered the thick glass, which rained down on the inhabitants below. He dropped with panther grace among the stunned mercenaries and lashed out with his sharp claws. The men fell in bloody heaps, their blood added to the bright colors of the tapestries on the walls. 
 
    Okoro rose from his desk, scattering papers and a white powdery substance in the process. Some of the powder remained stuck to his nostrils as he screamed orders to his men. 
 
    Though Sebastian could not understand the dialect, he quickly caught the import of Okoro’s words. The remaining mercenaries fired their rifles. Sebastian dodged some of the bullets with his great speed and shrugged off others that struck him. He broke necks and smashed skulls like eggshells. Entrails and brain matter floated in a bloody soup on the floor. N’daka had made it down from the roof and dispatched the remaining mercenaries with devastating strokes of his machete that cleaved skulls. The two soon found themselves standing together amidst a pile of fresh corpses. 
 
    A shot rang out. N’daka staggered back into the wall, clutching his upper chest. Sebastian turned to face Okoro, who bellowed as he fired his pistol. The vampire ignored the rounds to his torso and moved to N’daka’s aid, only to stop when he saw the big man extend four fingers, a universal code for “all good.” The blood they shared allowed N’daka to ignore minor wounds. 
 
    Sebastian was prepared to deal with Okoro when he heard the man scream. He turned to find the rebel leader suspended in the air on invisible strings, blood bubbling from his mouth. The screams abruptly ended as two clawed hands pulled Okoro apart, spraying blood and organs across the room. 
 
    Amadio stepped forward as the two halves of Okoro’s body fell to the floor, a bright smile lighting his face. The youthful-appearing vampire eschewed the military fatigues so common in the region, wearing a white silk shirt and black trousers with Italian designer shoes. Long chestnut brown hair flowed down to his broad shoulders.  
 
    “Alas, I seem to have got something on my pants. I don’t want to slip on his guts and ruin my new top.” Despite the smile, his eyes smoldered with red hate and menace. 
 
    “His Magnificence, Don Sebastian Alvarez De Ulloa—what a pleasant surprise!” Amadio ridiculed his guest, smirking as he bowed. “Such an honor to once again be graced with your presence! I see black is still your color of preference. It’s not often that someone of your years gets out of the crypt, I suspect? Of course, as usual, you had to go and ruin all my hard work.” 
 
    Amadio stood and the smile vanished. 
 
    “This country was my find. MINE! No other bloodsuckers allowed! I could almost smell the hatred building in the air when I first arrived—centuries of pent-up anger and frustration waiting to be released. I spent years cultivating the bloodshed and misery, pitting tribes and religions against one another, recruiting killers from other countries for added chaos in the mix. It really was quite spectacular—literally hell on earth—and the piquant blood flowed freely. I had such high expectations for this one,” he said, indicating the mangled corpse of Okoro, “but he became slothful and his presence was no longer required. Perhaps you feel the same about me, no?” 
 
    “You leave a trail of death and destruction everywhere you go, Amadio,” Sebastian countered, “spawning an endless army of widows and orphans. Do you recall when you were new to this life? I warned you to feed with caution, that the greatest strength our kind possessed was the fact that few believed in our existence. Now, look what you have done!” Sebastian seethed as he approached the younger revenant. 
 
    “‘Amadio!’ I had completely forgotten! That was your anachronistic name for me! ‘Loved One.’ How pathetic!” Amadio jeered, thrusting his words like daggers into Sebastian’s ego. “Poor Sebastian—still imagining himself to be a man of honor! I was not some helpless child that needed to be saved, to be sheltered and pampered! I never wanted a mentor. I had a family of my own! I was a warrior in life, and in death, I have become something far greater!” 
 
    “And something far less than what you were,” Sebastian replied. “You can hurl all the churlish insults you want at me, but it doesn’t change the facts. The creative gift you once possessed is as dead as your unbeating heart—your art lives no more. I unknowingly unleashed a fiend upon the world. I remedy that error now.” 
 
    Amadio laughed, but his face betrayed the pain Sebastian’s words had inflicted. His voice was laced with venom. “Hah! You think you can end me! I have feasted freely for years now, gorged myself on the lifeblood of this country! I’ve expanded my appetite beyond simple human blood. I’ve stalked the veldt, chased down cheetahs and matched strength with alpha gorillas. I’ve torn out the throats of tigers and lions and feasted on their blood, feeling their majestic bodies turn cold beneath my fangs. I’m stronger now, more vital in Undeath than ever before. You think you can match me, Sebastian—you, who feeds sparingly from the necks of fatuous, gossiping women? When was the last time you consumed one of them? You of all ‘people’ should know that it is the death that feeds us, even more so than the blood, the flood of psychic energy released when the brain dies that provides us the ability to shrug off death every night when we rise!” 
 
    “I’m strong enough,” Sebastian snarled, his nose flattening as he girded for battle. “And you’re right, I am a man of honor—14th century honor.” 
 
    “It’s your second funeral, old man,” Amadio replied with derision. “This time, you stay dead.” He morphed into a bipedal man-wolf form, his snout lengthening as coarse hair grew over his body. His muscles swelled to unnatural proportions, shredding his clothing. 
 
    They leaped high in the air, defying gravity, and crashed together with the sound of a thunderclap. The room shook from the impact, glass shattering. The combatants fell to the floor, a virtual cyclone of fangs and flying claws, pale ichor spraying in all directions. It was an astounding display, a magnificent primordial battle.  Wounds were inflicted, tissues torn, bones broken, only to heal and reshape within seconds. Neither combatant appeared to tire. 
 
    Sebastian smashed an open palm into Amadio’s throat, a blow that would have crushed the larynx of a breathing man. Amadio staggered back, momentarily off-balance, giving Sebastian the room he needed to deliver a front kick to the sternum. Sebastian both felt and heard Amadio’s rib cage break as his blow launched the younger vampire through the air, then crashing into Okoro’s desk. 
 
    Amadio recovered almost instantly, hoisting nearly a thousand pounds of heavy wood furniture over his head like a child’s toy. He threw the desk like a missile at Sebastian, who ducked underneath. The desk exploded through the metal doorway that led to the foyer. 
 
    Sebastian sped forward, his claw ready to tear through Amadio’s rib cage and extract his cold heart, but the younger vampire was faster. His elongated claws tore through Sebastian’s neck, severing the jugular vein. Sebastian fell to his knees as his ichor pooled onto the marble floor. The wound was not fatal, but the loss of so much ichor greatly weakened him. 
 
    Amadio approached, one claw raised to deliver the final blow. 
 
    “You were never content with just letting things be, old man. You always had to interfere. You should have just left me alone!” 
 
    Before his claw could descend, however, a machete slammed down with tremendous force, burying deep into Amadio’s furry neck and grating on bone. He turned to find N’daka bearing down with all his strength, trying to force the blade deeper. 
 
    “Ouch,” Amadio said. “Sebastian’s favorite toady makes his presence felt. Away with you!” 
 
    He punched the big man hard in the chest, breaking bone and sending him flying across the room. When N’daka landed, he did not move. 
 
    Amadio attempted to adjust his neck, pale ichor seeping from the wound. A frown stitched his face. 
 
    “How inconvenient,” he declared with indignation. 
 
    He pulled the machete out and crumpled it like tinfoil, then cracked his neck as the broken bones aligned and healed. 
 
    Amadio was unprepared when Sebastian, the wound in his throat nearly healed, smashed a clawed hand up under his neck and out the top of his head. 
 
    Unable to maintain his wolfman form, Amadio shifted back to a more human appearance. Sebastian looked into Amadio’s terrified, bloodshot eyes as they darted from side to side in his perforated skull. 
 
    Immortality denied, the old vampire thought. It was not the first time he had seen that panicked look on another vampire’s face. 
 
    In a display of enormous strength, Sebastian tore the younger revenant’s head off and dropped it to the floor. Amadio’s affrighted eyes followed him as he strode over to the decapitated torso and plunged his claw through the rib cage. Sebastian extracted the heart, holding it high as Amadio’s head snarled in rage, the teeth champing and tearing the thin lips to bloody ribbons. 
 
    Sebastian regarded his defeated bloodchild, tilting his head to look him squarely in the eyes. 
 
    “You say I should be drinking more, no?” 
 
    Amadio’s mouth gaped in astonishment. 
 
    Sebastian snarled in fury as he buried his fangs deep in the heart, draining the cold ichor inside until the muscle became a desiccated lump. Amadio’s head ceased moving, the pupils becoming gray and dilated. Sebastian tossed the rapidly-decaying organ aside as he might a piece of refuse. 
 
    He found N’daka crumpled on the ground and breathing shallowly. He raised the dying man in his arms, as a father might hold a child. His unnatural blood had granted his confidant a lifetime far greater than any mortal’s, but the man was still human. His body had incurred too much damage to heal, and the end was nigh. Sebastian bared his fangs, prepared to administer the blood kiss. 
 
    “Come with me, my truest friend. Your days are not over,” Sebastian said in a whisper. 
 
    N’daka coughed blood and then smiled. “I’m tired, my friend,” he wheezed through punctured lungs. “I’ve outlived all my grandchildren. I think I would like to be with them now. I miss them.” 
 
    Sebastian closed N’daka’s eyes as he laid the big man to the floor. He would, of course, honor his friend’s final wishes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sebastian stood on top of the governor’s mansion. There was a concrete landing area as well as a helicopter that would never be used again. Flames swept through the lower levels of the mansion, consuming all the corpses, including those of Amadio and N’daka. Smoke was thick in the air. 
 
    He felt their loss tugging at his veins. He had torn off a portion of his dark soul many centuries ago when he first turned Amadio—that dark portion returned to him now, as Amadio’s earthly remains became ash and dust. Even so, his own limbs felt heavy with fatigue, exacerbated by the wounds he had incurred in the battle as well as the extended separation from his native soil he had been forced to endure. 
 
    He looked to the East, where the sun was rising on the horizon. A part of him was tempted to welcome its cleansing rays and end the half-life he had been cursed with for so many years. Though the sunlight wouldn’t kill him outright, it would weaken him and make him vulnerable to the rising flames below. He had never felt so stifled and saturated in death.  
 
    But he sensed that he owed it to his friend to stay in the game, as it were, and see where that course of action led him. He knew there were other, far worse monsters than him in the world, both human and inhuman. Perhaps he should make their acquaintance—in memory of N’daka.  
 
    He shrugged off the morbid sense of lassitude afflicting him and rose into the sky as the mansion collapsed and was consumed in flame, flying away from the light of dawn.

  

 
   
    Glutton of the Sea 
 
    by Simon McHardy 
 
      
 
    “Greytown terminal, destination for passenger Jordan Jenkins.”  
 
    I rouse myself from my doze, grateful I asked the driver to alert me at my stop. I step off the bus into a steel wind blowing in from the grey sea. I breathe deeply. The air’s not fresh and bracing, but stale and heavy. I flip up the collar of my jacket before I make my way along the cracked and uneven pavements to a row of derelict shops leading to the dock. A woman, head down and bundled up in a fisherman’s raincoat, hurries past on the other side of the deserted street. 
 
    Greytown is aptly named. The grit and grime of the town blends into the ashen sky. I peer through a smeared shop window as I pass. The sill is littered with the husks of blowflies, and the interior is as hollow as the insects’ remains. 
 
    The bookstore is similarly rundown. Stacks of books with pages as crisp as autumn leaves litter the window, and a mummified mouse is curled up on a copy of Moby Dick. Its death juices have stained the cover. 
 
    The red, white, and blue pole of the barber’s shop is no longer bright and cheery, but faded to look like a licked candy cane. Inside, a pair of scissors and a comb float in a jar of celestial blue Barbicide beside a dusty chair surrounded by a rug of hair. 
 
    The rows of dilapidated Victorian terrace houses are equally mournful and eerie, their sightless eyes long cold. Flayed weatherboards expose rot and mould, and broken picket fences grin like Cheshire cats. Gardens are jungles. A wonga wonga vine with tubular orange flowers is locked in a struggle with a Spanish jasmine. Their combined weight threatens to topple over the remaining pickets of a fence. Seated on her porch watching the battle is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. Despite the cold, she is dressed in a floral smock. Her extraordinarily long hair flows around her, tangling in a branch which has slipped under the eaves and grown through the kitchen window.                
 
    “Come and sit with me awhile.” Her voice is light and musical. The wind picks up at that moment, lifting her dress. Beneath she is naked, honeyed skin, breasts like cantaloupes, and a line of golden hair between parted legs. She moans at the wind’s embrace. 
 
    My eyes are locked on her as I fumble with the latch on the gate and swing it open. The squeaking hinges remind me I have to oil my daughter’s swing, and pictures of my family crowd my head. Hell, what am I thinking? I have a wife and young child waiting at home. Ingrid gave me leave to take our last few dollars and scour the coast for work on the boats. Is this how I repay her trust? “I’m sorry. I can’t,” I call to her. 
 
    The woman’s eyes flash. I can see the want in them, but I continue down the hill to the docks with the image of the woman’s golden-haired cunt teasing my brain. 
 
    The docks are like the town, ruined and abandoned. Boats float listlessly in the grey brine. Their barnacled and rusted hulls tilt to me like old dogs trying to entice belly scratches. A woman with seaweed hair and a craggy face guts fish on the deck of her trawler. 
 
    “Morning,” I call. 
 
    The woman flings a fistful of guts overboard to the screeching gulls. Her mouth remains a tight, jagged line. 
 
    “Do you know if any of the boats need crew?” Greytown is my last hope. 
 
    The woman’s jagged mouth opens like a wound bursting its stitches to a reveal a mouth forever a stranger to dental hygiene. “You seen her yet, boy?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Maisy, the pretty woman on the porch.” The wind strengthens as the woman tosses the bowels of the next fish overboard. Little bits of guts and blood splatter against my jacket. 
 
    “You been thinking about fucking her, ain’t you?” She thrusts two fingers rapidly in and out of a gash she’s opened in a fish’s belly and cackles loudly. 
 
    Disgusted, I turn and hurry away. 
 
    “Best fuck you’ll ever have,” the old woman calls after me. 
 
    There is only one other trawler in dock, a rust bucket called The Blind Shark. An old man sits on her deck deftly untangling a net with his thumb and finger, the only remaining digits on his hand. 
 
    “Stop thinking about her, boy, and go home to your wife and little ones,” the old man says without moving his eyes from his task. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “You’re thinking about Maisy, ain’t you? What you would like to do to that pretty gash of hers.” He looks up. One eye is milky, and the other stares fixedly at me. 
 
    “What’s with you people? You’re all sick perverts.” I can feel the anger building inside me, and I stomp away, kicking at the sand. I’ve wasted my time and will have to go home with my tail between my legs and tell Ingrid there’s no work anywhere. The bus back to the city won’t be here until late afternoon, and I don’t fancy hanging around in the cold. I return to the colourless street, seeking a coffee shop where I can wait in warmth and comfort. 
 
    The few townsfolk I see snicker and make crude gestures. Greytown doesn’t have a coffee shop, and I wander back down to the pebbled beach and the water’s edge. The waves crash on the shore, throwing up a sickly green foam that stings my eyes and shrivels my taste buds. The wretchedness of my plight and surroundings turns my thoughts to Maisy. Her naked flesh burns like a hot light in my head. Ingrid will be crazy mad when I return home without finding work. She’ll chuck me out. 
 
    I know how vicious her reaction will be, and then I’ll regret the time I could have spent with Maisy. My feet are flying across the sand and back up the hill to the dilapidated houses with their tangled weeds and overgrown shrubs, straight to the gate of the beautiful woman. 
 
    She’s still on the porch. The light fabric of her smock billows in the sea breeze as I fiddle with the gate. My cock stiffens at the sight of her advertised flesh, and all thoughts of my family vanish. I hurry along the garden path and clear the broken stairs in two fearless leaps. The piles of leaves rotting on the porch release their pungent scent as I trample over them.  
 
    Maisy smiles and leans back in her chair, parts her legs and runs a finger slowly over her salmon pink slit. I can say at that moment, I’ve never wanted anything as much as Maisy’s pussy. I crouch beside her and slide my hand up her smooth thigh. My fingers are nearly touching the glistening folds when she slams her spread thighs shut. Alarmed, I jerk back my hand in the nick of time and stare up at her. 
 
    “Come inside. We can fuck there,” she says.               
 
    She huffs and grunts as she tries to rise but flops back down into her wicker chair. She must have a bad back. Strange for one so young, and she looks so lithe and pretty. I clasp her arm and pull. She doesn’t budge, and it’s as if I’m trying to haul up some colossal weight. I add a second arm and heave with all my might. Together, we manage to get her to her feet. I follow her through the front door into a long, leaf-strewn corridor. Her golden hair trails behind her, collecting leaves as we walk. At the far end, there is an iron door similar to those found on a ship. 
 
    Maisy uses a key hung around her neck to unlock the door. She shoves it open to reveal a small, gloomy room. There is a peculiar, musty smell, and the only source of light is from the gaps in a boarded-up window. Men’s clothing and shoes have spilled off a double bed and are cluttering the floor. This is all very weird … and a little alarming. I feel my cock wilting as I hesitate and look back down the passage to the porch and overgrown garden. 
 
    “Come,” Maisy says, though with that same smile that hasn’t left her face and is now adding to my discomfort.  
 
    Her hands run down my belly, grasp my belt, and pressing her body against me, she tugs me into the room with her. She flops down upon the bed gracelessly and unfastens the strap on her dress. It slips down to reveal two fleshly globes topped with cotton-candy-pink nipples. Her legs part, offering me her pussy. 
 
    My cock rears up, and my reservations instantly vanish.   
 
    “Eat me,” she moans, parting her pink petals. 
 
    I scramble up the bed, and lying on my belly with my hard cock pressed against the mound of clothes, I bury my face in Maisy’s snatch. I nuzzle her labia apart, hone in on her clit, and lash it with my tongue. 
 
    “Oooh yes, yes, sailor boy, eat me,” she groans. 
 
    My tongue trails down to her sopping hole, and I slip it inside her. Her thick and heady secretions fill my mouth. Thirstily, I slurp them down. As I tongue her hole, I watch her face. She stares back at me with that same painted-on fucking smile. It’s threatening my libido.  
 
    “Deeper, fuck me deeper,” she groans through that grin. She grips my hair roughly and scours her cunt across my face, painting it with her juices. “Yes, yes lick my womb.” 
 
    The honeyed juices sour and thicken until they have the consistency and taste of fish paste. Her pussy feels bigger too, a lot bigger. I jerk my head up and break free of Maisy’s grasp.  
 
    “Oh god no,” I groan. Saliva wells in my mouth and throat, and I fight the urge to vomit. Maisy’s cunt looks like a bloated Christmas turkey that’s been violated by a rhinoceros and left to float in his river. Out of the hole oozes a substance that looks like clotted cream with streaks of custard in it. The very same substance coats the inside of my mouth. 
 
    I power chuck on her cunt, splattering it with semi-digested oatmeal and the coffee I’d had for breakfast. Maisy moans and rubs the curd into her sloppy gash and pinecone-sized clit. Her cunt’s not the only thing that’s changed. Her face has ballooned, the fleshy chin has quadrupled, and her eyes squint through her swollen, dough-like features. Her torso is walrus like, areola the size of slices of luncheon meat, limbs as shapeless as sausage rolls. Not only is Maisy fatter, she’s taller too. She’s gotta be at least nine feet tall.   
 
    I retch when I spot the fist-sized ulcers on her bloated feet oozing a viscous fluid. The wounds give off a sickly-sweet stench like fresh baked apple pie squashed into a pair of sweaty trainers. I scramble off the bed and rattle the door hopefully, but it’s locked. 
 
    The bed lets out a death groan as Maisy pushes herself into a sitting position, her beady eyes staring at me. 
 
    “Let me out,” I say, jerking the handle. 
 
    She grins at me with a mouthful of large, yellowed jagged teeth. I have a sudden disturbing revelation Maisy likes to fuck her food before she eats it. 
 
    I wrench the door with all my might. It doesn’t budge. 
 
    Maisy swings her legs around and tries to push herself up with her hands. The fat on her arms trembles as if there’s an earthquake. I remember the window and dash across the room. The boards are thick and solid with six-inch nails driven through them into the wall. There’s no hope of escape that way. 
 
    With a pig like grunt, Maisy gets to her feet. Her unfastened dress slips to her cankles. She’s naked, a mound of heaving flesh. She lumbers toward me, arms outstretched. Her feet slap the ground, leaving behind creamy pink footprints. 
 
    There’s only a foot on each side of the room for me to manoeuvre in. I wait until her heavy breath blasts my face and dodge to the left. I’m already in the other corner when Maisy slams her meaty fist into the empty air. Her bulk struggles to turn in the narrow gap, and for a crazy moment, I recall my daughter’s favourite illustrated book where a whale tries a somersault in a paddling pool. 
 
    As the light outside changes from slate grey to orange, the insane game of cat and mouse continues. After eight hours, my nimble sidesteps are now leaden staggers, but Maisy is showing no signs of slowing down or wising up. I’ve had nothing to eat or drink since the previous morning, and I slouch against the wall, exhausted, waiting for her next move. She scuffs the floor like a bull and charges. 
 
    I straighten up and try another tactic. As her body careers towards me, I feign a left sidestep. Maisy falls for it, and I slide to the right. My feet skid, and I fall headlong into a puddle of ulcer juice. I am face down, breathing in pus-filled discharge. I scrabble frantically to rise, more terrified by what I’m lying in than by the hulk towering over me. Hands as strong as iron pincers grasp skin and muscle and yank me effortlessly into the air. 
 
    I scream and claw at her flesh, gouging deep trenches in the layers of fat that weep with a watery fluid. Maisy is unaffected. She carries me to the bed and lays me across her lap like a child about to being spanked. She picks up my hand and licks it lovingly with her bloated slug tongue. Maybe she doesn’t want to eat me after all and just wants love and affection. 
 
    Maisy bites down with a crunch and severs the tips of my fingers. She bolts them down without chewing and crunches her way through the hand. I writhe in agony and lash out with my legs, pummelling her fleshy thighs. Maisy’s jaws continue to work stolidly, and I bunch up my free hand and jam it up to the elbow in her cunt. My fingers claw at the vaginal walls, trying to wrench free any vessels that could cause her some serious damage. All her bodily parts are battened down tightly, and instead, Maisy is actually enjoying the violation. She shudders and moans as her teeth tear strips of flesh from my arm and chomp them to a bloody pulp in her cavernous mouth. 
 
    Shooting pains stab the backs of my eyes, and I struggle to focus as I pull my arm out of her cunt with a loud sucking sound and then persist with scratching and beating her with my fist. Maisy ignores me and continues her meal.  
 
    When the meat is stripped from my arm and the bone is gleaming white, Maisy opens her massive jaw and gnaws on the bone. It cracks and splinters, and her tongue scoops inside to scrape out the gooey bone marrow. 
 
    A hammer pounds inside my skull, and I roll my head from side to side in agony. I see the key dangling around Maisy’s neck. I twist onto my back, reach up, and grasp it. The string snaps, and it’s mine. I position my legs against Maisy’s enormous belly as if I’m about to do leg presses, and I push. There is a pop as my arm comes out of the socket, and with no flesh or tendons to keep it attached, the arm comes away into Maisy’s hand. I roll back off the bed and land on the ground. 
 
    Blood pumps out the hole in my shoulder, and the room spins as if I’m on a merry go round. I crawl toward the door, pull myself up, and fumble the key into the lock. It clicks. 
 
    The crunching of my bones ceases, and the bed creaks. 
 
    I tug at the door and tumble out onto the leaf-strewn corridor. My blood splashes generously on the floor around me, and I have to use the wall to steady myself as I stumble forward. Half on my knees, I drag myself from the garden to the street. A woman is on the path opposite. 
 
    “I … I need help. Please!” I shout out.  
 
    She quickens her pace and turns the corner to the docks. Bent over, I shuffle in the direction of the bus stop, clasping my shoulder, which feels strangely numb. My head won’t stop swirling, and if I don’t get help soon, I’m a drained man. As I pass the derelict shops, I see the barber sweeping up the day’s cuttings into a hair pile. 
 
    I lurch inside, spilling blood. “Help me … help me. She’s trying to eat me,” I cry out. 
 
    The barber’s mouth gapes in horror, and his eyes bulge. He grabs the jar of Barbicide with all the combs and scissors floating in it. As I stumble closer, he splashes it in my face. 
 
    I scream. It burns and blinds me like petrol. Through the blurred images, I see him lunge at me with a pair of the scissors. They plunge into the soft meat of my eye, clinking as they hit the back of my eye socket. 
 
    I reel back to the door. A gigantic, fleshy blob chokes the doorway. Meaty hands scoop me up and pull me towards the chomping teeth. 
 
    The barber disappears through the door into the back room.                
 
    Maisy’s teeth tear into the soft skin of my belly, exposing the tangle of my intestines. She slurps them up like spaghetti and gorges herself on the tubes of liquid shit and blood. The bloody gravy runs down her chin and trickles over her breasts. My rib cage cracks as Maisy prises it open. She rummages around looking for the choicest bits. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I turn away from the crack in the door as Maisy pulls out the young man’s heart and crams the whole thing into her mouth. It’s a hell of a thing to stomach, a man being eaten alive, but there is naught I or anybody in Greyhaven can do about it. There’s always been a siren in town. Generations risked life and limb, but for every one they killed, the next day there was always another to replace it, and sometimes an even worse one. Maisy’s been here for a while. It’s sickening what happened to the young fellow, but he was gone once Maisy had a nibble of him. There’s no escape once you’re here. No one’s ever used the return ticket.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Painted Nails 
 
    by C.M. Saunders 
 
      
 
    Nicky’s eyes fluttered open. Had he been sleeping? Or had he just crawled out of a K-hole? Either way, he’d ended up on the floor. His vision was blurred, his head throbbed, his throat was dry, and his extremities tingled. He probably shouldn’t mix ketamine and that industrial-strength MDMA he scored from Johnny X, and he definitely shouldn’t mix either of them with vodka shots. He winced at the memory. Yeah, from now on, he would stick to one poison or the other. At least during the week. 
 
    Groggily, he rose into a seated position and looked around at his surroundings.  
 
    The first thing he saw was a glass coffee table littered with empty beer cans, cigarette butts, and other detritus, some of which had found its way onto the floor. Beyond the table, illuminated by the soft glow of a lamp in the corner, was a brown sofa and matching armchair, both covered in tell-tale scuffs and dark patches. The beige-papered walls were featureless except for a single bare bookshelf and a decorative mass-produced print of a seascape.   
 
    He was home. Except he wasn’t. Not really. Calling the place ‘home’ implied some kind of connection or affiliation; whereas in reality, this was just somewhere he stayed. Another brief pit-stop on the road trip of life. Still, he’d been here almost six months now. The ground floor apartment was situated in one of the less desirable parts of town, but the rent was cheap.  
 
    Why was he on the floor? That last bump or pill must have knocked him on his ass. The last thing he remembered was dancing with some tattooed chick in that new club the Engine Room in the city centre. He had no recollection of leaving the place or getting home. There are no buses after midnight, and he wouldn’t have been able to afford a cab, so he must’ve walked it, probably taking the shortcut along the canal.  
 
    Then why couldn’t he remember anything?    
 
    Had he been roofied?  
 
    Fat chance. He wasn’t lucky enough to be given free drugs. He had to buy his like other junkies. And nobody would need to drug him in order to have sex with him. They could just ask, or buy him a drink instead. The only other possible reason someone might have to spike his drink would be to rob him. In that case, the joke would be on them because he had nothing worth stealing.  
 
    Rubbing his eyes, he looked around. It was fucking freezing. He must have been asleep for hours. He was still wearing his ripped jeans and boots and the black shirt he’d gotten from the charity shop last month. There was some messy brown sludge splashed over his jeans. He must have trodden in a muddy puddle or something. And the top two buttons of his shirt were undone, just the way he liked to wear it. So had he come home alone? 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Was he still alone? 
 
    He seemed to be. 
 
    Yet ... 
 
    Rising slowly to his feet, he looked nervously around his tiny apartment. Everything was as it should be, and the front door was closed. That was a bonus. Once, he’d passed out leaving the door wide open and awoke to find two of the local crack heads rooting through his stuff. 
 
    Just to put his mind at ease, Nicky shuffled over to the bedroom, cautiously opened the door, and peered through the crack. The filthy bed where he lay most nights was empty, the crumpled, stained sheets balled up and shoved to one side.  
 
    His bladder ached. He needed to piss. He leaned against the wall to steady himself as a wave of nausea washed over him, then made his way to the bathroom. He got there just in time as he doubled over, retched, and spewed a mouthful of sour brown vomit into the wash basin. Fucking hell. There were comedowns, and then there were comedowns. 
 
    With an impatient groan, he fumbled around in his flies and finally succeeded in freeing his dick. The toilet seat was already up, one of the perks of living alone, and he sighed with relief when the bowl started filling up with a stream of toxic-looking bright yellow piss.  
 
    But something was wrong. His dick felt weird. Tender. And there was pain. Most worrying of all, the shaft was sticky and wet, almost as if it had been leaking whilst he’d been asleep. He was far too old for a wet dream. Reluctantly, Nicky looked down, and what he saw almost made him collapse in a dead faint. 
 
    He was bleeding.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    It wasn’t just a few drops either. His dick was smeared with blood from tip to base. It seemed like he’d been oozing fluids for a long time and still was, fresh crimson mixing with congealed, semi-dried residue.  
 
    Heart thudding in his chest, he carefully moved his dick from side to side to inspect the damage, moaning fearfully as the mere motion sent sickly waves of pain shooting up into his abdomen. Now he was aware of the injury, and the numbing fog of sleep was beginning to lift, it seemed to hurt even more. 
 
    What had happened? 
 
    His jeans had buttons, so catching some skin in the zipper was out of the question. But he hadn’t been circumcised, so maybe in his chemically-induced delirium, he’d somehow managed to tear his own foreskin. That had happened before. After he finished pissing, he checked. The foreskin and the banjo string attaching it to the rest of his penis was still intact. The pain seemed to be centred on a point about midway down his shaft, which was also where most of the blood had collected. Squinting, Nicky peered closer at the wound. He could see something half-hidden beneath the blood and streaks of gore.  
 
    He gathered a handful of toilet paper, moistened it under the tap, and started carefully dabbing away the mess, wincing if he got too close to the source. There was definitely something there, something black and hard, though he couldn’t tell at this stage whether it was some kind of foreign object embedded in his flesh or if a living organism had attached itself to him. For one horrible second, he thought it was some kind of insect that had developed a taste for human flesh, maybe a leech or cockroach. Cock. Roach. He chuckled at his own unintentional mirth, then immediately stopped when he realized how strange and misplaced the throaty cackle sounded echoing around the empty bathroom. 
 
    He composed himself and, with shaking fingers, found a firm grip on the slippery object and pulled gently. With a small tug, it came free, leaving a deep gouge in the side of his dick. Fighting the wooziness that threatened to send him crashing back to the floor, he first inspected the wound. It didn’t look like it needed stitches, which was something to be grateful for. He didn’t want to have to explain his bout of misfortune to A & E. But common sense decreed that he should try to disinfect it somehow. This was the last place anybody wanted an infection. 
 
    Later.  
 
    First, he had to find out what this thing was. He held the object he’d just pulled out of his cock up to the light and turned it over in his fingers. It was hard, long, and black, slightly concave, and pointed at one end.  
 
    One of those cheap plastic painted fingernails.  
 
    How the fuck did a fingernail get stuck in his dick? 
 
    Suddenly, another wave of nausea washed over him, this one so strong his knees almost buckled and he had to lean against the wall to stop himself from falling over. He retched loudly, but this one wasn’t accompanied by any vomit.  
 
    Along with the nausea came something else. Something altogether more terrifying. A flashback so powerful that for a brief moment, he was back at the Engine Room, bumping and grinding with the tattooed chick. He could see her pretty green eyes and oval face, framed with long black, free-flowing hair now matted with sweat. The flashback was so intense he could count the piercings in her face. There were five in total: two in her left eyebrow, one in her septum, and one either side of her bottom lip.  
 
    Nicky didn’t usually go for girls with piercings. If the girl had five in her face, you could bet she had them elsewhere; nipples, naval, maybe her labia or clitoris. He hated the feel of metal on his teeth. Gross.  
 
    But there were always exceptions, and this girl could be one. She was insanely hot. Nicky was even picking up a name.  
 
    Tiana?  
 
    Tiana, if that was indeed her name, flashed him a wicked little smile, then turned and started rubbing her ass against his swelling groin in time with the throbbing music. He closed his eyes and let himself drift away on an invisible cloud of lust and chemicals. 
 
    And then the girl was gone, and Nicky was alone again, leaning against the grimy bathroom wall with his jeans around his ankles and his bloody cock flapping in the breeze. 
 
    Fucking hell. What was in that shit he’d taken last night?  
 
    It was impossible to know. Dealers were cutting street drugs with anything these days. Some didn’t even do it to make their batch stretch further. These new synthetic drugs were so powerful that if they sold them neat, people would be collapsing and dying all over the place. Either that or they would be hallucinating. 
 
    Is that what this is? 
 
    He needed a pick-me-up. Something to take the edge off. Was there anything put aside in his stash drawer for a rainy day? There usually was. Nicky tossed the painted fingernail absently in the sink and went in search of a new high. 
 
    For one horrible moment, he thought the drawer next to his bed was empty apart from a crumpled box of Marlboro Lights containing a handful of dried-out cigarettes and a few scattered rolling papers. Then, shoved in the corner, he caught sight of a wrap. Snatching it up, he opened it. Sure enough, inside was at least one fat line of white powder. Possibly more after it was chopped.  
 
    He couldn’t remember where he’d scored it from, or even what it was. It looked like speed or coke. Hoping for the latter, he moistened his little finger, dabbed it in the white powder, and tasted it. His tongue instantly went numb.  
 
    Coke.  
 
    Amazing!  
 
    What a result.  
 
    Suddenly overcome with impatience, his original plan of cutting it up so he could snort it went out of the window, along with any vague aspirations of making it last, and he shoved about two thirds of the wrap into his mouth, hungrily rubbing it on his teeth and gums in a bid to heighten the effects. 
 
    Freshly buzzed, Nicky lit one of the dried-out Marlboros, then lay on his bed and tried to reconstruct the events of the night before. He distinctly remembered it beginning much like a normal Friday night. He clocked out of his job at the factory at five, came home, changed, and cracked open his first beer at six. He spent the early evening pre-loading before going to meet his boys Nick and Tuci at the tavern. There, they’d drank beer until closing time and put away a couple of shots before walking over to the Engine Room. They’d timed it to perfection and only had to queue outside for a couple of minutes. Inside, they’d each bought one beer, mainly because the place was so fucking expensive, while they waited for Johnny X, their dealer, to show.  
 
    He was always late, which, in Nicky’s experience, was the mark of a good supplier. Johnny X never outstayed his welcome either. He slipped the doorman a few notes to let him inside for ten or fifteen minutes, and then he was gone. Off to the next place of business. If you missed your window, you had to wait until the next day to see him again.  
 
    Nicky never missed his window, and that night had been no exception. He’d gone for a handful of molly, but Nick and Tuci had bought some different shit, and the three of them traded amongst themselves for the rest of the night. At some point, they’d become separated, and that was when Nicky had met the pierced chick, Tiana, or whatever the fuck her name was. By then, things were a little hazy. He remembered the dancing, and then … 
 
    And then what? 
 
    The alley. He remembered going out into the alley next to the canal with her. He didn’t remember it clearly, it was more just fragments. Like trying to recall the plot of a movie he’d seen a decade ago. Some scenes stuck in his mind, the rest faded into oblivion. He remembered the kissing. Yes, there was definitely kissing. He vividly recalled the way her tongue felt in his mouth: warm, wet, and somehow alive. Her breath smelled like old chewing gum. He also remembered the way her skin felt to his touch and the chill in the night air.  
 
    He remembered her being on her knees in front of him.  
 
    Wait, did that really happen? Or was it some kind of lurid fantasy? Something he wished had happened but really didn’t? 
 
    No, he was sure it was real.  
 
    Almost sure.  
 
    If he concentrated, he could recall her opening his flies, taking out his semi-hard dick, holding it in her tiny porcelain fist, and delicately rubbing the tip with her studded tongue. He could feel her warm chewing gum breath and see her black painted fingernails in the neon glow of the nearby streetlight. 
 
    Black painted fingernails. 
 
    Something intangible suddenly swam into focus, some vital part of the puzzle, then abruptly receded again, shrinking away into a dark, forbidden corner of his mind. Try as he might, Nicky couldn’t retrieve it. Though he was doing nothing more strenuous than lying on his bed, he realized he was almost panting. He felt hot and clammy, his clothes sticking to his skin, and shivers wracked his body.  
 
    The fingernail stuck in his cock was real, wasn’t it?  
 
    The wound was certainly real. He could feel it now, tingling and throbbing. But maybe it was caused by something else rather than a detached fingernail. That was just too weird.  
 
    For his own peace of mind, he had to check. 
 
    Wincing in discomfort as the rough denim of his jeans brushed his damaged member, he manoeuvred himself to sit on the edge of the bed and waited for the giddiness to pass before continuing on to the bathroom. As he approached the sink where he’d left whatever foreign body he’d plucked out of himself, his heart pounded in his chest, and he wiped his sweating palms on his shirt. He had to have been mistaken. Tripping. How could a fingernail find its way into his dick? 
 
    He wasn’t tripping.  
 
    The nail was still in the sink; dark, shiny, and somehow ominous-looking. But now it was worse. 
 
    Worse? 
 
    Much worse. 
 
    It had grown. Not the nail, exactly. That looked to be the same size. But the tip of a finger had formed to house it. A thin, pale appendage covered in sheer white, almost translucent skin, ending abruptly between the third and second knuckles, was now resting in the sink.  
 
    Nicky’s upper lip curled in disgust, and his stomach did an awful flip. It must be an illusion, some kind of trick of the light. He squeezed his grainy, red eyes shut, counted to five, then opened them again.  
 
    The severed finger was still there.  
 
    Covering his mouth with his hand in a comic gesture of disgust, he took a step closer. Now he could make out some detail. The black nail varnish had a tiny chip in it, and at the cut-off point, a shard of white bone was visible. The wrinkled skin had a slightly unhealthy blue tinge, as if the finger had been submerged in water or otherwise starved of oxygen. There was no blood.   
 
    He reached out his own finger and tentatively prodded the object in the sink. The severed digit was cold and clammy to the touch. Having given up his notion that the whole thing was an illusion, the product of a bad trip, Nicky’s mind re-centred on the unlikely possibility that it must be some kind of prosthetic, left there by someone trying to play a cruel joke.  
 
    But that idea wasn’t at all comforting, because if this was indeed a practical joke of some kind, then there must be someone else in the apartment. 
 
    Nicky stepped away from the sink, eyes furtively scanning his surroundings.  
 
    “You wanna play?” he said aloud, cringing at the slight tremor in his voice. “I’ll fucking play. I’ll fucking play HARD.” 
 
    He stooped, reached down into his boot, retrieved the small knife he always kept there for emergencies, and sprung the blade. It leaped to attention with a reassuring boldness. The usually pristine weapon was already caked in some maroon gunk, and once again, Nicky tottered on the brink of comprehending some revelation that would explain everything. But he quickly pushed that thought aside. Whatever it was could wait, he had more pressing concerns. 
 
    Knowing the tiny bathroom was empty, he whirled around, fully expecting someone to be creeping up behind him.  
 
    Nobody was there.  
 
    Holding the knife out in front of him, ready to stab or slash anything or anyone within range, he proceeded slowly back into the rubbish-strewn living room. Now he was seeing the place with new eyes. Every crevice and corner was a hiding place, every shadow a potential threat. Having reassured himself nobody was lurking there, he turned his attention to the bedroom. It was the only place left. 
 
    Entering slowly and cautiously, he first checked behind the door, then under the bed. It was all clear. He did, however, find the remainder of the wrap he had opened earlier lying invitingly on his bedside table.  
 
    That was a happy accident.  
 
    Still holding the knife, he quickly grabbed the paper with his other hand and licked it clean, his mouth filling with bitter-tasting saliva as he masticated with relish, even though there was nothing to chew. He would need to score something else later, but that was then, this was now. 
 
    The rush came with such intensity that he had to sit on the edge of the bed, twisting his body to face the door so he wouldn’t get taken by surprise. He ran a hand through his dirty hair and exhaled loudly.  
 
    He was going crazy.  
 
    Paranoid. 
 
    It was the only explanation left. He was in the midst of some weird psychological episode.  
 
    He’d read about such things before. The human mind is a fragile instrument, and sometimes some small component just breaks down or malfunctions. He thought maybe he should go for a walk to try to clear his head, but the mere thought of being forced into interacting with another human was enough to make him break out in a cold sweat. He just didn’t think he could handle it.  
 
    Not now.  
 
    Maybe later.  
 
    Perhaps he should try to take a nap instead, and hopefully wake up rested, refreshed and normal.  
 
    That latest idea almost made him laugh out loud. Having ingested his entire emergency stash of cocaine, there was no way he was going to be able to sleep for at least a few hours. No, he was going to ride this out, whatever this was. 
 
    His body spasmed as a jolt of pain shot from his penis down his leg. Damned fingernail injury. What would he do if he’d caught some kind of infection from it? What if the wound turned gangrenous and required surgery? 
 
    What if it was so bad they needed to amputate his dick? 
 
    Never mind the fingernail, said a voice deep within his own subconscious. What about the fucking finger? 
 
    But he’d imagined that part, hadn’t he? There wasn’t any finger. How could there be? Nicky wasn’t even sure anymore. The whole thing was a blur, one surreal event melting into another. There was barely enough time to process it before something else happened. Had life always been like this? 
 
    Fuck, he really was going crazy. 
 
    Focus.  
 
    Concentrate.  
 
    Think about that blow job Tiana the tattooed pierced chick dished out in the alley behind the Engine Room. That should set you back on the right track. 
 
    That was when he heard it.  
 
    The tapping.  
 
    At first, it didn’t register. It was so subtle and understated, almost like it had always been there. But when he heard it, he couldn’t unhear it, and pretty soon, it was all he could hear. It seemed to fill his world.  
 
    It was coming from the bathroom and sounded just like fingernails drumming on porcelain. 
 
    Nicky didn’t want to deal with it.  
 
    Couldn’t deal with it.  
 
    He tried to block out the noise. But the more he tried, the more persistent the drumming became, demanding his attention.  
 
    Tap, tap, tap. 
 
    Finally, punching the empty space on the bed next to him in frustration, he got up and, still gripping the knife in his sweaty palm, went back to the bathroom. 
 
    He could see the sink from the doorway.  
 
    Could even see what was inside.  
 
    It wasn’t a finger any more.  
 
    It had grown.  
 
    It wasn’t even two fingers, or a hand.  
 
    It was a whole forearm.  
 
    Or almost all.  
 
    The limb was severed midway between the wrist and elbow, the two sheer white bones enveloped in withered pink flesh clearly visible. The skin of the slender, dismembered arm was pale and smooth and snaked with black and red lines.  
 
    Tattoos.  
 
    Suddenly, another flashback hit him like a sledgehammer to the chest, this one so powerful it made his mouth drop open and sent his eyeballs rolling into the back of his head. The knife slipped from his hand and clattered on the tiled flooring as he swayed on his feet. 
 
    He remembered now.  
 
    He remembered everything.  
 
    It all came flooding back with terrifyingly clarity.  
 
    The tattooed pierced chick from the club (Tiana?) was on her knees, sucking away and using her hand at the same time. Nicky came hard, shooting deep into her throat, grunting and shuddering as he did so. The sudden movement must have taken the girl by surprise. She tried to pull away, her hand involuntarily squeezed, and there was a sharp bolt of pain.  
 
    But then the pain was lost, inconsequential in the euphoria.  
 
    Tiana swallowed it all, even licked her lips. Then, she turned her oval face up to look at him, and her mouth twisted into a playful smile. “That’ll be fifty pounds, please. And if you wanna take me home, it’s fifty more.” 
 
    Nicky thought it was a joke and scoffed as he did up his button fly. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “Fifty pounds. And you’re lucky I’m not charging you extra for the fucking false nail I just lost.” She frowned as she held her fingers up to the light and inspected them. 
 
    “You serious?” 
 
    “Deadly.” 
 
    “But … that wasn’t the arrangement. I never agreed to pay for it.” 
 
    The girl stood, her demeanour changing instantly. She was still smiling, but the smile was no longer playful. Now it was wicked and malevolent. She held out her hand, palm upturned. The same hand, tattooed and painted, that had been jerking him off minutes earlier. “Fifty pounds. Or I call the police and tell them you forced me to do it.” 
 
    “The police? What the fuck kind of scam is this?” 
 
    “Look, did you really think a girl like me would go within ten feet of a loser like you if she wasn’t going to get paid? Pay up, asshole.” 
 
    That was when Nicky lost control. He seemed to step outside himself and look down at the two of them from some point directly above as he reached into his boot and pulled out his knife. The knife he took with him everywhere. Just in case.  
 
    The girl’s eyes widened in shock, and she backed away.  
 
    Too late.  
 
    Nicky saw himself rushing toward her, slashing and cutting. The first strike across her cheek was pure rage, the rest were to make her stop screaming. One good, meaty hack through the windpipe did that.  
 
    Blood sprayed.  
 
    Luckily, Nicky had worn his black shirt that didn’t show the stains. His jeans were a different matter, though. They were soon caked in splatter and gore. 
 
    Then, the panic.  
 
    He had to get the fuck away.  
 
    From his lofty position high above the alley, Nicky saw himself flee, leaving the girl lying in the alley on her side, coughing and gurgling weakly. 
 
    And then he was back in his bathroom, and he remembered now.  
 
    He remembered everything. 
 
    With a pained whimper, he sank to his knees and squeezed his eyes shut to block out the nightmare unfolding around him.  
 
    When he opened his eyes again, the hand was no longer in the sink. Now, it was on the bathroom floor. Impossibly, it had developed a life of its own and was slowly making its way toward him, dragging itself inexorably forward, leaving a trail of smeared blood in its wake. In its grip, it held Nicky’s knife.  
 
    The knife he took with him everywhere.  
 
    Just in case. 

  

 
   
    THE HATE-BOX IN HER HEART 
 
    by Thomas R. Clark 
 
      
 
    Before anyone could stop her, the dog ate the shit out of Randy Wilson's soiled blue jeans. Big, dumb, and blonde, Cheyenne the Golden Retriever was in her glory. She dug in, pulling the dungarees away, all while licking the greasy excrement up like it was peanut butter. The feces resembled wet clay and smelled like week old sauerkraut left on the counter. The dog's snout was covered in fecal matter, slicked back and off-color as a result. It looked as if she’d assisted Demi Moore and Patrick Swayze at the potter's wheel.  
 
    Randy found himself in a predicament, kneeling at the porcelain altar after drinking his face off at their annual Memorial Day party. He’d made it to the bathroom, a miracle in and of itself. It was a small victory in a war he was destined to lose. While kneeling and regurgitating the alcohol in his belly, his bowels let loose.  
 
    He shit himself like a champ. 
 
    He screamed and fell to his side on the bathroom faux-tile flooring. He unbuttoned his pants, kicking and squirming out of them. He hoped what felt like a cable of turd remained mostly intact. It did. It resembled a milk chocolate hot dog, much to Cheyenne’s joy and Sarah Wilson’s disgust. The dog gobbled the fecal treat up with glee. The woman was of another opinion. 
 
    Randy's wife stood in the bathroom door, looking at him, shaking her head, not knowing what to do. This wasn’t the first time he’d gotten hammered. In any other circumstance, it wouldn’t have been a problem. But tonight, with the company they’d brought into their house, he should have known better. Not like he really cared about it right now. Randy was naked as a newborn baby and just as vulnerable. Loud snoring indicated Randy had passed out on the linoleum flooring. Then Sarah remembered she wasn't alone. 
 
    Every living soul from the party was watching this happen. Randy didn't bother closing the door to the bathroom. And Sarah endured the embarrassment of it all in front of the party goers. She loved her husband, but tonight was a bit too much. He binge drank without eating beforehand, and now they both paid for his poor judgment.  
 
    It burned a hole in Sarah's ass, knowing she made a spread of food more for her husband than for the people there. It was all his favorites. Could Randy be bothered to eat any of it? No. She spent all day preparing baked ziti, macaroni and cheese, seven layer taco dip, and the mud pudding. Not to mention wrapping those goddamn little weenies in croissant dough. All foods Randy loved but didn't touch. Did he even understand what she went through to get the pasta the right consistency for serving? 
 
    What a fucking retard, Sarah thought, he doesn’t even know what al dente means. The dog ran past her, nearly knocking Sarah on her ass. Randy's shit ridden boxers were held fast in Cheyenne's bite. Sarah stepped back to avoid the dog's bulk and tripped over Randy's sneakers. She caught herself from falling by grabbing the shower curtain. A few ringlets popped out and ricocheted through the standing bath. The curtain ripped and would need to be replaced. One more bit of unluck to pile on her stack of bullshit tonight.  
 
    She lost her composure. 
 
    “Everyone out of the fucking house!” Sarah screamed, “go back to the garage, out by the pool, anywhere but here until I get this motherfucking mess cleaned up!” She threw Randy’s sneakers out of the bathroom. They clunked off the wall in synchronized thuds. The house cleared out of guests. No one asked if she needed help. They all knew better.  
 
    Sarah Wilson was a good person. At least, she believed herself to be. Anyone who met her would have said she was nice, maybe a little difficult to work with, but at least she was polite about it. Sarah's O.C.D. made her want to excel at whatever she was part of. If she couldn't ace it, she could always burn it and make it go away. And if something rubbed her fucking wrong, well, it could burn too. A decade working at a footwear factory in Indiana made her hate shoes. Her disdain was so severe, she wore flip flops whenever possible. This wasn’t always the case. There was a time when Sarah loved shoes. Back when she first met Randy at the plant in Fenton, New York. 
 
    The Fenton Catheter plant was a shitty place to work. Sarah Pluff met Randy Wilson there, and they fell in love. But the plant had a strict no fraternization policy, especially between supervisors and those working under them. Randy was Sarah’s boss. But they fell in love anyway and kept it from the powers that be for three years before anyone got wind of it. 
 
    A salesman wooing new clients from a Japanese hospital chanced upon them at their secret getaway, a karaoke bar in Fenton called Rafferty's. Sarah and Randy chose this place because no one who worked at the plant would ever be caught dead in a karaoke bar. Now the cat was out of the bag. The Monday after, the two of them were brought into Human Resources. Randy was fired on the spot, and Sarah was put on probation. 
 
    This was okay with Randy. He and Sarah were now able to get on with their lives together. Randy's on the job experience got him a similar position at a bottler in nearby Fulton. Soon after, the two married and all was well. Sarah, on the other hand, wasn't happy about it at all. She stewed on it for years to follow. Sarah looked for an excuse to even the score with the management at the plant. She never got the chance. Ten years ago, when the bottler in Fulton closed and the Fenton Catheter plant burned to the ground, she finally found it. The local news called it a tragic turn of events in an already economically depressed city.  
 
    Randy and Sarah had packed up and moved here from northern New York. It was a dream job. The Harrison Shoe Factory allowed them both to work, albeit on different shifts. Of course, the economy was better then. But as we all know, nothing good lasts forever. Soon the area they lived in grew more and more poverty-stricken, with foreclosures and brownfields. The last couple of years were the worst. Morale in the plant was at an all-time low. They cut vacation time and overtime first. Then the rumors of the plant shutting down and moving to China or, worse, Canada, started circulating.  
 
    Yes, Sarah cultivated a special place in the hate-box of her heart for footwear, shoes and sneakers in particular. It was tucked away in a corner and tied up with a pretty little bow, next to a pair of ex-boyfriends and the catheter manufacturing plant. All three smoldered in her memories like the cherry cores of charcoal briquettes, shimmering with heat, wisping away the smoke of the fires from long ago. 
 
    The oven beeped, signaling the fresh pan of baked ziti was done warming up. Sarah was a master of the baked ziti. Family members and co-workers over the years always called her when they needed a ziti for an event. Graduations, church functions, baby showers, or funerals. The latter being the most popular. So popular, in fact, Sarah’s ziti came to be known as the Death Ziti in some circles. Did somebody die? Call Sarah, she'll bake a killer ziti for the reception. 
 
    Sarah remembered the baked zitis at receptions she’d gone to in the past were always bad. Like her boyfriend in high school, Jeremy. The ziti at his funeral sucked.  
 
    Back when Sarah wasn’t Sarah Wilson, when she was Sarah Pluff, a teenager growing up in Fenton, NY, she went to the Junior prom with her boyfriend, Jeremy Simmons. After the formalities and a bottle of menthol schnapps, Jeremy thought drunk Sarah and he should consummate the night without her permission. He felt she had held back long enough after going steady for the whole school year and needed some coaxing. If you asked him about it in the limited number of days he had left to follow, he’d say it was good for him.  
 
    A week later, Sarah didn't resist when he didn’t ask for permission again. Jeremy took her to a secret camping spot. She let him violate her to validate her hate for this boy. The girl was peeing behind a tree, crying as he dripped out of her. She felt herself drift off, but when the sleeping bag burst into flames, all she could do was watch it consume Jeremy. 
 
    Sarah was lucky, they said. The sleeping bag was too close to their campfire. It was a tragic accident, people said. At the reception, they consoled his family, and even Sarah, for those who knew the pair were in a relationship.  
 
    She used the excuse of the mourners and their condolences as a reason not to eat the shitty baked ziti. It was dry, with an awful aftertaste, and the top was burned. She could still see the black tips of the pasta poking out of the browned cheese. They reminded her of Jeremy’s charcoaled fingers and toes poking through the burnt nylon fabric of the sleeping bag. 
 
    "Fuck!" Reality brought back the present. Sarah stood in the hallway between the bathroom and the kitchen, her mind twisting as she triaged the situation. Randy was passed out on the floor, he could wait. She couldn't see the dog anywhere, but the stench of smeared shit permeated the house. The hound was nearby, no doubt. The ziti, however, was going to burn, and she couldn't have that. Sarah dashed to the stove, grabbed the oven mitts, and removed it from the oven. The foil tray bowed from the weight of holding three pounds of pasta, ground beef, spaghetti sauce, and mozzarella. Steam rose from the dish, and for a brief moment, the sulphuric stink of crap was covered by the aroma of a freshly baked ziti. 
 
    Sarah set the potholders aside. Looking out the window, she saw the partygoers were still milling about the garage, drinking, listening to music. This was a good thing. This gave her time to tend to her husband, get him out of the bathroom and into their bed. He remained unconscious, laying on the floor naked. All she had to do was wake him up and she could get the ziti out to the party and enjoy herself. Cheyenne stood at the door in the kitchen, her face no longer noticeably shit slicked. The dog cleaned up well. Sarah opened the door and let the animal run out.  
 
    “Randy, get up. Come on. You’ve got to get out of this room.” Sarah slapped his face, taking some frustration out on him in the process. This meant she hit him harder than needed. All she got for a response was a soft gurgling moan. She sat him up. His body was limp and inert, and he crumbled back onto the floor, prone. Sarah swore softly under her breath. This wasn’t working. His skin was cold and clammy, not to mention the white pallor covering his body.  
 
    Sarah sat on the floor next to her husband, frustrated and dejected. She couldn’t get him to wake. His breath was soft and shallow, and sweat continued to bead across his person. She patted him down with towels. Shit was smeared everywhere, and he didn’t quite get all the vomit into the toilet. 
 
    Using darker towels from the linen closet as impromptu mops, she wiped up the mess on the floor of the bathroom. The feat was accomplished in record time, less than ten minutes. Soaked towels, moist with bile and sweat, went into the hamper. She topped it off with the remaining clothes Randy left behind, amounting to a t-shirt and shit-stained jeans. 
 
    Then she remembered the ziti. 
 
    It’s getting cold! "Shit!" Sarah stood straight up and ran back to the kitchen, her flip flops slapping between the sole of her foot and the floor as she went. "Fuck, fuck, fuck." She opened the oven door, picked it up with the quilted mitts, and slid the tray of food back in to keep warm. She couldn't serve cold ziti. No way.  
 
    What about Randy? “Son of a bitch! Now was not the time for this!” She wasn’t letting him ruin her party any further tonight. Sarah knew she needed to get him into bed, opening the bathroom back up for anyone else who might need it. She grabbed him by the arms. Damn he really is cold, she noted to herself, then, At least the ziti was warm. It was easier than she presumed to drag him from the bathroom into their nearby bedroom. He was already thin and light enough. Puking as much as he had probably shaved off another couple pounds. Sarah rolled Randy’s body onto their bed. She’d deal with this after everyone left.  
 
    Sarah Wilson was satisfied all was now under control.  
 
    She opened the oven and a blast of heat hit her in the face. It was a furnace, blurring her vision and stealing her breath. Like the heat from the club in Syracuse when she was in college.  
 
    She met the man of her dreams: Shane Parry, a long-haired rock and roller who made her forget about Jeremy's crimes. She opened up to Shane, gave him all of her, and he took this trust to the emotional bank. Shane wasn't quite a good enough singer to be in any band, but he went to the shows anyway. Sarah was his trophy girl, hanging off Shane's shoulder at the rock clubs between Buffalo and Albany whenever a good band came through the region within a five hour drive. 
 
    Shane would often disappear into the bathroom or outside the club for long periods of time. It didn't take a brain surgeon to understand he was selling drugs. This didn't bother Sarah, she could entertain herself, listening to the bands or having her own mindless conversation with one of the other abandoned girlfriends in her proximity. What bothered her was going into the green room at Mac's Bad Art Bar in Syracuse. There, she happened upon some whore snorting a line off Shane's dick. This was shocking, yes, but when the slut proceeded to blow him for the happy ending, Sarah couldn’t watch. He didn't see his girlfriend, and her discovery didn't pan out as they do in porn or letters in Hustler. No, Sarah was quiet as she lit a smoke. After a couple puffs, she threw it on the floor and went outside to cry.  
 
    The reports later said a smoldering cigarette started the fire. It spread with lightning speed, cutting the green room off from any exits. A half dozen people died in the blaze, including Shane Parry and a young woman whose name has been lost to Sarah, though they mentioned it a few times on the news. If you asked Sarah, she would weep and say it was tragic. 
 
    The benefit for the club survivors served baked ziti, alongside trays of meatballs and Italian sausage, Sarah recalled. The caterer broke two cardinal rules. They didn’t bake the meat with the pasta. Oh, and the sauces were different, one sweet, the other a little bitter. A huge no no. You had to put the meat in the same sauce with the pasta, you fucking idiots. 
 
    Sarah put on her best happy face and opened the door. Cheyenne slinked past her, coming back inside. The dog surprised her, and Sarah almost dropped the hot tray of food. She shot the animal a dirty look, then returned to the party with the fresh pan of ziti. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The pasta dish was a hit; Sarah knew it would be. All the food she spread out was gobbled up by her co-workers and friends.  
 
    Were they whispering about Randy while they stood at the tables grazing? 
 
    Their co-workers working the first shift the next day left earlier, but the party didn’t slow down until the wee hours of the morning.  
 
    The laughing, the giggling, was it all about Randy and their shit eating dog? 
 
    The last guest, who happened to be their neighbors traveling on foot, finally left.  
 
    They’ll gossip on their way, why wouldn't they? 
 
    Sarah went back into her house. It was time for bed.  
 
    Would she be able to sleep, considering the circumstances? 
 
    The garage could be picked up and cleaned tomorrow. It was too goddamn late to play housekeeper Hazel. She took a shower to cool down. Standing in it with her hands braced on the wall, she stared at the torn curtain, running the night’s events through her brain. She could smell the sick sweet stink rising from the hamper. Randy’s accident earlier in the night wasn’t going down without a fight. She shook her head, exhausted from it all. Sarah made a note to take care of that in the morning.  
 
    No. Wait. She corrected herself. Randy can take care of the mess. She did enough cleaning him up and getting him into bed. 
 
    Sarah went back to the bedroom to tend to Randy and go to bed herself. She stopped in mid-step and threw her hand over her face. Their dog was up on the bed. Randy was laying on his left side in a ‘V', his butt pointed at Sarah's side of their bed. This wasn't unfamiliar territory. Cheyenne often slept with them on the bed. The dog also tended to snuggle with Randy. But this was different. Cheyenne's haunches were raised and her head was down. The dog's shoulder blades were too close to his leg. She peered over Randy's side. 
 
    Cheyenne’s snout was buried up to her ears in Randy’s ass crack. 
 
    "Cheyenne! No!" she screamed at the dog.  
 
    The animal ignored Sarah, it was too busy sodomizing Randy with its face. Cheyenne dug in, twisting and turning her head about within his rear end. Sarah could hear wet lapping and chewing sounds. A slow, steady drip of something came from somewhere. It made her stomach sour. One of his sneakers was by her foot; Sarah grabbed it and threw it at Cheyenne.  
 
    "I said no!" The shoe bounced off her backside, catching her attention. The dog whined and pulled back. "Oh my fucking God!"  
 
    The dog’s blonde face was red and slicked back. Something fleshy and limp hung in the retriever’s mouth. Sarah felt the bile rising in her throat.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of there!” she screamed again at the dog and charged in, her feet pounding on the flooring of the house.  
 
    Cheyenne bolted, dripping blood and drool from her lips onto the carpeting.  
 
    Sarah reached down and shook him. “Randy, wake up, wake the fuck up. This is enough.”  
 
    He didn’t respond. She turned him over.  
 
    She saw far more than she could ever imagine in the brief seconds before her face dropped into the wastebasket at their bedside. The container was quickly filled with vomit. Sarah saw what Cheyenne did to Randy's ass. Something in his shit tasted so good to the dog, she came back for a second helping. She must have licked him clean and wanted more. This is all Sarah could think of to justify the dog digging into Randy's asshole. 
 
    Like Jeremy’s burned and blistered face, with the bits of nylon melted into his eyes. 
 
    Sarah now knew the identity of the mystery item Cheyenne held in her jowls.  
 
    Too bad it wasn’t Shane or Jeremy’s dick, she mused in her head. 
 
    A pool of black liquid, once hidden under him, now surrounded Randy on the bed, it was soaked into the mattress and dripped onto the floor below it. Sarah knelt next to it, avoiding touching the brackish pool of Randy’s blood. She hurled more, her body dry heaving and convulsing, trying to get everything out of her system. Bile and bits of taco dip dripped from her lips. She wiped her mouth with a blanket, then Sarah stuffed it into the void of Randy’s ass. This was less to stop the oozing of internal juices and more so she didn’t have to look at the wound. She held back the tears of grief. She loved Randy, but the crying could come after she got the work done. 
 
    The night’s events were more than she could take on an emotional level. The hate-box in her heart was getting filled to the brim. She was going to be a busy woman in the next twenty-four hours. She detested embarrassment. Half the people here worked in the plant with her. Embarrassment equaled failure in the eyes of the law, as far as she was concerned, and Sarah couldn't have that. Tonight, she mentally added her dead husband to the waiting list for the darkest parts of her heart, alongside the employees of Harrison Shoes, Inc. It was time for a change, again, she knew this much. She must rise from the ashes without the baggage of the world before. Sarah would need to purge once again, like she did with Jeremy, Shane, and fucking Fenton Catheter. They all made their way into the hate-box in Sarah’s heart.  
 
    Tragic? Yes. Funny, Sarah thought, no, ironic. It was ironic how Randy’s act of overdrinking and its results set this off. She knew what she needed to do. It was time for a change. Sarah Wilson turned on all the burners on the gas stove.  
 
    Maybe, just maybe, Sarah dropped Jeremy’s sleeping bag onto the fire after knocking him the fuck out? 
 
    The dull, woozy non-smell of natural gas filled the kitchen and the rest of the house. Cheyenne was scratching at the door again. Sarah opened it and let the animal run off. She followed the dog outside, stepping into the driveway, watching and waiting as the house filled with the gas. Once she was satisfied the place was a gas trap, Sarah went into the garage.  
 
    Or maybe, the night she caught Shane getting his knob slobbed, Sarah dropped her cigarette on a pile of papers? Was this after locking the door to the green room? Shit, no one ever asked if she was backstage nor did she bother to offer any details. 
 
    It was still a mess from the Memorial Day party, but she retrieved an empty beer bottle from a trash bin to serve her purpose. On the floor behind a bench was a container of gasoline. The woman filled the bottle and stuffed some paper in the mouth, trapping the gas. Sarah inspected her handiwork and smiled. She went back to the driveway, took the can of gasoline, put it in the backseat of her car, and got in the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    How about ten years ago at Fenton Catheter? Sarah could have said something—done anything—about the fraying, sparking wires on a machine. She could have moved the flammable chemicals in the machine’s vicinity before she left work on a Friday. She could have told a supervisor. But she didn’t. Once you made it into Sarah’s hate-box, you stayed there forever.  
 
    The car’s lights lit up the early morning as it pulled up next to the living room’s big bay window, overlooking the neighborhood. It sat there, waiting and watching for the sun to rise. Sarah Wilson sat inside the car, staring at the molotov cocktail sitting in her cup holder. Now, as memories of their life together flooded her brain at hyperspeed, Sarah found she could relax for a bit and cry for Randy.  
 
    She wept until the rays of the morning sun burned the dew off the car’s windows.  
 
    “Rest in peace, my love,” the grieving wife mumbled.  
 
    Wiping the snot from her nose with a sleeve of her shirt, Sarah picked up the beer bottle full of gas. She lit the paper stuffed into the bottle with a lighter, reached out of the car, and threw the bomb through the window of her house. She heard the glass shatter and the soft woosh of something igniting, and drove off. The ensuing explosion insured she would be saved from having to explain how her husband really fucking died. She turned up the radio. The oldies station was playing a seventies song about fine, sunshiny days. It surely was a beautiful morning. 
 
    Who’s going to make Randy’s Death Ziti? Sarah Wilson pondered as she drove to work one last time. They better not fuck it up, or I’ll put them in my hate-box too. 

  

 
   
    The Verdict 
 
      
 
    by A.M. Bacon 
 
      
 
    Swimming back into consciousness, he heard a banging sound inside the room he was in.  Much like an aluminum baseball bat banging in a steel trash can.  Annoying as hell, but even as he tried to focus, he couldn’t see.  There was something draped over his head.  It was not tight, but he couldn’t move.  He felt like he was on fire, burning, but he could smell nothing outside of odors of antiseptic. 
 
    He wanted to scream, but couldn’t.   
 
    He wanted to move, but couldn’t. 
 
    He wanted to see, but couldn’t.  
 
    A lot of things he couldn’t do. 
 
    But the pain ... the intense agony along his whole body.  From his toes up to his scalp.  But he couldn’t move.  Not like he was bound, but unable to react to the now ebbing superficial pain. 
 
    The banging stopped. 
 
    “Let’s see what we have done here,” said the first voice he’d heard yet since awakening.   
 
    He felt the cover slide over him.  
 
    There were people around him all dressed in scrubs.  Dark blue scrubs and ski masks and hoods.  Some of them had red splotches decorating the uniforms. 
 
    How long was I out for?  he wondered.  He couldn’t speak.  His mouth was dry as a desert, and he couldn’t even drool up some lubrication to wet his tongue.  He tried to move but couldn’t even move a fingertip.   
 
    He blinked.  Yes!  He could blink!   
 
    They all stood around, admiring him in a way that one would examine and judge a masterpiece.  Or a rough draft.  Either way, they didn’t seem too impressed. 
 
    The guy by the wall (he assumed it was a guy, he really couldn’t tell by the small sea of blue) raised his hand and gave a handle on the wall a spin, and he began to rotate.  As he slowly spun, the people gazed at him in speculation.     
 
    He estimated fifteen people, fourteen of them holding a variety of tools, blades, and tattoo guns and the one cranking the handle ... all wearing the same uniforms.  Like what you would see on a nurse or orderly in a hospital. Except for the hoods and ski masks. 
 
    Mutterings just outside of his hearing were a variety of approvals and suggestions, by their tones.  He just couldn’t fully understand what they were saying. 
 
    Something he noticed was the paint splattered sheets hanging from the walls.  They must have been painting something recently. But he didn’t smell paint, just bleach and other cleaning supplies.  And something else.  Something sweet, but he couldn’t place it. 
 
    Why couldn’t he remember?   
 
    As he rotated around the room, he could feel a trembling behind him.  A shudder.  Much like something that you didn’t want to hear or feel because it would cause your blood to freeze, which, if he wasn’t in so much pain, it probably would have. 
 
    One of the observers stopped him, and if he’d been able to look down and not straight ahead, he would know just what they were doing to him.  He wanted to scream as the whining of the saw ripped into action and began working on his leg.  He could hear the blade singing its tune, all the while feeling the emotion of the symphony in the agony of the damage it wrought. 
 
    Blessedly, he dropped back into unconsciousness. 
 
    Again, he awoke, not able to move but only lift his eyelids and blink his way back into consciousness.   
 
    New smells, same people.  He could smell burned flesh and blood.  Assuming it was his own, he tried to move again to no avail.  The pain was intense, but he could do nothing about it. 
 
    The figures standing around him had splatters of red on them, presumably from the asshole with the saw.   
 
    Was he paralyzed? Was that it?  Was he dead?  Why could he FEEL but not react? What the hell was going on? Who the hell were these people? 
 
    He still couldn’t see outside of his peripheral vision, and his eyes were clouded with tears, which he blinked away, but they still kept coming.   
 
    “Oh, look!  He’s crying!  So he DOES have emotions after all!”   
 
    The group chuckled.  The one who had spoken raised his hand, and the rotating stopped.  Pulling up a stool, the taunter climbed up and, facing him …  
 
    What’s my fucking name? Why can’t I remember?  
 
    He looked him in the eyes. 
 
    “You can hear me, can’t you?  Blink once for yes, twice for no …” He snickered at that.  Evidently, it was funny to blink twice if you couldn’t hear him. 
 
    Blinking once, he let the taunter know he could understand. 
 
    “Ah … Good.  I am your Judge, and this is my jury of your peers.” The last word was as sarcastic as could be. “Can you feel what we are doing to you?” the Judge asked.   
 
    He blinked once again.  
 
    “Good!  That means it is going as planned.  I hope you feel every bit of the pain being inflicted as you yourself have inflicted a great deal of pain to some acquaintances of ours.” 
 
    Confused, he blinked twice. 
 
    “No?”  the Judge asked.  “What?  You don’t know who we are?  Or why you are here?”   
 
    He blinked twice again. 
 
    “Liar!” He heard from one of the others in scrubs. It was the voice of a young woman.                  Obviously pissed off. “You ALL know what you have done!  You NEVER take responsibility for your actions!”    
 
    His mind was reeling. What the hell did I do?  Who are you all? I wish I could remember. 
 
    The Judge got off of his stool, and the woman climbed up, facing him.  She ripped off her hood and mask, revealing a brunette with short black hair. Everyone gasped. “You shouldn’t have done that …” was muttered by more than a few of the other participants.   
 
    “I don’t care. I want him to know what they did.  I want them all to know why they are here!”   
 
    She looked into his eyes, which teared up more as he saw her. There was only a brief recognition.  Slight, but he was fighting for the memory. But the pain just would not abate and kept dominating his brain functions.  She looked familiar but not memorable. 
 
    “You sick fucks raped me and tortured me. Look at your handy work!”  She pulled her scrubs up over her head, revealing a torso covered in damage.  Burns, cuts, tattoos, gaping gouges where her nipples once were, and other damage riddled her.  All healed and scarred over.  “And the rest of me, as you well know, is just as bad.” She threw her top to the floor, what remained of her breasts swinging with the effort. “It took me MONTHS to heal up enough to move again.” 
 
    He blinked repeatedly in twos (no, no, no, no).  
 
    She responded with, “Oh, yes, Brian ... You even carved your name in a VERY private spot.  But you’re hanging too high to see it.  You made sure that nobody would ever NOT know what was done to me.”   
 
    “She’s right, Brian.  You and your buddies did the same to me.” This time it was a male voice.  Not deep, but not a woman’s.  More like someone who was submissive but on the edge of rage. 
 
    The girl stepped down, and the male voice stepped up on the stool.  He didn’t remove his mask or hood, but he raised his scrubs to show off massive damage as well.  “You did this handy work as well.” With his scrubs still raised, he turned. Carved along his back was “Brian’s Bitch” in ugly scrapes in his flesh.  Again, long since healed and scarred. 
 
    Why do I not remember this?  What is going on?  Am I really this Brian they claim I am?  Why can I not talk or move? 
 
    Tears flowed down his face, the saltiness burning rivers down his cheeks. 
 
    “Oh, hell no!”  Brian heard from below.  “You don’t get to weep, you sick fuck!”  
 
    He then felt a splash and a wash of pure agony as someone threw a bucket of alcohol on him.  He longed to move.  He longed to scream.  He wished he could die. But none of that was happening.   
 
    The male voice returned to face him.  “The baseball bat that you shoved up my ass destroyed my intestines.  You guys laughed your asses off at ruining me.  You sick fuckers were certain that I would never tell anyone. Until you carved your claim on my back.  Burying me in that grave you had made me dig, you should have made damn sure I was dead.”   He pulled the hood off, and half of his face was missing.  
 
    Brian almost recognized him by name, but it wouldn’t produce in his memory.   
 
    Stepping down, he was replaced by another voice.  Although more familiar, Brian still couldn’t place a name.  “Oh, I relish what I’ve done to you.  Almost as much as your sick friends did to me.”   
 
    Patty?  Natty?  Kathy?  What’s her name? 
 
    She pulled her hood off. Her nose was cut back to make her look like a pig, and she had a milky eye that was obviously blind.  She was larger, not obese, just large figured.  “You lured us into the barn with you when we were visiting you guys.    
 
     “There were three of us that you assholes doled out the pain on that night.  You used a can of ether from the barn to knock us out.  You hung all three of us up.  Hung us from the rafters. Tortured us.  Cutting, branding, and penetrating every orifice.  Billy and Jill didn’t survive.  You thought it was hilarious when the pigs had eaten Billy from the feet up after you had coated his body with food slop.” She leaned in closer to his face, her dead eye not looking at him, but her good one bearing down on his very soul.  “Jill didn’t survive because you had her tied up and just kept cutting her.”  Tears rolled out of her good eye, and then she screamed, “WHAT DID WE EVER DO TO YOU?!?!” 
 
    Tears again rolled down his face. 
 
    He would have cowered if he could, but he just hung there. Like a boxing bag.  Dead weight, except he wasn’t dead yet.   
 
    Although he wished he was. 
 
    “You see …”  The Judge was speaking again.  “We know who YOU are.  We are the support group for those you left damaged.  And we are retribution for those who cannot seek it against you for your crimes.  I am the Judge.  They are the Jury.  And we are the Executioners.” He waved his hand over the crowd.  “We are Retribution!  
 
    “And now,” he continued, “we will give you the verdict. On the count of fourteen charges of crimes against humanity and six charges of murder in the most sadistic ways, how do you plead?  Blink once for guilty, twice for innocent.” 
 
    A rush of memories flooded into his brain.  Brian distinctly remembered the activities described during this torture session.  Brian, Rick, Vince, and Gary, all friends since basic training, had figured ways on using torture techniques they had used on terrorists in Gitmo.  From waterboarding, cutting, branding, cauterizing, pulling out finger- and toenails, to rape and, Gary’s favorite, forced beastiality on more than a few of their victims.  They would try to one-up each other on disgusting and disturbing methods of torture. 
 
    The first girl’s name was Rachel.  She wasn’t their first, but Brian knew she was enjoying the torture.  He could tell by the way she orgasmed from it.  She was a squirter. 
 
    Mikey was the male voice.  He remembered distinctly that Mikey had given him “the look”, and he figured why not lure out the queer?  No one would miss the little gay guy. 
 
    Marcia was the heavier girl (The other names were young women that they had also tortured), and she was supposed to come alone but had brought a couple of friends. Vince lured her out by telling her that Brian wanted to meet up with her.  Gary and Rick found the ether, and they all put it to use.   
 
    The memories of all of the damage that they inflicted was massive.  A lot of sexually explicit scenes played out in his head; they had all taken turns raping the victims.  Numerous times, numerous ways.  With their own flesh and any objects that were at hand.  The memories should have aroused him as they always did.  This time, he didn’t feel anything but the pain from the damage inflicted on him. 
 
    Brian took a moment to consider his options.  Admit guilt and face punishment or lie and hope that they believe him. 
 
    Blinking twice, he claimed innocence. 
 
    The room erupted in laughter.  Hysterical, insane laughter.  The sounds heard in the cells of asylums across the country. 
 
    “Your plea is rejected.  You have been found guilty by the court of the present company.  Your sentence is slow, agonizing death.  But we have an extra special treat for you all.  Since you all LOVED performing your actions on others, we have set up this special event ...” The Judge nodded to someone behind Brian. 
 
    The paint tarps dropped from the walls.  Except they weren’t walls.  They were floor to ceiling mirrors. Multiple mirrors that reflected multiple directions.  Brian’s eyes took in the horror of what had been done. Not just to him, but Rick, Vince, and Gary as well.   
 
    All four of them were hung by meat hooks from the ceiling with each of them facing a mirror, all with their backs to each other in a box.   
 
    Using the mirrors, all four of them could see each other.  All four of them were terrified almost out of their minds, never having imagined this ever happening to them. 
 
    All four of them had extensive damage.  They had IVs with multiple bags hooked up to keep them from bleeding to death.  Their intestines were draped about each other, intermingled and tied in numerous places, draped over their heads, and hanging from their shoulders. Where their innards exited their bodies, they were sewn shut.  Looking closely, they appeared very dry, peeling from the exposure to the air and alcohol.   Multiple words like “rapist,” “vengeance,” “guilty,” and others were carved into their flesh, cuts that were just deep enough to slowly flow but not bleed out quickly.  They had been branded with irons, and all of them had their mouths sewn shut.   
 
    And their penises were all missing.  Nothing but cauterized stubs where they once were.  A massive tapestry of Hell on earth. 
 
    “How often can you hit people in the back of the head and NOT kill them?”  The Judge looked up at Brian’s horrified look. “Oh, no.  We didn’t club you.  You see, I have a unique ability.  I can reach into your mind and just turn off your mobility.  It’s really quite interesting, as I can also read your thoughts and memories much like, as Clive Barker put it, a Book of Blood.” 
 
    A door opened, and the crowd slowly shuffled out of the room.  The three victims donned their uniforms properly before exiting.   
 
    The Judge looked back at Brian, who could only look ahead.  “Funny thing about passing Judgement.  I KNOW you are guilty of so much more than was brought forth.  I KNOW how many victims you four have destroyed over the past four years.  I would ALMOST not blame you.  Except for the fact that the military discharged you for your methods used on prisoners.  Even the innocent ones.” 
 
    Turning to leave, the Judge waved his hand back and said, “I hope your cocks taste as good for you as you will for the pigs.  But somehow, I imagine the pigs will enjoy the meal more.  Case Concluded.” 
 
    With that, the Judge closed the door, and another opened, and a team of hogs shuffled in, and the meat hooks started their slow descent.   
 
    That was when the pain hit the worst … because The Judge released them from his mental hold.  
 
    They started to scramble and sway, horrified at the idea of being eaten alive.  But the hooks kept them suspended and not able to move well as they were lowered inch by inch.   
 
    All four of them screamed horribly as the hogs started tearing at their feet, pulling off flesh and bone.    
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    Thanks for reading No Aesthetic: An Extreme Horror Anthology, produced by Splatter Ink Publishing. If you have the time, please leave a review on amazon as it helps us sell books… and keep the lights on in our homes. 
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