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    “A colony of bees is far more than an aggregation of individuals. It is a composite being that functions as an integrated whole. Indeed, one can accurately think of a honeybee colony as a single living entity, weighing as much as 5 kilograms and performing all of the basic physiological processes that support life.” 
 
    -          Thomas Seely, Honeybee Democracy 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The branches whipped at her face and exposed arms while the cold furiously bit her skin. She had twisted her ankle earlier and was now limping painfully, but she knew that she couldn’t stop. They would catch her if she did. The forest was dark, and the cacophony of the chirping birds and crickets was more than welcome after the days of hell she had been through prior to this. Despite the myriad of noises that swirled around her, her own panting was loud enough to drown out the sounds of the forest. 
 
    She kept glancing behind to make sure there was no one at her heels. She was cold, tired, and her lungs were burning from the long run she had endured from the peak down to this point of the hill. She decided to slow down from her sprint into a jog and then gradually into a fast walk. As she made her way down the elevation, her head suddenly started throbbing. She ignored it, but it was becoming persistent, like a mosquito that would incessantly come back to taunt you after you unsuccessfully flailed your arms at it.  
 
    Soon, there was a deafening buzzing in her ears, and her vision got blurry. She tried to push forward, but the pain was too much. She stopped and leaned on her knees, shutting her eyes firmly in hopes that the pain would pass soon. She couldn’t waste much time, or they would find her. 
 
    After an intense moment of agony, the headache gradually abated, and she opened her eyes to see the blur slowly clearing away. She sighed in relief and straightened her back. And then suddenly, there was a snap of a branch somewhere behind her, no more than a dozen feet away. 
 
    She gasped and instinctively ducked behind the nearest tree, jerking her head in the direction of the sound. There were two bright beams of light penetrating the darkness between the rows of trees, bouncing up and down. The rustling of leaves could now be heard, coming from the direction of the flashlights. And then the voices wafted over on the breeze. 
 
    “See anything?” A rough, male voice echoed. 
 
    “Nothing yet. She must have come through here, though.” The other one responded. 
 
    The flashlight beams started moving towards her, the sound of leaves slowly drawing louder and closer. The woman darted back behind the massive trunk, with her back against the tree, facing away from the lights. She clasped her mouth with her scratched palm to stop herself from screaming. Every panicked breath she took sent a stinging pain to her wounded hand, but she refused to put it down. 
 
    “She couldn’t have gotten far.” The rough male voice said again, now only a few feet away from her. 
 
    She saw with her peripheral vision the light bouncing up and down to her right, illuminating the trees ahead, too close for comfort. 
 
    “We can’t go that far.” The other voice responded. 
 
    There was another rustle of leaves and a snap of a branch, as one of the men evidently took another step closer. 
 
    “Yeah, but we can’t let her get away.” The first voice responded. 
 
    The woman put her other hand over her mouth now as well, tears streaming silently down her face. Her hands were trembling so badly that she had to press hard against her mouth. She resisted the urge to let go and take a deep breath. 
 
    “She can’t go anywhere. Come on, let’s go back. The others will catch her.” The second voice said, and another set of footsteps on the leaves ensued, this time moving in the opposite direction. 
 
    There was a moment of silence before the other person veered off and followed his friend, seemingly with silent agreement. The gleam of flashlight beams disappeared, and the forest went dark now again and completely silent. The woman waited for what felt like a whole minute before she put her hands down and very slowly exhaled through her mouth, like a pregnant woman going through labor, her breath trembling from the cold and fear thrumming through her body.  
 
    She gathered enough courage to peek around the tree and saw the two lights off in the distance, moving further away with each passing second. This lifted her spirits a little, and she realized it was time to continue moving.  
 
    She slowly stood up, her left ankle throbbing with pain even more now that it had gotten cold. She took one tentative step, then another, and another, until she had a steady pace. The terrain was uneven and unpredictable, and the area too dark, so she took extra caution, testing the ground with her good foot first while using the surrounding trees as support.  
 
    Luckily, the path she took slowly led downhill, which took some pressure off her ankle. Soon enough, the forest was brimming again with the sounds of animals and insects, and she felt safer, knowing that she managed to put some distance between herself and her pursuers. Despite that, she glanced behind from time to time and listened for any potential human activities. She had come too far to be caught now. 
 
    She was so tired, but she couldn’t stop now, she couldn’t be too far away from town. Before she even managed to finish that thought, she saw faint lights below in the distance. These were not flashlight beams, but she rather immediately recognized them as streetlights.  
 
    With renewed hope, she hurried down the hill, forgetting about her injured ankle. She had to find help immediately and warn the people. As she got closer to the bottom of the hill, she realized there was a road up ahead, with cozy-looking houses of a suburban area. She knew this place very well.  
 
    She limped across the uneven grassy ground, almost twisting her ankle again in the process. She stopped at the edge of the tree line, scanning the area from left to right and then vice versa.  
 
    No one was outside.  
 
    That was good, but she wasn’t sure if anyone would be on the lookout for her. What that man back in the woods said about ‘the others catching her’ put her on edge. Just to be on the safe side, she decided to stick to the shadows of the grassy area under the trees and then run across the street while hunched over to avoid detection.  
 
    It was pretty late, and everyone seemed to be asleep, but she had to be careful nonetheless. She glanced to the far left at her neighbor’s house. Maybe she could go to her? No, it was too dangerous. Things may have changed since the last time they saw each other, and her neighbor could potentially be a threat now. Even if nothing changed, she could unintentionally be putting her neighbor in jeopardy. She couldn’t risk that. 
 
    As she stood at the corner of one of the houses, she noticed that house number 39 had a new resident. She noticed this from the barely visible figurine decorations on the bedroom window upstairs. This could be a good thing, she thought. Whoever was in there was new in the town. That means he might be willing to help her. She couldn’t trust anyone else. 
 
    Tentatively, she ran up to the house and glanced behind herself to see if anyone had seen her. She approached the window squinting into the living room, and tried to peer inside, but the curtains were pulled closed. She ducked down and skeptically looked over her shoulder once more, unable to shake the uneasy feeling of being watched. The streetlight illuminated her clearly, so she felt like a sitting duck out here in the open, but she had no choice. She couldn’t go to just anyone for help.  
 
    The new resident was her best bet. 
 
    She gently knocked on the window three times. She looked around once more to make sure no one had magically appeared behind her, and then knocked five more times, a little louder this time, not taking her eyes off the road and the lined-up houses. She waited a little bit, probably around thirty seconds, but to her, it felt like an eternity. She knocked again, more frantically this time. 
 
    She continued beating on the window intermittently, trying to do it gently enough to avoid anyone outside from hearing the noise but loudly enough for the house owner to hear. She started to get more desperate. Her thighs were burning from squatting down for too long, so she dared to stand up and lean in against the window with one palm while knocking with the knuckles of her other hand. If anyone outside managed to see her, they’d think she’s crazy. 
 
    But that was the least of her worries right now. She continued knocking, slowly losing hope that the person living inside would wake up or that he was even home. Just as she was about to step back and look for another way out of the mess, the drapes slid sideways, and she came face to face with a man in his mid-twenties. 
 
    The man screamed, the barrier between them muffling his yelp as he stepped back, clearly startled by the disturbing-looking woman. Her heart started racing as she placed the palm of her other hand on the window as well. The man stared at her wide-eyed, with a look of palpable fear on his face. She didn’t recognize him, so she deduced he must have been new to the town.  
 
    The poor guy had no idea what he had gotten himself into. 
 
    When she realized that the man was frozen in place and had no intention of getting any closer, she decided she had to capture his attention before anyone saw her. She reckoned she only had a short amount of time before he called the police. 
 
    “Please, you have to help me! If they find me, they’ll take me back. I can’t go back there, please!” she frantically recited with a trembling voice, her face so close to the window that it fogged up the glass with each breath she took. 
 
    The man’s facial expression vacillated from scared to somewhat baffled. She realized how crazy the whole situation must seem to him. He had probably just woken up from a deep sleep, and to see a dirty, scared-to-death, rambling woman at his window probably wasn’t an everyday occurrence for him. 
 
    “Please, they’re looking for me.” The woman whispered loudly enough for the man to hear her. 
 
    The man looked like he was weighing his options. He was staring at her, eyeing her up and down with a frown. 
 
    “Please.” She muttered again, feeling her lips quiver. 
 
    For a moment, a terrifying thought crossed her mind that he might call the others. The man ran his hand across his mouth and gave her a slight nod. He rushed to the right out of sight, where the entrance door was. The woman’s hopes soared, and she ran to the front door, just in time to hear it unlocking. The door swung open, and the man stood in front of her, looking visibly distressed now. 
 
    “It’s not safe here, we have to get out! Please, we have to go now!” she pleaded breathlessly. 
 
    She wanted to say a million things at once, but what came out of her mouth instead was a bunch of incoherent words. The man frowned in confusion and shook his head. 
 
    “Wait, I don’t understand,” he uttered. 
 
    “There’s no time, we have to-“ she started, but before she managed to finish her sentence, a sound on her right interrupted her. 
 
    She looked to her right and saw a vehicle coming down the street. Oh no. Her terror surged even more so when she realized it was a police cruiser. She jerked her head back to face the man, and feeling fear like she’d never felt before, she shouted. 
 
    “Oh no, it’s them. They found me!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Tired, huh?” Jake asked as he took a seat on the edge of Chris’ desk. 
 
    Chris looked up from his screen. The office had been so quiet today that Jake’s sudden appearance next to him startled him. 
 
    “Hey, Jake.” Chris said, “Yeah, I’ve been up until 3 am, trying to get caught up on that damn project.” 
 
    Jake pursed his lips and nodded silently, staring down at the mug of coffee in his hand. Chris knew exactly what he was thinking but refused to put a voice to. Everyone on the team had been frustrated with Chris lately for being so late with turning work in and blocking the other programmers. Jake was a supportive coworker, but with the stress of work and a newborn baby, he knew that his support would only extend so far. 
 
    “Hey, but the good news is I managed to catch up with the work I’ve been missing, so in a few days, we should be able to launch the product.” Chris said, sounding less enthusiastic than he planned to. 
 
    Jake looked up at Chris and smiled. He took a sip of his coffee and said. 
 
    “Well, just don’t push yourself. So, how have you been lately?”  
 
    “Oh, you know. Just trying to survive.” Chris threw his hand up in the air dismissively, “But what about you? You’re the one who just recently had a kid.” 
 
    “Well, you know.” Jake said with a wry chuckle, “Hard to get a full night’s sleep with a kid. Lately, he’s been crying a lot, and we thought that something was wrong with him, so we took him to the doctor.” 
 
    He took another loud slurp of his coffee while Chris stared in anticipation. 
 
    “So, is everything okay?” Chris gestured for him to continue. 
 
    “Oh yeah. He’s just crying for attention. He realized that whenever he cries, someone’s gonna come in, so he started crying to draw us in.” 
 
    “Babies know how to do that?” Chris chuckled, amused at this newfound information. 
 
    “Oh yeah. So now what Rita and I try to do is we try to let him cry it out on his own. But last night, it took him a few hours to actually fall asleep. He just needs to get used to it. All those baby books Rita’s read say that eventually, he will adjust and self-soothe.” 
 
    Chris visualized himself being abruptly woken up by a baby’s wailing while he’s in a deep sleep. He didn’t like the thought of getting out of bed in the middle of the night, even in his imagination, let alone actually doing it in reality.  
 
    With the current trouble he had sleeping and the pressure he was constantly under from work, he didn’t envy Jake one bit, even though his coworker looked happier than he’s ever been since they started working together, despite looking so miserable and exhausted at the same time. He didn’t want to say that to his coworker, though, so he just tried to indulge in the conversation but subtly change the subject. 
 
    “You know I used to have a very needy dog.” Chris said, hoping not to sound offensive, comparing a dog to a baby. “She used to sleep in the shed in the backyard. But whenever winter would come, my dad would let the dog in to warm up a little bit, just for five minutes. Then whenever he was away, I’d let her in for a little longer. Five minutes turned into ten, ten into an hour, and pretty soon, the dog was constantly jumping at the door and crying to be let in.” 
 
    Both Chris and Jake laughed. Chris continued. 
 
    “Anyway, long story short, the dog eventually got her way. And up until we had to put her down, at the age of eighteen, she’d spent almost all day with us inside our house. I guess spoiling a kid like that wouldn’t be a good idea.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you in a few years.” Jake said with a grin. 
 
    He took another sip of his coffee as their manager Frank came from behind and gave him a pat on the shoulder. Jake looked at him and nodded with his mouth full of the steaming drink. 
 
    “Chris, you busy right now?” The manager asked with a stern tone, still holding his hand on Jake’s shoulder. 
 
    “Not really, something wrong?” Chris swiveled the chair in his direction, feeling a sense of dread building up inside him. 
 
    “No, no. But if you have five minutes, come to my office. There’s something I want to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll be there in a minute.” He responded with slight relief. 
 
    The manager took two steps backward, gave Chris a thumbs up, and a PR grin before turning around and heading down the aisle. 
 
    “Well, I need to get back to work, too. Those damn codes aren’t gonna write themselves.” Jake said and raised his hand as if to say goodbye to Chris. 
 
    He turned around, tip-toed past the other employees down the aisle, and returned to his desk. Chris turned back to his screen, staring at the rows of code.  
 
    Where was I again?  
 
    He hated getting interrupted when he managed to get into the groove while coding, but the conversations he had with Jake were always refreshing. He closed his laptop, took one sip of water from his plastic cup, and stood up.  
 
    He carefully made his way between the rows of desks, past the busy employees who were transfixed on their screens, doing pretty much the same thing Chris was doing before he was interrupted. The violent clacks of people typing on keyboards resounded in the office and an occasional voice of someone talking shop with a coworker.  
 
    Chris had to turn sideways to avoid bumping into some of the chairs since they were pulled out so far behind. 
 
    The whole office environment reminded Chris of something he saw once on Facebook, an educational video that represented life in modern society. One of the scenes depicted rats dressed as people working tirelessly in the office from nine to five, commuting home in a crowded subway, eating dinner, going to bed, and repeating the process the following day. 
 
    Chris had wondered for a while how everyone who saw the video agreed that they were like rats in a big corporate machine, but the following morning just continued the routine, unable to break free of the societal chains which bound them like Prometheus on the rock.  
 
    His train of thought was interrupted when he reached the manager’s office. The door was open, and Chris’ manager was inside, sitting behind his desk, leaning on his elbow and staring intently at his screen. Chris knocked gently on the open door. 
 
    “Come in.” Frank looked at Chris for just a second before responding bemusedly, without intonation, and continuing to stare at the brightly lit screen. 
 
    Chris sat down in the chair in front of the desk, patiently awaiting the manager to take the lead. The manager clicked here and there, the brightness of the screen reflecting on his face and glasses, changing colors with each click. Chris suddenly felt uneasy, as if he was a student who was sent to the principal’s office for doing something bad and was waiting for his verdict. The silence was so palpable and unnerving that he heard his own breathing and swallowing. 
 
    Frank double-clicked something, typed a message on the obnoxiously loud mechanical keyboard, and pressed enter before leaning back in his chair. He rotated his chair slightly to the left to face Chris. 
 
    “Thanks for taking the time for this, Chris. I’m sorry if I interrupted your work.” he said. 
 
    “No worries, Frank. So, what’s going on?” He knew that the manager was the type of person to make small talk first, but he was just too impatient to find out if he was in some sort of trouble, so he skipped the pleasantries. 
 
    “Well, first off, tell me, how’s the project coming along?” 
 
    “I’m getting there. It should be ready in a few days.” Chris responded. 
 
    “I see.” The manager nodded, staring down at his hands. 
 
    There was an awkward silence, and Chris felt obliged to fill it, so he said. 
 
    “I know I’ve been slacking a lot lately, but I managed to finally catch up, so everything is fine.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was a close call, but you guys managed to pull it off.” The manager looked back up at Chris. “Now, I know you’ve been going through a lot and that the company puts a lot of pressure on its employees, but I really appreciate that you managed to pull through and do your part.” 
 
    He leaned forward and continued. 
 
    “Now, there’s a new project on the horizon. A big one. Going to take at least a year to complete. The client really expects only the best results from it. Now, the team has already been chosen, and they’re based in a small town close to Portland, Oregon. But they are missing one more person to finish out building their team.” 
 
    Chris silently nodded, not liking where this conversation was heading. The manager continued on. 
 
    “We have a lot of good developers over here, Chris. But none of them have the skillset which you possess.” 
 
    Chris frowned and asked. 
 
    “Wait, you want me to take the project?” 
 
    “I know it’s a big deal, but just hear me out.” Frank defensively said, raising his palms towards Chris. 
 
    Before he could say anything, Chris interrupted him. 
 
    “Can’t one of the guys over there do it? Why look for someone who’s so far away? I mean, the time zone difference could make it difficult for me to communicate with them effectively.” 
 
    “See, that’s the thing, Chris.” The manager dropped his gaze back down to his hands again, fidgeting with his fingers. 
 
    He looked up and said. 
 
    “We need you to be there on-site until the project is finished.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a while, until Chris cleared his throat and finally asked. 
 
    “You want me to move across the state to work on one project?” 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy, but-“ 
 
    “And who’s gonna take over for me here? Huh? Do you even realize how big of a hassle it would be for me to just pack and move for one project?” He inadvertently raised his voice. 
 
    He didn’t want to get angry, but it was stronger than him. The frustration and tiredness must have built up in him, and his fuse was extremely short. 
 
    “Chris, calm down. It’s just for one ye—“ 
 
    “It’s because of my performance, isn’t it?” Chris interrupted him. “You’re sending me there because I screwed up, and this is a disciplinary action, right?”  
 
    He knew he would be in trouble for talking to Frank like this, but right now, he didn’t care. 
 
    “No! It’s not that at all!” The manager raised his own voice, matching Chris in volume. “Look, Chris. This has nothing to do with your performance! I chose you because you’re the best candidate for this job!” 
 
    His tone was defensive but also had a hint of impatience in it.  
 
    “Bullshit!” Chris shouted and stood up suddenly, almost knocking the chair backward as he paced around the room. 
 
    His anger completely took over now. He wanted to smash the entire office, but he knew that it would only lead to him losing his job, and that wouldn’t do him any good. 
 
    “That’s enough, Chris!” The manager now sounded furious, which defused Chris a little bit. “You will do your job, or you will find a new one! Got it?!” 
 
    He realized that most of the coworkers were glancing in his direction, which prompted him to realize how impulsive he was. He slammed the door of the office shut to avoid the curious glares of other people and leaned on Frank’s desk. He knew that being aggressive would get him nowhere, so he tried to calm down and said in a quieter tone. 
 
    “Frank, listen, I can’t move. I’ve lived here my entire life. Can you please, just find somebody else?” 
 
    This, in turn, seemed to calm Frank down as well, as the look of anger in his eyes disappeared. The manager deeply sighed through his nose before looking down at his hands and then raising his head back to face Chris. It wasn’t a good look. It was the look that Frank usually had when he wanted to say, I’m sorry that you’re in this situation, but I can’t help you. 
 
    Sure enough, a moment later, the words came out. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Chris. I already put you on the list and submitted it to the client.” 
 
    “Well, just take me off of it.” Chris gritted his teeth, starting to feel the anger boil again in him, but he quickly suppressed it. 
 
    Frank shook his head, still sitting in the same position, with his fingers crossed. 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way, Chris. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Chris put his hands on his hips, exhaling in disappointment and turning away from Frank. 
 
    “Look, this is a good opportunity for you to unwind and clear your head.” Frank said. “You’ll only have to work on the project while you’re there. No other tasks like we have over here. I know it’s sudden, but we need you to complete this project, and we need you to be there with the team in case there are any urgent tasks.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence. Chris felt the residual anger subsiding, and instead, it was slowly being replaced with the disappointing realization that there would be no changing Frank’s mind about this matter. 
 
    “When do I need to move?” he asked with a sense of defeat while grinding his teeth. 
 
    “By next week.” 
 
    Chris chuckled at the absurdity of Frank’s answer. The manager apparently knew how ludicrous this sounded, so he continued. 
 
    “I know this is short notice. But the company will find and cover all the expenses of relocating and even housing while you’re there. Look, why don’t you take the rest of the day off today? There’s a silver lining here. You get to forget about—“ 
 
    Chris couldn’t stand to listen to his incessant rambling anymore. He swung the door open and stormed out of his office, not bothering to close it behind him.  
 
    Ignoring the concerned stares of his coworkers, he packed his things and exited the building before anyone could ask him anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Chris unlocked his front door and stomped inside, still angry. He slammed the door shut and threw the laptop on the couch. It bounced dangerously close to the edge of the seat before staying in that position.  
 
    Fuck it.  
 
    He took off his shoes, climbed upstairs to his bedroom, and slumped into the bed. Some springs inside creaked warningly before silencing themselves. Chris stared at the ceiling, his thoughts racing out of control. He was so pissed off and frustrated at Frank. At the same time, he was exhausted, both mentally and physically. The lack of sleep was starting to get to him, and as his anger subsided, he quickly started to drift into a dreamland. 
 
    He found himself in a somewhat familiar place, but he couldn’t put his finger on where it was. He was in a corridor of some sort, with decrepit, old walls encroaching in on him. He tried remembering what this place was, but the harder he thought, the more his memory seemed to slip away. 
 
    It was too dark for him to discern any details, but in the distance, he saw someone. He couldn’t tell who it was, but he felt that the person was beckoning him to follow - so he did so. There was a bright light coming from the other side of the corridor, and it obscured the person in front of him, leaving only a barely discernible silhouette. Chris tried following, but for some reason, his legs were barely able to propel him forward.  
 
    No matter how fast he tried running, it was as if he was trying to pedal in the air and just barely moved. The person was walking, no, floating further and further away, becoming smaller in the radiance of the light. 
 
    He abruptly woke up to the sound of his cellphone vibrating on his nightstand.  
 
    Not that dream again. He thought to himself, groggy and frustrated.  
 
    He reached for his phone, almost knocking it off the nightstand, and opened the dropdown menu, only to see a dozen notifications. He dismissed all messages from his coworkers asking if he was okay and instead decided to open the non-work-related emails he received. He then realized it was already 4 pm, so he decided it was time to get up if he had any hopes of falling asleep at a reasonable time tonight. 
 
    Forcing himself to sit up straight in his bed, he rubbed his eyes. He felt like he had been asleep for an entire century, and when his senses finally began returning properly, reality hit him. He finally grasped the enormity of the situation he was in. He had to leave his home and move to a different town for a whole year, maybe even longer.  
 
    He contemplated whether he should just quit his job and look for another one, but he had loans to pay off, mortgage, etc. He couldn’t afford to lose his job now. After some contemplation, which led him nowhere, he went downstairs to make some food. As he waited for his instant noodles to get finished up in the microwave, he texted his manager. He was calm enough now to have a somewhat normal conversation. 
 
    Tell me about this town. 
 
    Frank responded almost instantly. 
 
    It’s called Woodberry. Small town. Has like 30,000 people. Very quiet, friendly folks live there. I’ll send you a link about the town later. 
 
    Chris scoffed. He typed. 
 
    And they seriously have no one there capable to do the job? For once, he was glad that his manager couldn’t sense his frustration through text. Or could he? 
 
    It’s a small team there. And it’s hard to get anyone qualified for this project to actually move there. Frank’s message came in. 
 
    So you chose a sucker like me. Chris thought to himself. 
 
    The microwave dinged, and the humming noise of it stopped. Chris yanked it open and grabbed the steaming bowl with a folded rag. Despite using precautions, he still managed to burn himself while taking the bowl out but managed to place it on the table before it spilled all over the place. He sat down by the table and waited for the food to cool off while continuing to text his boss. 
 
    Then you organize everything. Packing, whatever, I’m not doing any of it. 
 
    Frank’s message came through. 
 
    Fair enough. It can all be done in a matter of days, so you don’t need to come to work this week unless there’s an urgent issue. 
 
    Unless there’s an urgent issue, my ass. Chris thought and shook his head, pompously. No way he would go in to work at all, not after this debacle. 
 
    Thanks. He simply said, trying to avoid the drama. 
 
    Chris googled Woodberry while blowing on his noodles and carefully eating them, trying not to burn his mouth like he usually did. The first picture that popped up was something about Woodberry Down in the UK, so he googled Woodberry, Oregon. The picture that popped up looked very promising.  
 
    It was a helicopter view of a small town in a flat region. The downtown area of the place looked like a miniature version of any city that had the hustle and bustle of everyday life, but the edge of the town had a nice-looking suburban area. Woodberry itself was at the bottom, surrounded by towering hills on all sides, which were covered with thick pine trees. It made the whole place look like a nice little resort area. 
 
    Okay, so maybe living there wasn’t going to be such a bad thing for starters. He did get tired of the commuting and traffic jams here, and Frank did say that the people there were friendly. Sure, Woodberry may not have a lot of things that you could do to occupy yourself, like going out to night clubs and such, but then again, it’s not like Chris visited those places anyway.  
 
    Besides, maybe this is exactly what he needed for a new start – to just move away from the familiar and start with a clean slate. Something to help him get over the past that has been haunting him.  
 
    He texted Frank again. 
 
    Any way I can get housing in the suburban area of the town? 
 
    Frank responded. 
 
    We have housing downtown, right next to the office. It may take you around ten extra minutes to get to the office from the suburban part. 
 
    Chris texted back: 
 
    I don’t mind. Plus, it’ll be cheaper for you guys. 
 
    About a minute had gone by, and Chris was all but done with his noodles when his phone pinged with an incoming text from Frank. 
 
    I’ll see what I can do about it, but I can’t promise there are vacant houses in that part of the town. 
 
    Chris didn’t respond. He continued scrolling through images of the town, reading about its history, checking out various events, etc. Apparently, Woodberry had pie-eating contests once a year in October, which was just one month away.  
 
    The images of citizens posing in front of the photograph with blueberry and raspberry smeared all over their clothes and faces while smiling widely amused Chris. From all the information he was able to find, the town really seemed like a cozy place to settle in. There were no bad news articles anywhere to be found online about the town or its services, which just further convinced him that this move might not be such a bad idea after all. 
 
    Just like that, from being completely unwilling to even think about moving, he suddenly felt extremely optimistic. In the worst-case scenario, if he really hated it, he’d just quit and move back. Sure, he had bills to pay and all, but he had savings that would float him for a couple months.  
 
    And maybe his sister Yvette could help out if he really needed it. They weren’t on such good terms, but they weren’t hostile, either. And he could rent this place to someone while he’s gone, which could garner some extra income for him. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was 6 pm, and it was already getting dark outside. Chris had spent some time answering all the messages from his coworkers, who seemed baffled by his sudden change of heart. Everyone expressed their sorrow for him leaving, but he knew that a lot of his teammates didn’t mean it.  
 
    He didn’t blame them, though. They had to take the brunt of some of the heavy workloads because of him, and having someone who doesn’t procrastinate would make things easier for them to get things done. Another message from Frank came through later that evening. 
 
    I talked to the real estate agent, and he said he has one house in the suburban area of Woodberry. That’s the only house available there, so check out the link I sent you ASAP and let me know if you’re interested; otherwise, you’ll have to stay downtown. 
 
    Chris clicked on the link in the message, and it opened a real-estate website, leading to a link for a house in Woodberry. He first flipped through the images, amazed at the absurd beauty of the household. It was a house that consisted of two floors, but it was a lot newer and a lot bigger than Chris’ current house. It looked like your typical suburban home, with pristine, white walls and big windows.  
 
    The house had a porch, a garage on the right side, and an enormous backyard with a view towards the hills, which stretched upwards into the forested area above. The interior seemed to be decorated with new furniture as well, and it provided fast internet, conveniently cheap gas heating, and even allowed pets to be brought in.  
 
    Chris briefly entertained the thought of getting a dog or a cat in his new to-be home. He imagined walking a pug in Woodberry’s park on a sunny afternoon. 
 
    The price to rent a house like this one was ridiculously lower than Chris could ever dream of. To say that he was thrilled by what he saw was an understatement. He texted his manager back so quickly that he made a few typos along the way. 
 
    I'lk take it. Tel the agent I wanna live tehre. 
 
    While the manager was still typing his response, Chris asked. 
 
    How many months does the company provide housing? 
 
    Frank responded. 
 
    You got it. In your case, it provides it as long as the project lasts, and after that, the house is put back up for rent or for sale. 
 
    What if I want to continue living there? Chris typed, equally as fast as before. 
 
    The manager typed and deleted his message several times before he finally responded. 
 
    You can continue living there at your expense, and since the teams that are working there are a little different, you would probably need a team transfer. 
 
    Chris sent Frank a thumbs up and opened the link to the house once more, marveling at its beauty and size. For a moment, he thought there must be some kind of catch to it. Either someone died there, or something is wrong with the house, but he was too ecstatic at the moment, and his hopes were too high for him to care.  
 
    Frank sent him another message. 
 
    Did you check out the pictures of the town? What do you think? 
 
    Chris responded. 
 
    Yeah, it actually looks pretty good. I think I might like living there if it’s like in the pictures. 
 
    Frank saw his message right away and responded. 
 
    I gotta say I’m really glad you like it! I thought you’d hate every second of this and make it difficult. 
 
    Chris replied. 
 
    Well, nothing’s set in stone yet. I’m doing this for myself, not the company. And if I don’t like living there, I’ll quit, and the company can go fuck itself. 
 
    Fair enough. Frank simply responded. 
 
    Chris knew that Frank didn’t appreciate him talking about the company that way, but he felt that he had every right to do so and that he could get away with it today. This new project was imposed on him without his consent and the place being nice to live in was just a lucky coincidence. 
 
    *** 
 
    Chris called Yvette and his mom to let them know that he would be moving to Oregon. His mother seemed surprised, but glad. She lived in Washington State, so her son would be closer to her. His sister, on the other hand, barely gave any reaction over the phone. Chris knew her well enough to figure that her lack of enthusiastic response was not so much the fact that she was shocked and speechless, but rather she was just waiting for him to continue speaking as if he had something else more important to share.  
 
    The two of them hadn’t spoken in almost a year. She had given birth to her son Evan about a year and a half ago, and Chris kept promising that he would come to visit to meet his nephew, but he was really busy with work, and then later he was going through a rough time with other the other thing, so he just never got around to it. 
 
    Chris offered to visit them once he settled into his new home, and Yvette agreed, but again, he knew her tone well enough to figure she was just patronizing him. They ended the call on a formal basis, making Chris regret not being a better brother, despite going through his own shit. 
 
    He didn’t let that bring him down, though.  
 
    He was ready to move. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The entire process felt like a blur to Chris, and before he even knew it, he was out of his home. The moving was less tedious and stressful than he remembered it to be the last time. With the company taking care of everything, he only needed to sit back and relax.  
 
    Even the packing of his things was done by the moving company, which they didn’t usually want to do unless paid extra. Chris had appointed an agency to find a tenant for his house since he felt unable to deal with it on top of everything else at the moment, and they happily agreed to do so for a small fee. 
 
    He didn’t feel nostalgic, emotional, or anything similar when he glanced at his half-empty house one last time before walking out the front door. He thought that he would have been more attached to the place after almost a year of living there, especially the time he spent with Helen, but no emotions came.  
 
    In the end, though, this place didn’t harbor any memories he cherished. Most of his time spent here seemed to be filled with gloom, loneliness, and depression, so he wasn’t overly sad to move out, save for practical reasons. 
 
    The flight to Oregon was uneventful, and after arriving in Portland, he had to wait a few hours for a bus that would take him to Woodberry. He’d been to Portland a few times before on a business trip, so he was no stranger to the city. Even though he had some favorite places here, like The Voodoo Doughnuts (the best doughnut place in the whole world, with a variety of menu options, like Captain Crunch and maple bars with candied bacon doughnuts), he didn’t really have the time to visit any of the places he wanted. He was anxious to arrive in Woodberry, to finally lay eyes on the town and see what it was like up close and personal. 
 
    The bus station was small, but the street itself was brimming with passengers walking through the crowded street, murmuring, while the noises of cars and their short-tempered drivers permeated the air. Buses came and went until Chris saw the one he needed. He was told it was simply going to be a ‘red bus,’ so he stood up and approached it when it arrived. 
 
    The doors opened, and the first person Chris saw was a middle-aged, obese man sitting in the driver’s seat. His bald top glistened from sweat, and his armpits were stained with big wet splotches. The bus itself was relatively small, but despite that, it was pretty empty, with only three other passengers sitting inside. When Chris stepped inside, the driver didn’t even acknowledge his presence. 
 
    “Excuse me, does this bus go to Woodberry?” Chris asked. 
 
    The driver shook his head bemusedly as he lethargically turned to face Chris.  
 
    “Nope. Stops just outside Woodberry. You can walk from there.” 
 
    “Is there any bus that goes directly to Woodberry or through it?” 
 
    The driver shook his head once more. 
 
    “Nope. No buses go through Woodberry.” 
 
    Chris waited, hoping the bus driver would offer up some more information, but that never happened. Chris shook his head and tried another tactic. 
 
    “Well, then how do I reach it?” 
 
    “It’s a short distance from the station; you can walk it in five minutes.” 
 
    Frustrated with the driver but content with the information he managed to extract, Chris handed the ticket over to him. The driver turned to his right in the seat, grabbed the ticket with his thick fingers, and observed it for a moment curiously as if to check if the ticket was forged. A moment later, he ripped it in half at the designated spot and handed one half back to Chris. 
 
    “Alright, sit down.” The driver turned back towards the road and started driving the bus before Chris could even brace himself. 
 
    Chris lost his balance, but managed to grab onto a seat before he went tumbling down. 
 
    “Asshole.” he mumbled to himself and pushed his way through to the back seat. 
 
    He glanced at his wristwatch and saw that it was a little past noon. He was exhausted and didn’t get enough sleep last night, so he figured he may as well try to catch some z’s during the ride. 
 
    *** 
 
    The bus took an old road which wound around forested hills in the middle of nowhere. The driver made a few stops in small towns, which were along the way, picking up a couple passengers while letting off others. The day was beautiful, so Chris spent some time watching the hills, mesmerized by their vastness, unable to sleep due to the bumpy and swerving roads.  
 
    Whenever the bus passed by a gas station, Chris wondered what it was like for the employees to work there – he was interested to know how early they needed to get up to get to work and how much of a hassle it was to go back to Portland (if they resided there).  
 
    It was well around 3 pm when the road turned from the bumpy, poorly maintained concrete road to a dirt one, making the ride even more uncomfortable. Besides Chris, only two other passengers remained on the bus by this point. The bus had just gotten out of the forested area and was on top of a flat elevated part of the road, with the hills far away across the horizon and down below in the distance. Slowly, the ride came to a halt, and the doors opened. 
 
    “Woodberry!” The bus driver shouted, startling Chris out of his trance. 
 
    Chris frowned, looking around and only just then seeing a badly maintained concrete road outside the bus, leading to the left. There was a car parked on the side of the road, and a man in a suit leaning against it with crossed arms, leisurely looking around. The road led downhill and merged between tiny residential buildings. From there, the town stretched further, but Chris didn’t have time to observe it. 
 
    “What? That there?” Chris pointed to the road, not taking his eyes off the driver. 
 
    The driver nodded, staring at Chris from the rearview mirror. His stare was intense, practically shouting at Chris with his eyes to get out of the bus so that he could continue driving. Chris had had enough of the bus anyway, so he picked up his things and got off.  
 
    The bus doors closed barely a second after he stepped out, and the bus took off in a cloud of dust and dirt, leaving Chris in complete silence. He observed the town from here with more clarity. There it finally was, the entire town in his view.  
 
    Woodberry. 
 
    The town itself seemed to consist of households and only a few dozen small buildings, which were placed around the center of the city. Chris assumed those were mostly commercial buildings rather than residential ones.  
 
    Woodberry seemed to be on a relatively flat surface, just like he saw in the pictures, but was surrounded by grassy hills full of thick rows of countless pine trees on every side. It would be easy to drive within a few miles radius and still miss the town unless you took a road that directly overlooked Woodberry, so it was no wonder it was such a hidden gem.  
 
    It looked even more mesmerizing than in the pictures he had seen, despite a pair of ominous clouds floating above. He remembered seeing pictures of his home town from a helicopter viewpoint, and it was photoshopped so much beyond recognition that any gullible tourist would jump at the opportunity to visit it, only to be met with a cloud of dense fog and smog upon their arrival.  
 
    Something else caught Chris’ attention. On the right-hand side of the city, deep inside the wooded area on top of the highest hill, was a tall, white structure.  
 
    A radio tower.  
 
    It stretched upwards, prominently standing out from the rest of Woodberry and towering above it, like a watchful guardian. Chris wondered if this was the town’s radio station and if anyone actually worked there since it seemed pretty cut off from the rest of the town. He figured there were probably either outposts or some resting areas in the woods, which served as a resort or connection points between the town and the radio tower. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted when the man in the suit - who he had seen leaning on his car prior to exiting the bus – approached him. 
 
    “Hi, there! Chris, right?” He pointed his index finger at him. 
 
    Chris saw him with more clarity now, realizing that he had nicely styled hazel hair and perfectly slick facial features, with no visible blemishes. He smiled at Chris with a white, toothy grin, which was comparable to Hollywood stars. 
 
    “Uh, yeah? Hi there.” Chris was caught by surprise. 
 
    “I’m Daniel. I’m the real estate agent who was appointed to show you your new place.” Daniel reached out, and the two of them shook hands. 
 
    “I… didn’t realize anyone would be waiting for me.” Chris frowned suspiciously. 
 
    He suspected that the person might be a scammer, but what would the chances be that someone was waiting specifically for him in such a remote place, just to steal the few bucks he had on him? He dismissed his skepticism a moment later. 
 
    “I guess Frank just forgot to mention it. Come on, I’ll give you a ride to your new home.” Daniel’s smile never left his face as he opened the trunk of his fancy-looking BMW. 
 
    The fact that this person knew his manager’s name gave Chris some sense of security, so he took his heavy bags off his shoulders with a grunt and got to the passenger’s side of the car. He gently closed the door on his way in, afraid to create even the slightest dent or scratch on a luxurious vehicle like this one.  
 
    The car's inside was as impressive as the outside, with new-looking leather seats, a fancy navigation system, and commands and buttons that he had never seen in other vehicles. The smell of citrus permeated the air inside, and although Chris didn’t like that particular smell, for some reason, it was nice inside this car. 
 
    Daniel got inside and started the car up at the touch of a button next to the ignition. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get you to your new home.” He said again, the smile finally leaving his face when he started focusing on the road. 
 
    The car pulled up smoothly, making Chris feel like he was in an aircraft, rather than a car. As they started descending the hill, the town came into view again, and Chris observed it in silence. The nervousness he felt earlier had disappeared during his bus ride but was back now stronger than before.  
 
    He couldn’t help but wonder if he would like living in Woodberry. Whenever that thought came to him, he would push it away by simply convincing himself that he can quit his job any time he wanted.  
 
    So then why did he have this nagging feeling that he should turn back before it’s too late and never come back? He ignored it as best he could, but the feeling wouldn’t go away, so he struck up a conversation with Daniel. 
 
    “So, you live here?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Yep. Been living here for the past three years. I love it here.” 
 
    This encouraged Chris a little. 
 
    “Don’t you miss the hustle and bustle of big cities?” Chris asked. 
 
    Daniel shook his head as he reached over and rolled the window down. 
 
    “Not even a little. Before I moved, I was sure I would, though. I couldn’t even imagine myself living in a town as small as this one, but as soon as I arrived for the first time, I fell in love with it. The people are nice, there’s no crazy traffic, you got everything you need, and it’s overall a really nice place all year round… you know how small towns usually don’t have something you need, like vegetarian stores, bio-products, night clubs, that kinda thing? Well, Woodberry has everything for everyone, so you’ll never run out of things to buy or do.” He smiled again and glanced at Chris, seemingly expecting a reaction, before focusing on the road again. 
 
    “So why’d you move here in the first place?” Chris asked. 
 
    “My company had this business trip they wanted me to take, and things got complicated, so I had to stay longer. Eventually, I liked it so much here that I just decided to up and leave my hometown and move here. The company has an office here, so it worked out okay.” 
 
    “That’s great. Well, who knows, we may see each other in a bar or something then.” 
 
    “I’m sure we will. It’s a small town, after all. I’m often at Grandpa’s Secret Bar, so we can catch up over there. Whoever visits Woodberry, never leaves the town again.” he winked. 
 
    They got to the bottom of the hill, and the road gradually flattened, where houses started appearing on both sides. They looked too ostentatious for residential homes, each one of them being on two floors, with large garages and a spacious piece of grassland as the surrounding property. 
 
    “So are those some kind of summer houses?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, no. People actually live there. They’re less expensive because they’re right at the edge of town and a lot of people don’t like to live near the woods, but I live in one like that on the other side of town, and I can tell you, it’s the best thing ever. If you can ignore the occasional bear wandering into your backyard, that is.” He chuckled, shining his white teeth at Chris. 
 
    Chris was indeed impressed with the view. The houses looked relatively big, but they also had a nice view into the woods, some of them surrounded by tall trees and others having large pieces of land between them and the edge of the forest. As they drove on, the trees started to thin out, and the forest retreated further up into the hills, making more space on both ends. The one road Daniel and Chris traveled on forked into a small intersection. 
 
    “We’re close to your new place now.” Daniel said as they crossed the intersection and got further into what looked like a suburban area. 
 
    There were four long blocks of the area, and each of them contained expensive-looking houses. Even the older ones looked well maintained and the lawn pristine. The hills where Chris and Daniel were just minutes ago now stretched far in the distance on both sides, towering above the city.  
 
    Chris looked to the right and saw the radio tower peeking from above the tallest hill, still clearly visible, even from the lowest point. They started to see more people on the streets as well - adults walking, elderly people sitting on their porches, or kids playing. 
 
    Daniel slowed down and pulled up to a driveway on the left, turning off the car engine. 
 
    “Here we are.” He smiled widely and looked at Chris. 
 
    Chris glanced out the window towards his new home. He hadn’t thought about the house until then, but when he saw what was in front of him, his jaw dropped. The pictures did absolutely no justice to the immaculate beauty of what he was seeing at the moment. He got out of the car to see if the windshield from the car had somehow deceived him, but no, it was still just as impressive. 
 
    “Whoa.” He couldn’t help but stare in awe, unable to comprehend that this was going to be his home for a pretty significant amount of time. 
 
    “Pretty neat, isn’t it?” Daniel stopped next to him and crossed his arms. “You probably saw in the ad that the house also comes with a huge backyard and garage, but that’s only the cherry on top of the sundae. The interior is the real beauty of it.” 
 
    There was a jingle that caught Chris’ attention, and when he looked down, he saw Daniel handing him a set of keys. He grabbed them tentatively, inspecting them one by one with curiosity. 
 
    “You may need a day or two to figure which key goes where, but I’m sure you’ll get around just fine.” Daniel said. “Now then, do you want me to show you around the house?” 
 
    “You know what, I think I’ll be able to handle it. Thank you though, I really appreciate the ride.” He really did, but he wanted some time alone in his new place now. 
 
    Daniel nodded and put his hands on his hips: 
 
    “Alright, well, if you happen to need anything, feel free to call me. Here’s my number. It won’t take me two hours to get here like it would in Chicago.” He grinned. 
 
    He pulled out a blue business card from his chest pocket and handed it to Chris. The card simply said Daniel Adams, a Real Estate Consultant. 
 
    “Don’t forget your things, Chris.” He opened the trunk and stepped aside, allowing Chris to grab his luggage. 
 
    Once Chris had everything, Daniel opened the door to his car and stepped inside with one foot before saying. 
 
    “The movers should be here by tomorrow with your things and your car, but if there are any problems, you can contact me directly. The house is half-furnished, so you should have the basics until they arrive.” 
 
    “Thanks again, Daniel.” Chris smiled at him, gratefully.  
 
    Daniel smiled back and got inside the car. He drove off, leaving Chris alone with the sound of chirping birds and children playfully shouting in the distance. He looked around, observing his surroundings, still hypnotized by the fairytale-like environment. Without further hesitation, and after fumbling for the right key, he unlocked the door and stepped inside. 
 
    The first thing that struck him was how clean and without blemishes everything was. Every surface in the house seemed so flawless that Chris felt nervous about touching and ruining anything. The second thing he noticed was how spacious the home was.  
 
    It had a big living room, kitchen and bathroom downstairs and a bedroom with its own bathroom upstairs – and it was all to himself. There was even one empty room upstairs, which he decided to use as an office for his work from home. Despite the house's impeccable beauty, Chris couldn’t help but notice how devoid of personal touch it seemed. He reckoned that would be fixed in a matter of days once the movers brought everything. 
 
    He sat on the surprisingly soft couch, despite its sturdy looks, and scanned the living room from that spot. He reckoned he’d spend a lot of time there and wanted to see if it felt as homey as back home. Before he was able to finish his thought, the doorbell rang. He hadn’t even realized that it was a doorbell until he remembered that this was his new place. 
 
    Already? He thought to himself and got up to open the front door.  
 
    When he did, he was greeted by a person who can only be described as a typical suburban dad. He was in his mid-thirties or so, with neatly combed hair, a clean-shaven face, and a somewhat athletic figure. He greeted Chris with a smile as wide as Daniel’s. Chris couldn’t help but notice that he wore a blue t-shirt and white shorts which were pulled a little higher than they should have been. His socks were stretched up almost to his knees, and the sneakers which used to be white were grayish and worn out. 
 
    “Hiya, neighbor!” He greeted Chris jovially, shaking his hand. “My name’s Jim. I live just across the street.” 
 
    He pointed with his thump behind himself at the house across the road. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re Chris, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. How do you know that?” Chris shook his hand and frowned, taken aback by this overly friendly man. 
 
    “Oh, sorry about that.” Jim chuckled. “News travels fast around here. It’s a small town, after all. You know when I got my letter from the court for jury duty, my neighbors knew it before I did.” 
 
    Chris gave him a weak chuckle. 
 
    “But anyway, if you need help with anything, like moving things, getting to know the place, anything at all, feel free to call me.” Jim said. 
 
    “Thank you, I really appreciate that. There aren’t too many things right now, so I think I’ll be able to handle it. And the movers will handle the rest.” 
 
    “Well, don’t hesitate if you need anything, alright?” 
 
    There was a moment of tense silence where Jim stared at Chris, the smile still frozen on his face.  
 
    How do his cheeks not hurt from so much smiling?  
 
    He didn’t seem intent on leaving anytime soon, so Chris tried to kill the awkward silence. 
 
    “So, you’ve lived here long?” He asked. 
 
    He wanted to go back inside and take a break, but he didn’t want to be inconsiderate or come off as a rude new neighbor, mostly because Jim seemed so nice. 
 
    “Oh yeah, my whole life. Me, my wife Sarah, and my kids Katie and Philip. Speaking of which, I’d love for you to meet them! Right now they’re away, but…” 
 
    He clapped his hands together and continued. 
 
    “My wife makes the best kind of desserts around the neighborhood.” He leaned in and said more quietly. “Even better than dear old Marcy, but don’t tell her that.” 
 
    He chuckled at his own remark before saying. 
 
    “But anyway, my wife will probably want to welcome you to the neighborhood, so she may stop by later with some of her famous cupcakes.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s really not-“ 
 
    “Afternoon, Clara!” Jim raised his hand to greet a young woman down the street who was walking her pug. “Taking Rex for a walk earlier today, huh?” 
 
    She waved back with a smile and stopped in the middle of the street. Chris squinted at her, observing her brunette hair tied in a ponytail and the pink tracksuit she wore, as if getting ready to jog. 
 
    “Oh, you know. He can be a little impatient sometimes, so I figured I’d take him out now.” She said. 
 
    She locked eyes with Chris and waved to him as well as if she had only then just seen him. 
 
    “Oh, hi! You must be our new neighbor.” she said enthusiastically, while Rex tugged the leash, too impatient to wait for his owner to make small talk. 
 
    “Yeah, I just moved here, literally five minutes ago.” Chris smiled. 
 
    “Really? Well, I’m Clara. I live just down the street in that house over there.” She pointed down the street at one of the houses. 
 
    Her hand, which held the leash, got tugged harder, and she let Rex take the lead, following closely behind him. She craned her neck to look back at Jim and Chris and yelled. 
 
    “Well, I’d love to stay, but Rex is in a hurry as you can see. I’ll be sure to stop by later for proper greetings if you’re not too busy! It was nice meeting you, Chris!” 
 
    She waved once more, now further away. Chris waved back to her. Jim turned back to Chris and said.  
 
    “That’s Clara for you. She actually runs a book club for the ladies in the neighborhood, and they meet once a week to discuss the book they agreed to read. But my wife goes there, and she says they mostly just gossip, exchange recipes, and drink wine.” he chuckled once more. 
 
    Chris chuckled back in amusement. The silence between him and Jim proceeded, so he said. 
 
    “Well, Jim, listen. It’s been a long day for me, and I still have things to unpack, so uh…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I totally get it.” Jim waved his hand dismissively. “Well, as I said, if you need any help with anything, just holler. I’ll be home all day.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Thanks again, Jim.” Chris gave him a courteous smile. 
 
    “See you around sport.” Jim shot him a finger gun and turned around to go home. 
 
    Chris closed the door behind him, feeling a little baffled, but pleasantly surprised by Jim’s annoyingly friendly behavior. He has a new neighbor who came the moment he moved in to see if he needed any help, so he should be showing some gratitude. Although a little weird with his over-friendliness, Jim seemed like a cool guy, so Chris definitely contemplated inviting him over for a beer or something once he was a little more settled in. 
 
    Before his thought was finished, the doorbell rang again.  
 
    A little frustrated by this point, he strode to the door and yanked it open, but with a patronizing smile on his face. In front of him stood an old lady who had an equally wide smile as he did. She stared at Chris through her ridiculously thick glasses, which made her eyes appear much larger than they actually were. She held out a plastic food container in her hands in front of herself. 
 
    “Good afternoon, ma’am.” Chris said, glancing at the food container. 
 
    “Hello, dearie.” The lady said softly in such a way that it was impossible to be rude to her. “My name is Marcy. I heard we were getting a new neighbor today, so I took the liberty of baking you some homemade chocolate chip and mint cookies.” 
 
    She handed the container to Chris eagerly, and he took it, suddenly getting a warm feeling from such hospitality. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, ma’am. My name’s Chris. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He opened the container, and immediately the smell of chocolate and mint hit his nostrils. 
 
    Truth be told, he hated mint, but Marcy's gesture was lovely, so he didn’t care if it was a container full of pebbles. 
 
    “Oh, I already know who you are, dearie.” Marcy said. “And you can just call me Marcy. I’m still young enough not to be referred to as ‘ma’am.’” 
 
    She and Chris chuckled. 
 
    “Well, I really appreciate the gesture, Marcy. I’m sure the cookies are great.” Chris lied. 
 
    “You should try my homemade lasagna. It will blow you out of this world! My husband Oliver always told me to stop signing up for the annual pie-making contests since no one can get even close to my secret recipe, but I just love seeing old Judy’s sour face whenever I take the medal.” She chuckled heartily again, even managing to put a genuine smile on Chris’ face. 
 
    She gently put her hand on Chris’ wrist and said. 
 
    “Well, it was a pleasure meeting you, dearie, but I have to go now. Oliver gets really grumpy if dinner is not ready on time. I’m making his favorite stew tonight.” 
 
    “Well, he better appreciate it. Otherwise, someone might steal you from him.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re such a flatterer, dearie.” Marcy let out a peal of laughter. “If you’re ever feeling hungry, please stop by, and I’ll make you something to eat.” 
 
    “Will do, ma'a – I mean, Marcy.” 
 
    Marcy turned around to leave but then shouted an ‘oh!’ as if she forgot something. She said. 
 
    “When you’re done with the cookies, would you please make sure to return the container? I’m already missing most of them from the other neighbors, and I’ll need them if you want me to bring you more cookies in the future. My house is the white one over there with the flowers on the porch.” She gestured to a house down the street to her right. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to bring it back as soon as I’m done with them. Thanks again!” Chris turned around and went back inside. 
 
    As he stared at the plastic container with the cookies, he was hit with a sudden realization that living in Woodberry was going to be awesome. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    He found himself in a familiar, dark corridor. He knew it was a dream - the same one from before. He was running away from something, but he couldn’t tell what, and he was too afraid to look back, out of fear that seeing what was lurking behind would petrify him, and the pursuer would then catch him in his frozen state.  
 
    As he ran, he kept seeing splits in pathways; usually one path leading left and the other one right. However, most of the time, one of those paths would be blocked by thick, metallic bars. It was hard to see before turning if the bars were already there, and he knew that if he made the wrong turn and reached a dead end, he’d have no time to go back before being caught by whoever or whatever was pursuing him. 
 
    As he ran, he came to a more extended corridor, and he saw a person in front of himself. The same person from before. He couldn’t recognize any details, but he just knew it was the same person. He ran towards this silhouette, feeling a surge of hope, for this person was his way out of this dark, dilapidated place.  
 
    But the more he ran, the more the person seemed to put significant distance between the two of them and more frighteningly, the more the pursuer closed in on him. Any moment he expected an inhuman hand to wrap around his ankle and drag him back into the dark corridor. 
 
    Chris shot up from his bed, beads of sweat fully formed on his forehead. Rays of morning sunlight filtered through the window onto his bed, and the distinct chirping of birds was heard outside. He looked around, still feeling hazy from the dream, which seemed so real.  
 
    It was the same dream from before - the one that’s been haunting him for months now. He knew exactly why he kept having this specific recurring dream, but he already chose to ignore the past which haunted him. He glanced at his watch, and after realizing it was 9 am, he shook his head for allowing himself to sleep in so late and got up from his bed. 
 
    Despite sleeping for nine hours, he felt like he had gotten only two. He remembered reading somewhere once that people need a certain amount of sleep and a certain amount of REM sleep. He assumed that although he was asleep for nine hours, a tiny portion of it was actually REM, making him feel so tired.  
 
    The good thing, however, was the fact that he still didn’t need to work. It was Tuesday, and he could slack off until next Monday, but he decided he should probably visit the office before then, just to get more acquainted with his new team. 
 
    After brushing his teeth, he entered the kitchen and immediately smelled the mint from Marcy’s cookies, which obnoxiously permeated the air. He wondered how anyone could like mint since it tasted like toothpaste, but then again, he realized there are all sorts of weirdos, like people who eat French fries with ice cream, pineapple on pizza, etc. He approached the kitchen counter where he had left Marcy’s plastic container the previous day, and tentatively observed the cookies. 
 
    He took one out and felt it with his fingers. It was still incredibly soft, making him raise his eyebrows and nod in amazement at Marcy’s baking skills. Despite hating mint, the cookies looked quite appetizing with the big chunks of chocolate chips, so he toughed out one bite.  
 
    As soon as he did though, he regretted it, because the taste of mint was so strong that each inhale burnt his throat. He spat out the saliva-covered cookie bite into the trashcan, drinking a big glass of water to wash it down. The water felt icy after the mint.  
 
    He suddenly felt disappointed in Marcy’s cookies, wondering if all her food looked so presentable but tasted bad. Despite feeling a pang of guilt, he emptied the entire container into the trash bin and washed the plastic – not so much because he wanted it clean, but because the smell of mint was firmly stuck on it. 
 
    After having a light breakfast of cereal that he had brought with him to Woodberry, he received a call from an unknown number. 
 
    “Hello?” He answered it skeptically. 
 
    “Hi, this Tim from Better Life moving company. Is this Chris?” A rough, male voice resounded on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Yes, it is. How can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m calling to inform you about the things which you requested to be moved to Woodberry. We seem to have encountered a slight delay, so we won’t be able to arrive until around 3 pm today. Will you be at the listed address during that time?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure. I have nothing on my schedule today, so it should be fine.” 
 
    “Alright, thank you so much. We’ll be seeing you then. Have a good day.” 
 
    Chris had the whole day ahead of him, so he decided to explore the town a little. He figured that he could probably go full circle around Woodberry in just a couple hours, but he wanted to savor it. Downtown couldn’t be far away, so he decided to walk to it. 
 
    He headed outside and locked his house. As soon as he did, he saw Clara walking Rex down the street. He waved to her, and she stopped and gave him a big smile and waved back. She took a reroute and approached Chris to meet him. Chris felt awkward seeing her slowly approaching, knowing that she was heading directly towards him, but unable to just ignore her and pretend she wasn’t there. 
 
    “Hi again, Chris. Let me formally introduce myself. I’m Clara.” They shook hands. “Sorry for running off like that yesterday. Rex was really impatient.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s alright, I understand. Mind if I pet him?” 
 
    “Of course, go ahead! He loves getting attention.” 
 
    Chris knelt down and carefully put his hand on top of Rex’s head. Rex responded by wagging his tail and snorting. Chris loved dogs. The thought of getting his own crossed his mind again. Having a companion would make the transition easier and occupy his time. He took a mental note to think about it as soon as he was settled in properly. 
 
    “Who’s a good boy?” Chris started petting Rex more vigorously, and the dog excitedly spun around with the leash on him, unable to contain his excitement. 
 
    “So you walk him every day?” Chris asked as he stood up. 
 
    “Oh yeah. At least twice a day, sometimes more often. He’s like a big baby, you know?” Both Clara and Chris chuckled. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as they stared at each other until Clara looked down at Rex and gave him a command to sit. She had to repeat the command a few times and push his behind down, but eventually, Rex finally slumped his butt down. Clara smiled at Chris and asked. 
 
    “So, how do you like it here so far?” 
 
    It was a different kind of smile than what he got from the other residents. Clara’s smile felt genuine, not forced, or courteous. Chris couldn’t help but notice how cute she was when she smiled. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure yet. The people are great. Yesterday, that old lady Marcy brought me some cookies, and Jim offered to help with settling in, so that was really nice of them.” 
 
    “Yeah! You’re definitely going to find that everyone here is accommodating. Marcy’s husband Oliver fixed my sink, washing machine, the oven, and a couple more things when they broke. And they’ve even babysat Rex for me a couple times. I wanted to pay them, but they insist it’s our ‘neighborly duty’ to help each other out.” she used her fingers for a quotation sign. 
 
    Chris chuckled.  
 
    He knew from the get-go that the people here were really polite, but hearing what Marcy’s husband did for Clara surprised him even more. Back in his hometown, if he asked anyone he knew as a handyman to repair something for him, they would have told him to google some plumbing services or would charge the same price as their regular customers. It felt good to know he could rely on his neighbors in case he was in trouble. 
 
    “So, are you from Woodberry?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Yeah, born and raised here. My parents moved here when my mom was pregnant, and I never really wanted to leave. We have a saying over here. Whoever visits Woodberry, never leaves.” 
 
    That phrase struck Chris as interesting. He remembered Daniel uttering the same thing. He decided to be ironic a little bit, to see what Clara was actually like. 
 
    “Nobody leaves because they don’t want to? Or because you’re not allowing them to leave? There aren’t any hostage situations around here, are there?” Chris put up a suspicious grimace. 
 
    “They all willingly stay. It does take a gun and some convincing, but they always decide to stay.” Clara responded in such a serious tone that Chris thought for a moment that she was serious. “But all jokes aside, everybody really likes it here. Especially after attending the pie-eating contest, that always seals the deal about moving here.”  
 
    She chuckled. Chris smiled at her sarcastic response. He always thought that a person’s ability to recognize sarcasm told a lot about them, and so far, he was pleasantly surprised by Clara’s own remark. He said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I read about it before I moved. I was on the fence about moving because, you know, it’s a big change, plus the expenses, but when I heard about the pie-eating contest…” he whistled. “Made me change my mind right away, you know.”  
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “What did make you move here, by the way?” 
 
    “Well, my company has this project in Woodberry, and apparently there aren’t enough people here who were qualified to work on it, so they had to send me to pitch in.” 
 
    “Oh.” Clara said, still smiling before she looked down at Rex. “So I take it you won’t stay here for too long, huh?” 
 
    She playfully bent down to pet Rex’s head, not looking at Chris.  
 
    “Not sure yet. I’m still weighing my options, and if I don’t like it here, I’ll quit my job and move out. But if I do, I may stay.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great!” Clara looked up and smiled even wider, saying in a higher pitch. 
 
    Chris was taken aback by her response. Something changed in Clara’s tone, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
    “Well, there’s still time for me to see.” He said tentatively. 
 
    “Uh-uh.” She straightened her back and looked at the ground, as she said bemusedly. 
 
    Something was definitely wrong, no way Chris was imagining it. When Clara looked up at him, he realized what it was. It was a subtle change but visible enough for him to recognize it.  
 
    She was staring at him with the same, patronizing smile that Jim and Marcy gave him yesterday. The only reason why he knew it was a fake smile was because she was natural around him just a minute ago and the change was almost palpable. 
 
    “Well, listen.” she finally said, looking back at Rex and then at Chris. “I gotta finish up with Rex, but I would love to talk more next time if that’s okay with you?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, that sounds good. It was a pleasure meeting you, Clara.” 
 
    “Yeah, likewise, Chris.” 
 
    Clara was already ushering Rex in the opposite direction, giving a faint wave to Chris with her fingers, before striding down the street.  
 
    What was that about? Did I say something wrong? Maybe she just didn’t find me amusing.  
 
    Deciding not to think anything of it, he looked at his company’s address on the map and started walking down the street. 
 
    *** 
 
    The downtown area did a really good job taking on the appearance of a bigger city. Although traffic was scarce and not too many people were around, there were various shops to choose from, and businesses were around every corner. Chris noticed many available parking spaces, which excited him the most since he always had trouble getting a parking space back home.  
 
    Although there were about a dozen relatively tall buildings dotting the skyline, the hills which steeply towered above were visible even from here and with them, the ominous radio tower.  
 
    He wondered again if it was simply a local radio station. Now that he was in Woodberry, he couldn’t help but notice how high up the tower was and wondered why it would be placed there, when there seemed to be enough room in the town itself.  
 
    Better signal, maybe? The town was at the bottom of the hill, after all. Dismissing it, he went on about his business. 
 
    Chris’ office was in an alley off the main avenue, very inconspicuously placed. The office was located in a building with various businesses inside and had no visible sign or entrance like it did back in his hometown, so he figured they may be renting this office or just didn’t bother enough to fix it up properly. 
 
    Once he was at the front lobby, he saw a tiny guardhouse and an elderly man sitting inside it, reading a book. The guard seemed oblivious to Chris’ presence at first, but once Chris made two steps forward, the guard looked up from his book and opened the tiny window on the glass wall. 
 
    “Hi, I just moved here, and I’m looking for-“ 
 
    “Floor four.” The old man cut him off and smiled. 
 
    When he saw Chris’ surprised expression, he quickly added. 
 
    “The boys upstairs won’t stop talking about the new coworker. And I know all the faces around here. Go on ahead, son.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Chris said dismissively with a courteous smile and gave the old man a nod of agreement. 
 
    He took a step towards the elevator and then turned back to the old man. The guard had already started rereading his book, but when he saw Chris come back, he looked back up at him and patiently smiled. Before Chris even opened his mouth, he slid the little window open again and stared in anticipation, giving him time to speak. 
 
    “Say, I was wondering. That radio tower up on the hill…” He pointed back at the entrance door. “Do you happen to know what it is, exactly?” 
 
    The old man raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips under his mustache, looking away for a moment, before turning back to Chris. 
 
    “Good question. You’d think I should know that, given the fact that I’ve lived here my entire life, right? Well, the problem is, not a lot of people seem to know what it is and what it’s doing there. I mean, I didn’t even see it up there until a few months ago. Which is really strange, because I drive to work here almost every day and there’s no way I’d miss it. It’s like they just built it overnight.” 
 
    Chris scratched his chin, deep in thought. 
 
    “Is there like, a radio station that was recently built or something?” 
 
    “Not that I can tell, son.” The guard pointed behind himself at an old radio and said. “I often listen to the radio, and I haven’t run into any new stations. Who knows, maybe it’s just not functional yet, or they’re looking for some people to work up there or something. I mean, it took them a long time to find someone for your company, let alone someone who’d work up there in the hills.” 
 
    “I see.” Chris put his hands on his hips and looked in no specific direction, contemplating what the guard had just told him. “Alright, well, thank you for your time.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need any more help, son.” The guard said and closed the window again, returning to his book. 
 
    The ride in the elevator was uneventful, and although Chris was about to meet his new coworkers, he felt as if he was simply going back to the old office and picking up work where he left it off. The elevator dinged, and the door opened. 
 
    “SURPRISE!” A cacophony of voices in front of Chris shouted, jolting him back so hard that he almost hit the back of the elevator. 
 
    In front of him stood a group of people, all staring at him with wide grins and spread arms. Chris couldn’t process what was going on until one of his coworkers, a short, skinny man around Chris’ age, finally stepped forward and said. 
 
    “Welcome to the company, Chris! We’ve been waiting for you!” he gestured for Chris to step out of the elevator and everyone made way for him to do so. 
 
    Chris hesitated for a moment before he actually stepped out. The coworkers had made the way clear just enough for him to squeeze out of the elevator but were still dangerously close to encroaching on his personal space. There were eight of them in total, and they all stared at Chris with those creepy grins in anticipation. The guy who greeted Chris initially shook his hand and said. 
 
    “I’m Greg, the team manager. We’re thrilled to have you here, Chris. Here, Cindy bought you a welcome cake.” 
 
    A tall, blonde woman who looked strong enough to tackle a bull approached Chris with a small chocolate cake, which had the crude decoration in the form of letters saying, Welcome Chris!!!  
 
    Chris hesitantly accepted it, trying to return a courteous smile, but realizing that he was probably failing miserably. He was still in shock from the aggressive kind of welcome they just gave him. As he stared down at the cake, he realized how awkwardly quiet it had become, and when he looked up, he saw all eyes still fixed on him, still with those creepy smiles. 
 
    “So uh… did the guard let you know I was coming up?” He asked, more to kill the awkward silence than out of curiosity. 
 
    “Sure did!” Another coworker said, “Ol’ Harold never disappoints. I’m Kevin, by the way.” 
 
    He reached out to shake Chris’ hand, and Chris awkwardly fumbled to grip the cake with one hand in a stable way while shaking Kevin’s hand with the other. The other coworkers introduced themselves one by one, and once they were done, Greg came back up and patted him on the shoulder and said. 
 
    “Well, why are we just standing here? Let’s show you around the office!” 
 
    Their energy level was too high for Chris to match them, but he did his best not to look too serious. As soon as they stepped inside, Chris realized that the office was exactly how it was back home. The layout of the rooms, desks, etc. They even left the desk from Chris’ previous office empty, with his name on it. 
 
    “Sean was not very happy about moving desks initially, but once he realized who it was for, he was onboard.” Greg said. 
 
    Chris looked at his coworker Sean, who shrugged and mouthed it’s cool with a welcoming smile. Chris stared at the desk until he realized that once again, all eyes were fixed on him. He reckoned that they wanted him to try out his new seat, so he gently placed the cake on the desk and sat on the chair, leaning back and slightly spinning it left and right as if to test it out.  
 
    He gave his coworkers an approving nod, smile, and thumbs up, cringing at his own gesture. 
 
    “Awesome!” Greg said and returned the thumbs up to him. “Well, we’d love to welcome you more, but as you can see, the office is basically a copy of the one you worked in, and we have some work to catch up with. If you have any questions or need some help, feel free to ask anyone from around here. Alright, everyone, back to work!” 
 
    He waved everyone away, and a few awwwws filled the air before everyone returned to their own desks. Chris silently breathed a sigh of relief. This kind of overwhelming kindness from other people and being the center of attention was too much for him. He knew that this would dissipate in a day or two, once everybody got used to him – but it was still overwhelming.  
 
    He couldn’t help but notice how overly friendly everyone in the town had been thus far, and he wondered if this was only because he was new or because the people of Woodberry were genuinely like that. Being an introvert, he hoped he wouldn’t be subjected to such kind treatment throughout his entire stay in Woodberry, but at the same time, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of belonging here, too. 
 
    Chris stayed in the office for another ten minutes or so, talking to Kevin, his desk neighbor. Since everyone else was busy and unable to really get distracted, he took his cake – hoping it wasn’t mint – and got ready to leave. Everyone said goodbye to him as enthusiastically as he expected they would and exited the office. On the way out, he and the guard exchanged glares, the guard giving him a sly smile, and Chris judgmentally staring him down for letting his coworkers give him a surprise like that. 
 
    *** 
 
    “No, just put it in the foyer; I’ll deal with it later.” Chris told the movers frustratingly, referring to the big box labeled FRAGILE, which they were carrying. 
 
    It was 2:15 pm, and he was pissed off because he had been enjoying a cup of coffee in a nearby café when he got the call from the moving company. They were in front of his house, and they needed him to be there right away because they had other places to be. When Chris reminded the mover that he said he would be there at around 3 pm, the mover simply rebutted by saying that their schedule was often unpredictable.  
 
    Eventually, Chris had to leave the unfinished cup of coffee and rush back to his new home. That wasn’t such a big problem because he could be home in ten minutes, but when he saw the scratch on the side of his Camry, which the movers claimed was already there when they started driving, he got a little more irked. 
 
    “And be careful with that, it’s expensive. Morons.” He muttered the last word to himself as the movers waltzed towards the foyer. 
 
    “Well, sir.” The chubby middle-aged mover who seemed to be the one in charge said, as he stumbled out of the vehicle with a pen and paper in hand. “That seems to be all of it. Can you double-check if all the boxes are accounted for?” 
 
    “I think it’s going to be fine, thank you.” 
 
    “Well, then we’ll get out of your hair soon; this is our last stop for the day.” 
 
    “I thought you had other places to be?” Chris asked, ready to start an argument with him. 
 
    “We don’t, but the company ordered us to wrap everything up here and be out of town before 7 pm at the latest.” He adjusted his cap awkwardly. “No idea why, though. They never rush us with anything, and as I said, we got no other deliveries, but for some reason, the boss was very strict about us finishing earlier here.” 
 
    Chris scratched his cheek, looking over yonder. His gaze inevitably fell on the radio tower in the distance. The other two movers had just returned, and one of them was closing the backdoor of the van, while the other went around the back. 
 
    “Tell me something.” Chris spoke to the head of the moving crew. “Do you guys make deliveries to Woodberry often?” 
 
    “Not at all, mister. This was our first time here. Heck, we didn’t even know where the town was exactly until we looked it up. I asked around too, and none of the other movers seemed to know where the town is. They kept giving me glances as if I asked them for directions to the lost city of Atlantis.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Now, if you’ll just sign over here, sir.” The man gave Chris a form and handed him the pen. 
 
    Chris gently took the pen from his dirt-caked fingers and scrawled a half-assed signature, which he promptly handed back to the mover with a courteous smile. 
 
    “Thank you.” he said to the mover. 
 
    “Thank you as well, sir. You have a good day now.” He tipped the cap once more and entered his van. 
 
    Once they drove off in a cloud of dust, Chris shook his head and, now more confused than frustrated, went back inside his house.  
 
    Although the movers were careful with the transportation, his gut feeling told him he would find something broken or missing in the boxes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Although it was late September, it was warm enough to wear t-shirts. It had been two days since Chris moved to Woodberry, and since he had done nothing productive the previous days, he started to feel a pang of guilt.  
 
    He figured he should start a regular routine to get into the swing of things faster; otherwise, starting work on Monday would be as painful as coming back from a long vacation. He contemplated whether the feeling of guilt over not doing anything was stronger than the pleasure of taking a break and ultimately decided in favor of being productive.  
 
    The first thing he wanted to do though, was unpack everything. Boxes, which the movers had placed haphazardly in the living room, were strewn about the floor, and so he took his precious time unpacking and making his new home look presentable.  
 
    The items which were in the box marked as 'fragile' were luckily intact, and Chris decided to deal with them first, in order to avoid tripping on the box and potentially smashing the precious items.  
 
    He took out two figurines which he had brought from home. It was a gift he got from Yvette a few years ago, back when they last met. The statuettes looked like some gods or something from ancient mythology, and although Chris didn't know what they were (and neither did Yvette), he liked how badass they looked. He placed them upstairs on the windowsill of his bedroom so that they faced the street. 
 
    He was halfway done with the boxes, and he had just unpacked a stack of what he assumed were papers he may use some time in the distant future, which had been collecting dust for years prior to that in his old home. He approached the drawer in the living room to place the papers there, and as he opened it, his eyes fell on a little wrinkled piece of paper, which looked like it was torn out of a notebook sloppily. 
 
    It looked out of place since everything else that had potentially belonged to the previous owner had been cleared out of the house, but this piece of paper stuck out like a sore thumb. He took it and was about to crumple it and toss it away, but something about the way it occupied this empty drawer seemed off. He flipped it over and saw what looked like a hastily jotted down note. 
 
    PLUGS, 8 PM 
 
    Chris raised his eyebrows, trying to decipher the riddle of the note, but eventually figured that this was probably a shopping list of some sort left by the previous owner. He didn't want to throw it away though, since he didn't know if this was something important.  
 
    As ridiculous as it sounded, the owner may come back one day and ask him if he found any notes in the drawer. He left it exactly how he had found it and took a mental note where it was. He placed the stack of his own papers on top of the note and hoped he wouldn't forget where it was. 
 
    After he was done unpacking, he was sweating and panting as if he had just run a marathon. He hadn't been working out in days and could already start feeling his muscles going soft and his stamina deteriorating, and that was motivation enough to start doing some type of workout at least thirty minutes a day. He put that thought at the back of his mind for now and entered the kitchen. The first thing he saw upon entering was Marcy's plastic container.  
 
    "Ah, crap." he muttered to himself, remembering that Marcy politely asked him to return the container. 
 
    He decided he would go grocery shopping and, upon his return take the container back to her. There was a supermarket near the edge of the town with lots of discounts, which he saw on his ride in with Daniel, so he drove there.  
 
    *** 
 
    When he arrived, it was relatively empty, with only a few customers inside, despite its spaciousness. Chris put everything he wanted to buy in his cart and waited in line for the cashier to check everything at the counter.  
 
    While waiting, he couldn't help but notice an older-looking man glancing at him from a nearby aisle. He seemed to be browsing something, picking out various cans, reading their contents on the front and back, and putting them back on the shelves; however, every now and again, he would glance in Chris' direction under his cap.  
 
    Their eyes locked multiple times, and whenever they did, the old man averted his gaze, continuing to pretend that he was enthralled with whatever nutritional value was written on the product. 
 
    "Next, please." The cashier exclaimed with a grin, and Chris snapped his head back in front, realizing he was next in line. 
 
    He placed his items on the checkout counter and waited as the cashier scanned each item with a resounding beep. While he waited, he craned his neck towards the aisle, but the man was gone. His gaze darted around the market, trying to see if he was still nearby, among any of the other shoppers. 
 
    "That'll be 167.99. Would you like to pay with cash or credit card?" The cashier said patiently. 
 
    Chris whipped out his wallet and handed him his credit card, glancing around persistently for the old man. He was definitely gone.  
 
    Oh well, just some weirdo. He thought to himself.  
 
    Once he put all his items in the grocery bags and thanked the cashier, he strolled outside. He walked over to his car and opened the trunk. 
 
    "You're new here, aren't you?" A deep, scratchy voice said from behind him. 
 
    Chris glanced over his shoulder and saw the old man from the supermarket standing in the middle of the parking lot, with his hands in his pockets. He was able to observe in more detail his tired-looking eyes, old worn clothes, and torn shoes, now that he was only a few feet away.  
 
    He immediately suspected that the man would either try to rob him or ask for some money. Either way, he knew he was in potential danger since the parking lot was completely empty and located at the back of the market, only partially facing the adjacent road – which also happened to be empty. 
 
    "I am. Name's Chris." he said, putting the groceries in his trunk and closing it, trying to pretend to be oblivious to the man's intentions. 
 
    He turned towards the man and leaned on the car to have a better view of the person in case he tried to pull a knife on him, or worse. The man continued staring at him without saying anything. 
 
    "Can I help you?" Chris asked to kill the tension a little bit. 
 
    The man glanced around as if trying to make sure that no one was watching them. 
 
    "Look, if you're looking for some change or-" 
 
    "I'm not going to rob you. I'm here to warn you." The man interrupted him. 
 
    This put Chris at ease a little, but he knew better than to trust the words of a person who looked like he would be willing to kill for a shot of heroin. 
 
    "Warn me about what?" he asked as he frowned. 
 
    "About leaving Woodberry. It's not safe here." The man's eyes looked genuinely concerned, rather than threatening. 
 
    Chris waited a moment for the man to follow up with some more information, but since that never came, he said. 
 
    "Look, I really need to get going." He stood up and turned to enter the driver's side of the door. "I really appreciate-" 
 
    He felt a firm grip on his forearm, which took him aback. His heart began racing immediately, and he shot his head towards the old man. The man's eyes grew even wider, expressing more than just concern this time. It looked to Chris like fear. 
 
    "Listen to me." The old man pleaded. "You have to leave as soon as you can. If you don't leave right away, it'll be too late for you." 
 
    "Hey!" A voice echoed in the distance, and both Chris and the old man shot their heads in that direction. 
 
    The old man's grip loosened, and he took a step back immediately. It was the cashier, running down the parking lot with a package of cream cheese in his hand.  
 
    "Think about what I told you." The old man said as he put his hands back in his pockets and took a subtle step back. 
 
    He turned around and walked away, looking down at the ground the whole time. 
 
    "Sir, you forgot this at the checkout." The cashier said, panting from his jog but still smiling. 
 
    Chris continued staring at the man walking away, his heart still racing. 
 
    "Sir?" The cashier asked. 
 
    As if noticing him just then, Chris took the cheese and thanked him, putting it in the trunk, along with the rest of the groceries. When he closed the trunk, he saw the cashier still standing there with a big smile on his face. 
 
    "I… I appreciate it. Have a great day." Chris smiled back, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    He glanced at the old man once more, who locked his worried-looking gaze with Chris from a distance, before disappearing around the corner. 
 
    *** 
 
    Upon entering the kitchen, he saw that cursed plastic container again, which painfully reminded him that he needed to bring it back to Marcy. For some reason, that chore was a lot worse than all the other ones combined (probably because of the involved small talk), but he decided to tough it out and take it back to her right away before he got too lazy and put it off again. He thoroughly rinsed the plastic once more in order to avoid getting scolded in case Marcy was meticulous regarding cleanliness, and then he finally headed out. 
 
    Marcy's house was so on par with the rest of the neighborhood in terms of decoration and newness, so Chris assumed they may have renovated it recently if they've been living in Woodberry a longer time. There were pots of flowers on the front porch, giving off a hospitable, colorful aura with a pleasant smell that permeated the air. It was like walking into a flower shop.  
 
    He approached the front door and rang the bell. He waited patiently, looking around. The street was completely empty, and he assumed that most of his neighbors were at work. The door swung open, and Marcy's pleasant, smiling face greeted Chris. 
 
    "Oh, hello, dearie." she chirped with an enthusiastic tone. 
 
    "Good day, Marcy. Nice day, isn't it?" Chris smiled back. 
 
    Most of the other townsfolk kind of gave him the creeps when he saw them grinning constantly, but Marcy seemed to vibrate this different kind of energy. Everyone in town seemed so forcibly positive on the outside, but there was something about Marcy's jovial nature that could turn even the sturdiest frown into a smile in an instant. It felt more authentic. 
 
    "Why, yes, it is. I was just about to go to the market to buy some more flowers. You know, a house can be very sad and depressing without some nice decoration. But, I suppose you men can't really appreciate flowers, can you?" She chuckled. 
 
    "I suppose not. Hell, I didn't even know what kind of flowers to get for my exe. I'd just go to a flower shop and tell the lady working there, 'Give me something that for a girl whose boyfriend messed up,' you know?" 
 
    Marcy laughed at this, although Chris found the memory somewhat painful. 
 
    "Well, I was just about to go to the marketplace, but if you'd like to come in, I have some lemon cake I just made." she said. 
 
    Oh god, it just gets worse. 
 
    He hated mint, but the lemon cake was close behind it. Chris raised his hand in a stop sign.  
 
    "Thank you, but I have to decline. I got some things to take care of; I just dropped by to give the container back to you. And to thank you for the cookies." 
 
    He promptly handed the container back to Marcy, who took it and flipped it around in her hands as if inspecting it thoroughly. 
 
    "You ate all of them, I hope." She looked up at him, and suddenly her smile was gone. 
 
    She stared at him through the thick glasses with suspicion, and Chris suddenly felt like this was an interrogational question, rather than an informative one. She continued staring at him intently, so he quickly made up a lie as best he could caught off guard like that. 
 
    "Uh, yeah. All gone. I'm a sucker for sweets." he chuckled. 
 
    Marcy continued staring at him. Chris thought that she figured him out, even though there was no way she could have known. But then the smile returned to her face, and she said simply. 
 
    "Well, alright, then. If you have a sweet tooth, I'll be sure to bake you some more again." 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    "Oh no, really, that's not necessary, Marcy. I wouldn't want you to go to any trouble. Thank you, though." Chris said, hoping that would get him off the hook. 
 
    "Well, dearie, if you won't come in, then I'll be going to the marketplace." 
 
    "Yeah, of course, don't let me stop you. Thanks again for the warm welcome; I really appreciate it." 
 
    "Anytime, dearie." 
 
    Chris turned around and was about to go back, when he saw that radio tower again, way in the distance, constantly tainting the hillside view with its mysterious presence. 
 
    "Hey, Marcy?" He asked and turned back to the house. 
 
    Marcy had already halfway-closed her door, but Chris' call made her stop.  
 
    "You wouldn't happen to know anything about that radio tower up there, would ya?" He pointed behind himself towards the tower with his thumb. 
 
    Marcy frowned. 
 
    "To tell you the truth, I don't think anyone here knows exactly what it is, dearie." 
 
    "Yeah, I figured. I've been asking around, and no one seems to know a thing about it." 
 
    "Well, I can tell you that I've been living here for over fifty years, and the radio tower was built only around six months ago. And very quickly, for that matter. One day I had a beautiful view of the hills, and the next morning, there was a radio tower there." 
 
    Chris glanced behind at the tower curiously, then back at Marcy. 
 
    "So, what do you think it is?" he asked. 
 
    "Well, at first, everyone thought it would be a radio tower. People were very happy when they realized the town of Woodberry would be getting its own station. But the radio station, if it even is a radio station, never broadcasted anything. Nothing on the news about the tower being built, either. Some townsfolk here are even convinced that the tower has always been here, which is, of course, ridiculous." 
 
    "And you said it was built overnight?" 
 
    "Oh yes, dearie. I remember it clearly because the day before it was built, there were these vans driving through the neighborhood all day long, back and forth, and back and forth. You need to understand that this neighborhood is very quiet, so when something like this happens, suspicions are immediately raised. And here you have these vans, with no company logos and stern-looking men inside, which were never seen in town, all of a sudden appearing and disappearing, just like that. I wanted to offer them some lemonade, but they were in such a hurry that I never got the chance. Anyway, not to mention that the tower was built way up there on the hill. As far as I'm aware, there aren't even any viable roads or trails leading up there." 
 
    "That's… intriguing." Chris listened with fascination as Marcy gave him information that none of the other townsfolk did. 
 
    She continued. 
 
    "My guess is, the town probably wanted to have their own radio station, but due to budget constraints or some other reasons, they had to back out. That still doesn't explain the location of the tower, though. Maybe it was for a better signal or something? It's all a very strange business, dearie. But I suppose people didn't really care that much about the tower, ever since that poor girl went missing." 
 
    Chris raised his eyebrows quizzically. 
 
    "Wait, what did you say?" 
 
    "Oh, I suppose no one told you that. And no wonder no one wants to talk about it. Her name was Jennifer, and she was such a nice, young lady." 
 
    "Did you say she went missing? Does anyone know what happened to her?" 
 
    "She disappeared a few months ago without a trace. The police say the chances of her being found alive are pretty much non-existent, so I guess everybody in Woodberry has been trying to forget the whole thing." 
 
    Chris thought for a moment, obviously shocked by the news that there was a missing person's case in such a small town, but even more shocked that no one told him about it. He figured the townsfolk probably didn't want to leave a bad impression on the new guy. 
 
    "I understand." He nodded, looking down and contemplating the whole thing. 
 
    A moment later, he looked back up at Marcy and said. 
 
    "Well, I don't want to hold you up any longer, Marcy." 
 
    "Oh, no problem at all, dearie." 
 
    He turned around to leave when Marcy called out to him: 
 
    "Oh, and one more thing, dearie." 
 
    "Yes?" Chris turned back. 
 
    "Don't go asking other people about the tower or about Jennifer. The townsfolk here are very… conservative, and they may get offended if you ask them about it. The truth is they are only angry because they don't have any answers, despite living here their entire lives. But trust me, you don't want to get on anyone's bad side in a small town like Woodberry." 
 
    Chris nodded silently before giving Marcy a PR grin and saying. 
 
    "Thanks again for the cookies, Marcy. You have a good one." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    It was around 2 pm when Chris decided to go downtown to explore some more. The conversation he had with Marcy was still freshly imprinted in his mind, but he decided to take her up on her advice and avoid asking the others about the missing girl or the tower. He went downtown on foot to give himself the impression of being physically active and began his exploration. 
 
    Although his office was very close no matter where he was in town, visiting that place was not on his list today. He wanted to stay away from anything work-related until he actually had to start working. So instead, he decided to find a nearby restaurant to grab a bite to eat. Café Bella seemed to be a really popular place, according to what others told him.  
 
    Upon arriving, Chris realized that they weren't lying because the place was teeming with townsfolk, old and young alike. It was a very quiet and peaceful place, decorated with various colors on each wall. Hand-written positive messages by customers were on the so-called 'wall of impressions', giving the place a unique vibe. Various exotic and abstract figures like bikes from the 1920s, trumpets, etc. hung from the ceiling and on the walls. 
 
    The menu seemed to be rich as well, offering an abundance of food and drinks. Whether you were vegetarian, vegan, religious, allergic to certain products, etc. the place had something for everyone. Chris opted for their 'healthy bowl' and connected to the café's Wi-Fi while waiting. 
 
    "Hey, Chris!" An enthusiastic voice caught his attention not five minutes upon his arrival. 
 
    He looked up to see Clara smiling widely. 
 
    "Clara, hey!" He stood up. "You come here, too?" 
 
    "Oh." She waved her hand, dismissively. "Everybody comes here. There aren't too many popular places in town, but this one seems to take the cake." 
 
    He noticed that she was in formal attire, whereas the previous two days, she wore some casual apparel, so he asked. 
 
    "So, are you working right now?" 
 
    "I am actually. What gave me away? Was it the fact that my hair is tied into a ponytail?" 
 
    "No, it's that look that says 'kill me.' Dead giveaway." 
 
    They both chuckled and a moment of pause ensued before Chris said. 
 
    "Well, do you wanna sit down? I already ordered some food, but um, if you'd like, we can, you know, eat together." He carefully tested the waters, trying not to cross the boundaries. 
 
    "Sure, I'd love to!" She cocked her head approvingly and hung her purse on the chair before sitting down. 
 
    The waiter came to take Clara's order, and while they waited for their order to arrive, she and Chris chatted. Chris felt that they hit it off nicely right from the start because Clara seemed interested in everything he was saying and was talkative about her own interests, as well.  
 
    She said that she works for Woodberry's only accounting company a few blocks away and talked about the struggles of her everyday work, mentioning that her boss can sometimes be a bitch.  
 
    Chris asked her if she could change departments or jobs, which he immediately regretted because Clara told him there was no way in such a small town. Luckily though, her boss would be retiring soon, and Clara was in line to get a promotion, so that would solve all her problems. Chris wished her luck in that just as their order arrived. 
 
    "So what about your private life? You told me about work and hobbies, but what about family? Are you married?" he cautiously asked, deliberately avoiding her gaze all the while in case there was an awkward stare from her side. 
 
    "Oh, yeah. My husband is a mob-boss, and he is just around the corner, stalking me and waiting for us to leave and so he can beat you up." Clara said jokingly. 
 
    "Come on, that's just far-fetched." He paused before continuing. "There's no way he could beat me in a fight."  
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    "So that's a no, I take it?" Chris pushed it a little more, his heart beating just a little faster than it should, but he wasn't sure if it was out of fear, excitement, or if it was just the effect Clara's smile had on him. 
 
    "Mhm." she murmured as she took another bite of her food. "And what about you? I haven't seen you move in with anyone here." 
 
    "Oh, so you've been stalking me?" He winked as he took a sip of his water. 
 
    "No. By the way, your furniture placement in the living room looks dreadful from the window." 
 
    "Well, that's the previous tenant's fault, I'm afraid." he said with a wry chuckle. 
 
    Clara looked down at her food and took another hesitant bite before asking. 
 
    "Were you seeing someone back home?" 
 
    "I was." Chris said somberly. 
 
    "I see." Clara said quietly, and what Chris hoped sounded like disappointment in her voice was palpable. 
 
    This is a good sign. He thought to himself.  
 
    He stared at his plate, remembering the past and suddenly feeling a little nostalgic. He then looked at Clara and said. 
 
    "But that was long before I even decided to move. I've been single for a while now. So don't worry, no crazy girlfriends or exes stalking me." He winked roguishly. 
 
    There was a moment of silence where Chris thought that he'd screwed things up with Clara by bringing this up, but when she continued engaging in the conversation as jovially as before, he felt relieved.  
 
    Clara talked about the places worth visiting in Woodberry and the big park nearby, which she offered to take Chris to when she takes Rex on the weekends. She talked about the town with utter fascination and passion, especially describing the surrounding camping and picnic sites in an extremely visual manner. 
 
    As she talked about the outskirts of Woodberry, Chris couldn't help but remember the radio tower, and all of a sudden, he spaced out while Clara was talking. His mind kept coming back to his conversation with Marcy about the missing girl, Jennifer. Marcy's words kept replaying in his head. 
 
    Don't go asking about the tower or the missing girl. The people here are conservative. 
 
    "So yeah, although the movie theatre isn't too big, it's pretty convenient because you can essentially choose whichever seat you want." Clara finished her sentence, taking a sip of her cola. 
 
    "That's pretty great." Chris indulged her, not sure how the topic changed so quickly from camping to movies. "Back where I lived, the theatre was so big that you could get lost in it easily, and pushing your way all the way to the middle of the row is always a pain when you're late." 
 
    He hoped Clara wouldn't notice he wasn't listening. She smiled and gave him an enthusiastic response, which told him she didn't. He paused to take a bite of his food, not because he was hungry, but because he was contemplating whether to ask Clara anything about what Marcy told him. 
 
    Don't go asking. Marcy's voice echoed in his mind.  
 
    Screw it. Clara was cool. Clara would be okay with talking about it. 
 
    "Hey, listen, I wanted to ask you about something." He tentatively said. 
 
    "Sure thing." 
 
    "You wouldn't happen to know anything about a missing persons case in Woodberry, would you? By the name of Jennifer?" He frowned. 
 
    Clara continued smiling but closed her mouth, looking visibly uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken. 
 
    "Um…" She looked outside the window, seemingly thinking with a frown. "Not really, no." 
 
    She finally responded, looking back at Chris with a wider smile, before deciding to look down at her plate. 
 
    "I see. And um…" He hesitated, contemplating his next question. 
 
    Something told him that asking about the tower would be a bad idea. He pursed his lips, weighing his options. On the one hand, Clara suddenly seemed visibly upset, but on the other hand, why would she get upset over such a stupid question as the radio tower? He decided to try his luck. 
 
    "What about that radio tower on the hill up there? Do you know what it's for?" He asked, taking a sip of his water while not taking his eyes off Clara. 
 
    She continued staring at her plate and made a confused grimace that conveyed I don't know what you're talking about, as she slowly shook her head. She then looked up at Chris, and by this point, her warm smile turned into an expression of neutrality, almost hostile. 
 
    "Really?" Chris asked. "Because no one seems to know anything about it. And you said you were born and raised here, so I thought that you might know what the deal is." 
 
    "Yeah, I don't think you'll find that anyone here knows much of anything about it." she said, playing around with her food using the fork and only giving Chris a glance from time to time. 
 
    She suddenly seemed to have lost all interest in the conversation, but Chris tried to re-engage her. 
 
    "Alright. Well, who knows, maybe we'll get a radio station some day." he smiled, but Clara gave him a courteous smile at best. 
 
    Their conversation continued shallowly from there, with Clara barely giving any in-depth responses. After a while, she said. 
 
    "This was a really nice chat Chris, I really enjoyed our conversation, but I'm afraid I have to be getting back to work now." 
 
    "Oh, I see. Well, let me walk you there. I got nothing better to d-" 
 
    "No, it's fine. It's only a few blocks away." She already stood up and picked up her purse, looking around for the waiter, with a smile plastered to her face. 
 
    It was that same fake smile that everyone else in the town was giving him. 
 
    "Don't worry about it; I already took care of the bill a little earlier." Chris smiled. 
 
    She smiled back, this time genuinely, but her eyes still seemed insincere. 
 
    "You shouldn't have. I'll pay next time then, alright?" 
 
    "Well, let's discuss it next time." 
 
    "I'll be seeing you around, Chris. Take care of yourself." She smiled and reached for the door before turning around and leaving faster than Chris thought was normal, even for someone who was in a rush. 
 
    Way to go, Chris. He scolded himself for being so stupid and not listening to Marcy.  
 
    Things were going so well between him and Clara, and then everything went horribly awry in a second. He knew deep down that asking such trivial questions was no reason for someone to just up and lose interest in him, but he knew that the townsfolk here probably had a different culture and mentality. Disappointed in himself and feeling like absolute shit for screwing things up like that, he left the café and went home. 
 
    *** 
 
    The first thing he did when he got home was look up the news about the missing woman in Woodberry. He usually didn't care about these things happening, and he was going to let it go, just like Marcy told him to, but he couldn't. Not when it happened in a small town like Woodberry. 
 
    The search results showed the latest missing persons cases from other cities, but nothing related to the girl Marcy mentioned. He tried searching for it under different keywords, but again, nothing of relevance popped up. He figured the news must have been swept under the rug since the town was so small and the case therefore, considered insignificant, but he continued scrolling down in hopes of finding something of interest. 
 
    Only after perusing a few pages on Google did he actually find a very short, very vague news article. He clicked it and read through the lines. 
 
    J.C. (26) from the town of Woodberry has gone missing on the night between August 12th and August 13th. Police state that they found no traces of struggle or indication of foul play. It is believed J.C. left town without announcing it to anyone; however, the police are continuing the search for her. 
 
    That was it. There were no pictures, no full names, statements, nothing. Just three meager sentences about a missing woman. Chris found it somewhat odd that the news about a missing person would be so scarce, especially since the point was to spread the news as much as possible in hopes of recognizing and finding her, but then Marcy's words rushed back to him again.  
 
    Woodberry really was a sleepy town where probably nothing ever goes wrong, so to have something like this happen must have terrified the townsfolk, especially parents with young children. As curious as he was, he ultimately decided that the best thing to do would be forgetting the whole thing and not asking anyone else about it again unless they initiated the topic. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was early evening when Chris realized he forgot to buy some essentials for his house, like laundry and dish detergent, so he decided to go to a nearby convenience store. The sun had already set, and the streetlights began to illuminate the neighborhood brightly.  
 
    Chris made his way down the street, jovially spinning his house keys around his index finger when he saw Jim and a woman - who he assumed was his wife - walking in his direction. Jim's face lit up under the streetlight with a toothy grin when he saw Chris. He looked creepy with the shadows being cast over his face from the light like that. 
 
    "Hey, champ!" he said and stopped to greet his neighbor. "How's it going? Going for a little evening stroll, are ya?" 
 
    "Hey, Jim. No, just going to the convenience store, is all." 
 
    "That's just swell. Oh, this is my wife, Sarah." He gestured to her. 
 
    Sarah had as big of a smile on her face as Jim did, as she warmly shook Chris' hand. 
 
    "Nice to finally meet you! I've been meaning to bring you some welcome cupcakes, but I've just been so busy with work and kids. You know how it is, you wake up, you prepare the children for school, you work, you try to take a break after work, but you know, the kids are here, so I never got the time for that extra cooking in the kitchen." She chuckled. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry about it, Sarah. Actually, Marcy already gave me some mint cookies, and if you bake as well as she does, I'll exceed my caloric intake in no time." All three of them laughed, with Sarah and Jim laughing just a little too hard. 
 
    "See, what I tell ya?" Jim put his arm around his wife and pointed at Chris. "Real cool guy, this one right here." 
 
    Chris saw one of his female neighbors, whose name he didn't know, exiting her house way behind Jim and Sarah, taking out a big bag of trash and hauling it to the trashcan. When she glanced his way, she freed up one hand to wave vigorously, and he waved back. Jim and Sarah curiously turned around and waved to her as well. 
 
    "Ah, it's Kelly. So, anyway." Sarah said as she turned back around to Chris, holding her hands together down at her waist and grinning. "Jim says you come from a big city?" 
 
    "I do, actually. Lived there my entire life." 
 
    "So, what brought you here?" 
 
    "Well, my company needed someone to take over a project, and apparently there's a shortage of people, so, you know." He shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    "Well, that's just great!" She leaned in and said. "I think by the time your project is done, you won't want to leave anyway!" 
 
    "Honey, don't scare the neighbor; he just moved here!" Jim jokingly said and winked at Chris. 
 
    "Well, it's true!" Sarah remarked confidently. "We haven't seen a new face here in, what? Must have been years! But, whenever someone comes even for a short visit, they never want to leave." 
 
    She stared at Chris with her grin, as if expecting a response from him.  
 
    "It's true." Jim remarked. "They just love the peacefulness of Woodberry." 
 
    A young woman in sportswear ran past them on the pavement, waving to the group and heading in the direction behind Chris. 
 
    "Plus, who would enjoy living in a crowded, big city with lots of traffic, loud noises, and air pollution anyway, right?" Sarah wrinkled her nose as if smelling something bad, but still smiling. 
 
    "Now, honey. It does have its upsides." Jim remarked. 
 
    Just then, something caught Chris' attention. To his left, with his peripheral vision, he saw something red and bright. He jerked his head in the direction of whatever it was, and his gaze fell upon the radio tower that's been bothering him the whole day. It was flickering near the top with a red light on and off, slowly and steadily, like a pulse.  
 
    Chris stared at it, mesmerized by the brightness and hypnotic transmission of the glow which contrasted the dark hills and the night sky behind it, like a beacon, calling for help.  
 
    So the tower was active after all. But what was it for if no one in Woodberry knew its purpose? 
 
    "Hey, Jim? What's the deal with that radio tower?" He found himself uttering the words, without even thinking about them, as he clutched his house keys firmly in his hand. 
 
    When he got no response, he repeated his question. 
 
    "Jim, that tower over the-" He pointed over yonder towards the tower, as he looked back at Jim. 
 
    The words got caught in his throat mid-sentence. Both Sarah and Jim were standing still, their gazes fixed on something in front of them with blank stares and emotionless expressions, while their arms hung limply next to their bodies. Chris stared at them for a moment, baffled by their behavior, but when he realized they weren't even blinking and stood as still as statues, he became a little concerned. 
 
    "Uh, Jim?" Chris asked, thinking now that they were playing a prank on him. 
 
    His gaze fell on Kelly, far behind his two neighbors, and he saw that she too stood still, facing in the same direction as Jim and Sarah. Her trash bag was still in her hand, hanging limply next to her body.  
 
    Chris quickly turned around to see what it was that's so interesting that all his neighbors were fixated on it, and as he did so, he heard himself letting out an audible gasp. The jogger from before stood on the pavement under the streetlight, facing the same direction as the others, with the same limp posture, her silhouette illuminated by the light. 
 
    Chris froze, clutching his house keys harder now, darting his eyes frantically around the street, trying to see if he was missing something important that the others weren't. Was there something out there that he simply couldn't see in the dark? He turned his head in the direction of the radio tower once more, which was still steadily emitting the red light from the top. 
 
    He faced Jim and Sarah, who were still frozen entirely. Something was wrong here. He didn't know what was going on, but it was definitely wrong, and he had to get out of here. He slowly tried to put the keys in his pocket, but he was so mesmerized by their hypnotized behavior that he somehow fumbled, and the keys fell on the ground with a loud jingle and clank, echoing in the street.  
 
    "Shit." He mumbled as he looked at the keys which miserably lay on the ground. 
 
    When he looked back up at his neighbors, they were unanimously looking at the keys on the ground before they slowly turned their heads back up. Only this time, they weren't looking over Chris' shoulder.  
 
    They were looking directly at him.  
 
    Their gazes were so penetrating and unsettling that Chris had to avert his own eye contact, so he instead decided to look down at the keys. Very slowly, he bent down to pick them while avoiding any and all noise he could. 
 
    "For example, you can find all the big stores around every corner." Jim's voice came forward so abruptly at the unnerving silence that it startled Chris, making him step back just as he grabbed the keys, almost falling backward. 
 
    He looked up at Jim and his wife, who were back to their normal postures, smiling and all. He glanced over their shoulders to see Kelly placing the trash in the can and heading back inside. When he turned back around, the lady from before was well down the street, continuing her jogging. 
 
    "Hey, Chris? You okay, buddy?" Jim asked with concern clearly etched on his features. 
 
    Chris hadn't even realized that he was sweating bullets, despite the cold autumn air. He glanced at the radio tower once more and realized that the light was gone, and the tower stood derelict and still, a silent behemoth on top of a hill in the middle of the night.  
 
    Did the tower really emit any light? Or did he imagine the whole thing? 
 
    "Oh, sweetie, you must be stressed from moving." Sarah said with a motherly tone. "You should go home and get some rest; you don't look so good." 
 
    Chris turned back around towards them and opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out. It took everything within him not to ask them if they saw the radio tower emitting the light, remembering just then Marcy's warning once more, but this time understanding the weight of her words much more. 
 
    "Well, listen sport." Jim said. "We gotta go back. The kids have probably made a mess of the house by now. You take care of yourself, champ." 
 
    He patted Chris on the shoulder in passing. 
 
    "Bye, Chris. It was lovely meeting you!" She waved and went along with Jim. 
 
    Chris gave them a weak, unconvincing wave back, and as soon as they were some distance away, he looked at the tower once more. Nothing had changed, and it was still just a tower, as dysfunctional as it was this entire week, every night prior to tonight. 
 
    As he stared at it, he couldn't help but ask himself— what the hell had just happened? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    It took him a moment to orient himself and realize where he was since it was so dark. His blurry vision started to clear out, and he figured he was in a tight corridor. The same one from before. Right away, he saw the same silhouette from before in front of him, running in the opposite direction.  
 
    He wasted no time giving chase this time to get a good head start. Soon, he was closing in, and more and more discernible features of the silhouette became prominent. Despite the blinding light in front of the figure which obscured it, he realized that the person in front of him was actually a woman, with long, brown hair that whirled behind her with every step she took.  
 
    She wore a pristine, white summer dress which reached all the way down to her ankles, radiating the same kind of brightness as the light in front of her. The dress twirled and bounced playfully with each dance-like step she took. He was right on her heels now. Chris reached his hand out, but the girl was just beyond the reach of his fingertips. He strained to touch her, but she seemed to be a step ahead, no matter how fast he ran. 
 
    "Helen!" he shouted. 
 
    And then he felt a hand firmly grip his shoulder from behind. Helen continued running, oblivious to his presence. Chris turned around and saw a person staring back at him – except the person had no face. Where the face should have been was a black blur as if his face was censored. The person opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out. 
 
    He shot his eyes open and realized he was staring at his bedroom ceiling, drenched in a cold sweat and panting. It was the same dream from before. When he glanced at his watch, it was 10:43 am.  
 
    Despite the grogginess and temptation to reset his alarm for an hour later, he decided it was time to get up and do something for the day. Sure it was Friday, but he felt guilty again for not being productive the entire week. 
 
    As he poured cereal into his bowl, the events from last night suddenly rushed back to him, and he stopped in his tracks, with the carton of milk in his hand. He looked nowhere in particular as he tried to remember clearly what had happened.  
 
    He had completely forgotten about it until now. 
 
    He was about to go to a convenience store, and he ran into Jim and Sarah. They talked, and the tower started blinking with a red light. And then the two of them started acting weird. Chris wasn't superstitious, nor a conspiracy theorist, so he immediately dismissed the absurd possibility of the tower somehow influencing its residents. More likely than not, Sarah and Jim just decided to play a prank on him. 
 
    Who knows, maybe they like to do that to all the new residents— be nice to them and then bam! Prank them by pretending to be affected by the radio tower. Maybe they all knew about the purpose of the radio tower but were in cahoots about keeping it a secret from new residents. Maybe that's why Marcy told him not to go asking around, because there may be someone who would start talking and ruin the whole joke.  
 
    After a moment of contemplating, he laughed out loud at the absurdity of the notion that the whole town was plotting against him just so they would be able to prank him. He poured the milk on top of the cereal and sat down to eat. 
 
    He got a call from Daniel, the real estate agent, around the time he finished breakfast. 
 
    "Hello?" he answered. 
 
    "Hey Chris, how's it going? It's Daniel. We met a few days ago when you moved to town?" 
 
    "Hey Daniel, yeah, I remember. Is everything okay?" 
 
    "I was going to ask you that. How's everything in your new home? Everything up to code, like you hoped it'd be?" 
 
    Chris approached his window and stared outside towards the street. 
 
    "Yeah, everything's great in the house." he said. "I'm getting to know the townsfolk, and they all seem pretty nice. Plus, the town has some cool pastimes." 
 
    "See, told you so." Daniel remarked jovially. "You'll never find a nicer bunch than the residents of our fair town." 
 
    Chris' gaze moved up a little, and his eyes fell upon the radio tower. 
 
    "Hey Daniel?" he asked, frowning. "Do you happen to know anything about the radio tower?" 
 
    He was going to let it go, but a nagging feeling wouldn't allow him to. Daniel said he'd been living in the town for a few years, so he had to know something. There was a moment of silence on the phone, but Chris knew that the line was still connected because he heard Daniel inhale. 
 
    "Radio tower?" he finally asked. 
 
    "You know, the radio tower on top of the hill?" Chris asked. 
 
    "Oh, right! The radio tower. Hm." Daniel responded as if he had just realized what Chris was talking about. 
 
    "Yeah, I've been asking around, but no one in town seems to know about it." Chris said. 
 
    There was another moment of silence before Daniel finally remarked. 
 
    "Oh, it's probably just an old radio tower, don't think it's in use at all." 
 
    "I see." Chris immediately suspected bullshit on Daniel's side. "Well, do you happen to know where I can ask around to find out more about it? I mean, it must have been approved by someone to be constructed there, right? So either the mayor or someone…" 
 
    "To tell you the truth, I have no idea about that. But tell you what, I'll ask around and see if I can't get some info to get back to you. Why are you asking about it anyway? Is there a problem with the radio tower?" 
 
    Chris thought he sensed some agitation in Daniel's voice over the phone, but couldn't be sure if it was due to him hiding something or because he was outside and the walking made him sound more exhausted. 
 
    "No, no. Just curious, is all." he finally said. 
 
    He wanted to press Daniel to tell him what he actually thought and not give him the bullshit rehearsed lines which everyone did so far, but accusing him would probably only make him clam up even more.  
 
    "Well, thanks anyway." He finally responded, deciding to let it go. 
 
    "Alright." Daniel said. "Well, I have to get going now. If you happen to need anything, feel free to let me know, yeah?" 
 
    "Sure. Thanks for calling, Daniel." 
 
    Daniel hung up before Chris even finished the last sentence. What the hell was that all about? Was Daniel hiding something? But what could he possibly be hiding about an old radio tower? What if no one was actually hiding anything, but they really didn't know about the tower and simply didn't care enough to bother looking it up?  
 
    Maybe everyone who Chris asked about it thought he was weird to even be so concerned with the stupid tower. Maybe they'll all start to think now that he's a tinfoil hat conspiracy theorist.  
 
    There was an old guy like that in the neighborhood back where he lived as a kid. They called him Crazy Willy because he'd run around the neighborhood, accusing the kids of being Russian spies. This went on for years until one day, he just stopped showing up.  
 
    He was pretty old after all, and everyone in the neighborhood just assumed that he died. Chris wondered if the townsfolk of Woodberry would look at him the way he and his friends looked at Crazy Willy. He shrugged it off, convincing himself that he was just overthinking the whole thing. 
 
    An old radio tower is just an old radio tower, nothing more. Not a government mind-controlling device or anything far-fetched like that. His thoughts were interrupted by the doorbell ringing. He put on a pair of pants and opened the door. 
 
    "Hey, champ." Jim's grinning face greeted him. 
 
    Chris noticed that he wore the same type of clothes as yesterday, except his shirt was red today. Suburban dad, he silently thought to himself. 
 
    "Hi, Jim. How's it going?" Chris shook his hand firmly. "Wanna come in?" 
 
    "No, no. I gotta get back to the office, just came home to bring back something for Philip's school science project. But anyway." He clapped his hands together with a look of excitement on his face. "I came over because I was going to ask you something." 
 
    "Sure, go ahead." Chris leaned on his doorframe in anticipation. 
 
    "How would you like to—wait for it." Jim raised an index finger with a cunning wink. "Join us for the game night tomorrow?" 
 
    "Game night?" 
 
    "Yeah, Saturday nights are game nights, and the neighbors always gather round to play board games. It's a good way to unwind a little and bond with the people who live close by, you know?" 
 
    Chris opened his mouth to say something, but Jim raised his hands in a stop sign and said. 
 
    "Now, I know it may sound boring, playing games with a bunch of strangers on a weekend night, but let me tell you that it's a lot more fun than it sounds. And I'm going to try to get Clara to join us this week again." 
 
    He leaned in and said quietly. 
 
    "And may I just add between us, that I think she has a thing for you." He winked before backing away and saying with his palms raised. "But hey, you didn't hear it from me." 
 
    "She told you so?" Chris suddenly got a lot more interested. 
 
    "She didn't have to. I can see the way she's looking at you. Reminds me of the old days back when Sarah and I just started dating, you know? So anyway, how about it, sport?" 
 
    He was tempted, but not quite enough to say yes. 
 
    "I don't know, Jim. I got this thing tomorrow ni-" 
 
    "Oh, come on! Sarah's going to make pizza rolls, and I'm sure you're going to have fun with us. You can leave early if you get bored." Jim gently fist-bumped Chris' chest. 
 
    Chris was on the fence about the whole thing. The way Jim put it made it sound interesting. He really didn't feel like spending the night with a bunch of people he didn't know, especially if they were going to be pushy when he decided to leave like Jim was now about him joining. But at the same time, the game night did sound fun, and it was a good way to get to know others better. That and he didn't want to alienate himself from his neighbors.  
 
    "I mean, I guess I could join for one or two games. But I can't stay too long because I got-" 
 
    "Awesome, champ!" Jim's face lit up, not even bothering to let Chris finish his sentence. "My place tomorrow night, 7 pm. I can't wait to crush that son of a gun, Damien." 
 
    He shot Chris a pair of finger guns and turned around. 
 
    "Wait, do I need to bring anything?" Chris called out. 
 
    "No need." Jim waved Chris off from behind. "You're the guest of honor, Chris!" 
 
    *** 
 
    Hey, Chris. How's it going? :)  
 
    The message from Clara pleasantly surprised him, so despite having his hands full of a pile of clothes, he dropped it on the couch and answered the message immediately. 
 
    Hi! Pretty good, just slowly getting ready to start work on Monday. How about you? 
 
    Her next message popped up in less than a minute. 
 
    Not bad. Took Rex out for a walk earlier. Hey, I was thinking, it's a nice day out, do you wanna join me when I take Rex to the park later? 
 
    Chris reread the message a couple of times to make sure he didn't miss anything. Was she actually inviting him to go to the park with her? After the awkward conversation in Café Bella? Did he really misread her behavior back at the café?  
 
    He thought for a moment how he should respond without sounding too eager. He waited for a moment, collected his laundry, and carried it over to the drying rack before replying. 
 
    Sure :) What time were you thinking? 
 
    How about 6 pm? I get off work a little before then. Meet me at my place? Her message came through a lot faster this time. 
 
    "Nice." Chris said aloud as he read the message, a goofy grin unable to leave his face. 
 
    Alright, meet you then. He responded. 
 
    Although Chris hated admitting it, getting a message from Clara drastically improved his already good mood. He wanted to bring up the fact that she just up and left the cafe the other day but didn't want to make a big deal out of things.  
 
    I do not want to ruin things again. He thought to himself. 
 
    He decided he would just try and chat her up noncommittally if they found the right moment, and if not, well, who cares. It's not like it was that big of a deal anyway.  
 
    He went to the store to buy wine for game night, despite what Jim told him about not having to bring anything. For all he knew, the culture in Woodberry instigated the residents to say no to gifts, but that it was still considered polite to bring something nonetheless. He didn't want to overdo it, though, and plus, he had no knowledge about wines whatsoever, so he just picked up the fanciest but most affordable-looking one. 
 
    "Special occasion?" The cashier asked Chris with a smile. 
 
    "No, not really. I mean, I think not. I'm just visiting some friends, is all." 
 
    There was a loud beep as the cashier ran the wine through the scanner. 
 
    "Well, I don't know where you come from, sir, but I hope there aren't too many friends there because the people here can down a bottle in a jiffy." He gave a slick smile and wink before saying. "That'll be 23.99." 
 
    Chris wanted to look - and if he got close enough - smell his best when he goes to meet Clara for their walk, so he browsed through the variety of bubblegum at the cash register. He hated the thought of chewing mint, but he knew that it would be a failsafe against bad breath, compared to the array of strawberries and other fruits. 
 
    "Say, do you happen to have any mint-flavored gum?" he asked. 
 
    The cashier's warm smile slightly dropped but remained contorted in a half-grinning grimace. 
 
    "No, sir. We don't sell any mint here." 
 
    "Damn. You happen to know any other place close by where I could get some?" 
 
    "Can't say I do, sir, sorry. Next customer, please." 
 
    Chris hastily collected his change and stuffed it into his wallet before grabbing the wine bottle and heading out, taken aback by the employee's sudden change in demeanor. It struck him as odd that he often found himself in the position of having a completely normal conversation with someone, and then all of a sudden, they become unfriendly and outright hostile towards him.  
 
    Was he seriously doing something wrong by asking questions? Shrugging it off and not caring enough to give it a second thought, he left the store and went home. 
 
    *** 
 
    At around 5:30 pm, he got ready. He didn't dress fancy, because it was just a walk in the park, after all. He put on the clothes he usually liked wearing jeans and a sweater. He lay on the couch while waiting for the time to pass. He needed only about two minutes to make it to Clara's house, so he was in no rush. As he browsed Facebook, a message popped up on his phone. It was from his former teammate, Jake. 
 
    How's it going, C-dog? He asked. 
 
    Chris hadn't spoken to him since that day when Frank broke the news to him about moving to Woodberry, and he honestly expected all of his coworkers to just forget he ever even existed, so he was pleasantly surprised to receive Jake's message. 
 
    Hey! He typed. I'm sorry, do I know you? You remind me of someone I worked with before, but I just can't remember. 
 
    Hardy-har-har. Been living in that town for less than a week, and already you're acting like you're some kind of elite :) Jake's message came through. 
 
    How's everything going, Jake? You guys miss me yet? Chris asked. 
 
    Not at all. Everything is so much better without you here. Just kidding, man. We got a new coworker yesterday, and surprise, surprise, he's a noob. 
 
    Well, that sucks. But I'm sure he'll do fine if you show him the ropes. 
 
    Yeah, I think we may start getting more and more noobs, actually. 
 
    Chris went up to grab a glass of water at this point before responding. 
 
    How so? 
 
    Jake responded. 
 
    There's some rumor circulating the office that someone else may be sent to Woodberry soon. 
 
    What? Why? I thought they just needed one person for the project? Chris was feeling slightly nervous about meeting with Clara, so he didn't really bother to overthink what Jake had just told him, even though it struck him as odd. Jake replied. 
 
    Yeah, that's the thing. We thought we'd be going there to help out for a project, but someone from top brass supposedly wanted people with low performance going there. 
 
    That got Chris' attention. People with low performance? Chris did get low performance in the past half, but did the company really punish people for that, sending underperformers like him to some barely known town in the middle of nowhere while the productive ones get to stay in the big city? It didn't make any sense to him. Would Frank really do that do him? 
 
    Hey, I'm sorry, man. I know you hated the idea of moving there. Jake said. 
 
    Nah, it's okay, bro. I actually like it here. May stay indefinitely if nothing changes. Anyway, rumors are just rumors. Plus, I don't think they would send you anywhere; you're a family man. Speaking of which, how is your family? Chris replied. 
 
    Thanks for asking :) They're fine, we're just a little agitated, coz we can barely get more than four hours of sleep. 
 
    Ouch. Chris replied, getting the same feeling that he got the last time he spoke to Jake, not feeling any envy for him.  
 
    He then realized that he was a low-performing employee who was sent to a god-forsaken town because he was not contributing to the company, and he wondered who was worse off. He happened to glance at the clock in the corner of his screen and realized it was 5:47 pm. He wrote to Jake. 
 
    Hey, listen, I gotta get going now Got a girl I need to meet up with. I'll talk to you another time, thanks for keeping in touch! 
 
    The truth was, he was starting to feel pissed and didn't want to spend more time discussing the work topic right now. He wasn't sure what to believe and whether Frank lied to him about the project. Jake responded. 
 
    Ohhh, already getting the girls there, huh? You're not wasting any time, tiger. Seriously though, it's great to see you're finally getting back in the game again, Chris. Talk next time! 
 
    Chris exited his house, too focused on his meetup with Clara to think about whether Frank had lied to him. The day was sunny, and the soft breeze was just pleasant enough for a walk outside. He got to Clara's house and rang the doorbell. A moment later, he heard a bark and Clara's muffled voice: 
 
    "Rex, wait!" she said, as the sound of the front entrance unlocking echoed. 
 
    She opened the door, and enthusiastically greeted Chris. Rex jumped out, panting, snorting, and curiously sniffing Chris. He petted the dog, who gladly accepted his gesture by wagging his tail. 
 
    "He's too friendly to everyone." Clara said. "One day, a burglar is going to break in, and all Rex is going to do is ask him for belly rubs." 
 
    "I don't see anything wrong with that, though." Chris said as he knelt down. "Who's a good boy, huh?" 
 
    "So, the park is not far away, do you wanna just walk over there?" Clara asked. 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    "Alright, let me just put a leash on Rex." She raised the pitch of her tone as she spoke to her pet. "Rex? Wanna go for a walk?" 
 
    Rex responded by perking up his ears and excitedly running in circles, eagerly waiting for Clara to clip the leash onto his collar. It took her a few tries, though, because he wouldn't stop moving around from excitement. As soon as the clip clicked, Rex tugged on the leash, the muscles on his back contracting prominently. 
 
    "Well, someone's eager to go to the park." Chris said with a chuckle. 
 
    "It's always like this until he either gets tired or we reach the park. Rex, slow down!" Clara said while visibly straining to keep Rex back as much as she could, but the dog was too strong and too excited to go exploring to heed her warning. 
 
    "You know, it's actually a good thing I got this new grip for the leash." Clara said, "The old one left marks on my hand after every walk with the beast." 
 
    "I know what that can be like. My friend used to have a Doberman, and I used to walk her from time to time. I had to wrap the leash around my wrist to stop her from crushing my hand." 
 
    "Well, if you plan on getting a dog, get a small one. A lot less responsibility. I know because I had a chow chow before." 
 
    They walked and talked for a while, and eventually when they got close to downtown, Rex calmed down and walked side-by-side with Clara. 
 
    "Learning how to walk, are we?" she said with a grin. 
 
    She looked at Chris and asked. 
 
    "Hey, do you want to try and take the leash?" 
 
    "Sure, let me try." he responded confidently. 
 
    Clara handed him the leash, which hung limply in her hand now, Rex's resistance completely gone. Chris took the leash and firmly gripped it, just to be on the safe side. 
 
    "You going to walk nicely now, big boy?" he asked Rex, who shot him a bemused glance with his tongue lolled out. 
 
    The park was located in a big, walled-off area, just between the hills and the road on the Eastern-most side. It had paved trails, playgrounds for kids, even a big fountain in the center. As soon as they reached the park, Clara unclipped Rex from the leash, who immediately started exploring the nearby grasslands, wagging his tail so furiously that it was seen only as a blur. 
 
    "He's not going to run away?" Chris asked. 
 
    "No, he always keeps a lookout for me. Or if I call him, he runs up to me immediately." 
 
    Two kids walked down the paved trail, and upon seeing Rex, a smile was strewn across their faces. 
 
    "Look, it's Rex!" One of them shouted. 
 
    Rex ran up to them playfully, and the kids petted the dog. 
 
    "Jason, Mary, come on!" The kids' mother shouted from down the trail. 
 
    Reluctantly, the kids let Rex go and returned to their parent. 
 
    "Aren't other people complaining about you letting him off his leash?" Chris asked. 
 
    "No. Most of them know Rex, and they know he's as harmless as a kitten." Clara laughed. 
 
    Rex started barking at another dog in the distance, who was being walked on a leash by a young man. 
 
    "Behave, Rex." Clara said, to which the dog gave her a guilty glance before continuing to sniff around the park. 
 
    They later found a bench to sit on while Rex played around with nearby kids. 
 
    "So, Jim invited me to this game night tomorrow…" Chris said. 
 
    "Oh, that's awesome! I join them every week, and I was going to suggest to Jim to invite you over, but I guess he beat me to it." Clara exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    "So, it's always at his place?" 
 
    "Most of the time. They're the most flexible, plus Sarah is an excellent host, always making sure there's plenty of food and drinks, you know?" 
 
    A kid threw a tennis ball, which Rex immediately ran after with incomprehensible speed, almost leaving his rolled-out tongue behind him. 
 
    "Fetch, boy!" The kid shouted. 
 
    Clara's phone buzzed, and she unlocked it.  
 
    "Give me just a second, gotta answer this text." She started typing a message speedily. 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    Chris watched Rex running around and listened to the chirping of the birds. His thoughts inadvertently started going back to the night before, how his neighbors just froze and stared at something behind him. He wondered if Clara noticed anything about that. Or maybe she was in on the prank with them? He decided to probe, but not directly. He learned his lesson in the café last time. 
 
    "Hey, Clara?" he asked. 
 
    "Mhm?" she asked, still typing. 
 
    "You happen to notice anything, uh, weird yesterday evening?" 
 
    Clara's fingers stopped moving across the keyboard of her touchscreen. 
 
    "Um, not that I know of. Weird how?" She continued typing, but very slowly, and Chris thought he detected faint trembling on her fingers. 
 
    "To tell you the truth, I'm not even sure myself." he said. 
 
    She looked in his direction with a baffled look on her face. She uttered a 'hm' before continuing to type on her phone. 
 
    "It probably nothing, actually." he said, waving the question off. 
 
    He guessed that if Clara really was in on the whole thing, he could just endure the prank, laugh it off and finally put it to rest. It was just awkward that they would go to such lengths to prank the new guy. A nagging thought gnawed him at the back of his mind, however, and it constantly raised the same question over and over, which he couldn't put to rest. 
 
    What if it wasn't a prank?  
 
    Clara put her phone in her pocket and gave Chris an awkward half-glance before knocking down her gaze towards her lap. 
 
    "So…" She looked at him and said suddenly, "You any good with board games?" 
 
    "Not. One. Bit." Chris smiled. 
 
    "Well, then I hope they put you on my team. That way, the odds will be evened out." Clara nudged him with her elbow. 
 
    Rex had just been caught by a group of children; after not wanting to bring the ball back to the kids and after forced to yield, he let go of the ball and put some distance between himself and the children, ready to go for round two. 
 
    "How many people are usually there?" Chris asked. 
 
    "Hmm, not too many. There's Jim and Sarah and their kids and then Damien and Alexis and their kid. I personally wouldn't go if it were a big social event." 
 
    "Heh, likewise. But I think it could be fun. Been a while since I attended any gatherings like those." 
 
    Clara's phone started ringing. She pulled it out and turned off her alarm. 
 
    "Oh crap, it's already 7:30," she said and then looked at Chris with a sad expression on her face. "I would really love to continue talking to you, Chris, but I have to get back and give Rex his medicine; I totally forgot about it. I'm so sorry!" 
 
    "Hey, it's fine. I'm going to head home too, so mind if I walk with you guys?" 
 
    Clara smiled and put her hand on Chris' knee. 
 
    "Of course!" She turned her head towards Rex and shouted. "Rex! Come on, boy! It's time to go home!" 
 
    Rex waltzed over obediently, panting and drooling all over the pavement and Chris' shoes. Clara put the leash on him, and they were on their way back. 
 
    *** 
 
    They got in front of Chris' house around 7:50. Clara glanced at her watch. 
 
    "Alright, Rex, just a little longer." she said and turned to Chris. "I'm really sorry for cutting our walk short." 
 
    "No, no. Don't worry about it. Thanks for inviting me. I had a great time." Chris smiled. 
 
    "Me, too." Clara tilted her head and grinned, holding her hands together in front of herself shyly. "We should do this more often." 
 
    "Definitely. Truth be told, I thought you got angry last time when we spoke in the café. You know, when I asked you some of the questions about the tower and the-" 
 
    "I didn't!" Clara interrupted him with a defensive tone. "I just… you know, had a lot of things on my mind." 
 
    Chris nodded, a little suspicious, but at the same time, relieved. He knew better this time than to poke and prod. 
 
    "Well, I know you need to go." He smiled. 
 
    "I'll see you tomorrow night then?" She smiled once more. 
 
    She leaned in and gave Chris a kiss on the cheek before striding down the street, all the while glancing at her watch frantically. Chris went inside the house and put his clothes on top of a chair. He didn't plan on going anywhere else tonight. He strode over to the kitchen and grabbed a bag of chips. Maybe he could find a movie to watch or something. 
 
    He approached the window and was about to pull the blinds down, and then he saw it with his peripheral vision. Right above his line of sight, so obtrusive that it was impossible to miss. The slowly blinking, familiar red light which contrasted the evening sky. 
 
    He looked up and saw the top of the tower steadily pulsating with a red color, brightly contrasting the dark background. He scanned the street from left to right but saw no one outside. He held his breath as he stared at the mesmerizing light in anticipation. He felt like he was watching a horror movie where things got unnervingly silent just before a sudden jump scare. 
 
    The light continued blinking for a whole minute, even though Chris felt like it was an eternity. And then when it blinked its last blink, the red light was gone, and all that was left was the derelict radio tower against a dark sky, standing still. 
 
    Chris waited a little longer.  
 
    Was something about to happen? He swiveled his head left and right, glancing at the street. No one was there. Feeling ridiculous, he forced himself to step away from the window. He pulled the blinds and sat on his couch, absentmindedly browsing a movie to watch. 
 
    He couldn't help but wonder about one thing, though.  
 
    Did the townsfolk get hypnotized again? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Chris had a lot of time before game night, so he decided to repay Marcy’s kindness by bringing her something back. He didn’t like the mint cookies, but the old lady’s gesture was more than welcome, and it would only be fair for him to do the same. The problem was, he was a horrible cook and couldn’t bake for shit, so he decided to improvise. According to the internet, there was a prominent pastry shop downtown, so he drove there to buy some goods. 
 
    As soon as he entered the shop and was greeted by the plethora of colors and tantalizing smells of all sorts of desserts, he knew he wouldn’t be leaving the place with only treats for Marcy. 
 
    “What can I get for you, sir?” The large, black lady with a warm smile who stood behind the food counter asked. 
 
    “Well, I dunno, everything, I guess,” Chris responded in hesitant in bewilderment. 
 
    The woman chuckled. 
 
    “Well, take your time. I know it’s not easy choosing something the first time around.” 
 
    “Say, do you have anything mint-flavored? I wanna buy it for my neighbor.” 
 
    “God, no! Why would anyone want to put mint in desserts?! That should be punishable by law!” 
 
    Finally, someone who feels the same about mint! 
 
    “I’m with you there, ma’am. But it’s not for me.” 
 
    The woman leaned on the counter and said. 
 
    “Well, I doubt you’ll be finding mint-anything in this town.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “It just doesn’t seem to be imported here at all. In all seriousness, I wanted to get mint-flavored desserts for my shop, but apparently, the people here hate it. I scoured every single shop in town, and there’s literally no mint to be found anywhere!” 
 
    “Huh, that’s weird. My neighbor made me some mint cookies when I moved here a few days ago.” 
 
    The lady raised her eyebrows: 
 
    “Well, she either has a stash somewhere, or someone sent it to her. Or she procured it illegally somewhere. Some an underground black mint market.” She threw her head back and laughed at her own joke. 
 
    Chris laughed with her. 
 
    “Well anyway, I’ll take the box of chocolate chip cookies and the cheesecake and uh…” He scanned the various foods through the glass display, “And one of those muffin-looking things.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When he returned home, he placed the desserts he bought for himself in the fridge, took the box of cookies, and headed out. When he got to Marcy’s house, he noticed an old man with a stern look sitting on the porch. The old man carefully followed Chris with his gaze as he walked down the patio towards him, frowning suspiciously along the way. He stood up, ready to confront the trespasser on his property, and only when Chris was a few feet away did his expression change from suspicion to a friendly smile. 
 
    “Ah, you’re Chris, right?” The old man went down the stairs. 
 
    “That’s right, sir. I assume you’re Marcy’s husband?” 
 
    “Oliver.” They shook hands, and despite looking fragile, the old man had a firm enough grip to crush a hand. 
 
    “Is Marcy home?” 
 
    “No, actually. She went to a friend’s place, gossiping, most likely.” Oliver rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I see. Well, I brought her these cookies as a thank you for giving me a warm welcome when I arrived.” Chris outstretched the box of cookies to Oliver. 
 
    The old man stared at the box for a moment, as if he couldn’t comprehend what the item was. He tentatively took it, as if it was a ticking bomb, and he thanked Chris as he said. 
 
    “Do you want to come in for a beer or two? Marcy won’t be long, and I’m sure she’d love to feed you some lunch. I tell you that woman just loves cooking.” 
 
    “Sure, why not.” Chris threw his hands up in the air. 
 
    Oliver led them inside, walking at a slower pace than Chris, who impatiently followed at his heels. The interior of the house was not only tidy, as Chris expected from a person like Marcy, but it also looked modern. Upon entering, he expected ugly, old and peeled wallpapers, dim lights, black and white photos, etc. But the house was so pristine, so much so that it could rival with Chris’ own place. 
 
    “Go on, sit wherever you please.” Oliver said, pointing to the living room, “I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    Chris sat on the sofa, knowing that the moment that Oliver was talking about would probably take longer than a moment, but he didn’t mind. He understood that the old man probably couldn’t move as quickly as he’d like, but he also had no doubt that he could beat him with ease in arm-wrestling, despite being so old. 
 
    “So, you been here like, what? A week?” Oliver shouted from the kitchen. 
 
    “Yup. Just moved here at the start of the week, sir.” 
 
    “Meet a lot of people so far?” 
 
    “I guess. The neighbors are all friendly. Maybe even too friendly for my liking.” 
 
    Oliver chuckled at the doorway as he waddled in with two cans of beer. He handed one can to Chris and slumped down on the sofa opposite Chris with a loud groan.  
 
    “My damn back is making things hard for me nowadays. Been doing hard labor around the house for years when I was younger, and Marcy always told me, ‘Oliver, you can’t lift heavy things like that; you’ll injure yourself.’ But of course, I didn’t listen, I was a big, macho guy and I had to do all the muscle work, you know? That sure caught up to me later.” 
 
    He laughed with a hint of sadness as he opened his beer can. It produced a loud fizzing sound. Chris could see that Oliver’s fingers looked bulky and robust. He remembered that Clara told him that Oliver fixes things, so he probably spent his entire life doing physical labor. Chris opened his own can and took a sip before saying. 
 
    “I guess people my age have bad backs, too. Only we don’t have it from hard work; we have it from sitting in the office all day long.” 
 
    “That’s modern life for you. I guess most of the jobs today require you to sit in front of the computer for eight to twelve hours, doing all sorts of mumbo-jumbo there. I personally never saw myself doing that. I had to move around and do something dynamic with my time. So I found a job as a mechanic when I was eighteen.” 
 
    “Was that a well-paid job back then?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Well paid and then some. I worked for various asshats and figured I had good hands for fixing things. So, I started working as a handyman right here, in Woodberry. There weren’t a lot of handymen back then, especially not the ones that had my experience, so earning a nice, steady income was no big deal.” 
 
    “I guess you never wanted to leave town, make it big?” Chris took another sip of his beer, observing the old man. 
 
    Oliver placed his beer can on the coffee table in front, groaning again with a grimace as he leaned back on the sofa. 
 
    “No, never wanted anything more than average life. I met Marcy right after I moved here and have never wanted to leave since. We had two kids, a daughter, and a son. Our daughter Sherry works in LA as a fashion designer, while my son Kyle is a sales consultant in Seattle.” 
 
    Chris nodded. 
 
    “Do they ever visit you?” 
 
    “Sometimes. Not often, though. They’re too busy with the hustle and bustle of their professional lives, so they come once every few months or so. The last time they visited must have been around Easter. I think they’ll be coming for Christmas again.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Chris took another sip, observing his surroundings as silence descended upon the room. 
 
    “So,” he asked, tapping on the sofa armrest, “You still work as a handyman?” 
 
    “No.” Oliver scoffed, “I retired a few years back. I still fix things, though. There’s always a neighbor who needs help with something. Washing machine here, faulty toilet there, that kinda thing. Hell, I must have gone at least three times to your house just to fix the kitchen tap.” 
 
    Chris raised his eyebrows in awe. 
 
    “Wait, my house? You knew the person who lived there?” 
 
    “Oh, everybody knew Jennifer. Real shame how she just went missing one day.” He shook his head, mournfully. 
 
    Chris widened his eyes, silently staring at Oliver. Did he just hear that right? 
 
    “Wait. What did you just say?” he slowly leaned forward and asked. 
 
    Oliver slightly opened his mouth in confusion, an audible gasp escaping his mouth. 
 
    “Um.” he said tentatively, “You do know about what happened to the previous tenant, don’t you?” 
 
    Chris hypnotically shook his head once to the left and once to the right, all the while not blinking. Oliver leaned forward and grabbed the beer can, nervously rotating it in his hands as he stared at Chris. He was noticeably becoming anxious. 
 
    “They uh… they didn’t tell you?” He asked as he scratched his cheek. 
 
    “You mean, did they tell me that a tenant who lived in my house before me went missing? No, I think I would have remembered something like that.” Chris chuckled dryly. 
 
    Oliver took a quick, big gulp of his beer and placed it on his thigh, still rotating it with one hand, even more visibly uncomfortable now. 
 
    “Have you, uh…” He hesitantly started, looking intermittently at Chris and the beer can. “Have you heard about the woman that went missing in Woodberry?” 
 
    He looked at Chris and locked eyes with him. 
 
    “Yeah. I know that someone went missing, but that’s about all I know. No one in town wanted to tell me anything, and I found nothing online about the case.” Chris said. 
 
    Oliver awkwardly looked back at the can, nodding slowly. 
 
    “Uh, yeah…” He continued, now tapping the can with his index finger. “I may as well share what little information I have. Her name was Jennifer. And she lived in your house before she went missing a few months ago.” 
 
    Chris felt his temperature going up and anger boiling inside him.  
 
    “And none of the townsfolk, or hell, even the real-estate agents, thought it might be a good idea to tell me such a thing before I moved here?” 
 
    Oliver took another sip of his beer and nodded, giving Chris a woeful glance. He clearly regretted blurting out what he did. 
 
    “Well, you gotta understand, son. This is a sleepy little town where nothing bad has ever happened for as long as anyone’s been alive. And then this girl, Jennifer. She started to lose it eventually, talked about conspiracy theories and such. Everyone started to avoid her, kept their kids away from her because they were afraid she might snap and do something crazy. Except for Clara. I tell ya, she and Clara were inseparable friends.” 
 
    Clara knew her? Of course, she did; she lived just a few minutes away from her, how could she not. And she had the audacity to lie to Chris when he asked her about it. The thought of it made him insurmountably angry. 
 
    “Un-fucking-believable.” Chris shook his head, staring nowhere in particular. 
 
    Oliver shrugged, avoiding his gaze. Chris took two gulps of his beer and wiped his mouth before sighing deeply. He was pissed, and the old man looked visibly uncomfortable at this. Chris started to feel guilty about that. Oliver had done nothing wrong. Hell, he even openly told him about the whole thing, while everyone else hid it from him and smiled to his face. Upon coming to this conclusion, he calmed down a little and raised his hand dismissively, saying. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Oliver. I didn’t mean to have an outburst like that. I just… this is completely unexpected. I asked Clara about it, and she said she didn’t know anything about her. I just find it odd…” 
 
    “Of course, Clara didn’t tell you anything. Those two were practically like sisters, always doing things together. I can’t imagine how hard Jennifer’s disappearance must have been on her.”  
 
    Now that he phrased it that way, he began to see reason in Clara avoiding the topic. He silently scolded himself for jumping to such a quick conclusion without considering her feelings about the matter. She may not have been honest with Chris, but she lost a very close friend. Oliver put his beer can back on the table, looked at Chris with a stern look, and said. 
 
    “Chris, listen to me. Asking questions in this town can be very dangerous. People get really sensitive about this topic, so it’s best to avoid it unless you want to get on someone’s bad side.” he looked down at the table and then back at Chris and said, this time with a tone of finality. “No one likes to remember Jennifer in a bad light, but towards the end, she was very unapproachable, alienated everyone, kept mostly to herself…” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “No one knows exactly.” Oliver shook his head. “She kept raving something about that damned radio tower up on the hill and how it’s bad. And then one night she just disappeared. People here think she just up and left for the tower but got lost or injured on her way in the hills and met her demise there. Those are dangerous hills, hard to navigate, especially at night. That’s at least what the folks say here. I doubt anyone’s been up there, though.” 
 
    Chris felt a cold shiver run up his spine. He brought the beer can to his mouth, realizing how much his hands were trembling, not so much from anger now, but from excitement. Since the can was empty, he placed it back on the table. He wanted to maintain a presentably calm composure, so he said. 
 
    “Huh, that’s interesting. I guess… I guess she may have had some mental problems or something.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence in the room before Chris said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I really have to get going. There’s something I forgot I needed to take care of.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Marcy will be here any minute now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m really sorry.” He stood up, “I’ll definitely be sure to drop by another time. Can you please thank her again for the mint cookies she gave me?” 
 
    “Sure, not a problem.” Oliver stood up and saw Chris to the door. 
 
    Chris stepped outside and turned back to Oliver, as he said. 
 
    “Thanks for the beer, Oliver. Mind if I ever call you, in case I need any fixing? I’m a horrible handyman.” He tried to give him a courteous smile. 
 
    “I’m always available,” Oliver said with a crooked smile. 
 
    They shook hands, and as Chris turned around to leave, Oliver called out to him. 
 
    “Listen,” he said hesitantly, “it’s best not to talk to the other folks about the tower or the missing girl. I told you everything I heard, but they don’t take so lightly to such topics. So I suggest you bury the topic with this conversation, alright?” 
 
    “Point taken. Thanks again, sir.” Chris said, and waved. 
 
    He strode home, his mind racing a million miles an hour. He moved into Woodberry, into a house where the previous tenant had mysteriously gone missing, after apparently believing the radio tower was a threat. Was she schizophrenic, or was she actually onto something? The note he found in the drawer indicated that she was on to something, and Chris was sure that it was left by Jennifer.  
 
    Plugs, 8 pm.  
 
    He glanced at the tower, mulling over the whole thing. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    He wanted to put his conversation with Oliver out of his mind and completely forget about it. He was still somewhat infuriated that everyone hid such an important fact from him. They should have told him about it. Except for Clara. She had every right not to talk about it, especially if what Oliver said was true about her and Jennifer being like sisters. Chris told himself to shrug it off and just try to enjoy game night with Jim and the others. 
 
    7 pm came quickly enough, and Chris was ready in his casual apparel, not wanting to look too formal for a night like this one. He grabbed the wine bottle from the counter and exited his home, locking the door behind him. Jim’s living room was lit up with interior lights, and Chris noticed that there was a car in front, who he assumed belonged to the other game night guests.  
 
    As he got closer, he saw silhouettes moving in the window. Muffled voices were heard from inside the house, jovially shouting something around and giggling. Chris nervously stopped in front of the door, the voices amplifying, and his agitation increasing. Has he really been in his comfort zone so long that something like this was making him nervous? 
 
    He rang the doorbell. As he waited, he tried to remember the last time he had attended any kind of social gathering event. Darn, it must have been what, a year ago? He hadn’t kept in touch with many of his friends since his breakup with Helen, and he hadn’t met with any of them, despite their incessant calls and messages over the first few weeks after the breakup.  
 
    But after a month or so, the calls died down, and they stopped trying to reach out to him. He was okay with that, though. He needed some space, and hanging out with friends wouldn’t have helped him anyway, so he decided to clam up and wallow in his own sorrow until he was ready to get back out again. 
 
    The door swung open, and the voices inside immediately got louder. Sarah stood in front with a warm smile: 
 
    “Hey, Chris! Good to see you, come on in!” She gestured for him to go inside, and he stepped inside the foyer. 
 
    He took off his shoes. 
 
    “Jim and the others are in the living room.” Sarah said, “I have to get the pizza rolls out of the oven; I’ll be with you shortly.” 
 
    Chris entered the living room, where he saw Jim, Clara, and another couple, who he assumed were Damien and Alexis. They were sitting across from each other in chairs, with drinks on the table—non-alcoholic beverages, Chris presumed. Jim’s kids were playing on the floor of the living room with Damien’s and Alexis’ boy, showing each other some sticker albums. 
 
    “So then he tells me:” Jim said, “He won’t show up to my funeral, so I’m not going to his!” 
 
    The room exploded with laughter, and just then, Jim’s eyes fell on Chris. 
 
    “Heeeey, look who’s here!” He stood up to greet his guest, and the rest of the room looked in Chris’ direction. 
 
    “Hi, everybody.” Chris smiled genuinely and handed the wine to Jim. “Jim, I know you said you didn’t want me to bring anything, but-“ 
 
    “Noooo. You didn’t!” Jim humbly took it, inspecting it under the living room light “Chardonnay, huh. Thanks a lot, champ. You shouldn’t have. We’ll crack it open in a bit!” 
 
    He placed the wine bottle down. 
 
    “Oh, this is Alexis,” Jim said, and the young blond woman stood up and shook Chris’ hand. “And this is Damien.” 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Chris. Heard a lot of things about you.” 
 
    “Yeah, likewise. For starters, ol’ Jim here was talking yesterday about kicking your ass in Risk.” 
 
    They laughed, and Damien said. 
 
    “Oh, he’s still salty over losing last week.” 
 
    “That dice fell off the table; it doesn’t count!” Jim shouted, “Well, never mind, I’ll beat you fair and square tonight, buddy. Chris, go ahead and sit down, make yourself at home, sport. You can sit over there.” 
 
    He pointed to an empty chair next to Clara, and Chris knew that the seat was made available intentionally. 
 
    “You want something to drink? We got cola, orange juice, apple juice, wine, beer…” Jim asked. 
 
    “Just water, please,” Chris said. 
 
    “What? You sure you don’t want anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure. Thanks, Jim.” 
 
    “Alright, well, I’ll be right back. Gotta go check on Sarah anyway.” 
 
    Chris sat down next to Clara and gave her a vague smile. He felt like an ass for even asking her about Jennifer a few days ago. Here she was probably still mourning her friend’s disappearance, and he was sticking his nose into the town’s barely healed wound about the missing woman. 
 
    “How’s it going, Chris?” Clara softly punched him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Ow, have you been doing boxing or something?” he asked jokingly, rubbing his shoulder, faking a painful grimace, which drew a smile out of Clara. 
 
    “So, Chris, we heard you just moved here. How do you like it in Woodberry so far?” Alexis interjected. 
 
    “It’s got its upsides. But I still got places to see, which is amazing, because when I saw the pictures first before moving, I thought the town could be circulated in an hour or so.” 
 
    “Oh, well, if you like it now, just wait until you see all the festivities around the year.” Damien said, “I’ve been living here my whole life, and Alexis moved to town about a year and a half ago, and we both still look forward to what the town has to offer.” 
 
    He put his hand on her thigh. 
 
    “Took her a while to start liking the town, but now she can’t get enough of it.” 
 
    Alexis returned his gesture by putting her hand over his and smiling at him. She turned back to Chris and said. 
 
    “Woodberry is like a small place on earth which hasn’t been affected by all the corruption and evil outside. It’s like, as soon as you get inside the city limits, you can feel the weight fall from your shoulders, you know what I mean?” 
 
    Chris didn’t know what exactly she meant, but he did agree that the town was very tranquil and pleasant, so he nodded and muttered a ‘yeah.’ 
 
    “Hey, sorry to keep you waiting!” Jim waltzed in, carrying a big box of the Risk game. 
 
    Damien and Chris moved the cups and drinks out of the way, and Jim placed the game in the middle of the table. 
 
    “Who wants pizza rolls?” Sarah playfully said as she entered, bringing a strong, pleasant smell of food on a plate into the room. 
 
    She placed it next to the board game and handed Chris a glass of iced water while offering to refresh their drinks to other guests. After she was done being the hospitable host, she sat down next to Jim. 
 
    “You kids doing alright there?” Jim craned his neck and shouted to the corner of the room. 
 
    “Yeah, Dad.” Philip said, “Shane was showing me a cool trick he learned in karate class.” 
 
    “You behave there, Shane,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Yes, Mom.” The kid answered, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Now.” Jim rubbed his hands together with a sinister smile, “You ready for a rematch, Damien?” 
 
    “Hey, wait. I don’t even know the rules for this game.” Chris said. 
 
    “I’ll guide you.” Clara winked. “Just listen to me, and you’ll do fine.” 
 
    “Are you saying that because you secretly want to coax me into doing your bidding?” Chris eyed her suspiciously with a squint. 
 
    “Divide and conquer.” Clara winked as she took a sip of her cola from the glass. 
 
    “Alright, everybody, pick your colors, and I’ll deal the cards,” Jim said. 
 
    Clara leaned in and whispered: 
 
    “Jim always tries to take Australia, just watch how he’ll put all of his tanks there.”  
 
    *** 
 
    The night was going well, and everyone seemed to be having fun. Sarah opened the wine Chris brought for her and Clara; the kids were playing in the background, their excited voices permeating the corner of the room, while the Risk board was splayed out on the table, tanks of various colors decorating it like spilled Skittles. 
 
    Jim’s yellow soldiers were on a pile next to the board, and he stared at them morosely, shaking his head with pursed lips and a look of disappointment. He put all his tanks in Australia, and after failing to capture the continent, his army was decimated by Chris’ forces under Clara’s guidance. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Jim said. 
 
    “Honey, you always go for Australia. Everyone knows your moves.” Sarah said with a grin. 
 
    “I got reckless.” he said, “I got too cocky, serves me right.” 
 
    “No hard feelings, Jim.” Damien said as he added five extra units to South Africa. “I wanted the pleasure of destroying you myself, but Chris did that for me.” 
 
    “Gee, Chris. I thought you were cool, champ.” Jim frowned. 
 
    “Hey, don’t blame me. I’m just doing what Clara told me to.” Chris fist-bumped, his partner in crime. 
 
    “Well, when the women command, you gotta obey,” Damien said. 
 
    “Oh come on, I never command you, do I?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “No, dear.” Damien put his head down, and everyone laughed. 
 
    Overall, the game was going well, and to his own surprise, Chris was having fun. He considered himself to be an introvert and absolutely hated spending time with people for prolonged periods of time, but for some inexplicable reason, this group suited him. The entire group seemed to be just right for his preference, and on top of that, he immensely enjoyed Clara’s company. 
 
    “Chris, attack Argentina! If you take the continent, you can get extra units each turn!” Jim shouted, pointing at the one miserable red tank which defended the big country. 
 
    “No, don’t listen to him, then Damien will have easier access to Africa!” Alexis shook her hands in a ‘no’ motion. 
 
    Chris held the six blue units in his hands, flipping them over, as he contemplated where to place them. 
 
    “Just defend your borders. Damien’s just waiting for an opening so he can take those bonuses from you.” Clara said. 
 
    “Nooo, I’m not gonna do that!” Damien shouted in a less than convincing manner. 
 
    Chris looked at Clara, and after a moment of thinking, he said. 
 
    “You know what, you gotta risk in war sometimes.” 
 
    He hovered his hand above Argentina and let all six units drop down on top of it, instantly swarming the red tank. He grabbed the dice and got ready to throw it. 
 
    “Alright, Alexis. I’m sorry to do this, but-“ Chris’ words got caught in his throat when he raised his head. 
 
    The room was suddenly, unnervingly silent. Not silent as in the adults were quiet in anticipation, no. Every voice and every sound in the room stopped as if someone had pressed the mute button. But that’s not what scared Chris. It was the fact that when he looked up, every single person by the table was staring at him intently, with wide eyes, and in such silence, Chris heard his own breath quiver. 
 
    “Uh… guys?” He slowly swiveled his head and scanned the hosts and guests, the sound of the collar on his shirt brushing against his neck prominently loud.  
 
    They were silent and motionless, like statues, not a single blink or dart of an eye. He couldn’t see them, but he felt the gazes of the children on the back of his head, too, so intense that he felt they would burn a hole in his skull. The air suddenly became very heavy. 
 
    “Guys, this isn’t funny,” Chris said, frozen in his chair, unable to avert his gaze from them. 
 
    He suddenly started feeling like he was in inexplicable danger. He couldn’t tell why, he exactly, he just knew that he was. He glanced to his right towards the entrance door, trying to avoid their gazes, but feeling them all over himself nonetheless. Clara was right next to him, and he saw with his peripheral vision that she was staring right at him with an incessant gaze, but he didn’t dare to look directly at her. The exit wasn’t far. If he could just push the chair back a little, slowly, he may be able to make it out the front door.  
 
    As slowly as he could, he put his hands against the edge of the table, doing his best not to look down, out of fear that the people may do something while he wasn’t looking. He braced himself with his hands and feet, ready to slide the chair back as gently as possible. His eyes fell on Jim, and he stared at him for a long moment before he lowered his gaze on his shirt since he couldn’t stand to have a stare-off with him anymore. With peripheral vision, he saw that Jim didn’t back down, though. 
 
    Chris pushed the chair backward with his heels as gently as he did, the legs of the chair produced an alarmingly loud scraping sound, which echoed in the room. With such prior silence, the scraping was obnoxiously loud, and in response to his movement, the people at the table all mirrored his motion, moving their own chairs back, exactly how he did it.  
 
    But it wasn’t actually mimicking the movement – all five of them slid their chairs backward with such unanimity and synchronicity that it sounded like only one person did it. There was not a split second of delay between any of the five guests sliding their chairs. 
 
    If this really was a prank, it was so well executed that it would have taken a lot of practice. Why would anyone go through all this trouble just to prank the new guy like this? But deep down, he knew that this wasn’t a prank. It was something unnatural. Something that logic couldn’t explain. It was all wrong, and he had to get out of here as soon as possible before things got out of hand. 
 
    Now in almost full-blown panic, he slid the chair back once more, much more forcefully this time and again, the people mimicked his movement, with utter, cohesive perfection. It was all he could take. He shot up from his chair, the rest of the people in the house doing precisely the same, this time doing it at the exact same moment as him, not even with a millisecond of delay. Chris bolted to the exit, his panic too overwhelming for him to reason or look behind. He fumbled for the doorknob and yanked the door open so hard that it slammed against the shoe stand. He ran outside and felt the soft breeze on his face, which he was thankful for. 
 
    He sprinted across the street, fumbled for his keys, and only then did he look back at Jim’s house. Through the window of the living room, he saw figures facing each other at the table, frozen in place like mannequins. 
 
    With trembling hands, he pulled out the key and stuck it inside the keyhole on his third try and burst inside, deadbolting and locking the door behind him. He stepped away from his entrance door, panting and sweating bullets. His house was unnervingly quiet, so much that he half-expected something to jump from behind the couch at him. He raced upstairs to his bedroom, slowly opening the door. He didn’t want to turn on the lights, to avoid giving away his location, in case they were looking in the direction of his house. 
 
    So instead, he tip-toed to the window, holding his breath. He took a few deep breaths, and as slowly as his trembling fingers allowed him to, he moved the curtains by an inch and poked his head in to take a look towards Jim’s house. He gasped loudly and recoiled back, panting even harder now. For the split second for which he looked down at Jim’s living room window, he saw something that terrified him beyond words.  
 
    Right there in the window, almost with their faces pressed against the glass, stood all five adults from the house. And they were staring directly up at Chris’ bedroom window. They couldn’t have possibly known where he was in the house, could they? Maybe they just logically figured he would try to take a peek from the bedroom window. No, he knew he was only fooling himself. He knew exactly what it was, because in the next moment he caught a glimpse of red light, coming from way behind Jim’s house, from the top of the hill, penetrating even the curtains of his bedroom. 
 
    He ran back downstairs, staring at his front door from a distance. He was reluctant, but he had to know. He slowly approached the door, and just as he did with the bedroom, he peered through the window, just enough to get a peek. 
 
    He saw… nothing. No people in the windows staring back at him, motionless and mimicking his every move. He saw silhouettes through the window of Jim’s house, but they seemed to be sitting and actually displaying some signs of movement. He moved his gaze upward, squinting through the dark, and his suspicions were confirmed. The red light was no longer flickering. 
 
    Chris waited for what felt like hours, even though in reality, it was probably only minutes when the front door to Jim’s house burst open. Chris moved away from the window, holding his breath and praying they didn’t see him. It was then that he heard voices across the street. 
 
    “Well, that was really fun! And don’t worry, Jim. There’s always next time.” It was Damien. 
 
    “That’s 2:1 now, I believe,” Jim remarked as jovially as ever. 
 
    Chris peeked again and saw Jim and Sarah standing in the doorway, with Alexis and Damien getting in their car with their kid. 
 
    “Thanks for the fun night, guys!” Alexis waved. 
 
    “Be here next Saturday again, okay?” Sarah shouted. 
 
    The car doors closed, and the engine started, the lights casting a glare on the road. Alexis and Damien drove off, just in time for Clara to step outside of the house. 
 
    “Well, I better get home now. Rex must be so worried.” She stepped onto the patio and threw a somewhat long glance at Chris’ house. 
 
    Chris ducked under his window. 
 
    “Well, you can bring him any time you like, Clara. The kids love that little furball,” Jim said. 
 
    “Thanks, Jim. Amazing pizza rolls, Sarah. Have a great night, guys!” 
 
    “Okay, bye!” 
 
    Chris tentatively raised his head just in time to see Clara walking down the street, and Jim and Sarah getting inside and closing the door behind them. 
 
    “What the ever-loving fuck?” Chris loudly muttered to himself. 
 
    Once everyone was gone, he pulled the curtains and blinds on all the windows, double-checking if all the entry-points in his house were secure. He barely got any sleep that night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Chris replayed the events from last night in his head over and over. What the hell happened? One moment, everyone was having fun, and then the next thing he knew, everyone was staring at him like fucking lunatics. His mind kept coming back to the moment when the whole group slid the chairs simultaneously.  
 
    He tried finding a rational explanation in his mind over and over, but no matter how hard he tried, there was no logic there. There was no way they could have rehearsed it to such perfection, even if they somehow knew he was going to try to slide the chair. Something was terribly wrong in this town; he was now certain of that without a doubt. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a ring of the doorbell. He went to the door and peeked through the peephole. He saw Jim’s face distorted by the glass of the hole, facing him. He contemplated whether he should open the door, but at this point, he was afraid to arouse any suspicion with the other residents. 
 
    He yanked the door open and greeted Jim with a forced smile. 
 
    “Hey, Jim.” 
 
    “Hey, champ.” Jim returned the smile, which seemed coupled with concern, unlike his usual grin. “You feeling better today?” 
 
    Chris looked down realized that Jim was holding his shoes in his hand. He was so freaked out last night that he ran outside barefoot. He hesitated for a moment before deciding to play along with whatever Jim’s game here was. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, yeah. I’m doing okay.” 
 
    “That’s a great sport. You kinda had us worried there last night. Here, you forgot these. You must’ve been feeling really sick to just walk out barefoot, huh?” He handed Chris the shoes. 
 
    “Yeah, um… sorry about that.” Chris chuckled as he took the shoes, hoping Jim would buy it. 
 
    “Ah, that’s alright. I mean, it may have been Sarah’s pizza rolls, might be something in there that doesn’t sit well with ya. But yeah, everyone was sad to see you go last night. Especially Clara.” He winked cunningly. 
 
    Chris responded with a weak chuckle before looking down. Was Jim fucking with him, or did he legitimately believe that Chris got sick last night? Did the hypnosis somehow fabricate some false memories? Either way, it would be best to play it safe and assume the townsfolk of Woodberry had some malicious intentions. Jim continued to drone on. 
 
    “Well, just wanted to check up on you and see if you were doing okay. If you need any meds or something or start to feel sick again, I can drive you to the hospital or something.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay, Jim. Thanks, though. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    Jim pursed his lips and nodded as he held his hands on his hips. He frowned and glared at Chris with what looked like suspicion. A moment later, he snapped his finger and said. 
 
    “Alright, champ. You try and take it easy now, yeah? I gotta get back; promised the kids I’d take them to laser tag today.” 
 
    He turned around to leave but then turned back to Chris with his index finger raised. 
 
    “Oh, one more thing.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Chris said. 
 
    “The pie-eating contest is next Saturday, and you absolutely have to be there.” 
 
    “Sure, I guess I’ll see you there. Have fun with the family, Jim. I’ll see you around.” Chris smiled and waved to his neighbor before closing the door. 
 
    As soon as the door was closed, he peeped again through the peephole and watched Jim as he strode down to his car in the driveway. His kids flew out the front door, excitedly telling him something, but Chris couldn’t make out what they were saying. As soon as they drove off, Chris started to think about his next move.  
 
    He could no longer stay here. This whole thing had gone too far, and who knows if he may end up hurt when they get hypnotized next time. Or worse, go missing like Jennifer. Fuck work, fuck the unsolved mysteries; he just wanted out. He decided to leave town immediately, with no further delay. But he would have to be inconspicuous about it. He couldn’t pack everything and just go; it would be too suspicious. He decided to just get in his car and start driving out of town, hoping no one would try to stop him. 
 
    He opened his front door and looked left and right, making sure that no one was there. The street was desolate, so he quickly went back inside and took some essentials, like a bottle of water, a cell phone charger, etc. He locked the house and opened his garage. He felt paranoid about being watched by others, so he did his best not to make it seem like he was in a hurry or panic. Once the garage door was open, he got in his car and started driving towards the hilly exit. 
 
    “So long, freaks.” He muttered to himself. 
 
    As he drove past Clara’s house, he felt regret over not having the chance to get to know her better. He felt that they really clicked well, and he looked forward to doing with her all the town activities that she mentioned while they were at the park. He contemplated stopping to say goodbye, but it was too risky. Whatever was going on in this town, she was in on it. He witnessed it himself last night. The way she stared at him with the others. 
 
    He tore his look away and continued driving. He ascended the hill, constantly looking at his rearview mirror to see if anyone was out there, looking in his direction. He continued following the only road that led out of town. Rows of trees were on both sides of the road now, and Woodberry was finally out of sight, to his relief. This was it; he was out. All he needed to do now was drive back home. It would take him hours, but he didn’t mind.  
 
    His surging hopes sank when he saw something in the distance in the middle of the road. It was a roadblock, with a police officer standing in front of it. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” Chris muttered to himself, feeling completely defeated. 
 
    He slowed his car to a halt in front of the roadblock and rolled down his window, the police officer approaching him and bending down next to his car. 
 
    “Good day, sir. Leaving Woodberry?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, I was going to go home for a visit.” Chris politely said. 
 
    “Afraid all the roads are out. Every last one of them.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Treefall. They’re blocking all ways out. It’ll take about two days until the obstacles are removed.” 
 
    Chris squinted, looking forward. The road was going straight for quite some distance, but there were no signs of fallen trees anywhere. 
 
    “There’s gotta be a way out somewhere.” He said, “I have to be home today.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. The best thing you can do is go back to Woodberry and wait until someone confirms on the news that the trees were removed.” 
 
    “What trees? There are no trees there.” Chris frustratedly retorted, pointing to the road ahead. 
 
    “If you want, I can assign a police officer to escort you back to town, sir.” The policeman said, and even though he had a smile on his face, his message was stern and clear. 
 
    Go back, or I’ll take you back. Chris nodded to the police officer and turned his car around, slamming the inside of his door with his fist furiously. Before he knew it, he was back to square one in his house stuck in this town. 
 
    *** 
 
    He no longer found it appealing to live in Woodberry. More so, he felt like his life was in danger. First, the missing woman, then the hypnosis of the residents, and now the roadblock. Something was terribly wrong here. He picked up his phone and dialed Frank’s number. It rang three times before a groggy voice said. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “I want out.” Chris said impatiently. 
 
    “Chris, is that you?” Frank responded, now a little more awake. 
 
    “I don’t want to stay here anymore. I don’t care what you need to do, but find someone else to do this project; I want to go back to your office.” 
 
    Frank groaned, indicating he was shifting positions, before responding. 
 
    “Chris… What’s wrong? Is something wrong with Woodberry’s office?” 
 
    “No, not Woodberry’s office. Woodberry. There’s something fucking wrong with the people here.” 
 
    “Wrong, how?” 
 
    “It’s just-“ He stopped, not even knowing what to say, “Listen, I can’t explain it, but I can’t work here anymore, alright? Now can you get me out of here or not?” 
 
    Frank sighed. 
 
    “Chris, all the paperwork has already been done; everything has been paid for. It’s just not possible for me to-“ 
 
    “Look, Frank, you pinned this on me, and I agreed to it. But if you can’t get someone to take over, I quit.” 
 
    Frank was quiet on the phone, which Chris took as a sign that the manager had heard him loud and clear. 
 
    “Alright, listen.” Frank said. “I’ll see what I can do with the higher-ups, to find someone to replace you there. But it may take longer, a few months even. We don’t have anyone in the office capable of taking your place right now, so we would need to look for someone out of town and then see if they are willing to do this, plus we need to find replacements for them, and then there’s-“ 
 
    “Do it. Whatever you gotta do, I don’t care, but I want out. And if you can’t do it within one month, I fucking quit, Frank.” 
 
    “Alright, alright. I’ll talk to them tomorrow morning and see if we can’t escalate your request. But you’ll have to go to the office there in the meantime and start working on the project.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    He hung up without even saying goodbye. Okay, so that’s dealt with. All he would need to do now is just try to stay out of everybody’s way until Frank was able to secure a substitute for him. 
 
    *** 
 
    He decided he wouldn’t get out of his house that day. Not just because of everything that’s been happening, but because he really didn’t want to go and do anything today. He made breakfast and sat down to watch some Netflix, hoping it would get his mind off things. Halfway through an episode of The Walking Dead, his mind just trailed off.  
 
    He couldn’t help but think about that damned tower. Marcy said it was built six months ago, and no one seemed to know what it was for. Either that really was the case, or they were lying to him about it, too. The more he started to piece things together, the more he saw motives for the people to lie to him, but he still had zero evidence to conclude anything. 
 
    He pulled out his phone and searched for Woodberry radio station. No relevant results. He tried changing the keywords, but still, nothing popped up. He scratched his chin, thinking, before looking up, ‘can radio signal mind-control humans.’ The first result that popped up was a website with the headline Mind Control By Cellphone Tower. He tapped on it and scrolled through, looking for relevant information. The first sub-headline called How do towers work covered the following: 
 
    Radio stations may be free-standing towers or mounted on existing structures, such as trees, water tanks, or tall buildings. The antennas need to be high enough to cover the area adequately. Base stations are usually from 50-200 feet high. 
 
    Chris scrolled down to the relevant headline, which said, Could certain frequencies of electromagnetic waves or radiation interfere with brain function? And read through the paragraph. 
 
    Radiation is energy, and research findings provide at least some information concerning how specific types may influence biological tissue, including that of the brain. In some cases, the effect may be therapeutic. For example, transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) is a technique used to induce a short-term interruption of regular activity in a relatively restricted area of the brain by rapidly changing a strong magnetic field near the area of interest.  
 
    Mark George provided a nice account of TMS in the September 2003 issue of Scientific American. In it, he described how head-mounted wire coils can deliver powerful yet evanescent magnetic pulses directly into the focal brain regions to modulate neural activity by inducing minute electric currents painlessly. Clinically, TMS may be helpful in alleviating certain symptoms, including those of depression. 
 
    Chris scrolled past the things he found uninteresting until he reached the part explaining about weaponizing radio signals. 
 
    Research into electromagnetic spectrums weapons had been secretly carried out in the US and Russia since the fifties. Plans to introduce the super-weapons were announced quietly in March 2012 by Russian Defense Minister Anatoly Serdyukov, fulfilling a little-noticed election campaign pledge by president-elect Putin. Mr. Serdyukov said, “The development of weaponry based on new physics principles – Direct Energy weapons, Geophysical weapons, Wave-energy weapons, Genetic weapons, Psychotronic weapons and so on – is part of the state arms procurement program for 2011-2020. 
 
    There was no doubt that, notwithstanding that governments still covered-up development and research of mind control technologies, the government-owned advanced technologies, which could read humankind thoughts remotely and subvert an individual’s sense of control over their own thinking, behavior, emotions, or decision making by attacking the brain and nervous system with electromagnetic frequencies. 
 
    So if the information in this article was to be believed, people could indeed by affected by the radio tower signal, especially if the tower was built with some malicious purpose in mind. So, if someone figured out how to use certain frequencies to alleviate symptoms like depression, what’s stopping them from using it for more sinister purposes, like mind-controlling someone to do their bidding? It seemed far-fetched but not completely implausible. 
 
    Tinfoil hat conspiracy theorist. He thought to himself and stifled hysterical laughter. 
 
    He lay on his couch, thinking about the whole thing and wondering if any of it made sense. He tried to find logical explanations that didn’t include secret government mind-control projects, but no matter how hard he tried, there didn’t seem to be any reasoning behind any of it.  
 
    Eventually, he drifted into sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    The same woman from the dream was in front of him, facing the opposite direction, at the far end of the corridor. Chris called out to her, but she didn’t hear him. He started running after her, and as if on cue, she too started running. 
 
    “Wait!” Chris shouted, but she didn’t respond. 
 
    Although it was challenging for him to move, as if he was gliding through the water, he was closing in on her. The way she playfully ran in a bouncy-hoppy way looked like she was utterly oblivious to Chris’ presence and not actually running away from him. 
 
    “Wait! I just want to talk!” Chris shouted once more. 
 
    The woman stopped and turned around to face Chris. He stopped dead in his track. She was beautiful, with long hair that fell over her shoulders and blue eyes, but her facial expression was stern, which partially obscured her immense beauty. Chris didn’t know what to say. He spent such a long time chasing her, and now she was within his reach, and he didn’t know what to do. She sorrowfully shook her head and said. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do or say. I’m sorry.” 
 
    All of a sudden, he felt a firm grip on his left wrist. He looked down and saw a black, emaciated, and boney hand appearing from somewhere behind him and yanking him backward. He resisted, but another hand grabbed his right wrist. And then another grip on his upper arm, leg, face, and all those hands started grabbing and pulling him away from the woman.  
 
    The woman stared at him sorrowfully, not bothering to react in any way or help him, as he slowly got dragged backward. He strained to reach her but was out of his reach and getting further with each passing second. Chris felt hands grabbing at his face, obscuring his vision in one eye with their cold, dead fingers. The woman turned around and began walking away, just in time for the emaciated hands to completely cover every inch of Chris’ head and body, dragging him down in the sense of vertigo. 
 
    He was woken up by a ping on his cellphone. He rubbed his eyes and checked it, only to see a message from Clara. 
 
    Hey Chris, you doing okay? The message said. 
 
    Still somewhat confused from his dream and baffled by last night’s incident, he chose to ignore the message. For all he knew, if the town had a collective consciousness of some sort, chances were Clara was in cahoots with the others. How else would she be able to make that synchronized motion like last night? 
 
    It was around 7 pm when he decided to at least be productive around the house. He vacuumed every room, put the trash near the back door, washed the windows, and put the laundry in the washing machine. He had a pile of dirty dishes reaching up to the tap, and as much as he hated doing them, he knew it would only be worse later on. 
 
    He was around halfway done with them when suddenly his head exploded with sharp pain. He stopped washing the dishes for a moment, waiting for the pain to pass, but it only seemed to intensify by the second. He grabbed his head, hunching over and leaning on the sink with one hand.  
 
    “Aaaaah, fuck.” he said, firmly holding his eyes closed. 
 
    And then, just like that, as quickly as it came, the pain was gone. He opened his eyes and rubbed his pulsating temples, wondering what the fuck just happened. As he reached for the dirty plate with his left hand, he happened to glance at his watch and realized it was exactly 8 pm. And then a horrific realization hit him. 
 
    He ran to the living room window and glanced outside. The tower stood still and silent on top of the hill, with no red lights flickering. Was he just a moment too late? It started to dawn on him that having mind-controlled neighbors probably wouldn’t be his only problem here. And then he remembered something else. 
 
    He ran to the drawer and opened it violently, almost pulling it all the way out. The stack of papers thudded against the inner drawer wall from the force of the pull, and Chris grabbed them and tossed them on the floor messily. The little wrinkled note was still there. He took it and read again what it said, scolding himself for being so stupidly oblivious. 
 
    PLUGS, 8 PM 
 
    PLUGS, 8 pm.  
 
    8 pm. The time when the tower broadcasts the signal. Whatever Jennifer was on to, she was on the right track. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    It was Monday, which meant it was time for Chris to finally start going to the office, and he absolutely dreaded the whole thing. Not only did he have to work, but he had to be surrounded by the overly friendly coworkers, who, as far as he knew, may have been posing a threat to him as much as the other townsfolk. 
 
    Luckily, his working hours were flexible, so he didn’t need to rush, but he figured it would be better to start and finish earlier. He drove to the office and, upon entering the building, greeted Harold the guard, with a nod of his head. Harold returned the gesture and continued reading the newspaper. 
 
    Chris braced himself for another obnoxiously friendly welcome from his coworkers. On any other occasion, he would have found the gesture annoying, at best. But with all the suspicious activities surrounding the radio tower, his annoyance was verging onto fear.  
 
    Their behavior reminded him of the documentaries he’d seen about cults back when he was younger and how members always try to get you in the group with an empathetic approach while brainwashing you into believing what they believe. 
 
    To his surprise, when he opened the door, the welcome was not even remotely close to what he got last week. They were friendly and all, but nowhere as overwhelmingly as last time, and for that, Chris gave a silent and thankful prayer. The morning went by quickly, as the team had a big meeting to discuss the project’s details before actually starting work. He managed to get a few hours of productive work done by lunchtime, after which he decided to find a restaurant where he could eat.  
 
    Café Bella was close by, but he didn’t want to run into Clara, so he instead went to Grandpa’s Secret Bar, where he was served an oil-soaked burger with bland meat and a soggy bun. The whole meal screamed high cholesterol, but he was hungry, so he managed to take a few big bites.  
 
    The polite waitress that looked like she lived on those kinds of greasy meals gave him a slice of chocolate cake on the house, which turned out to be dryer than gunpowder and so high in sugar that Chris may as well have eaten a dozen sugar cubes. 
 
    Full but not satisfied, he left a generous tip to the waitress due to her kindness and exited the bar, taking a mental note not to go there again unless he wanted to go drinking. He was about to turn the corner when he heard a voice behind him. 
 
    “Chris!” The familiar voice said. 
 
    He shot around, and to his unpleasant surprise, he saw Clara standing in front of him, with her usual smile. 
 
    “Hey, Clara!” He greeted, not sure what he felt. 
 
    Clara gave him a kiss on the cheek and said. 
 
    “How are you feeling? I sent you a text yesterday, but you never answered.” 
 
    Uh, yeah.” Chris scratched the back of his head. “I was really sick, you know.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Clara patiently nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, and I must have seen your message when I was feeling sick, and then just, you know, forgot to answer. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it. Are you feeling okay now?” She gave him a concerned once over. 
 
    “Yeah, much better. I guess I must have eaten something that didn’t agree with me on Saturday.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, the way you ran out, we assumed you were feeling sick. It’s really a shame, though. We were having such a great time!” 
 
    It was true. No matter how much he hated the idea of admitting it, Clara was right. He had more fun that night than he had in a very long time, and it didn’t comfort him because he knew he couldn’t spend time with these people anymore. They weren’t his friends, and for all he knew, they weren’t even normal human beings. 
 
    “We were having fun.” He said. “I mean, at least I was. Thanks for giving me tips during the game.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. You’ll be coming this Saturday again, right?” 
 
    “Unless anything else comes up, I’ll probably be there.” Chris scratched the back of his head, knowing full-well that he had no intention of going. 
 
    “Awesome!” Clara grinned. 
 
    There was an awkward moment of them silently staring at each other before Chris said. 
 
    “Well, I need to get back to work, so um…” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, I totally understand. I should get back, too. I’ll see you around then, I guess?” 
 
    “Yeah. You have a good one, Clara.” He waved and smiled at her. 
 
    Clara waved back, and they went their own ways. 
 
    She’s one of them, plus I’ll be leaving soon. Chris had to keep reminding himself whenever he got tempted to spend time with Clara.  
 
    Upon re-entering the office, it was quiet. Everyone was silently typing away on their keyboards, dealing with whatever tasks they had at hand. As soon as Chris got back to his desk, he messaged Frank. 
 
    Did you talk to the superiors yet? 
 
    Usually, he tried to strike up some small talk first or attempted to be polite by asking him how his weekend was, but he didn’t care about that anymore. He was done being nice to him. Frank got him into this mess, and Frank was going to get him out. He minimized the tab with the messages and tried to focus on work. After only a couple of minutes, Frank sent him a message back. 
 
    I have, but they didn’t give me any concrete information. 
 
    What does that mean? Chris furiously typed. 
 
    They’ll get back to me later, maybe tomorrow. They were busy having some client meetings today. Frank responded. 
 
    Although impatient, Chris didn’t want to jump the gun right away, so he decided he would give Frank a couple of days before pressing him once more. He spent the rest of the shift doing his work, and at around 6 pm, he headed home.  
 
    He made a light dinner, and after eating, he felt like doing something. He didn’t know what, but he didn’t want to stay in the house where it felt like everyone was watching him. He made sure first that Jim and the others were nowhere to be seen on the street so that he could avoid unnecessary conversations before heading back downtown.  
 
    The coast seemed clear, so he quickly exited his house like a thief and drove downtown, making sure to keep his eyes directly on the road in order to avoid having to wave or honk the horn to some passerby.  
 
    When he arrived, he parked his car and wandered around until he found a small, barely visible bar called The Owl. He wouldn’t have even noticed it unless he passed right by it, because the bar had a tiny entrance crammed between two residential buildings. 
 
    The place was no bigger than a few square feet, with only two small, round tables and the bar counter, which could fit two people at once sitting there. Two older men were by one of the tables, drinking beer, smoking, and talking while watching the game on the TV, which was mounted on the wall to the left.  
 
    The voice of the commentator and the audience cheering softly filled the air. The ashtray on the table was full of the men’s cigarette butts, and the smoke they produced permeated the air of the room. Chris had to stifle a cough when he entered. 
 
    The bartender, a guy Chris’ age with a serious facial expression, was cleaning the counter with a rag, and when he heard the chimes resounding above the door at Chris’ entry, he looked up at the new customer. Chris sat on the uncomfortably tall stool at the counter. 
 
    “What can I get you, sir?” The bartender asked with a grin. 
 
    Chris expected the bartender to be cold by the initial look on his face, but when he smiled, he remembered that he was in Woodberry, where everyone was polite. 
 
    “I’ll have a beer,” Chris said. 
 
    The bartender poured one without a word, the smile frozen on his face. Chris was glad that he didn’t try to strike up a conversation with him, which the bartender probably saw from the look on his face that he wasn’t really in the mood for chatting.  
 
    It was 7:30, and Chris anxiously awaited for eight o’clock to roll around, to see if anything would happen. He slowly sipped his beer, watching TV, listening to the old guys behind him talking about nonsensical topics, and occasionally laughing in an obnoxiously loud manner. He glanced at his watch every few minutes or so, the time going by agonizingly slowly. 
 
    When it was 7:55, Chris stood up and said to the bartender. 
 
    “I’m going out for some fresh air, be back in a minute.” 
 
    The chimes resounded as he opened the door and stepped outside, the cold air refreshing him, in contrast to the smoke-filled bar. He looked to the right and focused on the ever-present radio tower. Not even two minutes after exiting the place, he started to shiver from the cold air, but he couldn’t go inside yet.  
 
    He saw people on the streets walking around or driving home every now and again, each of them going about their daily lives. He glanced at his watch again. 7:59. Any second now. He now intently focused on the tower, trying not to even blink out of fear that he’d miss something. Any second now, the red light would start flickering, and he’d see if there was really something going on that was connected to the tower or if he was just losing his mind.  
 
    He waited and waited and waited… 
 
    8:01. 8:02.  
 
    The flickering never came. The people outside never once stopped or stared at him, like last night or that first time on the street. There was absolutely no signal emitting from the creepy, abandoned radio tower, no brainwashing, nothing. But what if he was already brainwashed, and that’s why he didn’t see the red light?  
 
    That thought creeped him out – knowing that there was a possibility of being mind-controlled without even being aware of it. Shivering and somewhat disappointed that his theory may have been proven wrong, he went back inside the bar, the chimes resounding loudly as he opened the door. 
 
    “I’ll have another one.” He told the bartender. 
 
    This was his third beer, and he was already feeling a little tipsy. He didn’t care about crossing the line tonight and getting blackout drunk. After all, his work hours were flexible, so he could work later, and he would tough out the hangover. The bartender poured him another beer while giving him a concerned look. 
 
    The chimes resounded again, and a set of footsteps echoed loudly behind Chris. 
 
    “Hey, Chris.” A voice next to him said. 
 
    Bemused, Chris looked to the right and saw Daniel sitting on the stool next to him and smiling brightly. Immediately, the first thing that came to his mind was how much he wanted to punch the fucker right in his teeth for withholding information from him about the missing woman who was the previous tenant in his house.  
 
    Oliver’s and Marcy’s warnings about not asking people sensitive questions rang in his head, but the alcohol was already taking control of him, and he had made up his mind. Despite being tipsy, he decided he would force information out of the agent, one way or another.  
 
    But how to do it? He would need to try the friendly approach first before resorting to more extreme measures. 
 
    “Daniel? You come here, too?” Chris gave him a fake smile. 
 
    “It’s a nice, quiet place, you know? I don’t like crowded areas, and although I prefer Grandpa’s Secret Bar, lately everybody goes there around this time of the night. One beer, Marty.” he said to the bartender. 
 
    “Early drinking tonight, huh Daniel?” The bartender asked him, setting a big frosty mug on the counter with a thud. 
 
    “Yeah, I gotta unwind somehow. Stressful at work these days. It’s either here or going home and cracking a cold one while I blast the music so loudly that I can’t hear myself think. Been my routine almost every night.” Daniel raised his eyebrows and his mug, taking a sip. 
 
    “Well, no wonder.” The bartender said. “No one in your company has been working as hard as you have. And you’ve been living here for like, what, eight months or so? You must feel burnt out after such a long time working and not having any free time.” 
 
    Something clicked in Chris’ head. Something that didn’t make sense in the timeline of what Marty said. He turned to face Daniel and said. 
 
    “Didn’t you say you lived here like three years or something?” 
 
    Daniel raised his eyebrows in confusion and shook his head while staring at his drink, but Chris noticed that he suddenly widened his eyes.  
 
    “Don’t think so. Maybe you heard me wrong.” He turned to smile at Chris briskly, before taking a big gulp of his drink. 
 
    It was at this moment Chris was sure as shit that Daniel was hiding something. He specifically remembered that he said that he’s been living here for three years, back when he first gave him a ride to the house. He mentioned having a business trip here and then ended up staying longer due to some complications. Why would he lie about that? The answer was in plain sight. It’s because he was hiding something important. 
 
    “Give me another one.” Chris waved to the bartender. “And put his on my tab.” 
 
    “I won’t say no to that. But next time I’m paying.” Daniel said, raising his mug in a toast before taking a sip. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” Chris dismissively waved. 
 
    “So, how do you like it in Woodberry so far?” Daniel asked with a smile. 
 
    “It’s got its upsides.” Chris said with a nod. “A lot of nice people, especially in my neighborhood. The house is great, too. I always wanted a big one like that.” 
 
    “Well, I can fix you up with a good price to buy it if you plan on staying here. The house is company property and was initially intended just to be rented, but that’s not set in stone.” 
 
    “I appreciate it. Yeah, I’d definitely want to stay in that house. Of all the places I’ve seen, this one is nearly perfect, with just a few flaws unrelated to the house.” Chris fished, hoping that Daniel would bite. 
 
    Daniel took a sip of his beer and turned his head to Chris, arching an eyebrow before asking.  
 
    “What kind of flaws?” 
 
    Bingo.  
 
    Now all he had to do was mention the problems he’s had subtly and observe the agent’s reaction. Chris took a sip of his own beer while thinking about what to say next and said. 
 
    “Oh, it’s no big deal. I don’t even think about it actively. It’s just, well, I feel like the neighbors are collectively hiding something important from me. You know?” 
 
    Daniel shifted in his seat, his face contorting from a smile to a more serious expression. 
 
    “Oh? Is that so?” He simply said, taking another hasty sip of his beer. 
 
    “Yeah. Like, for example, that radio tower up there. You know, the one I called out about a couple days ago.” Chris tried to sound as oblivious and friendly as he could, but he doubted he was succeeding. 
 
    He felt anger seeping out of him like a leaking faucet, and he was powerless to stop it. He took another sip of his drink in order to collect himself. 
 
    “No one seems to want to talk about it. It’s like everyone is superstitious or something.” he finished. 
 
    The bartender, visibly uncomfortable, turned away and started sorting the empty glasses and mugs and stacking them in their respective locations. 
 
    “People are probably just not interested in it that much. I mean, it’s just a tower.” Daniel shrugged, looking at the TV. 
 
    Chris knew that whatever was on the TV was the last thing that interested the agent right now. From behind, the two old men laughed loudly at a joke, one of them said before continuing their conversation normally. The bartender was now in the back, organizing liquor bottles. The way Daniel focused on one spot without blinking, Chris could tell that he was uncomfortable and deliberately trying to lose Chris’ attention, so he decided to press him more.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right. I mean, I guess I put a lot of interest in it because I see it every day from my house. But yeah, it’s probably just a tower, nothing more. Totally understandable that no one would want to talk about it.” he murmured as he wrapped his hands around his frosty mug. 
 
    Daniel nodded, giving Chris a brief glance before turning to his mug. Chris took another sip, not taking his eyes off Daniel, and continued. 
 
    “I’ve just been hearing a lot of conspiracy theories about the tower and how it was somehow connected to the woman who went missing recently.” 
 
    He couldn’t tell due to the lighting, but Chris was somewhat sure that Daniel’s cheeks were becoming redder, and he was certain it had nothing to do with the beer. He seemed to ignore Chris’ remark and instead took another sip of beer, but Chris wasn’t about to back down. 
 
    “You know about her, right? The girl named Jennifer, who went missing a few months ago? You must have heard about her, even if you just recently moved here.” Chris taunted Daniel curiously. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I heard something about it.” Daniel timidly responded in a low tone. “But to tell you the truth, I haven’t really been paying too much attention to the news.” 
 
    “Well, you must have heard about this one. This is a small town, after all.” Chris refused to look away from Daniel, even going so far as to turn his stool slightly to the right, so that he faced the agent with his torso, to make him more uncomfortable. 
 
    “Sorry, haven’t heard much about it. As I said, people don’t like to talk about those things here.” Daniel said. 
 
    “I see.” Chris nodded and looked at the floor for a moment. 
 
    He raised his head to face the bartender once more. There was a moment of silence as Chris and Daniel took a sip of their drinks before Chris continued. 
 
    “Well, at the very least, you must have heard that she lived in my house before me, right?” He took another sip from his mug and waited for Daniel’s response. 
 
    He noticed Daniel going stiff, his hands wrapped around the mug just a little more tightly. 
 
    “Really? Oh, I didn’t actually know that, no.” Daniel said as he swallowed. “I mean, I’ve only been here for eight months, so the woman probably went missing before that.” 
 
    “The woman went missing a few months ago. When your company assigned you the house for renting, there’s no way they didn’t tell you about something as big as that, right?” Chris chuckled to try to come off as not being serious, but his tone was stern and audibly aggressive. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know anything about it, okay?” Daniel said defensively. “I’m sorry if there’s anything about the town that’s not to your liking, but I’m just doing my job and dealing with real-estate, alright? It’s not my job to be a P.I. and solve missing persons cases.” 
 
    He took another big gulp of his beer before getting up and saying. 
 
    “I gotta get back home, got some reports to finish. Don’t go heavy on the drinking there Chris, alright?” He courteously smiled and exited the bar before Chris had a chance to say anything else. 
 
    But he wasn’t going to let it slide like that. He whipped out two twenties and left the cash on the counter, hurriedly leaving the bar, the sound of chimes resounding once again as the cold air hit his face. Daniel was headed into the alley around the corner, which had a convenient place for parking cars. This worked even better in Chris’ favor because they’d be alone and away from prying eyes. 
 
    He followed the agent into the alley from a distance, all the way to his BMW, which he parked right next to a big van. Daniel pulled out his keys with a jingle, utterly unaware of anyone else’s presence. Before he managed to unlock his door, Chris strode up behind him and grabbed him by the back of the head. He forcefully slammed his head on the car door with a loud thump. 
 
    “Ah!” Daniel shouted, dropping his keys immediately and grabbing his nose. 
 
    Chris grabbed his shoulder, and forcefully spun him around so that he was face to face with him. He grabbed Daniel by the collar of his shirt and pinned him against the car, adrenaline and anger boiling in him rampantly. Daniel’s nose was bleeding profusely, and his look of confusion was now replaced by one of pure fear as he stared at Chris, wide-eyed, futilely grabbing at his assailant’s hands. 
 
    “What are you hiding?!” Chris shook him violently, spitting in his face. 
 
    “I-I’m not hiding anything, I swe—“ 
 
    Before he even managed to finish that sentence, Chris sent a punch in his gut, making the agent heave over until Chris pulled him back up and pinned him back against the car. He was surprised by his own actions, especially because he wasn’t prone to violence. The alcohol and frustration took hold of him entirely, and it was like a completely different person was inside Chris. 
 
    “I won’t ask again.” Chris said, ready to punch him in the face this time. 
 
    “Okay, okay, stop!” Daniel raised his hands in a defensive gesture, breathing heavily. “I’ll tell you what you want to know!” 
 
    “What do you know about the missing woman?! And the tower?!” Chris refused to let go of the man’s collar. 
 
    “Her name was Jennifer, and she moved here about five months ago. A month after she moved in, she started to go crazy according to the townsfolk, and shortly after that she went missing, that’s all I know, I swear!” Daniel recited in one quick breath. 
 
    “Bullshit! You knew she lived in my house before this, didn’t you?!” 
 
    “I did, but I had to keep quiet about it; they threatened me!” 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “The townsfolk!” He looked around as if expecting someone to be watching them. “Okay, look, I moved here eight months ago when I was assigned to work with a client. The whole thing was supposed to last only three months, but I’ve been stuck here ever since.” 
 
    Chris let go of Daniel’s collar and allowed him to regain his composure. Daniel wiped his nose, grunting painfully. 
 
    “What do you mean, stuck?” Chris asked. 
 
    “I mean exactly that. I tried leaving town a few times, but ever since that radio tower was built, I have never managed to do it.” 
 
    “Why? What’s stopping you?” Chris gave Daniel some breathing space but was still cautious about his potential attempts to try and run away. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. Either there’s a roadblock or some shit like that stopping me. And then this one time I tried walking out, and I blacked out and just woke up in the woods. I can’t leave.” 
 
    Chris started to calm down, but his adrenaline still surged violently through his blood. He was having a conversation with someone who actually acknowledged the suspicions he had the whole time. He wasn’t crazy, now he was sure of it. Was Daniel just another victim of Woodberry, like Jennifer and Chris were? 
 
    “Daniel, what the hell is going on in this town?” Chris asked as he felt his heart beating a million miles an hour. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Daniel said, “It may have something to do with that tower, or maybe the people here are just fucked in the head. Jennifer apparently had her doubts about the tower, talked about how it’s affecting the people here, but everyone dismissed her theories as crazy ramblings. I bet she was onto something.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t know. She just went missing one day, and most people believe she got lost in the woods and died out there.” 
 
    Chris thought for a moment, while Daniel stood there, waiting for his assailant’s next move. 
 
    “And you’ve been stuck here ever since? That doesn’t make sense. Why didn’t you try calling the police or get someone to pick you up?” 
 
    “Believe me, I tried everything. Nothing worked. I honestly can’t believe I’m not the only one who’s aware of all this. You have no idea what it’s been like, living here day after day after day. And everyone is friendly on the outside, but I think… I think there’s something really wrong with them.” 
 
    “You think the tower is affecting them?” 
 
    “Who cares. All I know is it’s dangerous here.” 
 
    “Well, we need to get out. I have a car, so maybe we can just drive out.” 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening to a word I just said? It’s not that easy. If the people start to suspect that we’re about to leave, we’re fucked!” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest?” 
 
    Daniel looked left, right, and then behind himself, before he leaned in and whispered. 
 
    “There’s a pie-eating contest this Saturday. Most of the folks will be there. That’s our chance. I’ll meet you at your place, and we can drive the fuck out.” 
 
    “What about the roadblocks? I tried to get out, but a cop was there.” 
 
    “We just drive right through him, fuck him.” 
 
    “Alright. You better not be fucking with me, Daniel.” Chris said. 
 
    “Hey, I want out as bad as you do, alright?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence between them, while Daniel wiped his nose carefully, wincing at the slightest touch. Blood caked the upper part of his mouth and his hands. He pulled out a handkerchief and cautiously blotted the blood around his nose. 
 
    “I think you broke my fucking nose.” he said. 
 
    “Sorry about that. But at least something good came out of it.” Chris said, almost feeling sorry for just laying into the real-estate agent. 
 
    “Right. Well, I’m going to head on home now, get some ice. I’ll be at your place Saturday noon, so be ready, and then we can roll unless something comes up.” 
 
    “Something had better not come up, Daniel.” 
 
    “Hey, the people here can be extremely suspicious. If anything goes awry, I’ll send you a text to meet me at the bar for another beer. We can discuss the details then.” 
 
    “Alright.” Chris nodded with a frown. 
 
    Daniel gave him a miserly wave and got in his car, starting it up and driving off, all the while holding his pained nose. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The next two days went without a hitch. Chris did his daily routine of working and going home, trying to avoid human contact as much as possible. He figured he only needed to stay safe until Saturday, and he and Daniel would then make a bid for freedom.  
 
    He had his doubts about trusting Daniel, given his history of concocting lies, but he tried to follow the logic that just like Chris, his hands were bound, and he simply couldn’t openly communicate. 
 
    Chris tried to act as naturally as he could for the time being by living his everyday life, talking to people when he absolutely had to, and not asking any questions. He hadn’t seen Jim, who he deemed to be the greatest threat. He knew there was more than meets the eye under his friendly, neighborly demeanor.  
 
    That’s what bothered Chris the most. Jim was friendly, masking his insidious intentions with his kindness, which made it impossible to know when he was probing and when he was simply striking up a conversation, or whether he was just toying with him the whole time.  
 
    He figured it was best to assume that Jim always had malicious intentions. Therefore, he himself tried to assume the role of an oblivious Woodberry resident, who wasn’t concerned with some radio tower or a missing persons case. 
 
    He hadn’t seen Clara, either. She hadn’t texted him, probably realizing that he no longer wanted to do anything with her. He tried not to look in the direction of her house when heading out to work and coming back, but sometimes it got the better of him, and he couldn’t help it.  
 
    Whenever he’d get tempted to send her a message, he’d remind himself that she was one of them, and there was nothing the two of them could possibly talk about. It was a real shame, too, because, during the short time they spent together, he felt like he could share a lot of things with her. 
 
    Most of all, he’d often think about the radio tower. His mind kept coming back to the article he read about mind-controlling radio frequencies and the government’s ambition to weaponize such a thing.  
 
    What would actually happen to the victims who were subjected to such a weapon? Would they lose control of their own actions at times? Would they lose control of their actions completely and become puppets, trapped in their own body to the mastermind controlling the radio frequencies? Or would they go about their daily activities normally, without ever even realizing they were indoctrinated? He tried not to think about the last one. 
 
    That sharp headache from a few days ago worried him slightly, and he was sure that as time went by, they would only intensify until the radio signal completely took him over and made him become like the others here. But then, why was Daniel still unaffected? Did he know something that he didn’t tell Chris? Or maybe he was affected, just pretended to play along in order to gain Chris’ trust.  
 
    Maybe the whole thing was a ruse, and he would be riled up and lynched by the townsfolk on Saturday. Perhaps they all knew exactly what he planned with Daniel and were pretending to be friendly to him, giving him false hope of getting out and would then make an example of him during the pie-eating contest. 
 
    Thinking about all these things put him on edge and stressed him out even more, which was bad because he wasn’t getting enough sleep with the way things were anyway. He decided to push everything out of his mind and focus on the big picture. Days were going by slowly, though, and it was only Wednesday. Chris contacted Frank every day via a series of messages to see what he managed to do about his transfer.  
 
    Although he’d be leaving Woodberry long before that, he figured it was still good to have that option as a plan B. That way, he could leave town without actually having to arouse suspicion by suddenly disappearing or something of the like. He also contemplated calling someone to pick him up in Woodberry, but he didn’t want to put anyone else in danger. 
 
    Daniel said he tried everything to leave town, didn’t he? If their plan on Saturday didn’t work, probably nothing would. He started to wonder if the missing girl, Jennifer, did precisely that – ran out of the city in the middle of the night without telling anyone. 
 
    Maybe that’s why no one wanted to talk about it. They wanted to convert her to their own, but she managed to escape, and the whole situation angered them. Maybe the tower somehow programmed the people here to hate outsiders or simply erased any memories of anyone or anything that posed a threat to its secrecy. Chris wondered if Jennifer was safe now outside of Woodberry, or lying dead in a ditch somewhere in the hills, for voracious scavengers to pluck her rotting corpse. 
 
    *** 
 
    Work was uneventful around 3 pm, so he sent another text to Frank. 
 
    Frank, give me an update. 
 
    The manager read the message almost immediately but didn’t respond for about fifteen minutes. 
 
    Hi, Chris. He wrote, Hope you’re doing well. 
 
    I’m doing fine. Did you manage to talk to the bosses about my transfer? Chris asked impatiently. 
 
    I did, just a few hours ago. First of all, they’re not happy at all about you wanting a transfer so early on. 
 
    Cry me a river. What did they say? Chris rebutted. 
 
    They agreed to transfer you, but they said they need some time to find someone first and finish all the paperwork. It’s like I told you, it’s going to take at least two months. 
 
    Frank, I already told you. If you can’t fix this in less than a month, then the client can go fuck himself because the project will have one less person working on it. 
 
    I know, and I told them that you’re impatient. Frank said. They said they’d prioritize it, but it’s still going to take time. 
 
    One month. I’ll stay here for one month and not a day longer, and you’re already a few days short. Chris said and closed his messaging app, frustrated at Frank’s lack of cooperation. 
 
    He knew that his attitude with his superior could easily get him in trouble and maybe even fired, but he was already in a bad place with his company (and his life), so he figured it couldn’t get much worse.  
 
    He continued working until 5 pm before packing up his things and going home. He made some dinner and watched TV until around 10 pm. There were no headaches or signals in the meantime. He knew because he religiously checked the damned tower outside his window every day, at precisely 8 pm. 
 
    It brought many questions to his mind of who was in charge of deciding when the signal would be emitted, did it have specific days when it was being broadcasted and was there anyone even in charge there, or was it autonomous? He was feeling too tired to contemplate those questions, which he would have no definitive answer to anyway, so he went to bed. 
 
    PLUGS, 8 PM. The note resonated in his mind as he slumped down. 
 
    *** 
 
    In his dream, the same woman from before haunted him. He was in the same corridor, but this time there were hands coming out of the walls and floor and ceiling all over the place, voraciously grabbing at Chris and tripping him as he ran after Helen. Just as he was about to reach her, one of the hands grabbed him by the wrists and held firmly.  
 
    He shouted after her, but she only gave him a bemused glance. She turned around and faced the end of the corridor illuminated by a radiant light, and only then did Chris see that there was a silhouette of a man emerging from it. The woman stared at the figure as it approached her with slow and steady steps. 
 
    Chris shouted louder over and over, but the woman ignored him entirely and started running towards the silhouette. Chris fought against the hands that restrained him, and as he looked back, he saw encroaching darkness from the corridor, slowly approaching in a threatening manner.  
 
    There was an occasional knocking sound coming from it, and as the darkness got closer, the knocking got louder and louder. Just as it was about to reach him, Chris opened his eyes.  
 
    Three soft knocks resonated in the room, and it took him a moment to realize that the sound wasn’t coming from his dream. 
 
    He lay in bed on his side, staring at the nightlamp, listening to his own quivering breaths. He was covered in a cold sweat, and the air seemed heavy. Three more knocks, coming from somewhere downstairs. Chris immediately got up, wide awake. He perked up his ears, trying to figure out what it could be.  
 
    Knock, knock, knock. 
 
    This time more hurried and frantic. He threw the blankets off and clambered up to his feet, staring at the door. 
 
    Knock, knock, knock. He opened the bedroom door, carefully peeking out downstairs towards the living room. 
 
    The knocking became more apparent now, and it was evident that it was coming from the window of the living room. Why would anyone be knocking on his window in the middle of the goddamn night, when they could ring the doorbell? They wouldn’t unless the person who was knocking was trying to avoid unwanted attention.  
 
    Maybe it was Daniel. Perhaps it was an emergency, and something went wrong with their plan, and now he had to inform him this way. 
 
    He slowly made his way downstairs, careful not to break his gaze from the window, which the intermittent knocking was coming from every few seconds or so. He tiptoed over to it, stopping in front of the curtain.  
 
    Knock, knock, knock. 
 
    The knocks reverberated in the room so loudly that they startled Chris. Unable to bear the anticipation, he grabbed the curtain and forcefully yanked it aside. He screamed and took a step back at sight in front of him. 
 
    A woman stood there, with her face just inches away from the glass, staring at Chris with wide, blue eyes that expressed palpable fear. Her hair was messy and her face and clothes caked in mud and what looked like blood. She had visible scratches on her cheek and neck, and dried tears on her face were mixed with mud. 
 
    “Please, you have to help me!” She pleaded, her breath fogging up the window. 
 
    She looked left and right in a panicked motion as if making sure that nothing was around her. She looked back at Chris and put both hands on the window, imprinting her muddy palms upon the glass. 
 
    “Please, they’re looking for me! If they find me, they’ll take me back. I can’t go back there, please!” she said in a more hushed tone now. 
 
    Chris took a hesitant step forward, now more baffled than frightened by the whole situation. This woman looked like she had been through hell and high water just now, and here she was in Woodberry, at Chris’ window, asking for help. He couldn’t help but wonder if this was a coincidence or a ruse set up by the townsfolk to see if he would fail the test. 
 
    “Please!” she cried out again, her lips quivering. 
 
    Something in him told him that he had to help her. Chris rushed to the entrance door and unlocked it as hastily as his trembling hands allowed him to. He yanked the door open, and the woman stood in front of him, almost startling Chris. 
 
    “It’s not safe here, we have to get out! Please, we have to go now!” she pleaded breathlessly, continuing to utter some words that Chris couldn’t comprehend. 
 
    “Wait, I don’t understand.” he uttered confusedly, shaking his head. 
 
    “There’s no time, we have to-“ she started, but before she managed to finish her sentence, the woman jerked her head to the left, and her eyes widened even more if that was even possible.  
 
    She looked back at Chris, and he realized that her chest was now heaving up and down more violently, as she said. 
 
    “Oh no, it’s them. They found me!” 
 
    Just then, the sound of a car engine resounded from the left, and when Chris looked in the direction of the noise, he saw a police cruiser coming down the street. The woman’s breathing got even shallower than it was until now as she reached into the pocket of her pants and pulled out something that looked like a little piece of paper. She messily folded the paper and grabbed Chris’ hand, forcefully putting the paper in it. 
 
    “You can’t stay here!” she cried out, as the car stopped only a few feet behind her. 
 
    Two police officers emerged from the car, and they began taking menacing steps towards the woman. 
 
    “Ma’am.” One of them called out as he put his hand on the holster, seemingly ready to draw his gun. “Ma’am, I’ll need you to step away from the door.” 
 
    The woman stared into Chris’ eyes, now silently sobbing, before she took a lethargic step back and raised her hands up in the air. The officer reached behind his back and pulled out his handcuffs. He rushed to the woman and cuffed her, grabbing her under her arms and leading her towards the car. 
 
    “Officer, what’s going on?!” Chris asked, adrenaline surging through his body. 
 
    “Sir, everything is under control. Go back inside!” The other officer shouted, raising his free hand in a halting gesture towards Chris. 
 
    The woman looked back and locked her eyes with Chris. 
 
    “You have to get out of here, it’s not safe!” she shouted, fighting against her restraints. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” The cop leading her shouted and opened the back door of the vehicle, pushing her towards it more forcefully. 
 
    The woman somehow managed to shove the police officer - who stumbled backward - and started running across Chris’ lawn behind his house and towards the hills with panting breaths, her hands still behind her back. 
 
    “Freeze!” The police officers shouted and drew their guns. 
 
    One of them started running after the woman, while the other stayed by the car. Chris turned his head in the hills’ direction, and the last thing he saw before their silhouettes merged with the darkness of the trees ahead was the officer closing in on the woman. Chris could only stand there dumbfounded, unable to comprehend the severity of the situation.  
 
    “Sir, I told you to go back inside, this is a dangerous criminal!” The officer said more sternly this time. 
 
    “Why? What did she do?” Chris insisted. 
 
    “Sir, please don’t make this hard on yourself. I don’t want to arrest you for obstruction of law.” 
 
    Chris got the point. He hesitantly turned around and got inside his house. He closed it and locked it tightly, and then he ran to the back of the house, through the kitchen and to the window in front of the sink, overlooking the hills. He was squinting at the wooded area ahead, but it was too dark to see anything.  
 
    He wondered if the woman managed to get away, and at the back of his mind, he hoped she did. The entire house was silent, and he heard his unsteady breathing filling the air.  
 
    His hopes for the woman’s escape were short-lived when he heard something that sounded like an echo of a gunshot far in the distance. He perked up his ears and listened more intently. One more gunshot occurred, echoing in the silence of the air. Chris’ heart was thudding against his chest, and he held his breath in anticipation as he stared out of the window. 
 
    After what felt like hours, even though in reality it was only minutes, the police officer he saw running after the criminal lady emerged from the darkness, striding down the grassy land, carrying the woman over his shoulder. Chris ducked when the officer got close to his house, and then he quickly rushed to the front door. He carefully peeked through the window next to it and saw the other officer standing and smoking a cigarette as he leaned on the patrol car door. 
 
    “You got her?” he asked, as his partner finally came into view with the woman. 
 
    “Yeah. She was faster than she looked.” his partner said. 
 
    “Alright, load her up here.” The other officer said, and Chris saw him opening the trunk of his car. 
 
    As his partner slumped the woman in the back of the car, Chris caught for a split second that her shirt was soaked with fresh, red liquid on her chest, which hadn’t been there before. Not only that, but the way she limply hung off the officer, even as he threw her in the trunk like she was a bag of cement, only confirmed his suspicion. 
 
    They killed her. He thought to himself with a horrible realization, as his heart thumped so fast that he felt it would jump out of his throat. 
 
    “Let’s go.” The smoking cop threw the cigarette on the ground and stepped on it before he and his partner got into the car. 
 
    As they drove off, Chris followed them with his gaze, but he saw something else in his peripheral vision. Barely noticeable movement in the window of Jim’s house. Was Jim watching the entire situation as well? Chris stepped away from the window, feeling even sicker. 
 
    It just then hit him like a truck. They killed her. She knew something, so they killed her. He hunched over and vomited on the floor of his living room, feeling guilty, nauseous, scared, and angry, all at the same time. 
 
    As he stared at the emptied contents of his belly on the floor, he raised his hand and unclenched his fist. He was still clutching the piece of paper the woman gave him before the cops came. He frantically unfolded it and stared at the message. 
 
    HMS-23 
 
    EARPLUGS, 8 PM. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    How the fuck could I have been so stupid? It’s earplugs, earplugs, earplugs! To block the signal! 
 
    That’s what raced through his mind the entire night and the morning after. He barely got any sleep, still shocked by the events that transpired. He rolled around in his bed until around 8 am, thinking about the note the woman gave him over and over when he decided to get up. He felt drained mentally, but at the same time, he had this inexplicable energy that he felt could power him to run for hours. 
 
    He grabbed the note off the nightstand where he left it and stared at it blankly. 
 
    HMS-23 
 
    EARPLUGS, 8 PM 
 
    What in god’s name was HMS-23? He knew that if he stayed home, he would only continue overthinking the whole thing, and not to mention he may arouse suspicion with the other folk, so he decided to go to work earlier. It would also be good for him to wrap things up earlier in the office and catch up on some much-needed sleep. At this state, he would be a wreck by the time Saturday came for him and Daniel to execute their escape plan. 
 
    Earplugs. I need to get earplugs. He chanted in his mind the whole time, as if afraid that he would forget their significance.  
 
    Upon opening his front door, the first thing that greeted him was the incessant rays of sunlight. The second thing that greeted him was even worse - the figure of Jim in front of his own house, telling the kids to get inside the car. When he saw Chris, he raised his hand up high in an enthusiastic greeting. 
 
    “Howdy, neighbor!” 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    “Hi, Jim.” Chris raised a hand back, giving him a courteous smile. 
 
    “Going to work early, champ?” Jim asked. 
 
    Been following me closely when I leave the house, huh? 
 
    “Yeah, I want to wrap things up, so I can go home earlier today.” Chris responded, clicking the button to open his garage door. 
 
    As the shutter began opening, Chris turned to face his neighbor. He wanted to probe him to see how much he actually knew. 
 
    “Hey, Jim?” He asked inquisitively. 
 
    Jim had just closed the back door of his car after Philip got in. He looked at Chris with his eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Did you happen to hear anything going on out here last night?” Chris asked cautiously. 
 
    “Last night? Don’t think so.” Jim put his hands on his hips and shook his head lethargically with a frown. “What exactly was I supposed to hear?” 
 
    Liar.  
 
    The police car doors opening and shutting, the cops shouting, the gunshots. There was no way Jim didn’t hear or see something. Chris nodded, trying to play along with Jim’s lies. 
 
    “Well, there was a big commotion right in front of our houses last night. A police cruiser stopped right here and arrested some woman. They said she was a dangerous criminal.” 
 
    He decided to omit the part where she knocked on his window. If Jim already saw Chris as a threat, then he probably already saw the woman knocking on the window as well, so hiding that information wouldn’t make much difference. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be darned. I wonder who it was?” Jim scratched his chin, frowning. 
 
    “You really didn’t hear anything? It was loud enough to wake up the dead.” Chris chuckled his fake chuckle, deliberately leaving out the gunshots and the dead body he saw. 
 
    For all he knew, nobody knew what he actually saw transpire last night. 
 
    “Well, everyone in this household is a heavy sleeper. You could practically use a blowhorn next to our ears, and we’d continue sleeping.” Jim laughed at his own joke. “What exactly did you say happened?” 
 
    Chris shrugged, seemingly nonchalantly.  
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. They arrested her and told me to go back inside, so I did that, and then they drove off.” 
 
    Jim nodded, clearly not as interested in this piece of information as someone with kids probably should have been, given the fact that a ‘dangerous criminal’ was lurking around this peaceful neighborhood. Not satisfied with the answer he got to his own question, but with reinforced suspicions, Chris came to one solid conclusion – Jim was without a doubt, hiding something. 
 
    “Well, listen, champ. I gotta drop the kids off at school. You look like heck, oughta get some sleep, yeah?” He opened the door at the driver’s side and, before getting in, turned back to Chris and said. 
 
    “Oh! Don’t forget about the pie-eating contest. Trust me, you’ll regret it if you miss that event.” He gave Chris his trademark finger-guns, got in his car, and drove off. 
 
    *** 
 
    Time went by really slowly at work because Chris had nothing but tedious tasks to do, plus the lack of sleep put him in a half-dazed state. He kept thinking about that woman yesterday.  
 
    Was she really a criminal? Or did she know something about the tower as Chris did? During lunch, he went to the break room and slumped down in the beanbag. He closed his eyes, allowing his heavy eyelids a moment of rest. Thoughts rushed through his mind as he slowly drifted off to sleep. He thought he heard the voices of various people in his mind. 
 
    Who was that woman? This is a dangerous criminal. They’ll take me back. I can’t go back. You have to get out of here. J.C. gone missing. Earplugs, 8 PM. They’ll take me back. Without a trace. J.C. gone missing. Missing. 
 
    He opened his eyes abruptly, his heart beating fast. He grabbed his phone and tapped on Facebook. In the search bar, he looked up Clara. He entered her photos and frantically scrolled through the timeline. There were pictures of her out drinking, painting, taking pictures of Rex, etc., but that wasn’t what Chris was looking for. 
 
    He got into Clara’s friends list and searched the name Jennifer C. A few results of profiles popped up, some with pictures, some without. He clicked on each of them one by one, but most of them had scant information in order for him to reach any important conclusions.  
 
    He started to lose hope - when he saw the profile of a woman called Jennifer Cook, who was among Clara’s friends. The name itself didn’t stand out in any way, but what did stand out was the fact that her cover photo was Woodberry, apparently taken from the top of the hill where he first saw it when he exited the bus.  
 
    He tapped on the profile. 
 
    The first thing he saw was that she worked as an accountant in Woodberry’s accounting company. The same one where Clara worked. He entered the pictures. 
 
    He could feel his heart starting to race again as he scrolled through various pictures of inspirational quotes. He stopped scrolling. He was faced with one picture that stood out. It was the picture of Clara and a woman of similar age, with dark-brown hair. They were in Café Bella, sitting at the table, on top of which were two fancy, but bite-sized looking cakes. Both women were smiling at the camera. 
 
    Chris’ heart was pounding violently against his chest at this point. He zoomed in on the woman’s face. She had blue eyes. He studied all her facial features as much as he could, trying to convince himself that he was wrong, but there was no denying it. Despite the differences between the two women, there was no denying that the woman who came to his window last night was the same one as in the picture. 
 
    Jennifer Cook, the missing woman.  
 
    He scrolled through the rest of the pictures, intermittently closing his eyes to try to compare the woman from last night in his image to the woman in the pictures, and the more he stared, the more he started to become convinced that it was indeed her.  
 
    His hands were trembling as he looked up the meager article he found days ago about the missing woman in Woodberry and confirmed that she disappeared on August 12th. He went back to Jennifer Cook’s profile and saw that her last post was on August 9th. It was her. 
 
    But what happened to her? Last night she looked like she was running through mud and water and thorns to get to him. Was she being held captive at the tower this whole time, before she somehow managed to escape? What were they doing to her there? And why wasn’t she brainwashed like the rest of the people? He already knew the answer to that. 
 
    Earplugs, 8 PM. She was using earplugs. 
 
    She used to live in Chris’ house, and that would explain why she tried to go back there. But why not go to Clara’s? He had the answer to that too but hated it nonetheless. Clara was one of them, and Jennifer couldn’t trust her.  
 
    HMS-23 
 
    EARPLUGS, 8 PM 
 
    What was HMS-23? He googled it, but nothing relevant came up, save for some battleships, which he deduced weren’t relevant to Jennifer’s writing. He had so many questions that his head started to hurt from thinking on top of the lack of sleep. 
 
    “Chris.” 
 
    Chris got startled out of his thoughts, and when he raised his head, relief washed over him. 
 
    “Our meeting starts in a few minutes. You coming?” It was Sean. 
 
    “Yeah, gimme just a minute.” Chris said, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    Before he exited the room, he made sure to delete his search history on Facebook and Google. You could never be too sure with the people in Woodberry. 
 
    It was around 3 pm when the meeting was over, and Chris still had some work to do. He figured he wouldn’t finish until at least six at this rate until the manager tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “You should go get some sleep, man. We’ll cover for you today.” Greg said in passing. 
 
    He was seemingly a kind manager, but Chris didn’t know what to make of it. He was almost sure that Greg was kind because it was the way Woodberry people were and not because he was actually a generous person. Either way, Chris gladly took up his offer and was out of the office within a minute. 
 
    *** 
 
    He was just about ready to take a nap when he heard his doorbell ring again. Agitated, he opened the door, putting on his PR grin. In front of him stood Clara, dashing as always, with a smile on her face. Rex stood loyally by her side, sniffing the nearby grass curiously. 
 
    “Hi, Chris.” she greeted him, awkwardly fidgeting with Rex’s leash. 
 
    “Hey, Clara.” he said, his PR grin turning into an authentic smile. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I was just about to take Rex to the park and was wondering if you’d like to tag along?” She swiveled her body to the side shyly, turning her cheek towards Chris. 
 
    Chris was tempted, he really was. The thought of spending time with her in this gloomy town gave him some solace. But in the end, whatever sinister thing was going on here, Clara was a part of it and probably not even aware. She was in on the whole thing and could only jeopardize his escape with Daniel. 
 
    “I’d love to, but I um… I just came back from work, and I’ve been sleeping horribly lately, you know. I really need to catch up on some z’s.” he spat out, scratching his cheek, hating every word. 
 
    “Yeah, I totally understand. I guess we can do it next time.” She swayed her arms back and forth a few times before turning her attention to Rex. “Come on, boy, we have to go. See you, Chris.” 
 
    She waved to him and hurriedly left the place, letting Rex rush and tug on the leash. Before Chris closed the door, he saw Marcy heading in his direction, holding a plastic container.  
 
    Oh no. he thought to himself.  
 
    Marcy said hi to Clara in passing, and as she made her way towards Chris’ house, she grinned, making awkwardly prolonged eye contact with him, in a way that clearly said Don’t go anywhere, I’ll be right there, dearie. 
 
    “Hi, dearie.” she chirped, handing him the container. 
 
    “Hello, Marcy.” He said and hesitantly took the container. “Whatcha got there?” 
 
    Before she even answered, he already knew what was in, and his disappointment immeasurably increased. He decided to keep the lid on to avoid getting hit in the face by the pungent minty smell. 
 
    “Chocolate mint cookies.” she said with a grin. “I know you liked them last time, so I decided to make you some more.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marcy, that’s so kind of you. But you really don’t need to make any more of these, I can’t in good heart accept-“ 
 
    “Oh, it’s no problem, dearie. Why don’t you try one now?” She interrupted him. 
 
    He couldn’t think of an excuse out of the blue, so he simply nodded and opened the lid, holding his breath. The smell of mint was so strong that his nose and throat started to sting immediately. He eyed the bunch in the container – around ten cookies. He picked the smallest one and took a small bite. 
 
    That tasted even worse than he thought. Although the chocolate was present, it was overwhelmed by the strong minty smell. It felt like eating toothpaste, and with great effort, he swallowed. 
 
    “Yum.” He finally said, trying to hide his grimace. 
 
    Marcy didn’t seem to notice his suffering. She put her hand on his forearm and said. 
 
    “I love baking cookies for neighbors, so it is no trouble at all. Oh, by the way, Oliver tells me the two of you met. I’m so sorry that I couldn’t be there on time.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Chris said, quickly putting the half-eaten cookie back and closing the container. “With all the cooking and baking you do, you’re probably busier than us working folk.” Chris said, to which they both laughed. 
 
    “By the way, dearie, you’ve probably heard about the pie-eating contest?” 
 
    “Of course. Everybody in town’s talking about it.” 
 
    “In that case, you have to join, too. I’d like you to try my pie and Judy’s. I’d love to hear which pie you liked more and why it’s mine.” They both laughed once more. 
 
    “Sure thing, I’ll be there, Marcy. Thanks for the heads-up.” He lied. 
 
    She was just about to leave when he remembered something. 
 
    “Oh, Marcy? I wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    “Yes, dearie?” She asked. 
 
    “Where do you get mint? I tried to find it, but there’s no mint in town, anywhere.” 
 
    “A lady has to have her secrets, dear.” Marcy winked and chuckled, leaving him with no answer. 
 
    He almost forgot what a sweet old lady Marcy was. He didn’t want to leave her here with these psychopaths, but he had no other choice. Maybe once he was out, he could come back with the police and rescue her and everyone else who was unaffected. If he could convince them what was going on, that is. 
 
    He got inside the house, opened the lid while carefully trying to stay away from the smell, and emptied the container into the trash bin. He made sure to wrap the trash bag into a tight knot and rinsed the container twice. He slumped into bed and instantly fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Pie-eating day was finally here. Flyers and posters were all over the town, announcing it in all its glory, and Chris was ecstatic, although not for a reason the other townsfolk were. He had been up since 7 am and he impatiently glanced at his watch every ten minutes or so.  
 
    He tried to eat breakfast around 9, but after taking the first bite of scrambled eggs realized how sick food made him feel. He was nervous because he knew what he was about to do was dangerous and might potentially put him in life-threatening situations beyond his control.  
 
    He packed the essentials, wanting to avoid raising suspicions from the others once more. By packing big, he would only garner unwanted attention. He would send the moving company to get his shit out of there once he was out of town. But first things first. He would get out of Woodberry, go to the police and find out what the hell happened to Jennifer Cook, as well as figure out what that damned radio tower was. 
 
    He had been using earplugs ever since his encounter with Jennifer, but luckily enough, the tower didn’t broadcast any signal in days. Just to be on the safe side, he packed another pair of them in case he somehow got stranded somewhere in the vicinity of the tower. He hoped he that that wouldn’t be the case. 
 
    He turned on the TV to pass the time faster and get his mind off things. That didn’t stop him from checking the time equally often, though, so he resorted to turning off the television and going through the plan in his head once more.  
 
    So, Daniel would pick him up while everyone was at the pie-eating contest, and they would drive out. If the cop was in their way, they wouldn’t stop. Chris would honk to get him to move and avoid hitting him if necessary, but he would have to get rid of him if it became absolutely necessary. 
 
    He planned out in his mind how the officer might try to shoot them, so it would be imperative for them to be prepared for that. Even if the car was damaged badly, it wouldn’t matter. They would just need to get far enough to see other human beings, which were not part of Woodberry. The problem was that it was some distance away. If their car got damaged, they would need to take a detour through the woods, as dangerous as it was. 
 
    It was 11:50 am, and Chris was starting to get anxious. The pie-eating contest had probably already started and now was the best chance to get out. Ten minutes have gone by. Daniel should be here any minute. Another ten and then another.  
 
    Chris rocked in his sofa like a junkie back and forth, silently cursing Daniel for being late. He would wait another ten minutes, and then he would leave without him; he just couldn’t wait any longer. There would be no better opportunity than this one. 
 
    12:25… 12:28… 12:30. 
 
    He couldn’t wait any longer. He put the most important things in his pocket and got out of the house, carefully observing the environment as the chirping of birds surrounded him. He remembered how peaceful Woodberry seemed to him on the first day of his arrival. Now, every sound made him jumpy. The coast was clear, so he quickly locked his house and proceeded to the garage. He pressed the button on the remote, and the garage door started to open slowly. 
 
    “Come on, come on, you piece of shit.” Chris nervously fidgeted with the remote as the door slowly opened with a whirring sound, and he glanced around to see if anyone was watching him. 
 
    A moment later, it stopped, and his car was apparent in the view, ready to be used. Chris was about to take one step forward when he heard a voice behind him. 
 
    “Hi, champ.” 
 
    He closed his eyes in painful disappointment, grimacing while he was still turned the other way. 
 
    “Jim, hey.” He forced a smile and turned to his neighbor. 
 
    Jim stood in front of him, a big, wide grin on his face, with his hands on his hips, dressed the same as always. 
 
    “How’s it going sport? You weren’t thinking of skipping the pie-eating contest, were you now?” Jim frowned, still smiling. 
 
    “No, not at all. I was actually going to go there by car.” 
 
    A car stopped in front of Chris’ house, and any hope he had of escaping sputtered out like a candle in the wind when he saw two men step out of the car—Damien and a muscular man he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Hey, guys.” Damien said as he and the other man stepped out of the car. “So, we ready to go?” 
 
    Jim waved to them and turned back around to Chris. 
 
    “See? You don’t need to worry about a thing, sport! We’ll just use their car.” 
 
    Chris looked at Damien and the grunt behind him and realized that all eyes were fixated on him. What the hell should he do now? There’s no way he could overpower them. 
 
    “You know what, I really appreciate it, but I was going to drive back home a little earlier from the contest, so…” he said, shrugging. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Chris, I’ll give you a lift home as soon as you wanna go.” Damien dismissively waved his hand with a conniving smile. 
 
    Jim patted Chris on the shoulder as he said. 
 
    “Well, come on, champ. The others have already started.” It wasn’t a polite request, but rather a demand. 
 
    The ride was nerve-wracking, and Chris noticed Damien glancing at him via the rearview mirror the whole time. Chris sat in the back with the bulky man, who was awfully quiet the entire time. Chris had no doubt that the man would have no trouble tackling him if he tried something stupid, like running away, so he started thinking about other ways of escaping. He had to find a way out. 
 
    “So champ, ever been to any pie-eating contests?” Jim asked from the front seat. 
 
    “Not really, no.” Chris briskly answered. 
 
    “Well, you’re going to absolutely love this. Marcy and Judy make some amazing pies. Marcy’s are always better, but no one really likes to break it to old Judy, she’s just a sweet old lady.” 
 
    “Jim’s right.” Damien said. “I’ve seen a lot of people move in over here, and some of them have had their doubts about staying, but after attending the pie-eating contest, no one ever leaves Woodberry.” 
 
    Something about that last phrase awoke intense worry in Chris. Everybody kept saying that, and now that he was neck-deep in shit, he knew that there was more to that sentence than the folks let on. 
 
    “Plus, you get a free pie.” The bulky man obnoxiously grinned, showing off rows of crooked teeth. 
 
    “Here it is.” Jim said as Damien made a right turn. 
 
    There were a bunch of people in front of the town hall, by Chris’ estimate at least a quarter of the city. Hundreds of cars were parked all over the street, and as they got closer, Chris saw tents set up all around the place, as well as food stands. Adults and kids ran around, buying and eating various foods like hot-dogs and cotton candy, while loud carnival-like music blasted from the loudspeakers, somewhere in the back. 
 
    Damien pulled over and said. 
 
    “Well, gentlemen. Here we are.” He gave Chris a wink as he exited the vehicle. 
 
    Once Chris opened the door, the music and the townsfolk’s cheerful voices that permeated the air got much louder. The intoxicating smells of food filled his nostrils, nostalgically reminding him of carnivals he used to attend as a kid. 
 
    “Let’s get closer to the stage!” Jim shouted to Chris, his voice barely audible from the loud music, as he gestured towards the town hall. 
 
    Chris glanced down the street where the epicenter of the music was, and he saw a big inflated arch with the sign WOODBERRY’S ANNUAL PIE-EATING CONTEST on it. Jim walked beside Chris, while Damien was in front and the bulky goon behind. They were making sure he didn’t wander off. His escape would be halted before he even got a few feet away. 
 
    The whole setup looked like a town fair rather than a simple pie-eating contest, and despite his predicament, Chris found himself mesmerized by the sights laid out before him. The smells of foods were wonderful, the music was nice, and the people generally seemed to be filled with this positive energy that got them to be even more polite than usual. There was no shoving, pushing, and so on, like there usually was in other fairs that he attended.  
 
    Chris almost wished that he could take a moment to enjoy the contest briefly. Almost. 
 
    Since there were so many people clustered closely together, Chris and his ‘bodyguards’ took a few minutes to reach the front of the hall, where there were tables pulled in together to make a long row. There was a huge digital timer behind, right now showing 00:00:00. The area with the tables was cordoned off by red tape, and four young men stood spread around the perimeter in front, with green vests that said SECURITY on their backs.  
 
    Chris wondered if there was even a need for the guards because the people here seemed to know the rules unanimously, and no one tried to cross the line. Next to one of the guards was another small arch that said, Sign Up Here. A lady with a nametag around her neck stood in front of it, taking notes of people who were waiting in line to join the pie-eating contest. 
 
    Chris saw people going in and out of the hall, carrying pies in both hands and placing them on the tables one by one, neatly arranging them. At one point, he saw Marcy coming out and talking to another old lady, who he assumed was her arch-nemesis, Judy. 
 
    “The contest will begin shortly, sport. I’m going to look for Sarah and the kids.” Jim shouted into Chris’ ear, patting him on the shoulder before merging with the crowd. 
 
    Chris looked around and saw that Damien was some distance away, talking to Alexis, while the goon stood right next to Chris with his arms crossed, seemingly staring straight ahead. A woman walked up to the goon and asked him something, so he turned to face her and started gesturing with his hands, explaining something inaudible.  
 
    This was his chance - it’s now or never. He had to run away. But wait, what if it’s not just Jim and his friends? What if it’s the whole town and they were just waiting for Chris to try something stupid? It just seemed too easy to let him go just like that. 
 
    The goon was done explaining, and the woman smiled and nodded, possibly thanking him, before turning around and walking away. He crossed his arms once more and shrugged, turning to face Chris as he said. 
 
    “You’d think she’d know where the bathroom is after coming here five years in a row.” 
 
    Chris gave him a vague nod and faced the front. Whether he would be caught by others or not, it was too late now. The moment had passed. A middle-aged man in a fancy suit stood next to the timer and picked up the microphone. The music stopped, leaving the place permeated with the shouts and murmurs of people, which slowly started to settle down and go quiet. 
 
    “Testing, is this thing on?” The man said via the microphone, tapping it a few times, producing an ear-piercingly loud sound. 
 
    “Sorry.” he said. 
 
    Most of the people were quiet by now and were eagerly waiting for the speaker’s next sentence. He continued. 
 
    “Hello, everyone, and welcome to our town’s annual pie-eating contest!” he raised the tone of the last word and was met with loud applause. 
 
    “Most of you already know me. But for those of you who don’t, my name is Mayor Anthony Bates. I know we have a few new residents here, so I want to welcome them personally.” He glanced at specific people in the audience intermittently, scanning them with his gaze from left to right and vice versa. “I hope you enjoy staying in Woodberry. Our town may not have big, fancy buildings and lots of places to explore, but what it does have is our residents, which are the real treasure of our town.” 
 
    There was a series of applause and cheers from the crowd as the mayor humbly shrugged and smiled. Once they settled down, he continued. 
 
    “Woodberry has been having pie-eating contests every year since nineteen seventy-three, and it started when Mayor John Mitchels decided to host the event as a means to get more people to move here. As you know, Woodberry started with a population of only nineteen thousand and has gradually grown since then. I am proud to say that our town how has a whopping thirty thousand residents!” 
 
    Another round of applause and cheerful whistling ensued. 
 
    “I’d like you all to thank our very special and very best pie-makers, Marcy and Judy!” he gestured behind at the entrance, where the two ladies stood side by side, waving and sending kisses to the cheering and applauding crowd. The mayor continued. 
 
    “Now, I won’t bother you with the details of history because I know you’re all eager to start with the contest. We have a lot of participants this year, so we’ll be splitting the contest into multiple rounds. My beautiful wife Cheryl will call on each participant’s name, so when you hear yours, please step through the entrance over there.” 
 
    A stunning woman in a red dress who looked around twenty years younger than her husband took the microphone from the mayor and started calling out people’s names one by one, telling them to step through, where another woman led them to their designated table.  
 
    Ten people joined, and once they were through, they were each given a white apron, along with a hairnet cap, which they were required to put on before sitting down. Once they were all seated, with the respective pies in front of them, people in charge of controlling the rules took their positions behind the tables, between each contestant, so that they could observe if they were following everything properly. 
 
    The lady with the microphone said. 
 
    “Remember, here are the rules! You can’t use your hands and must have them behind your backs the entire time! You can’t touch the pie until the signal is given! Once you have finished eating your pie, throw both your hands up in the air to signal that you are finished, and you can’t touch the pie again after doing so! There is no time limit, so the timer will be stopped only after the last person has thrown his hands up in the air. If you can’t finish your pie, you are free to walk away from the table, but do not disturb the other contestants! If the judges tap you on your shoulder, it means you’re doing something wrong, and you are being warned or disqualified. Any questions?” 
 
    “Can we get two pies?” A chubby contestant jokingly asked, causing the town to explode with laughter. 
 
    Even Chris himself chuckled, despite being in the current predicament. For a split second, he forgot all about leaving Woodberry and foolishly allowed himself to enjoy the moment before he reminded himself that he was in actual danger. The event organized here was great, but he was still a prisoner of the town. 
 
    “If there are remaining pies after the contest, we’ll be sure to save one for you, Harry.” The lady answered. “Alright, everybody, put your hands behind your backs and get ready! Everybody ready?” 
 
    Silence hung in the air for a long moment in anticipation before the mayor’s wife continued. 
 
    “Get ready to start in five! Four! Three!” 
 
    “Go, Harry!” Someone shouted from the crowd. 
 
    “Two! One!” The air hung silently. 
 
    There was a loud bang somewhere nearby, signaling the beginning of the contest. Almost immediately, the contestants buried their faces in the pies in front of them, voraciously chewing on the insides, which started to spill out, staining the contestants’ faces and the tables in red and blue color. 
 
    Blueberry probably. Chris thought to himself, craving a piece of the dessert himself.  
 
    The crowd shouted, applauded, and cheered, some of them shouting the contestants’ names, encouraging them to eat faster. Chris looked around and saw that Jim, Damien, and the brute from before were nowhere in sight. The place had become so crowded now that it would be almost impossible to find any of them, even if he intended to do so. As much as Chris wanted to stay and see the contest’s outcome, now was his chance to get out now. 
 
    He turned around and started pushing his way through the crowd towards the back, making slow but steady progress. If he could get to the exit, he could stride faster to one of the alleys and make his way home from there. Then he would just need to jump into his car and get the hell out.  
 
    He had started to leave the brunt of the cheering crowd behind them, and the people were thinning out, so he was making faster progress. The entrance arch was in sight, just a few hundred feet away, when he felt a grip on his wrist. He jerked his head in the direction of the assailant, ready to throw a punch, and frowned. 
 
    “Daniel!” he shouted when he saw the agent holding him with a grim expression on his face. 
 
    “Where the fuck have you been?!” Chris asked. 
 
    “The others cornered me and basically forced me to get here. We need to get the fuck out, right now, my car is close by, come on!” 
 
    “You’re not loud enough! Make some noise for your contestants!” The mayor’s wife shouted on the microphone as the crowd exploded with cheers and applauses. 
 
    Chris nodded and said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go. Let’s use your car. We jump in, drive the fuck out and-” 
 
    “Hey, fellas!” Chris felt a hand clap on his shoulder from behind. 
 
    Jim hung his arms around Chris and Daniel in a bro-like manner, with a big grin on his face. 
 
    Son of a goddamn fucking bitch. 
 
    As if to add insult to injury, Damien and the brute from before showed up in front of Chris and Daniel, with grins on their faces, and just like that, they were surrounded. 
 
    “Hey, Danny-boy!” Damien greeted Daniel, giving him a bump of his fist to the chest. 
 
    “You guys aren’t leaving yet, are ya? The pie-eating has only just started!” Jim said enthusiastically. 
 
    “And we have a winner!” The woman’s voice from the stage announced while the crowd cheered and applauded. 
 
    “You hear that? Let’s go back and see who won.” Jim said, and before they knew it, Daniel and Chris were being rushed back to the crowd. 
 
    “Actually Jim, Chris and I kinda had plans to-“ Daniel started. 
 
    “Look, they’re already announcing the next round of participants!” Jim interrupted Daniel, pointing towards the eating place. 
 
    The lady announced the names of some people before saying. 
 
    “Our next two participants have just recently moved to Woodberry. Please give a warm welcome for Daniel Lukanski and Chris Townsend!” 
 
    “Wait, what?!” Chris said, stopping dead in his tracks, before gently being nudged by the brute behind. 
 
    “I signed you guys up for the contest, come on, they’re already starting!” Jim jovially gestured with his hand for the crew to follow him. 
 
    The crowd suddenly seemed to disperse and become quieter as they made way for the guests of honor, who were forced to walk towards the entrance arch between the people. As Chris stared at the intense and smiling faces of the people fixed on him and Daniel, he oddly felt like he was going to an execution.  
 
    He glanced at Daniel, whose eyes were wide in fear as he stared forward, not noticing Chris’ gaze. The crowd applauded at the guests of honor as they were forced to step through the arch and were handed the apron and net cap. 
 
    “What the fuck do we do now?” Daniel finally spoke up when they put some distance between themselves and the people, as he put his apron on, while the crowd roared with shouts and cheers, effectively drowning out any voice that was lower than a shout. 
 
    “We’ll never make it to the car.” Chris replied. “We have to play along and wait for the dust to settle down. They must have done this on purpose, and there’s no reason to believe they won’t be watching us closely. We have to wait and sneak out during the night. Let’s talk later when we can meet.” 
 
    “Contestants, get ready!” The lady with the microphone shouted. 
 
    The other eight participants were already seated, impatiently waiting to tuck into their pies. The two seats in the middle were saved, especially for the guests of honor, so Chris and Daniel took their places there. Chris was met with the staring gazes of hundreds of people, making him feel uncomfortable. Jim was at the front, clasping his hands around his mouth and shouting: 
 
    “You can do it, champ!” 
 
    Daniel and Chris exchanged skeptical glances. Chris looked down at the pie on his table. He lost his appetite entirely, but he knew he couldn’t just make that excuse with the townsfolk; they would make him eat it anyway. 
 
    “Is everybody ready?! Remember, hands behind your backs at all times!” The lady shouted, “Get ready to start in five, four…” 
 
    He looked up once more and the crowd, which seemed to settle down now, before focusing on his pie. He needed to make it convincing that he was doing his best in the contest because he himself wanted to do it, not because he was forced. If he could convince them that he was enjoying it, he may buy their trust a little. 
 
    “Three, two, one, and go!” 
 
    A bang resounded, and the crowd cheered on louder than ever, shouting peoples’ names and giving them support. Chris decided to play along. As he buried his face in the pie, the overwhelmingly sweet flavor of blueberries filled his mouth, and a comical sense of relief washed over him at the realization that the pie had no mint in it. He looked up only to take in a gasp of breath and then continued voraciously devouring the pie. 
 
    “One minute has passed! Come on, people, give our contestants your support!” The lady shouted, and the crowd cheered even louder. 
 
    Chris was almost done with his pie when he heard a loud shriek from the crowd. In seconds, the cheerful shouting of the crowd turned into gasps of terror and frantic screaming. 
 
    “Call an ambulance!” Someone shouted from the crowd as people rushed under the red tape and onto the stage. 
 
    Chris looked to his right and saw Daniel on the floor, having a seizure, his entire body violently shaking, while foam escaped his mouth. People were rushing to him, holding him down and trying to help him, but no one seemed to know what to do. Chris was frozen in place, his brain unable to fully comprehend what exactly was going on.  
 
    He watched as Daniel’s body gradually stopped shaking until it was entirely motionless, his eyes vacantly staring at the sky, foam running down his cheek. There were shouts and screams while parents did their best to get their kids out of place. Chris looked at the crowd and was met with Jim’s unblinking gaze.  
 
    For the first time since Chris met him, his neighbor wasn’t smiling and instead seemed rather bored, as he had his hands on his hips and stared at Chris in bemusement. No, it wasn’t bemusement. It looked more like the look of someone who was giving a nonverbal warning. As he turned around to walk away and only just then moved his gaze away from Chris, there was only one thing that Chris was absolutely sure of. 
 
    No one ever leaves Woodberry. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The town was extremely quiet after the pie-eating contest. Everyone continued with their usual politeness while interacting with people. However, it no longer seemed genuine but rather forced. Jim even canceled game night until next weekend, out of respect towards Daniel.  
 
    The official medical report said that Daniel choked on his food, even though Chris knew that was bullshit. It was clear as day that he was poisoned by the residents. He wondered if Marcy deliberately put poison in that pie or if it was the doing of someone else. Either way, the message was clear – try to leave, and you will die. 
 
    Chris felt guilty for days, bashing his brains out over all possible outcomes. What if he and Daniel escaped the fair faster? What if they swapped their seats? What if they decided to run before taking the first bite of the pie? They could have been somewhere else right now, and Daniel would still be alive. 
 
    He had completely given up all plans of leaving the town after that. The townsfolk were always one step ahead of him, and they had him trapped in here like a rat. Calling the police wouldn’t work; calling someone to come pick him up would definitely not work, and waiting on Frank to get him transferred seemed less likely by the day.  
 
    So he started turning to booze for escape, slowly but steadily increasing the amount he drank every day. He stopped showing up to work, telling Greg that he would work from home because he wasn’t feeling too well. 
 
    He knew he could use that excuse for only a certain amount of time, but right now, he simply didn’t care enough to think about the future. He got a few doorbell rings and messages, but he ignored them all. It was just his guess, but he assumed the townsfolk wouldn’t try to break into his home, as long as they knew he was in town. He drifted in and out of sleep during the day with the clang of liquor bottles as his only companions. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was the same dream from before. Only this time, he wasn’t running. He was sitting on a stone bench, surrounded by utter darkness. Helen was in front of him, facing him this time, but he didn’t care. He didn’t bother reaching out to her. She got closer, her glowing, white dress a stark contrast to the darkness around her. She sat down next to him and said. 
 
    “You’ve given up already?” 
 
    “It’s not worth it.” Chris responded. “All this time I’ve been trying to chase you, to get you back. But you didn’t want to go back. You already found your happiness elsewhere. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He turned his head towards her and gazed at her face. She was beautiful, with blue eyes, long hair, and a comforting smile. She put her hand on his knee and murmured. 
 
    “And you’ll find your own happiness, Chris. But you can’t rely on other people for it.” 
 
    “You’re all I’ve got. You are my strength.” Chris said, feeling his voice starting to quiver. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “No. You are strong enough without me. You just don’t realize that yet.” 
 
    “Nothing is worth it without you.” Chris shook his head and stared at the ground. 
 
    “Chris, listen to me. It’s your choice.” She stood up and turned to face him. “You can fight, or you can stay and become like one of them.” 
 
    When he looked up, he realized he was no longer staring at her, but at Jim. His head started to hurt, and his vision got blurry as buzzing filled his ears. 
 
    “Something wrong, champ?” Jim asked with the usual grin on his face as Chris fell from the bench. 
 
    His voice was barely audible, as if in a tunnel. He woke up on the floor of his house, his head throbbing with sharp pain unlike any he had ever experienced before in his life. The buzzing in his ears was still present, and he tried opening his eyes, but the pain was too intense, so he just lay there, squeezing his temples.  
 
    And then, just like that, the pain was gone. He opened his eyes, and his blurry vision started to clear up, revealing a half-spilled bottle of whiskey next to him on the floor. He steadily propped himself on his palms and glanced at the watch. 
 
    8:02 pm.  
 
    The earplugs. Dammit.  
 
    He had been getting so drunk lately that he often forgot to use them. He knew that the headache didn’t come from being hungover, and the sudden realization that the signal may be brainwashing him jolted some life back into him. It was like a wake-up call, his primal instinct shouting at him to get the hell out of Woodberry by any means necessary before he becomes just another zombified resident. He couldn’t allow himself to become a puppet of the tower. If he had to, he would kill Jim and anyone else who stood in his way and get out. 
 
    EARPLUGS. 8 PM.  
 
    He needed to wear earplugs, to avoid being brainwashed. How could he forget such an important thing? He set the alarm on his phone for 7:55 pm every day, in case he forgot. 
 
    He got dressed and decided to go out for some fresh air. It was a little chilly, but the outside air he hadn’t experienced in days did him good. As he made his way down the street, he saw a very familiar someone walking her dog. 
 
    “Chris, hi!” Clara stopped to greet him, Rex barking once, wagging his tail viciously. 
 
    “Easy boy, it’s just Chris.” Clara said, and the dog curiously sniffed Chris’ shoes. 
 
    “How you doing, Clara?” Chris asked, devoid of any emotional response. 
 
    “I’m fine, I guess. Everything’s been gloomy ever since… you know.” She scratched her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It’s like, this town never has anything weird happening, you know? It’s just unbelievable when something like this happens. First, the missing woman and now this.” 
 
    That last sentence caught Chris’ attention. Earlier, it felt like pulling teeth to get any information from Clara, and now here she was, mentioning Jennifer of her own volition.  
 
    The missing woman. He scoffed in his mind. 
 
    He nodded, feeling a little irritated at Clara’s blatant lie. It must have been the alcohol. He started to realize that drinking and talking with people probably wasn’t the best idea due to him getting highly aggressive. Instead of responding to her politely, he allowed his rage to take hold of him. He would no longer keep quiet in front of her. 
 
    “You know I actually found out some stuff about the missing girl recently.” 
 
    “Oh?” Clara curiously asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s actually really funny.” He chuckled. “Her name was Jennifer. She used to work in an accounting company here. The only accounting company in Woodberry.” 
 
    Clara’s look of curiosity turned into confusion and then fear as she uncomfortably looked down at Rex. Chris continued. 
 
    “I also know she used to live in my house. And to top it all off, I know you two used to be friends. So why did you lie to me, Clara?” 
 
    The words came out of his mouth so rapidly that it felt like somebody else was speaking. He didn’t care if the town ganged up on him, but he was done with this bullshit. He refused to move his gaze away, as Clara now widened her eyes in what looked like fear of someone who has just been busted for something they’ve been hiding. She shook her head, saying. 
 
    “Chris, I’m sorry. I really can’t-“ 
 
    “How’s it going, kiddos?” An annoyingly perky voice came from the side of the street. 
 
    Both Chris and Clara shot their heads in the direction of the voice and saw Jim and Sarah striding towards them, with smiles on their faces. 
 
    “Going for a late-night walk, are you champ?” Jim put his hands on his hips when he stopped in front of the two. 
 
    “Hi, Jim.” Clara greeted him with a high-pitched, nervous tone. 
 
    Her agitation only seemed to intensify now that Jim was here, as she took a step back while avoiding his gaze. 
 
    “I see that Rex is as impatient as ever.” Sarah said cheerfully, bending down to pet the dog. 
 
    Rex gave her a vicious bark, which made her recoil in fear. 
 
    “Quiet, boy.” Clara passively commanded, to which the dog only growled. 
 
    The whole time, Jim was staring at Chris, not moving from his spot. Chris refused to back down and show any signs of being intimidated. Jim scared him, yeah, but if it came to it, he wouldn’t hesitate to fight him. There was a moment of silence in the group before Jim finally spoke up. 
 
    “Still feeling down over Daniel’s death, huh? Well, don’t beat yourself up over it, Chris. It was just an accident, nothing more.” he shrugged. 
 
    Chris nodded. 
 
    “You know, Daniel never really liked Woodberry that much, to begin with.” Jim continued. 
 
    “He told you so?” Chris cautiously asked. 
 
    “He didn’t have to. You could see it on him. You can always see it on someone when they don’t like your town. There’s something about them that just gives them away immediately. You know what I mean?” he stared at Chris for a long moment, as if trying to read his mind. 
 
    He’s fucking with me. Chris refused to look away. 
 
    “Anyway.” Jim said, scratching his chin thoughtfully. “He’s not the only one who didn’t like our town. There was that missing woman, too. Jennifer.” 
 
    Clara seemed to raise her head at this. Chris continued staring at Jim, who didn’t even seem to be blinking. He was testing him; he was sure of that. The fact that the edge of his lips curved slightly into a crooked smile proved that point. Jim continued. 
 
    “So, Jen apparently got involved with some pretty bad people. Not sure if it was a gang or whatever, but rumor has it she poked her nose in business that wasn’t hers to poke around in. And it’s a darn shame, too. Because if she hadn’t done it, maybe she would have been here with us today.” he shook his head, mournfully. 
 
    “Jim, that’s a horrible thing to say!” Sarah interjected. “We can’t know for sure what happened to that poor girl. Maybe she took some drugs and died in the woods or something.” 
 
    Chris glanced at Clara and realized she was looking down again. She was biting her lower lip, looking visibly distressed. Jim and Sarah must have known that Clara and Jennifer were besties, so why did they speak with such blatant disrespect in front of her about her best friend? And why was Clara visibly scared of Jim?  
 
    And then it hit him.  
 
    Clara wasn’t in on the whole thing. She probably supported Jennifer, who said that the tower was a threat, and Jim made it clear that meddling with the tower won’t be tolerated. Clara was probably just as much a hostage as Chris was. And the signal affecting her, it must be because she’d been here a while. It all sounded too absurd for him to hope, but he was so desperate that he latched onto that hope for all that it was worth. 
 
    “I’m just saying.” Jim said, throwing his hands up defensively. “You shouldn’t go poking the hornet’s nest and trying to be a hero. Those kinds of things are reserved for people like the brave policemen of Woodberry, right? What do you think, champ?” 
 
    Chris was taken aback by this question but decided to play it cool for now. 
 
    “Yeah.” He said. “I’m not interested in rumors. Just living my own life day by day.” 
 
    Jim stared at him for a moment with a grievous expression on his face, before his mouth curved into a grin and he said. 
 
    “Atta, boy.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence before Clara finally spoke up: 
 
    “Well, Rex is getting really impatient. I should probably take him back. Chris, would you mind walking me home?” She worriedly brushed the side of her hair off her face, nervously awaiting Chris’ response. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll gladly do that. See you around, Jim.” he forced a smile. 
 
    Jim and Sarah waved to them as they turned around to walk towards Clara’s house. The tension in the air was palpable, and Chris fought the urge to look behind and see if Jim was still staring at him. 
 
    “I guess pie-eating contests will never be the same around here.” Clara said, with a high-pitched tone again, still visibly distressed. 
 
    “Mhm.” Chris answered, staring at the ground and occasionally glancing at her as he walked. 
 
    What was going through her head right now? Did Chris’ questions put her in jeopardy with the people who ran the show, despite her not wanting to assist him in any way? He wouldn’t let it go. As soon as they got to her house, he was going to ask her what he wanted to know.  
 
    “But I really hope that this doesn’t ruin your view of Woodberry. Because the people here are just so friendly, you know?” she said, awkwardly giggling. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. One small thing like this in a town like Woodberry can have a real negative impact.” he said, giving her a faint smile of reassurance. 
 
    They stopped in front of Clara’s house, and she turned to face him. 
 
    “Thank you for walking me home, Chris. I really appreciate it.” she smiled. 
 
    She looked down and made a grimace as if trying to remember something. She took a minute to gather her thoughts before she said. 
 
    “Hey, um listen. I know that things have been kind of quiet in the past few weeks, but I would really love it if we went out sometime. Like, on a date? There’s so much I need to tell you.” 
 
    She got closer and grabbed his hand shyly, making eye contact with him. 
 
    “Do you think we could do that?” 
 
    “Yeah. We could do that. I’m interested in everything you have to tell me.” Chris smiled. 
 
    Normally, he would have been ecstatic. Right now, he felt like a detective who was on the right trail. Clara’s face lit up with a smile, and she leaned in to hug him. Chris hugged her back, and they stayed like that for a prolonged moment.  
 
    But when he was about to pull back, Clara wouldn’t let go. Not like her grip was too strong or anything, but rather that she intentionally didn’t want to let go, despite Chris obviously trying to pull back. And then she whispered in his ear with a trembling voice. 
 
    “Can’t talk now. They’re watching. Café Bella tomorrow, 3 pm.” 
 
    She finally pulled back and, still smiling, waved with her fingers.  
 
    “Night, Chris. Come on, Rex, let’s go.” 
 
    She went inside the house, leaving Chris alone on the street, surrounded by the sound of crickets. He stared blankly with his mouth half-agape until he realized how weird he might look to someone watching.  
 
    He turned around and made his way back home, feeling like he was walking on needles the entire time. He resisted the urge to look left and right at the windows that suddenly seemed to have a heavy presence in them, pairs of eyes that followed his every step. 
 
    He practically held his breath the entire time, until the moment he stepped inside his house and locked his door. And then his mind began racing a million miles an hour. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Chris barely got any sleep. Every sound he heard across the street made him jumpy and paranoid, thinking that someone might break into his house and kill him. He was onto something, and if the townsfolk knew about it, they would probably do everything in their power to stop him.  
 
    He just needed a little more time to figure out what was going on and then maybe, just maybe, he could start to plan a way out. This newfound hope gave him the boost he needed to get kicked out of his depression and bouts of drinking and start fighting again. 
 
    Wanting to be less suspicious to the residents, he decided to go to the office in the morning. He figured that if Jim and the others were onto him, they would intercept him, whether he was at home or in the office, so it didn’t matter.  
 
    After having a healthy sandwich breakfast for the first time in a week, he headed out. The town was as jovial as before the pie-eating contest and the people kind, and that sense of normalcy gave Chris a feeling of security as he headed into the office.  
 
    His coworkers were naturally concerned about him and asked him a ton of questions about his wellbeing, but after dismissively giving them a bullshit response, they left him alone, seemingly content with the information they got. 
 
    He pretended to work, glancing at his watch every thirty minutes or so, waiting in agony for the time to pass. He thought about messaging Frank and hassling him some more about the transfer, but he knew it would be futile, since his manager was useless.  
 
    For a moment he wondered if his boss knew or had anything to do with the town and the whole conspiracy theory about the tower, but he quickly dismissed that thought. Still though, the thought of him being a tinfoil hat lunatic didn’t seem so ludicrous anymore. 
 
    Chris’ coworkers went out to lunch around 2 pm, asking him if he’d join and he said no. For a moment, he had an idea that they may try to force him to join somehow and miss his secret appointment at 3 pm, but the way they simply agreed with his decision and asked him if they should bring him anything back convinced him otherwise. 
 
    2:45 finally came and although Chris preferred being late rather than on time for this specific meeting, he closed his laptop and headed out. The afternoon was nice, with a soft breeze and comfortable weather. The sun was visible in the sky and the sound of cars driving and people talking permeated the streets. Chris approached Café Bella, his heart beginning to pound rapidly, but he did his best to stave off his anxiety and act as normally as he could. Through the window, he could see a lot of people in the place, cheerfully chatting at their tables, while drinking coffee and eating their meals. 
 
    He opened the door, which dinged from the chime above the entrance and the murmurs of people filled the air. They went about their business without paying attention to Chris, as he looked around to see if Clara was anywhere around.  
 
    The place wasn’t too big, so staying inconspicuous would be impossible, but his contact was nowhere inside. His mind started coming back to the whole secret plan he had with Daniel and it started to make him feel a little uneasy. He tried to act normal and sat by the table in the corner of the room. The table was next to the window and Chris was on the side which faced the entrance. 
 
    “Hi, what can I get for you, sir?” The young waiter approached Chris with an enthusiastic smile on his face. 
 
    Chris didn’t want to spend time going through the menu, so he just decided to order immediately: 
 
    “Hi, can I get um… a chicken sandwich?” 
 
    “Coming right up. Anything specific you’d like in the sandwich?” 
 
    “Um… surprise me.” 
 
    The waiter hesitantly laughed at this. Three minutes later, Chris was served his sandwich, the savory smell of which filled his nostrils immediately. He didn’t really have any appetite, but he quickly finished his food and scrolled through Facebook, while glancing at the entrance from time to time. He’d jump at every ding of the chimes, expecting to see Clara walk in, but would be disappointed to see the guests leaving, or other faces walking in. 
 
    It was 3:09 and he started to contemplate heading back. Maybe something happened to Clara like it did to Daniel, in which case there was probably nothing he could do. Maybe she was apprehended by Jim and they planned on punishing her.  
 
    For some reason, this thought filled him with dread, but he pushed it to the back of his mind, as he tried to remain patient. Another chime and as he looked up, relief washed over him. There she was, greeting one of the guests with a toothy grin and moving towards the counter. Chris looked down at his phone and continued pretending he was scrolling through social media. 
 
    “Chris!” He heard Clara’s voice in front of his table, so he looked up, trying to act surprised. 
 
    “Clara, hey! Fancy meeting you here!” He stood up and hugged her, with a smile on his face. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you got addicted to this place too, huh?” 
 
    “Well, what can I say? They do have some amazing sandwiches here.” he said and gestured to the chair in front. “You want to sit down?” 
 
    “Yeah, why not?” She hung her purse on the chair and sat down. 
 
    The same waiter approached with the same enthusiastic smile. 
 
    “Hi, would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you. Can I order right away?” 
 
    “Of course.” The waiter nodded. 
 
    Clara dictated the kind of sandwich she wanted, with specific additions to it, to which the waiter confusedly nodded in response, before repeating her order. When she told him he got it right, the waiter said he would be back in just a couple minutes. 
 
    “Alright, thank you.” Clara said to the waiter and turned to Chris. 
 
    “So, how have you been, Clara?” Chris asked with genuine concern. 
 
    “Oh, you know. Holding up somehow. What about you? We haven’t talked in ages. I mean like, really talked. Since game night at Jim’s, I guess?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so. Anyway, I’m good. Just felt a little under the weather and needed to stay home the past few days.” 
 
    Clara nodded, glancing at the door for a moment, before turning back to Chris. 
 
    “Hey listen, how much time do you have right now?” 
 
    “As much as I want. What did you have in mind?” he leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Well I was thinking, it’s a nice day, so why don’t we go for a stroll in the park?” 
 
    “Without Rex? He might get jealous.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll forgive us.” Clara chuckled. 
 
    “Sure, I’m in.” Chris responded, as the waiter approached the table and brought Clara her sandwich, presentably placed and decorated on a plate. 
 
    She thanked him and picked it up. 
 
    “Oh, do you mind me eating now?” she asked. 
 
    “Not at all, I already ate, so go ahead.” Chris waved dismissively. 
 
    They made some small talk while Clara ate, talking about everyday things like tending to dogs, work-life balance, interests and hobbies, etc. It reminded Chris of the first time he and Clara met up in Café Bella and how they had a great time chatting, until she stormed out. Today he remained focused on the mission, though, He enjoyed talking to Clara, but he knew that she planned on telling him everything in the park, or perhaps setting him up, so his mind was wrapped around that. 
 
    When Clara finished her food, she rose from her seat and said. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll be right back and then we can go, if you’re up for it.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Chris took his phone out and checked if he had any notifications from work. Since there were none, he put it back and fumbled for his wallet. As he stood up, Clara got back to the table. He said. 
 
    “Alright, I’m just going to pay the-“ 
 
    “Too late.” She cut him off, with a shrewd smile. 
 
    Chris stared for a moment in confusion and Clara laughed at this, before saying. 
 
    “I told you I would foot the bill this time.” 
 
    “Goddamn you, you trickster.” Chris jokingly said, shaking his head wryly. 
 
    *** 
 
    The park was less lively than the last time Chris went there, but there were people around nonetheless, walking their dogs, sitting on benches and talking to each other, strolling alone or with their friends, etc. Chris and Clara had just stepped onto the park grounds, when Clara started talking. 
 
    “I just love the park. No matter what season it is, it always looks amazing. But I think the best time to visit it is just after it snows. It just looks magical.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Chris asked, with his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “Yeah. The trails are cleared out either by the town’s services or by the joggers, so it’s easy to walk through the park, too.” 
 
    “The joggers?” 
 
    “Yeah, there are these people who participate in the summer marathon, so they wake up at 4 or 5 am to go for an early jog. If it snowed during the night and the trails have not been cleared yet, then the joggers trample the snow, until it makes for a walkable path.” 
 
    “Huh. I don’t know what’s worse – waking up at 5 am to leave your warm bed during winter or trekking through snow first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Well, a lot of people are pretty dedicated here. Woodberry’s record is still held by Amanda Richards for 141 miles in 24 hours.” 
 
    “Wow, what the hell.” 
 
    “Yeah, she doesn’t run anymore professionally since she’s too old, but she does coach other people. I participated last summer, but only for a three-hour run. I tell you, seeing those runners sweat and run lap after lap all day long makes you feel really grateful that you’re not in their position.” 
 
    “Well, I think I’ll stick to just walking for now.” 
 
    They were deep inside the park now and found a bench where they could sit, which seemed relatively isolated from the rest of the area. There was an old man reading a newspaper on the bench in the distance across from them, but all the other nearby benches were unoccupied. There was a moment of silence between Clara and Chris, as they listened to the chirping of birds and glanced nowhere in particular. 
 
    “You’re in grave danger, Chris.” Clara finally said and faced him. 
 
    Chris nodded and leaned on his knees. 
 
    “I know.” he said as he turned his head towards Clara. “Something strange has been going on in this town since day one and I still can’t figure out what.” 
 
    He pretended to look around the park out of curiosity, but was in reality double-checking if anyone was eavesdropping or monitoring them. The old man across from them flipped the page and continued reading. Chris leaned back on the bench and put his arm across the backrest. 
 
    “Tell me about Jennifer.” he finally said, looking at Clara once more, who seemed to be staring at her lap. 
 
    Clara sighed and faced Chris with a grievous expression on her face.  
 
    “It all started a short time after she moved here. She was sent by an outsourcing company to work here. She lived in your house. We were coworkers and neighbors and quickly became best friends.” 
 
    “So she was not from Woodberry?” Chris frowned. 
 
    He remembered the night when the first strange occurrence happened. He ran into Jim and Sarah on the street and they blankly stared at something. Jim said something about not seeing a new face in a long time, years, if he remembered correctly. He snapped back to the present as Clara continued. 
 
    “No, she wasn’t. She moved here around early summer, right around the time when the radio tower was built.” 
 
    It took Chris a moment to fully comprehend the gravity of the conversation they’re having. He’s been silently investigating the tower and the missing woman for weeks and everyone made it very clear that those two events were taboo topics around here. And yet, here was Clara, talking openly about both topics, despite being reserved about them in the past. He wondered what made her open up. Maybe Daniel’s death made her realize just how much their lives were at stake. 
 
    “She was really enthusiastic about living in Woodberry for the first few weeks and then… everything changed.” Clara said, shaking her head. “She started asking around about the radio tower. Nobody knew what it was, of course. They still don’t. But as the days went by, she became more and more obsessed with the tower. I mean, I’d go to her place and see all these notes she took about the tower and its effect on the minds of the town’s residents just splayed on the table. It just didn’t make any sense at the time, looked like the ravings of a crazy person.” 
 
    Two teen boys walked past Clara and Chris, talking about a video game they’re currently playing. Clara kept quiet, until they were at a safer distance and then continued. 
 
    “Anyway. People started to think she was weird, because it was getting out of hand. It wasn’t just an obsession anymore, it was way more. She was completely consumed by her investigation with the tower. She’d come to work with heavy bags under her eyes, as if she hadn’t slept all night. Even I didn’t believe her and urged her to get some help. Eventually, she clammed up and began spending more time as a recluse. We had been hanging out every day by then, and then all of a sudden she started to spend more time alone. Not long after that, she went missing. I wish I had believed her. Maybe she would have been with us now…” 
 
    Clara put her head down and a sorrowful expression crept onto her face. Chris put his hand on her knee and said. 
 
    “Clara, I… Jennifer came to my house in the middle of the night recently.” 
 
    Clara jerked her head in his direction with a curious and somewhat offended expression. 
 
    “What do you mean she came to your house? I’m supposed to believe that?” she asked. 
 
    Chris sighed. This wasn’t easy to talk about. He started to feel sick just remembering that night. He glanced over at the old man, who was still reading the paper. 
 
    “She uh…” he started, but had no idea how to form a sentence. 
 
    He looked at Clara with a pang of guilt. He knew it would be hard for Clara to hear this, but he knew he had to say it. He leaned on his knees again and took a deep breath. 
 
    “She came to my window, begging me to let her in. She was wounded and dirty and I didn’t even know at the time that it may have been her. I didn’t know what to do, but by the time I opened the door, the cops showed up and arrested her.” 
 
    At this point, Clara stared at her lap, probably distressed to the core, but not wanting to openly display it, due to suspicion from the other folk.  
 
    “She told me ‘they would take her back’, whatever that meant. The officers said she was a dangerous criminal and ordered me to go back inside. Before I knew it, Jennifer managed to break free and ran towards the forested area behind my house, but one of the cops ran after her. About a minute later, I heard gunshots.” Chris said, running his hands down his face. 
 
    “Oh my god.” Clara said with a trembling voice and Chris saw tears forming in her eyes. 
 
    “I couldn’t tell what was going on, but a few minutes later the officer came back, hauling Jennifer over his shoulder. They placed it in the back of the car and were gone.” 
 
    “Where… where is she now? We have to help her. She could be alive!” Clara said with a trembling voice, taking in a shallow breath. 
 
    “She’s dead, Clara. Jennifer’s dead.” Chris forcibly uttered. “The police officer shot her when she ran.” 
 
    Clara put her hand over her mouth and quietly sobbed for a moment. 
 
    “Oh, Jen… I heard the gunshots, too. But I just didn’t…” She couldn’t finish her sentence. 
 
    She buried her face into her hands and her shoulders heaved up and down for a while as she cried. Chris stroked her back, trying to comfort her, but at the same time glanced around to see if anyone was looking. 
 
    “Clara, I’m so sorry, it’s my fault. I should have helped her.” 
 
    “No.” Clara finally turned her head towards Chris with red eyes, sniffled and wiped her tears. “No, it wasn’t your fault. If you had helped her, they probably would have killed you, too.” 
 
    The old man across from them flipped another page. There was a sudden gust of wind, which blew some of the leaves onto the trail. Chris broke the silence and said. 
 
    “Clara, was Jennifer onto something with the tower? I mean, she must have told you something, right?” He tried to choose his words carefully, to avoid adding salt to the wound. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Clara said, still with a quivering, but more stable voice, as she wiped the remaining tears. “She believed that the tower emitted a signal which mind-controlled people. It sounded absurd, of course. No one believed her.” 
 
    She pulled out her cellphone and went into her gallery. She handed Chris the phone and said. 
 
    “That was, until she showed me this video. Take a look.” 
 
    Chris tapped on the screen and the video started playing. The camera showed a frame which was so shaky, that it was impossible to see almost anything. It was clear that there were people being recorded in the video, but it was hard to discern any details. There was a sound of feminine panting, coming from the cameraperson. It took a few moments, but the camera steadied slightly, focusing on the people in the frame. 
 
    Jennifer’s hands were still shaking, but Chris could tell that she was recording a bunch of employees in an office setting. All the people in the room seemed to be facing her with blank expressions on their faces, with their arms limply hanging next to their bodies. It was the same kind of expression Chris saw from Jim and the others during the signal broadcasting. One could hear Jennifer’s voice as it shouted off camera.  
 
    “WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?!” 
 
    The response that came from the group was so synchronized and unanimous, that it may as well have been one person talking. 
 
    “WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME.” They spoke, devoid of all intonation and emotion. 
 
    “STOP IT!” Jennifer shouted again. 
 
    “STOP IT.” The crowd repeated with the same blank tone as before. 
 
    It sounded like a robot which was given a script to read off of. As the camera moved slightly to the left, Chris saw Clara standing on the side, staring just like the rest of her coworkers. Jennifer’s panting became shallower, as she shouted once more. 
 
    “LEAVE ME THE FUCK ALONE, YOU FREAKS!” 
 
    The people in the room looked around at each other in confusion and then at Jennifer. They seemed baffled by Jennifer’s behavior, so they quickly started asking what was going on. Clara rushed to Jennifer’s side with a concerned look on her face and asked. 
 
    “Jen, are you okay? What’s wrong?” 
 
    The camera turned down for a split second, before the video abruptly ended. Chris muttered a ‘wow’, before handing the phone back to Clara. 
 
    “I didn’t believe her that I was behaving the exact same way until she showed me the video.” Clara said. “I’ve been having memory lapses this year, but I thought it was just short-term memory loss or something. I even went to see a therapist about it, but the more I listened to Jen, the more it all started to make sense. I never had memory lapses until the tower was built. Jennifer warned me to use earplugs, so I followed her advice.” 
 
    “Earplugs.” Chris repeated. “That night when she came to my window, before the cops arrested her, she gave me a note.” 
 
    “What kind of note?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I wasn’t able to decipher what it meant. It just said HMS-23, EARPLUGS, 8 PM. Any idea what HMS-23 is?” 
 
    Clara frowned, before she shook her head.  
 
    “HMS-23? No. Wait, now I remember. Jennifer mentioned that she heard the townsfolk saying that multiple times during trances. She believed it was the key to solving the mystery of the tower.” 
 
    “Well, whatever it is, she was on the right track about the earplugs, at least. But…” Chris looked at Clara suspiciously. “That night at Jim’s, everyone stared at me and mimicked my movement with perfection. Everyone, including you.” 
 
    Clara shook her head. 
 
    “I have no memory of it. I planned on excusing myself to the bathroom and staying there with my earplugs in, until the signal stopped emitting. But I lost track of time and the next thing I remembered was you being gone and the rest of us continuing game night.” 
 
    Chris thought for a moment, staring at the ground in front of him, before saying. 
 
    “Daniel was unaffected by the signal, too. I remember that he said he’d blast loud music every night at home. Maybe that somehow messed with the signal.” 
 
    Clara nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, but getting affected by it is inevitable. It seems to gradually build up, until you’re no longer in control of your own body. Tell me, have you experienced any buzzing in your ears lately, headaches, memory loss?” 
 
    Chris scoffed and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, buzzing and severe headaches.” 
 
    “At exactly 8 pm, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    There was another moment of utter silence, this time slightly longer than before, as the two of them digested everything they shared amongst each other. Right now they had more questions than answers. Chris said. 
 
    “So what exactly happened? Some evil fucking corporation decided to build a radio tower for what? Some twisted MK-ULTRA experiment? Around that time, Jennifer moved here and started finding out more about the tower. Before she could crack the case though, she disappeared.” 
 
    “Yeah, but not without a trace.” Clara said. “Jennifer told me she would go to the tower, just before she went missing. I told her not to be foolish and suggested we just leave town, but she said it’s impossible. I’m sure she went to the tower and up until today, I thought she died there. Not in the woods, mind you. Jennifer was an experienced camper, so she’d have no trouble braving the hills, but if what you say is true about her visiting you, she must have stumbled upon something over there which she wasn’t supposed to see.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s assume she did. She somehow managed to escape and before she could do anything else, she was killed for knowing too much. But why did she wait so long to come back to Woodberry?” 
 
    “She must have been held captive. Someone must be up there.” Clara said with a tone of finality. 
 
    Chris sighed before continuing.  
 
    “Well, if we can’t leave town or contact the authorities, we can only do one thing then. We have to get to the radio tower.” 
 
    They exchanged determined glances, before Chris turned his gaze back in front of himself.  
 
    Something caught his eye.  
 
    That old man on the bench across from them was still reading the newspaper, but as soon as Chris looked at him, he lowered his head just a little. Chris looked to the left and saw another bench in the distance, now occupied by a couple. They seemed to be staring directly at Clara and him. Three men were to the left on the trail, walking in their direction with menacing strides, staring directly at Chris. 
 
    “Clara, we need to get out of here. We need to go, now!” He urged Clara to stand up at the utter realization that they were in danger. 
 
    They started fast-walking in the opposite direction, but saw more people on the trails in the distance, staring directly at them. They turned their heads and entire bodies, always following the two of them with their penetrating gazes, but not moving. 
 
    “Run!” Chris shouted and the two of them broke into a jog. 
 
    Chris glanced behind and saw the three men still striding towards them, but not bothering to run. When they reached the exit and made it to the street, they saw more people standing and staring directly at them. Some of them were on the sidewalks and others in the middle of the road, standing outside their cars.  
 
    It was as if they knew that the two of them would emerge around the corner even before they did. Despite so many people being present, it was so quiet, that the only sounds Chris heard were his and Clara’s panting and rapid footsteps. 
 
    “This way!” Clara shouted, opting for the street that had the least people in it. 
 
    Even as they ran right next to some of the townspeople, they just kept staring and turning to face the escapees in a trance-like state, not even trying to grab them. Clara and Chris rounded the corner and saw a crowd of people marching straight towards them. 
 
    “Fuck!” Chris exclaimed and pulled Clara into a nearby alley. 
 
    They ran and as they did so, a homeless person jumped from behind a garbage container and grabbed Chris by his shoulders. Chris almost toppled over along with the man, but he managed to punch him in the face and push him off. The homeless man tripped and fell down, giving Chris and Clara a chance to make a run for it. 
 
    They were about to reach the street on the other side of the alley, when another crowd of people emerged from around the corner, blocking their escape route. Chris and Clara stopped, turning around, but realizing that a crowd was behind them, too.  
 
    They slowly and menacingly walked towards their prey with synchronized steps, pushing the two of them to backtrack, until they were surrounded by the townsfolk from both sides, giving them only a dozen yards or so of free space. The crowd then unanimously stopped and continued staring at them, not a single one of them uttering a word. 
 
    Chris and Clara were back to back, panting heavily from fear and exhaustion. Chris searched around for a way to escape, but there was none. This was it, he thought. They are going to kill them in a gruesome way right here and nobody will ever even know what happened to them. 
 
    “Hey, kiddos!” A perky voice came from behind Chris. 
 
    Chris turned around and saw the crowd making way for Jim to step forward. 
 
    “Fancy yourselves a stroll in the park, eh? Well, it is a nice day after all. See Chris? I told you Clara has a thing for you.” Jim winked and put his hands on his hips. 
 
    “What’re you doing, Jim?” Chris asked, carefully observing his neighbor. 
 
    Jim shook his head, like a disappointed parent. 
 
    “Chris, Chris, Chris… We talked about all of this yesterday, didn’t we, champ? About the whole not-being-a-hero thing? And here I thought you and I saw eye to eye, but I guess I was wrong. Which is, pardon my French, a darn shame, because we were going to play Uno this Saturday. But oh well, I guess we’ll just have to find a substitute.” 
 
    Chris didn’t want to show to Jim that he was afraid, so he said defiantly. 
 
    “I know everything, Jim. I know about Jennifer and how she was onto something. That’s why she was killed. Just like Daniel. Look, none of this is your fault, it’s the tower. It’s controlling you!” 
 
    Jim stared with an amused expression on his face, even raising his eyebrows and nodding patronizingly. He took a few steps forward, as he spoke. 
 
    “You see, I thought you were smart, champ. That you would ju—“ 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, Chris swung his arm and punched him in the nose when Jim got too close to him. Jim recoiled, holding his hand over his nose and in the space of a few seconds, the hands of Woodberry’s townsfolk started grabbing at him and Clara, holding them firmly. 
 
    “Get off me! Chris!” Clara screamed, but there were too many people. 
 
    Chris tried to fight against his assailants, but each time he’d wriggle out his arm, another set of hands would immediately grab him, until he was pinned down against the ground. Clara’s screaming stopped and she was now quietly sobbing, no longer resisting her captors. 
 
    “Ohohoh!” Jim laughed as he wiped the blood off his nose and turned to face Chris. “Nice punch, sport! You still need to work on the accuracy a little bit, though. But don’t you worry, we’ll have time for private lessons in a bit.” 
 
    “Let us go, you sick fucks!” 
 
    Jim bent down and leaned on his knees, again shaking his head in disappointment. 
 
    “I think you need a time-out, sport.” he said with an insidious grin. 
 
    The last thing Chris remembered was Jim raising his foot and bringing it down on Chris’ head. Everything went black after that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Chris’ head was killing him. He heard someone calling his name, as if through a tunnel, but it was all too faint to discern. He groaned in pain and with extreme effort, opened his eyes. His vision was blurry, so he blinked a few times and each time he opened his eyes, the sight in front of him gradually became clearer. 
 
    “Chris! Chris!” The voice that sounded distant became progressively clearer as one belonging to a woman. 
 
    Chris saw a figure in front of him and after blinking forcefully a few times, he realized it was Clara sitting in a chair, facing him. Her hands were behind her back and she was leaning forward, calling Chris’ name over and over. She had dried blood on her forehead, with one droplet reaching down to her temple. They seemed to be in a basement of some sort. There were stairs leading up to a door on the left side of the room and on the right side near the top of the wall, there was a tiny window, just high enough to overlook the street. From the greyish-orange glare being cast inside the basement, Chris figured it must have been around dusk. 
 
    “Clara?” he said in his stupor. 
 
    He tried moving, but was met with resistance on his wrists. He looked around and realized that he too, was bound in a chair. Both his wrists and ankles were tied so tightly, that every motion burned his skin. Despite that, he tried yanking over and over, but it was no use. The binds were too tight. 
 
    “Clara, can you break free?” he asked, turning his attention to her. 
 
    “No, I tried.” Clara said. 
 
    She had dried-up tears on her cheeks and the side of her forehead seemed to have a bloodied scratch, where the dried blood came from. Her clothes were dirty, probably from when she and Chris were tackled to the ground and most likely dragged where they were being held now. 
 
    “We gotta find something to get outta here. Where are we?” Chris asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “In Jim’s basement. I was conscious the whole time when they dragged us here. Chris, what are they going to do to us?” There was palpable panic in her voice and understandably so. 
 
    Chris shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know. If they wanted to kill us we’d already be dead. But we’re going to get out of here. We need to find something we can use to get out. Do you see anything?” 
 
    They both swiveled their heads, desperately looking for a tool that could help them get out of their current predicament. 
 
    “Behind you.” Clara said, “There’s a tool table.” 
 
    Chris craned his head as much as he could and saw a shabby, old table with various tools on it. The first thing that caught his attention was the big, rusty knife. If he could use it to cut the binds on his wrists, he could free himself and Clara and they could get out through the window. 
 
    “I’m gonna try and reach it.” he said and braced himself as much as he could, with the limited movement he had. 
 
    He used momentum to hop on one side of the chair backwards, which in turn produced a loud, scraping sound. He did that with the other side as well, unsteadily balancing himself, slowly moving towards the table. 
 
    “Chris, careful! You almost toppled over!” Clara worriedly said, observing Chris’ movement with unmatched focus. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah.” Chris said, panting from panic and effort of hopping. 
 
    Left hop. Right hop. Left hop. Right hop. Each hop produced an alarmingly loud noise and Chris was sure it was only a matter of time before someone came to check up on them. He knew there was no point stalling now, so he sped things up and continued sliding the chair. Every few slides, he’d jerk his head in the direction of the table to see how close it was. Just a few more nudges should do it. 
 
    He slid the chair once, then once more and then… the chair got stuck on something on the uneven floor and Chris lost his balance. Before he realized what was going on, the chair slowly started falling inevitably. He tried to swing his body and prevent falling, but all he did was manage to fall sideways instead of backwards. 
 
    “Ah, shit!” He yelped in pain, his left arm suffering the weight of his entire body falling on it. 
 
    “Chris! Are you okay?” Clara asked worriedly. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m fine. I gotta-“ He tried to pull himself up, but it was futile. 
 
    He couldn’t budge more than a few inches, without coming back to the same position. A moment later, there was a sound of heavy footsteps outside the door. Clara and Chris turned their heads towards the door, when it suddenly burst open. Jim stood at the entrance in all his glory, observing the basement, glancing at Clara and then at Chris. 
 
    “Awake already, champ?” he asked, as he climbed down the steps. “If you were feeling ignored, all you had to do was holler.” 
 
    Sarah followed closely behind him, with the same smile on her face that she usually had. 
 
    “Let’s get you up, sport!” Jim lifted Chris up along with the chair with a groan. “Man, you’re heavier than you look. A little cardio wouldn’t kill you, you know?” 
 
    He patted Chris on the shoulder and approached Clara. He leaned on his knees, inches away from Clara’s face.  
 
    “How’s that head, sweetheart? I know the boys can be a little rough from time to time.” 
 
    Clara turned her head away from Jim, holding her eyes firmly shut. 
 
    “Get the fuck away from her, you psycho!” Chris shouted defiantly. 
 
    Jim threw his hands up in the air in a defensive stance and turned to Chris, saying. 
 
    “Whoa there, partner! I’m a married man. I would never do anything to hurt my dear, sweet wife here.” 
 
    He put his arm around Sarah and they exchanged a look of compassion between each other. A moment later, Jim turned back to Chris.  
 
    “You know, Sarah and I had huge problems before. Heck, we were even about to get divorced. Right, hon?” 
 
    “You bet, Jim. Everybody in Woodberry had some kind of problems. But then the radio tower was built and they all just… poof…” She made a circular motion with her arms “Vanished, just like that. We’re the happiest we’ve ever been in our entire lives! I mean gosh, I can’t even remember why we wanted to get a divorce in the first place!” 
 
    She exchanged another lovey-dovey look with Jim. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter anymore, hon. The important thing is that we’re happy. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” They kissed, not caring about their audience. 
 
    Jim turned his attention to Chris a moment later and said. 
 
    “Anywho, I think you guys need to feel what we feel and then you’ll be more…” He rotated his hand, looking for the right word “Agreeable. So, we’re going to keep you here until you learn your lesson.” 
 
    He put his hands on his hips and said. 
 
    “Sarah, take care of Clara’s forehead, she has a wound over there. And champ, you and I need to talk.” 
 
    Sarah pulled out a napkin from her pocket and gently began dabbing at Clara’s wound, who winced at first, but a moment later allowed Sarah to do her thing. Jim went around Chris’ chair, whistling in the process. Chris craned his head, but couldn’t see what Jim was doing. There was a sound of metallic items being fiddled with behind him, while Jim’s jovial whistling permeated the air. Chris started to panic and strained once more against his binds, but he couldn’t budge. What was Jim planning to do? 
 
    “Ah, here we go.” Jim finally said, coming back in front of Chris. 
 
    He was holding the rusty knife Chris saw earlier. By now Chris’ heart was about to explode from the speed it was beating at, but he refused to show any reaction to Jim. He would not let him have that kind of control over him. 
 
    “You know, we like getting visitors in Woodberry, Chris. We really do.” Jim said, tapping the knife on his own thigh “But it’s always the same darn story. Someone comes, they think they know what’s best for us and they try to meddle in affairs which aren’t theirs to meddle with.” 
 
    “You killed Daniel, didn’t you?” Chris asked defiantly. 
 
    Jim closed his eyes momentarily and shook his head. 
 
    “No, champ. He killed himself the moment he betrayed us and planned to escape with you. Truth be told, it didn’t matter which one of you got poisoned, so long as the other one got the message. But I’m gonna let you in on a little secret.” He clasped one hand next to his mouth and whispered “I’m glad you’re the one who survived. I never really liked Daniel, he was too smug, you know?” 
 
    “You’re nothing but a killer.” Chris angrily retorted. 
 
    “No. I’m a law-abiding citizen of Woodberry who would do anything to protect its people. Listen to me, Chris. People like you have come to town before and they’ve tried ruining our happy lives here.” 
 
    Sarah finished tending to Clara’s wound and turned to face Jim and Chris. Jim bent down and brought the knife to Chris’ face, who in return moved his head backwards, his neck still touching the cold tip of the knife. Jim’s face was now red and he looked angry in a way that Chris never saw him before. 
 
    “But they failed and they always ended up the same way everyone else did. Everyone except Daniel and Jennifer, of course. And you know why? Because they tried to be heroes. Why can’t any of you new people just come here and live your own lives, without trying to play detectives? Is that really so hard?! That just makes me so darn mad!” 
 
    Chris felt the pointy end of the knife pricking his skin and he closed his mouth, breathing heavily through his nose. 
 
    “Jim? Sarah?” A voice came from the doorway. 
 
    It was Marcy. She was staring in Jim’s direction with a concerned look in her eyes. Jim turned to her and put his hands on his hips. 
 
    “What is it, Marcy?” he said, somewhat impatiently. 
 
    “It’s Oliver. He’s not feeling well again. He really needs you to drive him to the hospital, dearie.” Marcy said, now with a pleading look on her face. 
 
    “What? Right now? Sarah has to pick up the kids and as you can probably see, we got ourselves some guests.” Jim gestured to Chris and Clara. 
 
    “Please, Jim. I’ll take care of them while you’re gone.” She responded. 
 
    Jim looked at Sarah, who seemed to glance at him with a sour expression on her face. 
 
    “You should go, honey.” she finally groused out. 
 
    “Alright, fine.” Jim threw his hand up in the air dismissively a moment later. 
 
    He went to the table and tossed the knife on it, which fell with a loud clank. He approached the lowest step of the stairs and turned around to face Chris.  
 
    “I’ll be back real soon. You behave now with Marcy, okay champ?” 
 
    He winked and shot Chris a pair of finger guns, clicking his mouth with a smile and winking, and finally going up the steps. Marcy stepped aside and allowed him to leave, after which she slowly went down, using the wall for assistance. Sarah approached the lowest step and helped Marcy down the last couple of steps. 
 
    “Marcy, I’ll be back in a bit, just have to pick up Philip and Katie. Can you look after these two while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Of course, dearie. My cake won’t be done for another hour or so. I’ll take good care of them.” Marcy gently put her hand on Sarah’s forearm and smiled. 
 
    Sarah thanked her and shot Chris a suspicious glance, before climbing up the stairs and leaving the basement. Marcy followed Sarah out of the basement and the two had a brief conversation, before the sound of the front door closing and car starting and driving off was heard. Chris and Clara held their breaths in anticipation, the air around them eerily quiet. Chris contemplated trying to reach the tool table again, but before he could finish that thought, the door swung open and Marcy came in. 
 
    She slowly climbed down the stairs, while softly humming a tune. Chris tried to catch her glance, but she kept staring nowhere in particular. 
 
    “Marcy, please! You have to help us!” Clara shouted in desperation, her voice quivering and on the verge of hysteria. 
 
    Marcy outright ignored her and waddled behind Chris’ chair. She continued humming cheerfully, while the sound of tools being shuffled resounded behind Chris.  
 
    “Marcy, come on. They’re going to hurt us!” 
 
    “Quiet, dearie.” Marcy interrupted her humming just enough to shut Chris up, before she continued the tune. 
 
    A moment of shuffling later, the sound stopped and Marcy made her way back in front of Chris. Chris’ eyes fell on the glint in her hand and he realized she was holding the same knife Jim held moments ago. Clara’s eyes widened in fear, as she stared at Marcy with an unblinking gaze. 
 
    “Marcy, what are you going to do with that?” Chris asked. 
 
    Marcy continued humming and went behind Chris’ chair once more. 
 
    “Marcy, talk to me! What are you doing?!” Chris was overcome with panic by this point, as he craned his head to see what the old lady was planning on doing to him. 
 
    She leaned in and whispered into his ear with a soft tone. 
 
    “You should have eaten my mint cookies, dearie.” 
 
    That sentence filled Chris with inexplicable dread and he shouted back at her. 
 
    “Wait, now hold on just a second! Let’s just talk about this!” 
 
    His words fell on deaf ears, since in the next moment, he felt his wrist being grabbed and then… the tightness around his wrists was gone. He brought his hands in front of himself, staring at the bloodied wrists where the ropes were bound. He turned to Marcy and saw her handing him the knife. Chris took it without hesitation and immediately started slicing through his binds on his feet. Marcy continued humming, as she made her way to the top of the stairs and turned around to face Clara and Chris.  
 
    “Be careful in the hills dearies, there’s no trail there. And do try not to get caught again. I can only rescue you so many times. Oliver was so grumpy about playing the distraction.” She chuckled her usual chuckle and, in that moment, it was the sweetest sound Chris had ever heard. 
 
    Marcy grabbed the doorknob, but before leaving the room, she turned around once more to Clara and said. 
 
    “Oh and don’t worry about Rex, dearie. I’ll take care of him until you’re back. He is the friendliest dog I have ever met, that one.” She chuckled once more and closed the door behind her, leaving Chris and Clara completely baffled over what the fuck just happened. 
 
    Was Marcy unaffected this whole time? Or was this simply a trap? Either way, there was no time to contemplate that, because staying even a second longer would be no good. Chris had managed to free himself entirely from the ropes and quickly moved on to free Clara. 
 
    “Hurry, Chris.” Clara whispered in a hushed tone. 
 
    He managed to cut the rope on one of her legs, when they heard the front door open and the sound of voices drifted inside. 
 
    “Oh, back so soon, dearie?” Marcy’s muffled voice resounded from upstairs. 
 
    “Yeah, Damien’s kid happened to finish classes at the same time, so he said that he’ll bring Philip and Katie around.” Sarah responded. 
 
    “Fuck.” Chris muttered, cutting the rope on the other leg faster and moving behind her to free her hands. 
 
    “Hurry, hurry!” Clara shouted, staring at the door. 
 
    “I’m going to take it from here Marcy, you can go home.” Sarah said. 
 
    “Oh, no dearie. It’s no trouble for me at all. I can look after them, you must be tired.” Marcy said. 
 
    Clara’s bonds were cut loose and the duo quickly moved the chair to the window. 
 
    “Come on, you go first.” Chris said, urging Clara to climb. 
 
    “No, it’s fine Marcy. I’ll feel better if I make sure they are in their places.” Sarah said, now much closer to the door. 
 
    “Oh, they are in their place, dear. I made sure of it. How about you make us some coffee instead?” Marcy responded. 
 
    “Marcy, what’s going on? You’re acting kind of strange.” Sarah said. 
 
    Clara was already out and she glanced inside to urge Chris to hurry up. Chris climbed on the chair. The sound of door opening resounded and he looked back in time to see Sarah’s eyes widen in surprise. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but no words came out. Chris wasted no time explaining himself, but climbed through the window. He heard Sarah shout a ‘hey’, but it was already too late. 
 
    Chris and Clara made it out, and there was no looking back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Jim walked up to the door with hurried steps. He knocked three times impatiently, tapping his foot on the floor. Oliver picked the worst gosh-darn time to start feeling sick. He looked back towards his own house and wondered if Sarah and Marcy were handling Chris and Clara without any difficulties.  
 
    Chris was really a pesky neighbor, that was for sure. Right from day one, Jim was sure that he’d have trouble with Chris, so he kept a close eye on him the whole time. When he was unable to do so, there were others who kept watch. If he had just stopped asking questions, Jim would not have to keep him hostage until he agreed to cooperate. If it weren’t for his meddling, Daniel would still be alive. Jim felt no particular guilt over his death. It was a necessary sacrifice to ensure the safety of Woodberry, however it was still a loss. 
 
    Chris could have been one of them. They could have been good buddies, could have had beer and barbecues together, game nights, etc. But Jim understood that Chris was just afraid. He didn’t understand that the tower was good. Just like Daniel and Jennifer. They wanted to get out of town and call the authorities. Had they done that, the tower surely would have been taken down and their blissful lives would come to an end. Jim couldn’t allow that to happen. 
 
    The door opened and Oliver stood in front at the entrance, leaning on the doorframe. His mouth was agape and his chest was heaving. 
 
    “Hi there, Jim. Come on in.” he said, with audibly short breath.  
 
    “Hey, Olly. Marcy says you’re not feeling too well?” Jim asked, following Oliver into the living room. 
 
    Oliver slumped down on the sofa and grunted. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem, boss?” Jim asked “Want me to take you to the hospital?” 
 
    “No, no… I don’t think I can take the ride, I… Can you actually call them here?” Oliver asked, giving Jim a fatigued look. 
 
    “Of course. Give me a moment.” Jim smiled, patting Oliver on the knee. 
 
    He felt guilty for being so frustrated initially with the old man. After all, Oliver and Marcy had been so kind to Jim’s family countless times. When Philip fell down while skateboarding, Marcy was the one who treated his injury. Jim remembered how Katie ran inside the house and shouted for him. 
 
    “Daddy, Daddy! Philip got hurt!” 
 
    Jim and Sarah immediately started questioning her and upon arriving at Marcy’s house, they saw Philip eating a piece of lemon cake and drinking chocolate milk. On the table next to the glass of milk was a toy robot. His knee had a band-aid on it, but Philip didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “Dad, Marcy gave me this!” He proudly showed the robot toy to his dad. 
 
    Jim thanked Marcy for her help and she responded with her typical oh, no worries, dearie, before they left. Not to mention that Oliver had repaired so many things in their house when they got busted, and all free of charge. Jim insisted on paying him, but he wouldn’t hear of it. And then there were the times when Marcy babysat the kids, so that Jim and Sarah could go out for date nights. It wasn’t that he felt like he owed them, but they were so kind that he wanted to repay them for their kindness. 
 
    “Alright, thank you.” Jim said, when he finally got off the phone with the paramedics. 
 
    He turned to Oliver and said. 
 
    “They’ll be here in a couple minutes. You okay there, Olly?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine Jim, thank you.” Oliver gasped. 
 
    “Alright, I’m going to head outside to wait for-“ 
 
    A loud buzzing in Jim’s ears abruptly stopped him from speaking. He blinked a few times, putting his hand on his forehead. 
 
    “Jim, are you okay?” Oliver asked. 
 
    The buzzing lasted for a few more seconds, before it suddenly stopped. Jim shook his head and smiled to Oliver. 
 
    “Yeah, all good. Must have gotten dizzy from suddenly standing up or something.” He chuckled. 
 
    Oliver nodded. 
 
    He experienced this from time to time, ever since the tower was built. Not just him, but all the townsfolk. But he didn’t mind. It was a small price to pay for what the tower was giving him in exchange. He wondered if Oliver had the same buzzing, but he didn’t want to openly ask him yet, because he didn’t seem to be affected as much as the others. Maybe it was because of the old age, or some other factor, but he didn’t care. Oliver was one of them. 
 
    A few minutes later, the ambulance arrived and Jim went outside to guide them in. 
 
    “Yeah, right there.” He pointed from the entrance to the living room, putting his hands on his hips. 
 
    While the medics got in, Jim glanced towards his house. He saw Sarah’s car parked in front of the house, so he knew she had returned home with the kids most likely. For some reason, as he stared at his house like that, he had a nagging feeling that he couldn’t let go.  
 
    Ignoring it, he was about to turn around and join the medics, when he saw two people emerging from around the corner of his house and sprinting across the backyard, all the way to the other side of the street behind his house. 
 
    Jim opened his mouth in shock, staring at them running, when Sarah burst out the front door. She looked in Jim’s direction and with a distressed voice shouted. 
 
    “Jim! They’re getting away!” 
 
    Jim looked at Chris and Clara once more, as they were nearing the forested area of the hills. He broke out of his trance at the utter realization of the gravity of this problem and he allowed a son of a bitch to slip out of his mouth, before he took off in pursuit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Chris!” Clara shouted, helping Chris get up from the grass. 
 
    They didn’t stop to think, but instead broke into a sprint across the backyard. Chris glanced at the top of the hill and the malevolent radio tower which stood dormant, a stark contrast against the orange sky. He must have been knocked out for hours, because the sun was about to set and the sky was getting darker by the minute. That gave him a shred of hope, since they’d be able to hide more easily in the woods. If they could only make it there, that is. 
 
    “Jim, they’re getting away!” Chris heard Sarah’s voice shout behind them and he knew it was only a matter of time before more townsfolk started pursuing them. 
 
    “We gotta reach the hills, Clara!” he shouted, urging her to speed up. 
 
    They ran across the street, which was luckily empty, behind the houses of the final block and across the lawn, finally reaching a thin line of trees. 
 
    “They’re over there! Stop them!” Someone shouted fiercely off in the distance. 
 
    Chris turned around in time to see a mob of angry men running towards them. There were only four of them, but it was still too many to tackle. 
 
    “Don’t stop, Chris!” Clara shouted while struggling to breathe normally and he followed closely behind her. 
 
    The terrain gradually started ascending, until it was so steep, that they had to use their arms and legs to climb. Chris’ entire body was burning and he was out of breath, but he knew they couldn’t stop. If they got caught again, he was sure the captors would make sure they never got another chance to escape. 
 
    They reached the top of the elevation and from there the hill’s ascension was less steep, allowing Clara and Chris to break into a jog once more. It was a lot darker in here, with the thick trees blocking most of the sunlight and the terrain was hostile, with uneven ground, ditches and holes obscured by fallen leaves. They had to slow down and proceed more carefully, since breaking a leg would do them no good over here. 
 
    The sound of rustling leaves, heavy footsteps and panting filled the air, as Chris and Clara trekked through the inhospitable forest, no longer caring about going in the direction of the tower, but rather trying to lose their pursuers. The sounds of crickets joined in on the cacophony of already-existing noises, while the angry shouts of their pursuers echoed from below. The sky was almost entirely dark now, significantly lowering visibility in the forest. 
 
    “Come on, keep going!” A voice echoed in the distance behind them and when Chris turned around, he saw beams of flashlights pointing in various directions. 
 
    “Clara… move!” Chris whispered urgently between short breaths. 
 
    They climbed another low elevation and continued running, when Clara tripped and fell. 
 
    “Ah, shit!” she shouted, getting into a sitting position and holding her ankle painfully. 
 
    “Clara, you okay? Can you move?” Chris knelt down to help her. 
 
    “I think so.” She stood up with Chris’ help and tried to put weight on her left foot, but hissed in pain and hopped on her good foot instead. 
 
    “Come on, they can’t be far!” Another voice behind them shouted. 
 
    “We have to hide!” Chris said in a panic. 
 
    He took Clara’s arm and put it around his shoulder. 
 
    “There!” He pointed to a big log leaning sideways across a small gap in the ground. 
 
    He helped Clara climb under the log and inside the gap and then he squeezed in with her. They were face to face in the gap, like sardines in a can, their panting breaths filling the air. 
 
    “This way!” A voice shouted from nearby moments later. 
 
    Chris put his index finger on his lips in a shhh sign and Clara nodded, clasping her mouth with her hands. 
 
    “You see anything?” A voice shouted, echoing in the woods. 
 
    “Nothing!” A much closer voice yelled back. 
 
    A beam from flashlight came into view from the darkness, the bearer frantically pointing it in various directions. The sound of rustling leaves gradually became louder, as the pursuer intermittently moved a few steps, stopped, moved, stopped, etc.  
 
    He did so until he was so close to Chris and Clara, that they heard his shallow breathing. A few more steps resounded, this time right on top of the log, making the entire thing shake. Chris thought the log would collapse under the man’s weight, but a moment later he jumped down from the log and a pair of boots came into view, right in front of the gap. 
 
    Chris felt Clara shivering from head to toe, as she held her eyes firmly closed and breathed into the sweater sleeve pulled over her hands. Chris grabbed her by the shoulder, staring at the stranger in front of their hideout. The pursuer turned in their direction, the beam of his flashlight almost skimming the tops of their heads. Another set of footsteps came from the side, mixed with the shuffling of leaves and then a voice came out of the darkness and said. 
 
    “Ron, they’re not here. Let’s go back. They’ll be dead by morning anyway.” 
 
    The man in the boots turned away and took a few steps forward, shining his flashlight from left to right, slowly scanning the line of trees. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” He finally said “Let’s go.” 
 
    They started descending the hill; they could hear the one named Ron asking. 
 
    “Did Jim already go back?” 
 
    “No idea.” The other one responded. “We split up a few minutes ago. Let’s hope he’s okay.” 
 
    They were too far away for Chris to discern the rest of the conversation by that point, so he and Clara waited in the darkness, until the beams of flashlights were completely gone and the only sound around them being their own breathing and the crickets permeating the air. 
 
    “Clara, are you okay?” Chris whispered, putting his hand on her cheek. 
 
    She nodded timidly, still somewhat shivering. 
 
    “We have to go now, alright? How’s your foot?” 
 
    “I think it’s fine now.” she said. 
 
    Chris crawled out and helped Clara pull herself out. She tested her foot by putting some weight on it and after a few steps, she deemed it okay to walk again, albeit with some pain. They were tired, cold, scared and paranoid, but they couldn’t turn back now. They had to reach the tower. 
 
    “I think the radio tower is somewhere this way.” Clara pointed in a seemingly random direction towards the encroaching trees and they started walking. 
 
    They glanced around themselves every few seconds, expecting Jim or one of the other townsfolk to jump out at them from the dark, but after realizing that the hills were just as dangerous to the townsfolk as they were to the two of them, they stopped worrying that they would see someone before seeing a flashlight.  
 
    About ten minutes into their steady ascension of the terrain, they reached an elevation with a big clearing. The sky above them which was now visible seemed welcoming more than ever, with the countless stars ridding them of the claustrophobic feeling they had in the woods. 
 
    “Look!” Clara pointed somewhere. 
 
    Chris looked in that direction and got a sudden surge of hope, when he saw the radio tower in much more vivid detail, on a closer hill now, standing threateningly above him and Clara. Its white color contrasted the night sky and despite looking large from this position, Chris assumed that it would take at least thirty minutes to reach it, probably even more. 
 
    “We’re close now. Let’s try to find a way up there.” Chris said. 
 
    They made their way across the clearing with much more ease, in comparison to the inhospitable terrain from before. They made it to the row of trees on the other side and were once again shrouded in complete darkness. Their demotivation was short-lived though, because after only five minutes of trekking through the woods they found something that oddly resembled a beaten track.  
 
    “Someone’s been here.” Clara said, craning her head to see where the trail was leading. 
 
    It wound around the corner, disappearing among the trees, but from their estimation, it seemed to lead to the tower in a somewhat consistent manner. Walking became a lot easier from there, despite the trail going uphill and their moods lightened because of that. 
 
    “I hope Rex is okay.” Clara said with a hushed tone after some time of silence. 
 
    “I’m sure he is. He’s in Marcy’s hands. I just hope Marcy and Oliver are okay.” 
 
    “I don’t think they would hurt them.” Clara said, “Jim may be a psycho, but he’s always shown nothing but respect for Marcy. Plus they can’t really tell if Marcy helped us or not, right?” 
 
    “I hope so.” Chris responded. 
 
    The path wound to the right and then to the left and then they saw it again—the tower, much closer this time, standing like a silent behemoth, tall above them. 
 
    “We’re almost there, Clara.” Chris said. 
 
    Since the trail was so narrow, he was in front, with Clara closely behind him. Chris stared at the ground as they walked, his legs and lungs burning. All of a sudden, his head started to hurt. The pain was so intense, that he keeled over and grabbed his head, groaning in pain. His vision got blurry and there was loud buzzing in his ears and when he looked up, the only distinct thing that he was able to see was the flashing of the red light coming from the tower, much bigger and brighter now then it was back when he was home. 
 
    “Fuck… not now…” he said, feeling his body becoming weaker by the second. 
 
    He fell to his knees and in his disoriented state, turned to Clara to see her standing perfectly still above him, her arms limply hanging by her body. 
 
    “Clara…” Chris uttered, but before he could say anything more, he lost consciousness. 
 
    *** 
 
    He was in Jim’s house, at the table where they played game night. Other members were sitting around the table and the Risk board and figures were laid out in front, just like that one night when he visited. Everyone was staring at him intently, with their unblinking gazes. Chris tried to get up and run, but he couldn’t move for some reason. He closed his eyes and listened to his panting. 
 
    “Something wrong, sport?” Jim’s voice resounded, as if through a tunnel. 
 
    Chris opened his eyes and glanced at his neighbor, who stared at him with a smile. He looked around and saw that the guests of the house have changed. Instead of Damien and Alexis, he saw Marcy and Oliver. And when he looked to his right, he saw Helen instead of Clara. She stood up from the table and looked at him with a pitiful gaze. 
 
    “I can’t help you.” she said and walked towards the front door. 
 
    Chris strained to break out of his petrification, but he couldn’t move so much as a little finger. The harder he tried, the more he felt his entire body trembling, but unable to move. 
 
    Helen stopped at the door and turned to face Chris once more.  
 
    “I can’t be there for you. You have to deal with this yourself.” 
 
    She exited the house and Chris felt fear overwhelming him, as the rest of the people around the table stood up unanimously, with the sound of chairs scraping the floor. With one burst of energy, Chris screamed and shot up from his chair. 
 
    He awoke with that scream to a cold which penetrated his bones. He raised his head and realized it was daylight, albeit very grey and foggy. He couldn’t tell what time of the day it was exactly, but his estimate was that it was early morning. 
 
    “Clara?” he said with a gravelly voice, propping himself up with his hands and looking through the thick fog. 
 
    He was cold and his fingers and toes were numb, but he luckily suffered no frostbites. It was so foggy, that he could hardly see a dozen feet ahead and Clara was nowhere in sight. Panic surged through his shivering body, as he spun around in circles, looking for any signs of her. But he was alone in the middle of the goddamned woods and that thought terrified him even more than being hunted down by the townsfolk. 
 
    “Clara!” he shouted, pacing back and forth. 
 
    He didn’t care if anyone would hear him, he had to make sure Clara was okay. If she got hypnotized by the tower and wandered off into the woods, she could get seriously injured. 
 
    “Fuck.” He muttered to himself in a panic, cradling his arms from the cold, his breath visible in the air from each exhale. 
 
    He knew he couldn’t go into the woods looking for Clara, not when he was so close to the tower. She could be anywhere and going back would do more harm than good, so he ultimately decided to go to his original destination and find out what the hell was going on. It took him a moment to reorient himself and see where the right way to go was, but as he started ascending the trail, he got more assured that he was indeed on the right track. 
 
    After just around ten minutes of walking, the path started to climb uphill steeply and Chris had a lot more difficulty navigating it. By now he was warmed up from the moderate hiking and the cold wasn’t as permeating as before. He looked up as he was climbing, but saw nothing but a thick, white blanket of fog above him. The hill couldn’t ascend much further though, he thought, since the tower was very close. 
 
    A few minutes later, the trail ended in the fog when he reached the peak. Panting and with burning legs and lungs, he made the effort to take those final few steps and once the climb was behind him, he bent down and leaned on his knees. He took a moment to regain his breath, before straightening his back and looking forward. 
 
    The fog was a lot less dense here, as he beheld the sight before him. He finally made it. The tower was a lot bigger up close like this, stretching to a height of at least 60 feet. It had a satellite dish near the top and at the top itself, a big, red bulb that looked like a beacon. Chris sighed, observing the tower from top to bottom. Except it wasn’t just a radio tower in front of him. 
 
    It was a whole goddamn facility. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    He swiveled his head from left to right and then from right to left, his mind not fully understanding what he was looking at. He was in a clearing on the highest hill around Woodberry, with tall trees running in a circle around it. In the center was a huge, fenced-off area. There was a big tollgate to Chris’ right, with a small guardhouse right next to it.  
 
    There was one big building inside the fenced area, with military vehicles parked neatly in front. And in the center of it all, was the tower, erected from the middle of the building, maliciously threatening to devour everything under it just with its appearance. 
 
    What the hell was this place? Was there an experiment being conducted here? He was reluctant to go forward, with all the militarized equipment around. For all he knew, there was a sniper just waiting for him to get close, so he could pick him off without a warning. But he knew that he couldn’t go back, either. He’s come so far, so whether he went forward or backwards, he’d be doomed either way.  
 
    He cautiously took a step forward, and then another, until he was striding towards the gate with just a little more confidence. Once he was close, he peered through the window of the guardhouse, trying to catch a glimpse of any movement. When he saw none, he was confident enough to sneak closer. He stopped close enough to the wall of the guardhouse to touch it and carefully, he peeked inside.  
 
    At first, all he saw was a desk. On it was an ashtray with cigarette butts. In the back of the room was a coat hanger, with a jacket hanging on it. Chris got a little bolder and peeked closer inside by cupping his hands around his eyes, only to recoil in fear immediately. He gasped, his heart-rate suddenly spiking up. He took a moment to regain his composure, before returning to the window and peeking inside again.  
 
    On the floor of the guardhouse, next to the overturned chair was the body of a dead security guard. Chris couldn’t see his face clearly, but from this position, he saw him lying on his back, his arms and legs spread apart. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Chris mumbled to himself and took a daring step forward. 
 
    He had no intention of examining the corpse or checking if the guard was still alive, so that he may help him. With the current situation, doing something like that could put him more at risk, rather than help him. For all he knew, the guards had a shoot-on-sight order. 
 
    He stepped inside the facility now and expected to be shot at any moment, but that never happened. He kept glancing over his shoulder and all around the facility, expecting to see someone running up to him with guns and barking orders to get on the ground, or just to hear a gunshot and have lights out, but none of it happened.  
 
    Despite the cold air, he felt his body temperature going up, as he went further inside the courtyard. Had the place been abandoned? As he went deeper inside, he started to consider the possibility that it was indeed, unoccupied. That didn’t explain the corpse in the back, but right now his only concern was finding out what the hell the tower was about and how to reverse its effects. 
 
    He followed the wall of the big building around the corner and gasped once more, when he saw two more corpses of security officers strewn on the concrete floor in front of an entrance door. Chris observed their bodies for a long moment, before approaching them. One of the bodies was lying face-down, while the other was in an awkward position on its back, one leg tucked beneath the other. The eyes of the man were closed and the skin on both of them looked sickly pale. Chris knelt down in front of the one on his back and put his index and middle finger on the man’s neck. The skin of the man felt ice-cold and as he suspected, there was no pulse. 
 
    His eyes fell down on the security member’s hip, where he had a gun strapped to his holster. Chris wasn’t overly familiar with gun handling, but having one of those things with him would make him feel a lot safer. He gently pulled out the handgun and recognized it as one of those which had a grip and trigger safety, rather than the one which you manually adjust. It made him sigh in relief, because he didn’t want to spend an extra hour trying to figure out how to shoot. He wasn’t even sure if he’d be ready to shoot another living being, but he hoped that he wouldn’t have to find out. 
 
    He put the gun in his pocket and carefully stepped around the corpses, approaching the door. He slowly pushed the door open with his left hand, peeking inside, while holding his right hand on the gun, more to make sure it wouldn’t drop out of the pocket, than to be ready.  
 
    The first thing he noticed was the smell, which made his eyes tear up. It was a putrid sickly-sweet smell, like rotten fruits left in the sun for a long time. He was faced with a long corridor, which looked like something straight out of a movie. The floor, walls and ceiling were all identically white, but it wasn’t the paint that made them so. The place looked like a highly advanced corridor from the future, made from unknown, metal-like material. Chris had no doubt that the place used to be pristine, but now it was dirtied with overturned flower pots and trash cans, flickering neon lights and bloodstains on the floor and walls. 
 
    Something went terribly wrong here. Whatever they were doing, it backfired on them, because this wasn’t normal. 
 
    “Hello?” Chris foolishly decided to call out, his voice echoing throughout the corridor at an alarming volume. 
 
    He didn’t care if armed security personnel came to take him down, he wanted either for that to happen, or to reassure himself that the place was really empty, like seen outside. If someone really was here, he assumed that there was no way he’d ever make it past the courtyard without being shot dead.  
 
    No response came through, save for the sound of the light above him flickering. He cautiously continued moving forward, careful not to make too much noise when walking, despite shouting just prior to that. As he went deeper inside, the smell of rot and death only intensified and he knew that he was probably approaching more corpses. 
 
    There was a corridor forking to the left and right and when he peeked around the corner to the left, he saw two dead bodies in the floor – one in a lab coat and the other in a security uniform. They were strewn on the floor in a similar fashion to the guards outside, but upon coming closer, Chris realized that the scientist’s eyes and mouth were wide open, while a puddle of dried blood stained the floor around his head. There was a huge gash on his neck, which was probably the cause of death. 
 
    The security guard however, seemed like he was sleeping, laying on the floor with no visible wounds. The deeper Chris went, the more dead bodies he started to see, more and more of them in lab coats, which enforced his belief that something sinister was going on here, before it took an ill turn. Although there were various unmarked doors on both sides, Chris didn’t want to bother checking each and every one of them. For now, he only cared about reaching the actual tower and judging by the position that he saw from outside, he was on the right track. 
 
    He took a turn to the right, carefully stepping around the bodies which were now piled in more abundant numbers, his shoes leaving bloody footprints behind him with each step he took. The air was eerily heavy and silent, making Chris’ every step and breath audible with alarming echoes. As he finished stepping over a particularly crammed bunch of dead bodies, he noticed a door on the right with a glass pane. It said SECURITY ROOM. 
 
    He glanced inside cautiously and saw huge monitors lined up on the left wall, with a keyboard and laptop on the desk under. There was a dead body of a security officer in a rotating chair, slumped over the laptop on the desk, his head facing away from Chris.  
 
    Chris tentatively stepped inside and observed the room with more scrutiny. The monitors had camera feeds of the entire facility. There was a plethora of cameras, covering various parts of the compound and upon scanning the feed, Chris found no movement on any of them. This finally put him at ease somewhat, despite seeing dozens of dead bodies on the cameras. He looked around the room and saw that there was blood on the edge of the desk, on the laptop’s screen, on the monitors and even on the floor, dried up, indicating that it dripped from the security officer’s head. 
 
    Chris went around his body and saw that he was holding a gun in his hand, his eyes staring vacantly at nothing in particular. There was a hole in his head and Chris immediately felt sick, at the realization that this guy apparently killed himself. What exactly happened here to make him commit suicide like that?  
 
    Before he was able to finish that thought, his eyes fell on the screen of the laptop, which still seemed to be working. The laptop was on a charger and was apparently left on. There was a folder opened on the screen. Whatever it was, his gut told him that it must have been important. 
 
    He grabbed the security officer by the shoulders carefully and pulled him back onto the chair. The officer slumped back, his head falling backwards like a ragdoll. Chris rotated the chair, so that the body faced away from him. He carefully approached the laptop and looked at the screen. It had a dry bloodstain covering a portion of it, so he wiped it with his sleeve enough to see the screen more clearly. 
 
    He was staring at an open folder called HMS-23, with two files and one video inside. He double clicked the first file and the laptop whirred, the mouse icon rotating for a moment, until a document file was opened. It said the following: 
 
    PROJECT HMS-23 (Hive-Mind, Signal 23) 
 
    The following is confidential information and is not to be disclosed with any personnel of Rank 4 and lower, as well as outside sources. All personnel are to wear soundproof earphones between the hours of 07:55 pm and 08:05 pm. Project members who fail to comply will be removed from the project immediately. Below is the project timeline, according to the numbered days in the facility, as opposed to dates. 
 
    Day 1 
 
    Arrival at the facility. Arrival was conducted in extreme secrecy in civilian vehicles, in order to avoid suspicion from Woodberry’s residents. Radio tower setup scheduled for tonight, starting 01:00 am. First radio signal broadcast scheduled on Day 2. 
 
    Day 2 
 
    Signal broadcasted at 08:00 pm. No visible changes. 
 
    Day 8 
 
    Signal broadcasted every other day until day 8. Residents of Woodberry complaining about mild headaches. 
 
    Day 15 
 
    Residents complaining of buzzing in ears and severe headaches. Some residents suffering from temporary memory loss, namely during signal broadcast. 
 
    Day 26 
 
    First visible effects of the signal on the residents. At exactly 08:00 pm when the signal was broadcasted, residents unanimously went into a trance-like state and remained so until the signal broadcast was finished. They appear to be unaware of this, since they resumed their activities, as if never being in a trance. Reduction of signal recommended. 
 
    Day 45 
 
    Residents displaying progressive hive-mind behavior. When the signal was broadcasted at 08:00 pm, the residents conducted simple actions in unison (staring in one direction, after which they took four steps forward at the exact same time, despite having no prior agreement to do so). 
 
    Day 62 
 
    Reduction of negative emotions (including depression) in residents evident. Residents display more positive and friendlier attitude towards each other. 
 
    Day 91 
 
    Residents displaying fully integrated collective consciousness during signal broadcast. The effect wears off when the signal stops, however manipulating frequencies allows for control of the hosts. Further analysis needed. 
 
    Day 103 
 
    New residents arriving to town at our request from clients [REDACTED] and [REDACTED]. New residents will be experimented on, in order to analyze if they can be integrated into the current hive. 
 
    Day 111 
 
    Ability to fully control the hosts achieved. Using the signal to put them in a hypnotic state and manipulating the radio frequencies, it is possible to achieve complete control of the host. This is currently used to keep the authorities in check and eliminate any potential threats to the project from outside sources, by instilling an urge inside the hosts, which compels them to protect the radio tower at all costs, even at the risks of their own lives. 
 
    Day 114 
 
    One of the new residents, Jennifer Cook, from client [REDACTED] is beginning to suspect the radio tower is meddling with the residents’ minds. This is due to her not being integrated with the hive yet and therefore being aware of the residents’ hypnotic states during signal broadcast. She is to be monitored more closely. 
 
    Day 123 
 
    Jennifer Cook detained by facility guards. She was found in the forested area outside the facility. Her intentions are unclear, however due to exposure and the danger she poses to the project, she will remain in confinement and continue to be exposed to the signal. 
 
    Day 143 
 
    Staff members complaining of buzzing in their ears. Suspected placebo effect, since all facility members are strictly monitored for safety procedures during broadcast. Visit to facility doctor and psychologist showed no changes in brainwave activity. 
 
    Day 151 
 
    One staff member went into a trance during broadcast. He was detained and will be examined for further analysis. 
 
    Day 160 
 
    More and more staff members complaining of buzzing in ears, headaches and memory loss. 
 
    The file abruptly ended there. Chris’ hadn’t even realized how quickly his heart was beating, until he stopped reading the file. The hand which hovered above the laptop’s touchpad was trembling badly, but he couldn’t stop now. He had to know what happened over here. Did the signal somehow kill them all? He clicked on the second file. After a moment of loading, it opened. It said: 
 
    Instructions on control of radio signal 
 
    Under the title was a lot of technical mumbo-jumbo, which explained how the facility members used the radio tower to manipulate the signal and therefore control the inhabitants of Woodberry. Although Chris didn’t understand much of the text there, one thing was clear – the project members knew exactly what they were doing. 
 
    Under the file was another title: 
 
    Observations of subjects 
 
    Stage 1: Subjects’ brainwave activity impacted, with no visible external signs in behavioral changes 
 
    Stage 2: Subjects complaining of buzzing in ears during signal transmission 
 
    Stage 3: Subjects complaining of headaches during signal transmission 
 
    Stage 4: Partial mind manipulation, subjects enter hypnotic state 
 
    Stage 5: Full control of the host (side effects include buzzing in ears, headaches, reduction in negative emotions such as sadness, depression, etc.) 
 
    The file ended there. Chris hovered above the next one on the list, which was a video. He double clicked it and a video player with a black screen opened in the middle of the screen. Chris double tapped the video to enter full-screen. After a moment of loading, the black picture changed and Chris was faced with the view of a security guard in a chair, in front of the camera.  
 
    The guard was around 40 years old, with short, black hair and a grimace on his face which expressed pain. He was holding one of his hands on his stomach and despite the video being choppy at times, Chris realized that the man’s hand was covered in fresh blood. 
 
    Behind him was a small desk and it didn’t take Chris long to realize that he was looking at the guard whose corpse was behind him right now. 
 
    “Okay…” The guard said, turning the laptop with his available hand, so that it he was in the middle of the frame. “Everything’s gone to shit.” 
 
    He panted a few times, looking to the left, presumably outside of the door. He looked back at the laptop camera and continued. 
 
    “This is security officer Mark Reynolds. I’m one of the guards who volunteered to participate in the HMS-23 program. The project was run by a small, independent organization with no official name. It was established by Rick Adams, who acted as the director and lead scientist in the project. There were 45 members recruited altogether, but by now, most of them, probably all of them except me, are either dead or brainwashed by the signal.” 
 
    He looked outside the door once more, contorting his face into an even more painful grimace, hissing as he turned his bloodied palm towards himself and then placed it back on his stomach wound. He continued, breathing harshly.  
 
    “It all started about a month ago, when staff members started complaining of headaches. No one took them seriously, said it was the placebo effect. We had simple safety procedures to avoid being affected by the signal. Every night we’d use soundproof earphones and besides that, we had a daily dose of signal suppressant which every member on the compound was strictly forced to consume. A very simple, but effective way to stop the signal from penetrating your brain.” 
 
    He opened the drawer in front of him and with a crinkling sound, raised a bag of candies. 
 
    “Mint.” he said, before putting the bag back down and closing the drawer. “We were forced to eat mint daily, since it proved to be a good signal blocker in the initial testing phase. Everyone had to take one after each meal daily. The distribution of mint was completely cut off from Woodberry, so that the residents couldn’t get their hands on it and prevent the signal from reaching them. But we underestimated the signal. It’s a lot stronger up here than we originally thought.” 
 
    He took a few short breaths, before continuing. 
 
    “At first, the people with headaches were ignored, but once they started going into hypnotic states like the townsfolk down there, they were detained. However, more and more people started getting affected. The truth is, everyone is affected by the signal, some like me are just affected at a slower rate. I hear buzzing in my ears and it’s only a matter of time until I become like them, too. Two nights ago, only 23 members remained who were still normal…  and then the majority got affected during the signal broadcast. Take a look at this.” 
 
    He groaned as he grabbed the laptop with one hand and turned it so that it faced the monitors on the wall. Despite the heavy shaking of Reynolds’ hand, Chris saw the camera feeds covered with people who stood frozen in a trance-like state, just like he saw on Jennifer’s video, just like he himself experienced it.  
 
    They were facing in various directions, but were so still that Chris thought the cameras may have been frozen. There were also various corpses on the cameras. Reynolds clicked around on the video timeframe, fast-forwarding the camera feed. It showed snippets of the videos from throughout the entire day, but despite clicking on different timeframes, Chris saw barely any changes. 
 
    Most of the people stood still in every snippet for over twenty-four hours, with more and more people lying on the ground the further Reynolds fast-forwarded. 
 
    “Look at this. They’ve been fucking standing there for hours now.” Reynolds turned the camera back to himself and said. 
 
    “Most of the people went into a fucking trance, with only a few of us remaining. The few of us who were not affected tried to quietly get to the control panel and shut it down, but as soon as one of my unit members made a step too close to the panel, all the afflicted people turned their heads towards him simultaneously and started screaming like crazy. Before we even realized what was going on, the security member was ripped into pieces by the crowd and the rest of us were attacked. 
 
    In all that mess, I managed to get to the holding cells and release Jennifer. She managed to get out, so I hope she’s okay. But if she goes back to town, she’s fucked. As for me, I got chased, but managed to get into the security room. All my other teammates died before being able to reach it. I locked the door and got ready to shoot my way through them once they burst inside, but interestingly enough, they didn’t come after me. I looked at the cameras and they were again back to their trance-like state. 
 
    I tried reaching the control panel once since then, but it’s like… even though no one saw me go there, it’s like they knew. As soon as I got too close, everyone, every single one of them started running at me at the same time and I was forced to retreat. One of them stabbed me on my way back here and soon as I stumbled into the security room, they stopped in front of the threshold and just continued staring in their fucking hypnotized state. Check it out.” 
 
    He moved the laptop with his trembling hand so that it faced the door and sure enough, there was a bald man in a lab coat staring directly at Reynolds, but not moving and not blinking. Behind the man were a few other people, staring at the door. Chris felt shivers run down his spine. Reynolds moved the laptop back towards himself before continuing. 
 
    “The signal was supposed to create an obedient and productive group of people, but something went terribly wrong in the process and now they’re like zombies. The signal programs the people to protect the tower at all costs. Despite me having a gun, they never stopped coming at me, even when I shot a few of them. And since then, they’ve been dropping dead one by one, literally just dropping dead, probably due to dehydration and exhaustion. Since the signal is programmed to automatically broadcast every few days, the only way to stop it is to manually override it or destroy the control panel in the control room. It’s pretty fragile, so just a few bullets should do it. I can’t do it, though.” 
 
    He took a few more shallow breaths, before continuing. 
 
    “I’m badly wounded and can hardly move. And I doubt my teammates will come to their senses any time soon. Whoever finds this, you have to stop the signal, it’s the only way, otherwise you’ll be affected, too.” 
 
    He raised his handgun and said. 
 
    “Three more bullets. Not going to try to be a hero. I guess I deserve this. I knew what I was signing up for, but the pay was too good to pass up. I guess I hoped I’d get an easy way out of debt. Lindsey… Shane… I’m sorry…” 
 
    His breathed calmly through his nose, as he raised his gun and put it up to his temple. He closed his eyes and his steady nasal breathing got audibly faster and more quivering. A bang resounded, so loud that it startled Chris. Reynolds’ head was seen for a split second, blood spraying in the air, before it fell down on the laptop and the camera moving upwards, staring now at the ceiling. The footage continued playing for two more hours, but Chris skipped through it, until the video ended. 
 
    “Jesus.” He mumbled to himself, as he glanced at Reynolds’ body.  
 
    There was only one more file. He double-clicked it and waited until it opened.  
 
    CLIENT CONTRACTS 
 
    NOTE: All subjects sent to Woodberry were done so in agreement with the client companies. Fake documents validating their reason for moving to the aforementioned town were forged and sent to all relevant parties. 
 
    Under the notice were columns listed as subject, client and date. Chris scrolled down to see a list of names of people he didn’t know, next to company names, some of which he recognized and finally the date, marked as green if the date had already passed and red if not. There were dozens of names listed and the only one caught Chris’ attention. 
 
    Jennifer Cook     Roberts and Partners Inc.     07.12. 
 
    He scrolled further down, when another name caught his attention. 
 
    Chris Townsend       Telco Media     10.06. 
 
    His own name. He stared at it for what felt like minutes, even though in reality it was probably just seconds. He bargained with himself that this must have been some mistake, but it was clear – it was no mistake. Once he came to terms with that, hot, white rage boiled within him and overtook him. He was beyond mad.  
 
    His company planned to send him here all along. There probably never was an important project and he probably wasn’t sent here due to his bad performance, either. They threw him here like a lab rat. And Frank lied to his face. He must have known, how could he not? Chris wanted nothing more than to go back home and strangle his old boss with a mouse cord. 
 
    He slammed his fist on the table, grunting with anger. He wanted revenge and he was going to get it. He steadied his breathing, in order to calm himself down, before moving on to the next step. He glanced at the camera footage once more. Nothing was moving, so he was free to get to the control panel unobstructed. Determined more than ever, he firmly grabbed the gun in his pocket and pulled it out and exited the security room and went in search of the tower.  
 
    The facility was much larger than it looked on the outside, the hallways stretching far more than he expected. He tried to look for signs of where the control room would be, but all he saw were signs like RESTING AREA, SECURITY, CREW QUARTERS, etc. He was entirely disoriented, with no idea where the control room could be, so he decided he would check every single room in hopes of finding it. It would be pretty clear when he found it, right? There’s no way he would miss something like that. 
 
    He turned right and a grin appeared on his face when he saw the sign on the wall that said CONTROL PANEL with an arrow pointing to the right. He looked down the long hallway, which seemed to be leading in one direction. Four corpses were strewn on the floor, blood covering a big portion of the ground and walls around them, suggesting they were killed by the tower’s puppets in a violent way. This hallway was different than the others, too, in a way that there were no other doors on the adjacent walls. Chris was overcome with absolute certainty that this was the right place. 
 
    He strode towards the double doors at the end, the rage subsiding, but still present enough to give him an excuse to shoot whoever stood in his way. The door seemed to be electronic, but it was closed only halfway, since the hand of a scientist who was lying on the floor was blocking it from closing. Chris stepped over the body and went inside the room. 
 
    The first thing that struck him was the enormity of the room. Not only was it a gigantic room, but it was also very tall. Corpses of both security members and scientists were splayed all over the floor, making the room look like a mass grave. There was blood everywhere, but a lot of the members looked like they were sleeping peacefully, despite the color being drained from their faces.  
 
    In the middle of this vast room was the root of the tower, rising from the ground with its four steel beams, each beam wider than a thick tree and disappearing into the ceiling. At the foot of the tower and in front of the corpse pile was a huge control panel, with dozens of buttons and levers, resembling a space station. On top of the control panel was a mounted monitor, with a green screen which showed some statistics. When Chris got closer, he realized that there were a message and a timer on the screen as well.  
 
    Automatic transmission ON 
 
    Next transmission in: 61:48:41 
 
    The timer was counting down by the second, but below there was another message: 
 
    Disable automatic transmission? YES / NO 
 
    Chris tapped on the YES message on the screen, but he got a red message saying. 
 
    Please verify your identity 
 
    Username: 
 
    Password: 
 
    “Dammit.” Chris shook his head. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He knew that destroying the tower would be a better option anyway. He took a step back and pointed the gun at the control panel. He thought about Daniel, about Jennifer, but most of, all he thought about Clara. He put his finger on the trigger. 
 
    “Drop it, champ.” A stern, all-too familiar voice came from behind him. 
 
    Chris spun around and pointed the gun at the person and lo-and-behold, there he was. His neighbor stood there, with a menacing look on his face. He was holding Clara and standing behind her. Clara’s face was contorted in fear, tears streaming down her cheeks, as Jim held a gun to her head. 
 
    “Drop the gun, or I’ll blow her brains out.” Jim said with such finality, that Chris knew he wasn’t joking. 
 
    “Alright, Jim. Okay.” Chris raised his hands in a motion to indicate he was giving up. 
 
    He slowly bent down and placed the handgun on the floor. 
 
    “Kick it here.” Jim said. 
 
    Chris hesitantly complied, to which Jim smiled. 
 
    “Atta boy. Now, was all this really necessary? Did you really have to make me go through all this trouble, cancel all my plans to chase you all the way up here?! The family and I were gonna go to a restaurant for a nice dinner!” he asked, bringing the barrel of the gun closer to Clara’s temple, to which she closed her eyes, sobbing quietly. 
 
    Chris could see the anger in Jim’s eyes and it was unlike any he’s ever seen before in his neighbor. He had to defuse him, before he did something irrational. He was sure that Jim wouldn’t hesitate to kill Clara, just like he killed Daniel and probably some other meddlers.  
 
    “Jim, you’re not yourself. This tower is fucking evil, don’t you see that? It’s controlling all of you. It’s programmed you to protect it.” 
 
    “No, Chris. The tower is not evil.” Jim shook his head “It’s good. It’s helping us.” 
 
    “You’re deluded, Jim. The tower is controlling you, don’t you get it?” 
 
    “Shut up! You have no idea what you’re talking about. You waltz into Woodberry and all of a sudden you think you know what’s best for the town. Just like Daniel. I’m not proud of the things I’ve done, Chris. But I did it to protect the town!” With each shout, he brought the gun just a little closer to Clara’s temple and she winced with each jerky movement he made. 
 
    “You’re so full of shit, Jim.” Chris shook his head. 
 
    Jim seemed amused by this. He chuckled maniacally, feverishly holding Clara by her shoulder. Chris looked at her, trying to give her a reassuring glance. 
 
    “Let Clara go. She’s innocent.” He proclaimed calmly. 
 
    Jim stared at Chris with a crazy look in his eye, before swinging his gun hand around frantically and saying. 
 
    “You kids just don’t…” He stopped speaking and blinked furiously a few times “You don’t understand what’s—“ 
 
    He shook his head violently and put his gun hand to it, as if staving off a migraine. Chris and Clara looked at each other in unanimous understanding. Chris nodded slightly and that was all Clara needed. She pushed Jim away and scrambled forward. Chris rushed and before Jim could regain his composure, he tackled him to the ground. A loud bang resounded in the room and Jim dropped his gun on the floor. 
 
    They wrestled on the ground and Chris managed to throw a punch, before receiving one himself. His eyes fell on the gun to his right, so he shot up and started running towards it. He felt Jim’s hand wrap around his ankle, before he fell down. Jim was already up and running. He would reach the gun faster than Chris. 
 
    He bent down and picked up the gun, turning to face Chris with a victorious grin. Another bang resounded in the room and Jim fell sideways with a yelp, dropping the gun from his hand. He grabbed his bleeding shoulder, which was skimmed by the bullet that Clara fired. 
 
    “Don’t fucking move!” she hissed, pointing the gun at him, her hands furiously shaking. 
 
    Chris quickly stood up and ran to the gun on the floor and grabbed it. He walked up to Clara, who was sobbing, unaware of his presence, still unwilling to put the gun down. 
 
    “Clara. Hey.” he said, gently placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re okay.” he said, putting the other hand on the gun and taking it away from her. 
 
    She buried her face in his chest, as he wrapped his hands around her, allowing her to cry for a while. Jim stood up and put his back against the wall, holding the shoulder which had blood dripping down his sleeve. Clara finally regained her composure, so she said. 
 
    “What is this place? What were they doing here?” 
 
    “Experimenting.” Chris said, “They were brainwashing people with the tower signal, to mind-control them.” 
 
    Clara shook her head. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly.” Chris said. 
 
    “I do.” Jim remarked. 
 
    Both Clara and Chris looked at him. He looked at his blood-covered palm, before putting it back on the shoulder with a groan.  
 
    “They were trying to find out if people can work as a hive. They were also trying to eliminate negative emotions from people.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit.” Chris said. 
 
    “No, champ. It’s the truth. They had good intentions.” 
 
    “Then why did they program you to kill anyone who gets close to the tower, huh? They transferred people here from other cities in order to experiment on them like guinea pigs!” 
 
    Chris faced the control panel and said. 
 
    “The tower has to be destroyed.” 
 
    He squeezed the gun and pointed it at the control panel, his finger itching to pull the trigger. 
 
    “MY YOUNGEST SON DIED!” Jim recited rapidly, his voice quivering. 
 
    Chris’ finger on the trigger faltered and he turned his head back to Jim, lowering his gun. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    Was this another one of Jim’s tricks? Was he so desperate to protect the tower? He has been brainwashed for months and the report said that the people of Woodberry would basically throw themselves in the path of danger to protect the radio tower, so it would make sense that he was lying to Chris. 
 
    Jim looked down in defeat and then back at Chris with tears in his eyes. With a trembling voice he continued. 
 
    “Matthew was only three. About a year ago, he was playing at home and Sarah and I were too preoccupied with something else. Matthew wandered into the garage and…” He paused, as if having difficulty speaking “…well, he… he had an accident. I rushed him to the hospital but he… he…” 
 
    Tears were flowing down Jim’s cheeks and his voice was so shaky that he could barely speak up. Clara stared at the ground, and Chris was unable to discern what she was thinking. Jim continued on.  
 
    “He didn’t make it. I… I was devastated. Not just for our family, but the whole town. Everybody loved Matthew. He was such a happy kid. You remember Matthew, don’t you Clara? He used to love playing with Rex.” He chuckled a little, before pursing his lips and shaking his head in desperation. 
 
    Clara gave him a look of sympathy, staring with a saddened expression on her face, but not saying anything. Jim put his hands on his hips and exhaled, as if he had just run a marathon. 
 
    “My family was ruined. I started drinking, Sarah was visiting a therapist twice a week and soon we started drifting apart… We completely neglected Philip and Katie, too. We were starting to discuss divorce and I was ready to commit suicide. But then…” 
 
    He looked at the ceiling with a smile and spread his arms welcomingly. 
 
    “But then the tower was built, overnight. I woke up renewed. I had hated my life for months since Matthew tragically died and then one night, it disappeared. The drinking, the depression, the gap between Sarah and I. Gone, just like that. Our family could start anew. A clean slate. And not just us. Damien and Alexis had their own problems, too. Alexis hated living here and was depressed. She wanted to move in back with her mother, but the tower brought her and her husband closer together. And there were many more like that, all that the tower fixed.” 
 
    Chris listened with utter fascination, feeling a mix of pity, understanding and sorrow towards Jim. If what Jim was telling him was true, then losing a child must be a terrible thing. 
 
    “It wasn’t just us that the tower fixed, champ.” Jim said, wiping his tears from his face. “You were sent here for a reason. Do you know why?” 
 
    Clara jerked her head towards Chris. He chuckled. Of course he knew. He knew it ever since he read his name on the file back in the security room. He had suppressed that memory for so long, but it now seemed fresh again, being dug out after staying buried for such a long time. He noticed Jim’s and Clara’s curious gazes, so he sighed and started talking. 
 
    “My fiancé. Helen. We… We started dating in college. We fell in love early on and I thought she was the one that I would spend my life with. We moved in together after college and after eight years of dating, I finally proposed to her. We were about to start planning our wedding, but she always said there’s no need to rush things. And then, things suddenly started to change.” 
 
    Jim and Clara continued listening attentively. Chris sniffled and looked upward, reaching deep for the courage to relay his deepest pain. 
 
    “She met someone else and they started dating. She didn’t want to break things off with me immediately, so she kept it hidden from me for months. And then one day, she just confessed. Said she never loved me, at least not the way she loved Roger. It was hard hearing about my shortcomings compared to him. I guess I deserved it though. I didn’t appreciate her enough and then someone else came along who did. And she…” 
 
    He felt tears welling up in his own eyes. 
 
    “She’s married now. Married Roger just three months after breaking up with me. I couldn’t focus on my work. It lasted much longer than my manager and coworkers were willing to tolerate.” 
 
    He gave Jim a contemptuous glance, ashamed of Clara’s pitying gaze. 
 
    “So yeah, I was sent here for a reason. Because I couldn’t cope with the fact that the woman I planned on spending the rest of my life with is married to another man.” 
 
    He wiped the tears from his eyes. 
 
    “Chris, I’m so sorry.” Clara shook her head with a look of understanding. 
 
    “You’ve felt the effect of the tower. Your pain has slowly been disappearing, hasn’t it?” Jim pointed his finger at Chris. 
 
    Chris didn’t want to admit it, but Jim may have been right. Or maybe it was the time that did its own thing and healed his wounds? Still, he started to feel better so quickly, that he began suspecting he was just in a resting phase or something, and that the pain would return any day. That’s how it always was in the past. Did the tower really wipe away his pain? 
 
    “Now do you understand?” Jim asked with an arched eyebrow. “The tower isn’t evil, Chris. It helps us live a life of bliss that we could never attain anywhere outside of Woodberry. The tower is a blessing.” 
 
    He stared at Chris with anticipation and eagerness.  
 
    “What did you do to Marcy?” Clara asked sternly. 
 
    “Nothing. She’s okay.” Jim said, shooting Clara a glance. “We never wanted to hurt anybody. We just… we just wanted our old lives back.” 
 
    Chris was actually on the fence about everything. He legitimately couldn’t decide what the right choice was. Should he destroy the tower and give everyone freedom, but in doing so bring them their pain back? Or should he leave it and allow them to live their blissful and oblivious lives?  
 
    He looked at Clara, who was staring at him, with apparently the same kind of confusion as he himself faced. He looked back at Jim, who was still staring at him in anticipation, with worry and what looked to Chris like fear. He thought about Jennifer, about Daniel, about Marcy, and everyone else who may have fallen victim to the tower and the experiment. He looked at Jim once more and said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jim. But we have to take responsibility for your own actions.” 
 
    Jim’s eyes widened, but before he could say anything, Chris turned around and started blasting away at the tower. Loud bangs filled the air, causing a ringing in his ears. The control panel crackled, as electricity started sparking around it. With each bullet, more electricity sputtered to life, before disappearing moments later, the control panel getting more and more dented. The monitor was already entirely destroyed and it fell down with a loud thud. 
 
    Chris lowered his gun, the crackling sounds slowly fading away, leaving nothing but an eerie silence in the room. He dropped the now empty gun on the floor and turned to face Clara and Jim. Jim was on his knees, weeping, while Clara, who had previously been covering her ears with her hands, now put them down. 
 
    “I’m sorry Jim.” Chris said, as he approached his neighbor. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through. But you can’t live your life like this. Suffering is a part of life. The tower took away your free will and your emotions. The fact that you still feel something means you’re still alive. Without your emotions, you’re no better than a machine. Is that the kind of future you want for your children to have?” 
 
    Jim looked up at him with red eyes, not uttering a word. Chris knelt down and put his hand on Jim’s shoulder.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go back. Your family needs you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    By the time they got out of the compound, the fog had dispersed and the sun shone brightly in the sky. 
 
    “Alright, how do we get back down?” Chris scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “This way.” Clara said, and pointed at the somewhat visible beaten path. 
 
    It was evident that vehicles went through here a bit, probably when the facility was being constructed and Chris wondered where they would end up when they reached the end of the road. His question was soon answered by a lethargic Jim. 
 
    “We can follow it for a while, but we’ll have to take a turn somewhere in the middle. Otherwise we’ll end up way off course.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Chris asked. 
 
    Jim shrugged and said. 
 
    “I just do.” 
 
    Following the trail made things a lot easier and faster for them than when they made their way up the night before. The crew was silent the whole time, the chirping of birds and gentle blowing of the breeze through the branches being the only thing that followed them. Chris kept a close eye on Jim, who was in front and walked limply like a zombie, with his head down the entire time. Somehow, he was sure that Jim wouldn’t do anything to hurt him or Clara, but that’s not what worried Chris. He was worried that Jim might try to hurt himself instead. 
 
    Chris wanted to strike up a conversation, in order to lighten the mood, but he was just so tired. He was cold, hungry, thirsty and exhausted and he could see on the faces of his neighbors that they were in the same predicament. They should have looked for some supplies back when they were in the facility, but back then the only thing that was on Chris’ mind was getting the hell out of there. 
 
    “Here.” Jim said after about fifteen minutes of walking, devoid of any intonation, as he pointed to the right of the trail. 
 
    Chris couldn’t see anything particular there, but from his sense of orientation, he could tell that if they continued following the trail, they’d end up in the exact opposite direction of where they wanted to be. Jim took point and started trekking through the broken branches and leaves, which made their journey harder, but the fact that the path went downhill consistently was encouraging to Chris.  
 
    It took them about an extra hour until the trees started clearing out and the town came into view. They somehow ended up directly in front of the block which led to their homes. Jim sure knew his way around the hills and Chris was certain that it wasn’t due to his experience hiking, but something that the tower did to him. Maybe in addition to the known effects, it also improved the subjects’ sense of orientation leading up to the tower, or something. 
 
    When they finally reached the bottom of the hill and returned to town, they were met with a worried Sarah, waiting in front of the house. 
 
    “Jim!” Her eyes widened when she saw the state Jim was in, so she rushed to the group. 
 
    The two of them embraced each other and wept. It looked like crying from relief, but at the same time, desperation. Across the road, Marcy stood on the porch of Chris’ house. Rex sat by her side patiently, but upon seeing his owner, he rushed to Clara with a wagging tail. Clara ran to meet him. 
 
    “Hi, boy! Did you miss me?” she said with a high-pitched tone, as she knelt down and playfully patted her dog. 
 
    Rex could hardly contain his joy, as he pranced around and nuzzled Clara. Chris took a step closer to them, but let them have their moment of reunion. Clara stood up and turned around, accidentally bumping into Chris. She stared up at him with her mouth half-agape for a moment, before he suddenly kissed her. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if she would resist. The way she put her hand on his cheek and returned the kiss was his answer. When they pulled away, Clara was blushing. Marcy soon approached them with a wide grin on her face. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you both safe, dearies. Oh, I was so worried. Those woods up there are not for the likes of people. Very dangerous.” She frowned and shook her head anxiously. 
 
    “Thank you, Marcy.” Chris said. 
 
    Clara continued staring at him, before turning to hug the old lady. Chris glanced back at Jim and Sarah. Sarah was walking Jim back into the house, as he seemed to be too distressed to move properly. As the doors closed behind them, Marcy said quietly. 
 
    “Don’t worry. They will be okay. Pain is a part of life. Even if it’s something as horrible as what happened to them.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, where everyone stared at the ground. Marcy clapped her hands together and said. 
 
    “Well! Who wants some cookies?” 
 
    Chris looked at Marcy suspiciously when he heard the word ‘cookies’. Marcy noticed this, so she wryly chuckled and shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, dearie. They’re not mint-flavored.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Alright, thank you.” O’Malley took the folder from the soldier, who saluted him and left the lab. 
 
    He looked at the folder which had the TOP SECRET banner on it. He gently placed it on his desk and opened it, scrolling through the documents. The paper on top disclosed the details of the HMS-23 project and how the entire operation went. The rest of the papers had names of the project participants in the Queen Facility, as well as the subjects of Woodberry and otherwise. 
 
    Five separate files were among the papers, going into detailed explanations of the subjects. O’Malley murmured, as he skimmed through the papers and stacked them on top of one another: 
 
    “Daniel Lukanski … deceased, okay. Poisoned. Jennifer Cook, deceased… alright.” He stopped on Jennifer’s file to read it in more details “Was detained by the guards, but managed to escape. Interesting.” 
 
    He tossed Jennifer’s file on top of Daniel’s and continued reading. 
 
    “Chris Townsend. Status, alive, okay. Partially affected by the signal. Clara Jenkins. Status, alive. Almost fully affected. Saved by the bell on that one I guess.” 
 
    He tossed both files aside and got to the next one: 
 
    “Marcy Bellic. Unaffected. Hm.” He read through the file in more detail “Subject consumed large doses of mint on a daily basis. It is unknown if she was aware of the mint’s effect as a suppressant or how she acquired it, since mint and mint-related product imports to Woodberry have been halted. What are you hiding, Marcy?” 
 
    He looked at the picture of the old lady who smiled at the camera. She seemed too innocent and too sweet, so he felt a pang of guilt. Dismissing that thought, he finally tossed the file aside and murmured. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter now.” He rearranged the documents and closed the folder. 
 
    He put it under his arm and left the lab. 
 
    “Sir.” The armed soldier outside greeted him. 
 
    “I need to get these to the colonel. If I find someone inside again when I get back, I’m gonna make sure you get demoted and transferred to a base even more remote than this one. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The soldier nodded. 
 
    O’Malley strode down the corridor and entered the elevator. He input the code on the keypad and it ascended to the 4th floor. Upon the doors opening, two armed soldiers saluted O’Malley and stepped aside to let him pass. He walked down the long corridor and reached a door which had two more soldiers in front. O’Malley stopped and said. 
 
    “Major O’Malley. I’m here to see the colonel.” 
 
    “One moment, sir.” One of the soldiers said and spoke into his radio “Colonel sir, Major O’Malley wants to speak to you.” 
 
    A moment of silence ensued, before the radio crackled and a voice over it said. 
 
    “Let him in.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The soldier responded. 
 
    The other soldier took a card out of his pocket and swiped it across the sensor next to the door. The door opened with a whoosh and the armed men stepped aside. O’Malley went through what looked like a waiting room and stepped in front of the next door. It slid open and he stepped inside an ostentatious office. 
 
    There were hunting trophies on each of the walls and a shelf full of books on the right side. A display case was on the left side and although O’Malley couldn’t see what it was, he assumed there was a historical artifact or a weapon inside. An old man in a uniform sat at the desk, with dozens of medals decorating his chest. He was looking down and taking some notes in a notebook. 
 
    “Sir.” O’Malley saluted the colonel. 
 
    “Come on in, Major.” The colonel said without even bothering to look up at him. 
 
    O’Malley stood at attention in front of the colonel, patiently waiting for him to finish whatever he was doing. 
 
    “What can I do for you, O’Malley?” he finally asked, as he put his pen down and crossed his fingers, looking up at the major. 
 
    “I’m bringing you the notes of the HMS-23 project, sir.” he said, as he handed him the folder. 
 
    The colonel grabbed it and slowly scrolled through the papers in silence, occasionally tapping his index finger on the wooden surface of the desk, killing the awkward silence just a little. 
 
    “So, these subjects, they’re in Woodberry right now?” he finally asked, as he closed the folder and looked up at O’Malley. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Do you want them taken care of?” 
 
    “No. All evidence has already been erased from the Queen Facility, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then leave them be. I think they’ve earned it. They helped us gather enough data to make the signal better next time and Woodberry is of no interest to us anymore.” 
 
    He handed the folder back to O’Malley. 
 
    “Sir, are you sure? I mean, they could still be a threat to-“ 
 
    “I’m sure, Major. Now, are we ready to begin project HMS-24?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Everything is set in place and we’ve taken the necessary precautions to avoid the incident from last time.” 
 
    The colonel nodded. 
 
    “Good work, Major. Dismissed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Final notes 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading my book. If you enjoyed it, I encourage you to leave your honest review on the Amazon product page. Reviews may not mean a lot to the big guys, but they help small-time authors like me. 
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