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Also, the Agents Brick Roscoe
totally did not force me to say that. I did so of my own
volition.
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Chapter One




I
was perched precariously on a step ladder outside the front door,
with one crutch on the this-is-not-a-step step and the other extended over my head, knocking down the
chain of wasp nests that had appeared in the shape of an omega
above the store’s entrance. Wasp removal was one of the manifold
responsibilities of the night shift manager. I couldn’t complain;
it made the most sense to get them while they were sleeping. Plus,
the day shift clerks returned the favor whenever we had a bat
infestation.

This was a typical
Friday night at the gas station—a fact that meant virtually nothing
to me. I’d been working the same fixed schedule, from ten PM to ten
AM, every single day since the latest grand reopening, and it
looked like I’d continue to do so until the owners could find
somebody else dumb enough to pick up night shifts (or until I was
no longer able to perform the essential duties of my job, whichever
came first).

I stopped checking
the calendar a long time ago. Holding onto labels of time made
about as much sense as naming napkins; they all get used up in the
end anyway. The only reason I even knew it was Friday was because
of that talkative group of teenagers from out of state.

There were six of them. They came crammed together inside a
sixties-style hippie van with
declarations on the back proudly proclaiming “hammock life,” “my
other ride is a bike,” and other such carefree
bumperstickerisms.

As
the teens poured out of the
vehicle, it was to the sound of hearty laughter that went on a hair
too long to sound natural. Two of the guys high-fived one another
completely unprompted. The driver, a well-built teen with broad
shoulders and a letterman jacket, called out to the others,
“Alright gang, time to stock up. This is the last stop before our
cabin getaway!”

I
was halfway through my task, trying to get the rest of the nests
down before the sting-demons had a chance to awaken and launch a
counterattack. I certainly
didn’t mean to give the teenagers any heed, but they were being
unnecessarily loud and communicative... almost like they
wanted me to pay attention.

The
girl with the blonde hair, pink crop top, and belly button piercing
held an oversized cell phone
into the air and announced in a valley-girl accent, “What the eff?
My phone isn’t working. Is anyone else’s phone not
working?”

The
lankier of the two high-fivers pulled out a joint from behind his
ear and carelessly lit it right as the driver started pumping gas. After a short toke, he wagged
a finger at her and said, “Now Bethany, didn’t you know? We’re in
God’s country now. That means no cell service, no Starbucks, not a
single luxury. And most of all, no more tethers to the hivemind.
Just us and nature for two whole days of R and R. Remember, if you
hear any banjo music, it’s time to start running!”

He
laughed obnoxiously while the other girl—an ethnically ambiguous
brunette with thick glasses, a nose ring, and a turtleneck
sweater—gave him a playful
punch to the shoulder, saying, “Knock it off, Liam! That isn’t
funny. This place is super creepy already.” As if to demonstrate
her point, she stared out at the dark woods and
shuddered.

“Relax, Mechelle!” said the remaining guy—an
unconventionally
handsome artistic type with long hair and a short goatee. “There’s
nothing to be afraid of out here.”

“Well, Asher, it’s giving me the heebie jeebies,” Mechelle
responded. “Let’s get inside while Landon pumps the
gas.”

I
let them pass me into the store before knocking the final nest free. As I carefully
climbed down from my spot, a thought occurred to me. One minute
ago, I didn’t even know these teenagers existed, yet now I knew
five of their names. I couldn’t figure out why that irritated me so
much.

I
never quite understood teenagers, even back when I was one, and not much had
changed in the few years since. I was, for all intents and
purposes, a fully-formed adult, stuck at that annoying age that
older folks considered “still a kid” and the government considered
“totally draftable.” At least I could buy my own alcohol. But if I
went too long without a haircut, I could pass for a latter-year
teen, which might explain why Landon felt so comfortable striking
up a conversation.

“I see you’re admiring the
ride,” he said with a smile. He kept
his eyes on me as he cradled the gas pump. I must have been staring
off into space, something Landon probably misinterpreted as
sociable interest. Before I had the chance to correct him, he was
already standing next to me. I didn’t even see him walk over. It
was like my mind dropped a few frames for efficiency’s
sake.

“That’s an original Volkswagen T1 Samba,” he said, boldly assuming
those words would mean anything to me. “Refurbished it myself over
the summer. Pretty sexy, huh?” 

“Yeah,” I said, trying to remember how to do vehicular small talk.
“It looks quite impressive. How much RAM does it get?”

He cocked his head. “How much what?”

Oh
right. That’s not a car term. Try something else.
“I said it looks impressive. What
kind of torque do you pull with that thing?”

A
flurry of shadows swept across the pavement. Landon jumped
backwards, screaming, “What
the hell?!” In an instant, a swarm of red-eyed beasts had overtaken
the area by our feet, snatching up the fallen wasp nests, fighting
over them and hissing loudly. When one of them took a bite at my
left crutch, I screamed gibberish at the top of my lungs until the
crowd had scattered back from whence it came. As quickly as the
moment started, it was over. I didn’t even have to look to know
that the raccoons had made off with the last of the wasp nests. I
took a second and patted my pocket to make sure my wallet was still
there, then nodded towards the entrance and said, “We’d best get
indoors. The raccoons startle easily, but they’ll soon be back, and
in greater numbers.”

He
brushed past me, grabbed the door, and held it open. “After you, bro.”

Before I turned to go back inside, I accidentally noticed
the lone girl waiting by herself inside the van with her eyes
closed and a pair of
headphones over her ears. She almost looked like she was sleeping,
but the slight nod of her head told me she was just lost in a
song.

 


***

 


With wasp duty out of the way, I took my regular spot
behind the counter and grabbed the paperback novel
about rock monsters I’d
started reading earlier that night. Before I could find my dogear,
Bethany yelled out to the room, “This weekend is going to be so
lit!”

She
was taking a selfie by the boiled peanuts. I sipped my cold coffee
and thought to myself, what a
strange thing to say.

Mechelle responded from the other side of the room,
“I’m just glad we finally get
a chance to relax. After what happened to Rory’s boyfriend, she
really needs this.”

Okay, so Rory must be the one waiting in the van. Wait, why
am I listening to
them?

I turned my eyes back
to the pages of my book and tried to find where I’d left off, but
Liam’s stoner-bro voice broke my fragile concentration with a loud,
“Aw yeah! We’re gonna relax alright! I got party favors to last the
whole trip. No cops. No teachers. No phones. Just the six of us
having the time of our lives!”

Well he’s probably going to be the first to die.
I shook my head. Dammit, Jack! Stop eavesdropping. It’s
rude!

I
opened the drawer below the register as Bethany excitedly
proclaimed, “I still can’t believe
your grandfather had a spare cabin way out in the woods that nobody
ever used, and now we get to borrow it for the whole
weekend!”

Oh come on! Who even talks like that?

I
found the box of earplugs, fished out two fresh ones, and stuffed them in deep. Now, it was just
me and the book and my thoughts…

Should I say something?

The
idea surprised me. No, of
course not. Why would I say
anything? I don’t get involved. I don’t stir the pot. Prime
directive. Do not interfere. Whatever is going to happen is going
to happen, and it’s certainly not going to be my fault.
There are mechanisms in place to protect us from bad things.
Smarter people than me built the system, and I’m not getting paid
to take matters into my own hands.

Logic was on my side,
but something else was at play. I took a breath and tried to wait
it out, but that feeling was only getting stronger.

I really should say something.

I
had been doing this long enough to see the pattern. I knew the
deal. These six were on their
way into the middle of a bad cliché, and the chance that there was
nothing macabre nor murdery waiting for them at that cabin was
practically nonexistent. In this instance, inaction was a conscious
action. If I sat back, if I didn’t at least try and warn them, was
I not complicit?

Conversely, they made it this far despite the
obvious warning signs. What
could I possibly do this late in the game? I could point to the
missing persons posters on the board. I could describe the
countless disappearances in this area over the last several years.
I could insist and swear and beg, but there was no way in hell I’d
convince them of what was in store. These six strangely attractive
teenagers might hear my words, but they weren’t going to listen.
I’d just come across as a raving lunatic. But then again, what do I
care if I embarrass myself? They’ll all be dead soon anyway,
right?

I
suddenly noticed that the teens were standing together on the other
side of my counter like they were waiting to have their photo
taken. I had no idea how long
they’d been there, watching me. A small hill of junk food and
various other supplies were neatly piled up in front of me.
How did I miss that?

I removed my earplugs, but the room remained
silent.

“Sorry,” I said to no response.
They were as
motionless as statues, smiling, staring, like they were patiently
biding their time, ready to speak but needing the right
cue. 

I asked, “Did you find everything you were
looking for?”

Mechelle opened her eyes wide and lowered her chin. “Is
it true?”

What a stupidly vague
question. Did she think this
conversation wasn’t interesting enough without some kind of
dramatic amuse-bouche? Was she trying to pad the run time? I almost
didn’t answer her at all out of spite, but I needed them to like me
(or at least, not hate me) if I was going to convince them that
they were in imminent danger. 

“Is what true?” I asked
begrudgingly.

“Is it true that there
used to be a murder cult in these woods?”

Liam jumped in before I could answer, “I heard they all
died out here, but the bodies
were never found.” Bethany gasped. Liam smiled mischievously and
continued, “They say that sometimes, on full moon nights, you can
still see what’s left of the cult roaming around the
forest.”

Bethany put her hand against her cheek and shouted, “No way!”

“Relax, Bethany,” said Asher. “He’s just trying
to scare you. There’s no such thing as
cultists!”

“Well,” Mechelle started, leaning ever closer to
me, “You look like a local.” (I’m sure she didn’t intend that as an
insult, but ouch.)

“So?”

“So, is it true?”

What was I supposed to say? Was I supposed to tell them
what really happened to the Mathmetists? That they all but one died, came back as zombies,
then died again? Was I supposed to lie? Would it matter if I tried
to scare them into abandoning their weekend trip? Or would that
mean that I was accepting my role in this ridiculous plot? How
could I complain about the rules of the game while also agreeing to
play? 

An idea struck me: I could call the
sheriff’s department. 

Well, maybe not the
department itself. Technically speaking, I was forbidden from
phoning them directly ever since the snowmen army incident, when they accused me of wasting their time over a “bogus
emergency” (if they had only gotten here a little sooner, they
would have found all the evidence they needed instead of a parking
lot covered in puddles and Jerry with a Super Soaker full of
gasoline). These days, if I wanted help from the proper
authorities, I had to call the deputy—the one assigned to gas
station duty—for assistance. But that was a nonstarter.

His
name was Love. I never got his first name, but he instructed me to
call him “Love”
(no thank
you) or “Deputy,” or if I was
feeling especially formal: “Deputy Love.” I avoided referring to
him at all whenever possible, and he seemed quite content with
that. He took gas station duty in stride, but he was vocal about
the fact that this was not the job he signed up for, and I would be
unwise to expect any sort of above or
beyond from him. If I needed a ride somewhere, I had to give
at least an hour’s notice. If there was an emergency during his
off-hours, it would just have to wait. If he were on a lunch break
and I was being murdered in front of him, then that would fall
under the broad category of “Too bad, so sad” (his exact words). I
had to admit, in another life, Deputy Love would have made a
perfect gas station employee.

Still, even if the
sheriff’s department wasn’t willing to step in, I couldn’t just
abdicate my own moral responsibility to—

“Hey bro,” said Landon. “Are you okay?”

“Sorry?”

“I’m only asking because we asked you a question,
and you’ve been sitting there, staring at the counter for the last two
minutes.”

“You guys know you’re in
the middle of a bad story, don’t you?”

“Whoa, dude,” said Liam.
“Are you being,
like, meta
right now?”

“I’m just saying you don’t seem adequately
prepared for the woods. Have any of you ever actually been to this town before? Weird
things happen here. It might be more dangerous than you’re
anticipating.”

Landon spoke for the
group. “Don’t worry, bro. Nothing bad is gonna happen to us. As
long as we don’t stop for any more hitchhikers, we should get where
we’re going well before that crazy storm rolls in. You see, we’re
staying in my grandfather’s old cabin. He built it himself, along
with his friend, a man we used to call Uncle Icky. He talked about
that cabin a lot shortly before passing away a few years ago,
leaving me a cryptic note in his diary. Back when I was a young
child, Uncle Icky—”

“STOP DOING EXPOSITION!” I
shouted.

“‘Crazy storm’?” asked Mechelle. “But I wanted to go hiking! What
are we supposed to do if it rains the whole weekend?”

Liam proudly declared, “I brought a Ouija board!”

“Why?!” I demanded. “Why would you bring
a Ouija board to a
cabin in the middle of nowhere? Why do you even own a Ouija
board?”

Bethany giggled and whispered to Mechelle, “Hey, he’s kinda
cute. Maybe we should invite
him to come with us.” (Except it wasn’t a whisper because everyone
could hear her.)

This wasn’t working. I needed a different approach. “What I’m trying to say is that there are bears.
Okay?”

Bethany gasped and covered her mouth. “Bears?! What kind of bears?”

“Relax, Bethany,” said
Asher. “He’s just trying to scare us. There’s no such thing as
bears!”

I
closed and rubbed my achy
eyes. Oh my god. It’s like
they can’t wait to die.

“Look, buddy, we really don’t want any trouble.”
I reopened my eyes to
see Landon extending a thick wad of cash in my direction. “Here,
take this. It should be enough to cover everything. You can keep
the change, and we’ll be on our way.”

“Alright,” I surrendered. “I guess I have no
other choice. You all want to go out into the woods and get murdered to
death, fine! I’m not going
to stop you. But if any of you survive and come waltzing back in
here in a couple of days begging to use the store phone, bring some
change. It’s twenty-five cents a minute, pay in advance, no
exceptions. Consider yourselves warned.”

“Come on,” said Bethany.
“Let’s get out of this dump. That guy is a freakin’
weirdo.”

Landon dropped the
money onto the counter. He and the others laughed as they carried
away their supplies. But before they could reach the exit, their
merriment came to an abrupt end. I noticed the young woman with
headphones around her neck at the same time they did.

Mechelle took her turn to talk. “What are you doing, Rory?! I thought you were
waiting in the van!”

Rory responded, “I
needed to use the bathroom.”

“Don’t take too long,” Bethany warned, throwing a
sideways glance in my direction. “This place is
creepy A.F.”

As
Rory walked past me, I
reached under the counter to see if I still had that gun O’Brien
left with me a few weeks earlier. Sure enough, it was right where
I’d hidden it—in the drawer with the cleaning supplies (the one
place I was confident Jerry wouldn’t find it by accident). As I
held the weapon in my hand, I briefly entertained the thought of
just how much trouble I’d get into if O’Brien knew what I was about
to do, but then I pushed that thought out of my head and checked to
make sure it was still loaded. (It was.)

A
few minutes later, Rory
walked up to the counter with a confused expression on her face. “I
know this is going to sound really weird,” she said, staring back
at the hallway. “But I think there might be a guy dressed up as a
cowboy hanging out in your bathroom.”

“That does sound really weird,” I responded,
trying to work up the nerve to do what I was about to do.

“Even weirder, I didn’t actually see him. And he
didn’t say anything. But I could feel his presence. It felt warm
and comforting and…
cowboyish.” She looked at me for the first time and asked, “Hey,
don’t I know you from somewhere?”

“I highly doubt
it.”

She
leaned against the counter and dropped her head. “Sorry.
These last few days have been long
and strange. I haven’t been sleeping right.”

“I get it. The mind really starts playing tricks on you after a
while, doesn’t it?”

“It does! I’ve tried everything from meditation to medication.
Nothing works.”

I
smiled to myself. “Don’t even get me started on medication. I’m on
so many different drugs ever
since they lopped off my leg. I’m pretty sure half of these pills
aren’t supposed to mix. I never know how much of my crazy is a
symptom or a side effect.”

“Well, have you tried not being
crazy?”

We
shared a brief moment of
laughter until the sound of a van horn cut us off prematurely.
Landon was waving from the driver’s seat, gesturing for her to
hurry it up. I was running out of time.

“Listen, Rory, as long as we’re in the mood to
say weird things to complete strangers, I think you
should know something:
Your cabin getaway is probably going to end with everyone getting
murdered.”

“That makes a lot of
sense,” she said with a nod.

“Here, I think you should
take this with you.”

I
held out the brown paper bag. She took it from me, opened
it wide enough to see the
loaded pistol inside, then closed it back up and whispered, “I’m
not really a gun girl.”

“I know. Me neither. But something tells me
you’re going to need it more than I will. I haven’t seen my stalker
in over a month, and if he feels like coming back for another round, I doubt a handgun
would do much to stop him anyway. But you… you might have a
fighting chance. Watch your back. When people start dying, cut your
losses and get out of there.”

She
stood up straight. “Thanks, Jack, that’s pretty cool of you, and even if none of this is real,
even if all of this is just happening inside your own head, I want
you to know that this was a very kind thing for you to
do.”

“Don’t mention
it.”

Landon leaned onto the van’s horn, signaling the end of our conversation. Rory left with
a sad smile. I felt a fleeting sense of familiarity. She and I were
kindred spirits, off to face our respective destinies with the
knowledge that nothing we said or did mattered. We couldn’t control
the story any more than we could control the weather or the tides.
We were both at its mercy, and after this moment, neither of us
would ever see the other again.

Or
maybe I was high on painkillers, reading way too far into a
fugitive conversation, and giving away a loaded
handgun to a complete
stranger.


Chapter Two




Rosa showed up to work fifteen minutes before her shift was supposed to start. She
had a huge smile on her face and an old paperback in her
hands. 

“Good morning, Sunshine!” she sang as she ran up
to the counter. I
returned her smile and put away my new laptop. I had been working
on a new journal entry about those teenagers in the van while the
details were still fresh on my mind, but it could wait.

“Morning,
Rosa.”

She
dropped the book onto the counter and exclaimed, “I loved this story! I couldn’t put it down! It
was so good!”

I had to laugh. She
was referring to the campy sci-fi drama about space cowboys that
I’d loaned to her a couple of days earlier. One of my favorites,
highly entertaining, but certainly not “good” by any stretch of the
imagination.

“I’m glad you liked it,” I
said.

“I kept thinking how I
didn’t want it to end!”

“Well, you’re in luck.
It’s actually the first one in a series.”

Her eyes lit up. “Really?”

“Yeah, but you might want to hedge
those expectations.
They get progressively weirder with each installment. The author
came down with dementia while he was writing them, and the entirety
of the last book was scribbled on a bathroom wall and transcribed
by his editors.”

“Well, I can’t wait to
see how they did.
Maybe if you loan me book two, I could pay you back with coffee
sometime.”

It didn’t sound like a joke. It sounded like
something else entirely. I had no idea what she was getting at.

“Coffee is free for
employees,” I explained.

“No, I meant maybe we could go somewhere else for coffee.”

“Somewhere where coffee isn’t free?”

“Exactly!”

She wasn’t making any sense.

“Why would we want to do
that when the coffee here is free for employees?”

She
didn’t have any response other than a blank stare
and prolonged,
“Uhhh...” 

Have I done that
thing again where I accidently make someone feel uncomfortable? Did
I say something? Did I not say something?

The
sound of a car door slamming prompted her to look away, but only
for a moment. When she snapped her attention back to me, her cheerful demeanor had been
replaced by a look of pure distress. I knew something was wrong,
even before she leaned across the counter and frantically whispered
the coded message: “Casper
Van Dien!”

The
words instantly put me into super defense mode—the benefits of
which included heightened alertness, racing pulse, stress sweat, a
stomach ache, and the inability to breathe normally
(super defense
mode was a lot like a miniature panic attack). I sat up straight
and scanned the gas station.

“Where?!”

She
gave a subtle nod in the
direction of the front door. When I looked out at the parking lot,
I could see exactly what had prompted the warning. 

Oh no… Not this guy again.

The
cause of Rosa’s emergency Casper-Van-Diening
pulled open the front door, trying to act subtle and failing
spectacularly. Everything about him screamed “suspicious!” From his
red ball cap and sunglasses to the Matrix-style black
trench coat. He stepped inside, looked up at the corners of the
ceiling, then slowly shuffled towards the drink case, keeping his
back to the wall and eyes pointed at us.

This was Jerry’s brilliant idea (the coded message—not the
man in the trench coat). After learning about the
demon Donald Glover
incident, Jerry insisted that
we come up with a way to quickly and discreetly warn each other
should we ever find ourselves in a situation where danger was
imminent. When I agreed to go along with it, I didn’t realize how
seriously he was committed to the idea, even going so far as
throwing “fire drills,” which consisted of him screaming the
warning (“Casper Van
Dien!”) immediately before
tossing a tennis ball at my head. He would wait until I least
expected. When I was on the phone. When I was walking out of the
bathroom. When I was ringing up customers. After more balls to the
face than I care to remember, my subconscious finally got with the
program. Now, as soon as I heard those words, I knew trouble was
coming.

“That’s him!” Rosa
whispered. “That’s the guy I was telling you about!”

“Of course it is.”

“Do you know
him?”

“Yeah, unfortunately.”

His
name was Beaux Couvillion. He
was (to put it nicely) an enormous asshole. I had plenty of
memories of Beaux going all the way back to when we were children,
none of them good. He hated me ever since that day in third grade
when he ordered me to stand guard outside the boys’ bathroom so he
could poop on the floor for some reason, and I told him I wasn’t
interested. Evidently, he couldn’t find another lookout, went forth
with the plan anyway, and ended up getting caught red-handed by the
vice principal. Somehow, Beaux convinced himself that the ensuing
PR storm and relentless teasing from his fellow classmates were all
my fault.

 For most people,
“poop-vandal” is not the kind of title you bounce back from.
But in tenth grade,
Beaux found an opportunity to reinvent himself. During
extracurricular sign-up week, he attempted to form his own club,
one meant to celebrate Anglo-Saxon heritage by driving four
wheelers around in the mud on weekends. Lest there be any
confusion, he wanted to name it the “Kool Kids’
Klub.” 

After he failed to
collect the required five signatures in time to register as an
official student organization, Beaux’s father stepped in and sued
the school board on the basis of “racial discrimination.” To a
certain group in town, that made Beaux into a sort of teenage folk
hero. They quickly settled out of court for what the rumor mill
considered a “very generous sum.”

The
sudden influx of money and popularity went straight to Beaux’s
head. He started unironically
using phrases like “learn your place” and “you will respect me!”
Soon, he was shopping for clothes exclusively at Hot Topic and
wearing his ginger-orange hair in punk-rocker spikes. When his
small-town fame began to wane (as small-town fame is wont to do),
he became desperate to recuperate the cool points by any means
necessary.

He
took to selling cigarettes in the school parking lot, spray painted
a bunch of dick-swastikas all over the English teacher’s car, and
threatened to sue anyone who so much as looked at him wrong. But despite all his rage,
he was still just another angry dumb teenager. He ended up getting
expelled for bad grades and chronic truancy a couple months shy of
graduation. His family sued again, of course. I never heard how
that case ended, nor did I care.

I
was happy to forever remember him as the “poop vandal” who flew too close to the sun. But
for small towns like mine, where the rumor mill is like Facebook on
crack, you never really get the opportunity to forget people like
Beaux. I overheard enough to keep up to date. He was still angry
and dumb, and he still blamed everyone else for everything wrong
with his life, from his multiple DUIs to his sudden premature hair
loss and inexplicable weight gain.

In
the grand scheme, he didn’t
command any more headspace than any other former classmate, and he
likely would have remained nothing more than an inconsequential
background character forever, if not for the fact that he had
recently started casing the gas station and was quite obviously
working up the nerve to rob us.

While Beaux was never one for subtlety, his current
behavior had reached near-comical levels of suspicion: always
wearing that stupid hat and trench coat, parking his truck at the edge of the lot with
tinfoil over the plates, sometimes coming into the store twice a
day without buying anything. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one to
take notice.

“He keeps showing up when I’m all alone,” Rosa
explained through careful whispers. “He tried talking to me a
couple nights ago
right before your shift started. At first, I thought he was hitting
on me, but now I’m starting to think it’s something a lot
worse.”

I
kept an eye on Beaux, who was now pretending to read the nutrition
facts on the back of a can of ham, and asked,
“What exactly did he
say?”

She used the finger
quotes liberally. “He said that this was a ‘dangerous job’ and a ‘tiny
thing’ like me might not be
so safe. Then he asked me if we had any ‘hidden weapons’
in the store, because if I needed it, he was more than happy to
‘stick
around’ and offer me his
‘protection’ for
‘free.’”

“Why would he think that was okay to
ask? Did he not
realize how guilty that makes him sound?” 

“I think he thought he was
being seductive. He kept doing that gross eyebrow wiggle
thing.”

“I guess that’s the power of self-delusion for
you.”

“He’s in for a big
surprise if he tries to rob us tonight, huh?”

Just when I think I’m
getting the hang of this whole casual conversation thing, Rosa goes and throws me a curveball.

“What do you
mean?”

She responded slowly,
“You do know what day it is, don’t you?”

“Of course. It’s
Saturday.”

“It’s Monday, Jack.” She
sounded
disappointed.

“What? That can’t be right.” I pulled out my
phone and confirmed it on the spot. Rosa was correct. More time had
slipped between the
cracks. “I guess all those teenagers are dead by now,” I muttered
silently to myself.

“What was that?” Not silently enough, apparently.

“Nothing
important.”

“Well,” she said with a proud smile. “It’s a good
thing you’ve got me here to remind you, huh?”

I
could tell I was missing
something, but I couldn’t put my finger on what, and I couldn’t
figure out a way to gracefully ask, “What are we talking about?” Instead, I nodded and said, “Yeah, good
thing.”

“We are still on for
tonight, aren’t we?”

Crap. Oh crap. What
happens tonight? Crap. Did I make plans? Crap! Why would I do that?
I never make plans. Think, brain, think! I was drawing a blank.

Right then, the universe decided to throw me a bone. The
front door opened, and a man in the deputy
sheriff’s uniform entered the
store.

I called out his name
loud enough to ensure my voice reached the corner where Beaux
thought he was hiding. “Deputy Love! Good morning!”

Our
babysitter had arrived a few minutes early, and for once I was
happy to see him. If we were
lucky, he might have a few words with Beaux. If we were really
lucky, that might be enough to derail whatever he had
planned.

We
were not lucky. The deputy didn’t even bother looking at us. He
just held up his hand, palm outstretched in my direction
as he made his way to the bathroom,
saying, “I’m not on the clock yet. Give me five.”

Once Love had passed, I looked back to see Beaux standing
still, watching the authority figure from a safe distance. As soon
as the bathroom door had shut, Beaux checked his watch, took a moleskin and pencil from his
trench coat pocket, and made a short note. With that, he pulled his
ball cap down even further and shuffled out the front
door.

“...and there he goes
without buying anything,” I said. “Again.”

Rosa turned back to
face me. “Can’t we just ban him already?”

“Legally, there’s not much
we can do until he commits a crime.”

“Did O’Brien ever leave
you that gun like she was talking about?”

I thought carefully about my answer. “Let’s
say no.”

 


***

 


Rosa had already
clocked in and taken over the safe by the time Love finished up in
the bathroom. He topped off his steel thermos with a suicide-drink
from the soda fountain before making his way over to the counter,
his shirt half untucked and a barbeque stain on his
collar.

Deputy Love’s appearance was a testament to everything else in his life—the
bare minimum to stay within compliance. He was the kind of guy who
cut his own hair but shouldn’t. The kind of guy who probably didn’t
own a mirror. The kind of guy for whom a daily routine did not
necessarily include such trivialities as shaving, combing, or
bathing.

He
was in his early forties with two heart attacks under his belt.
Based on the way he was deep panting after that short walk up to
our counter, I’d say number three could be right around any corner. In a town where most
people’s body type gravitated to either unhealthy extreme, Love
somehow managed to encompass both. His arms were as skinny as mine,
and from the neck up, he looked downright malnourished. Yet he also
had a bad case of Dunlap Disease, with a beer gut that suggested
the baby was due any day now.

Rosa gave him a polite wave and cheerful,
“Hello, Deputy Love!”

He
gave her what could be considered a smile and said, “Hey
there… you.” Then, he turned his attention to me and
asked, “Ready, Jack?”

I grabbed my crutch, pushed myself up, and
answered, “Ready.”

“Don’t forget,” Rosa said
as I made my way around the corner. “Nine o’clock,
sharp!”

Love took a big gulp of his drink and asked, “What happens
at nine?”

Thank God! Love was
finally useful for something.
I still had no idea what these plans were that I had forgotten, but
by this point, way too much time had passed to admit
that.

“Oh,” she answered. “We’ve been planning this for
a while actually. Tonight, Jack and—”

“Never mind,” he
interrupted, “I don’t actually care.”

Dammit, Love, you giant bag of butts!

He
didn’t speak again until almost ten minutes later. We were halfway
through the awkward drive home when Love decided to make things
even more awkward.

“Welp,” he started, reaching into the center console. “I guess this is
the end of the line for us, huh?”

My
everlasting paranoia misinterpreted this situation as Love reaching
for a weapon to finish me off for good. Super defense mode ensued. I tensed
up, wrapped my fingers around the crutch, and prepared to smash it
into the deputy’s face. 

“What do you mean?” I
asked, quickly calculating my odds of surviving a car crash at this
speed. (They weren’t great.)

When he pulled his hand out of the center
console, it wasn’t holding a
weapon, but a small bag covered in pink and yellow stripes. I
relaxed, but only a little. “I figured, since this was my last day
and all, I should do something special. Don’t make a big deal out
of it, but I got you a present.”

My overdue memories
finally collapsed into place. Today wasn’t just a Monday. Today
was the Monday. The day O’Brien was scheduled to return
to gas station duty! 

It
had been several weeks since the internal conduct investigation had
reached its anticlimactic end. The powers-that-be had decided that, while her
behavior was questionable, it did not warrant termination. Her slap
on the wrist came in the form of a mandatory retraining course
somewhere out of state. Once complete, she was going to be quietly
reinstated as the official guardian of the gas station. To
commemorate the occasion, Rosa and I were planning a
surprise Welcome Home
party.

One
of the nastier side effects of my chronic insomnia was the memory
loss. It had been there from the start, but I
couldn’t deny the fact that
things were getting worse. I found myself losing chunks of time at
an alarming frequency. Sometimes hours. Sometimes more. I started
rereading entire books after they had slipped away. I didn’t even
bother learning the names of our part-timers until they’d been with
us for a week (or unless a horrible accident befell
them). 

Memory loss was just another part of my life. But some
things were more important. Some things were meant to be
remembered. This was the first time I felt genuine
guilt for forgetting something. (Or,
at least, I think
it was…)

“Go ahead and open it,” Love
ordered. 

I looked at the striped bag sitting in my
lap and asked, “It’s not another gun, is it?”

He
winced at my suggestion. “What kind of irresponsible
shit-brain would give you a
gun?”

“Never mind.” I untied
the string, reached inside, and pulled out the gift. “Oh… It’s a
flask… and…” I shook it to confirm my suspicion. “It’s not
empty...”

“Yeah, I figured you’d appreciate it, on account
of how you like to tie one off sometimes at work. Don’t think I didn’t
notice.”

“Umm—”

“Hey, don’t worry about it. I’m
in no position to judge. Some days
take a little extra effort. I know what it’s like. In fact, I think
there’s a lot more of us than you realize.” For the first time in
the entire six weeks I’d known the man, I heard Deputy Love’s
laugh. It was a noise I definitely could have gone without
hearing.

“Thank you,” I said, watching him take another
swig of the drink that I just now realized was probably spiked to
hell and back. “That’s
very... thoughtful.”

“It was, wasn’t it?” A short moment passed before
he added,
“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Didn’t you get me
anything?”


Chapter Three




It was my turn to guess. 

“Person, place, or thing?”
I asked.

“Person,” Jerry
answered. 

We’d been playing twenty questions for most of the night, and his answers had
included, among others: the Teletubbies, Count Chokula, Shrek, and
the Large Hadron collider. I’d guessed them all so far.

“Is it someone real?” I
asked.

“Who am I to say who is
or isn’t real? Is anyone real? Is
anything?” From the light of the burn barrels, I could see that his
face was much redder than I would have thought natural.

“I meant is this a
nonfictional person?”

“Oh. Well in that case, yes. They’re real. But a
lot of people on the
internet might argue otherwise.” He didn’t even realize how bad he
was about dropping extra hints.

“Is this someone I’ve
mentioned in the blog?”

“Yes!”

“Is this someone who wants
to kill us?”

“Not to our
knowledge.”

Okay, that narrows it down significantly.

“Is this person aware of the blog’s existence?”

“I don’t know. She hasn’t brought it up, but—”

“Is it Rosa?”

He crossed his arms. “I don’t know how, but
I know you’re cheating.”

“I guess I’m just lucky.” Jerry laughed and
nodded in agreement. I
guess my attempt at overstated irony had gone
undetected.

The
truth was, I figured out right away that there was a pattern to his
answers; they were all something we’d talked about recently. (He
had just found a conspiracy theory website arguing
that the Teletubbies were
real creatures being held in a secret military base—shortly
thereafter, he bought a case of Count Chokula off of eBay using my
laptop and debit card—his celebrity crush was… you get the
point).

Jerry was consistently drawing from a short well of inspiration. Just like how he only
ever threw rock in paper/rock/scissors. Winning was only a matter
of exploiting the pattern. My personal best so far was when I got
“Aunt Jemima” in six guesses immediately after listening to him
complain about how long it had been since he made waffles. Sure,
that might have been slight metagaming, but I considered it part of
the strategy.

To
be honest, my heart wasn’t really into the game at all, but we
needed a way to pass the time, and this was much less
depressing than his first suggestion
of acapella karaoke, and slightly less awkward than his second
suggestion of truth or
dare. 

He let out a loud, graceless yawn and said,
“It’s getting pretty late. Do you think we’ve been forgotten
about?”

“Doubt it.”

“I’m still pissed about
my smokes. Hey, you didn’t bring any with you, did you?”

“No.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think so. I would kill for a
cigarette right about now.” He stretched, popped his knuckles, and
crossed his arms again, then gave up and let them hang.
After a moment, he
continued, “You know, in a strange kind of way, this is
relaxing.”

From the dim light of the fire, I could just
make out a smile on his red face. I had to assume that by now, my
own face looked about the same.

“Are you saying you’re
enjoying this?” I
asked.

“No, no, no, I’m just saying it’s not so bad. These may not be
ideal circumstances, but at least you finally get a night off from
work, right? Plus, I’ve been needing to get some
exercise.”

“I don’t think this counts
as exercise.”

“It’s close enough.”

“Is it?”

He took a hair tie
from around his wrist and pulled his overgrown locks into a bunch
on the top of his head. To me, it seemed like a completely
pointless thing to do, considering our circumstances. “Do you think
the girls are going to be joining us?” he asked.

“God, I hope
not.”

Something squeak-barked and skittered through the shadows
at the edge of the firelight. It sounded like a roided-up possum,
no doubt watching us and wondering what we were doing here. That
was one thing we all had in
common. I held my breath and trained my ears, waiting to see if the
animal was going or staying, but Jerry didn’t pay it any
mind.

“You think they had fun at
the party?” he asked.

I
shrugged. Or at least, I did my best version of a shrug. Given
our current situation, such a
gesture wasn’t exactly possible, but I think he understood my
intent.

We’d held the welcome back party for O’Brien at the gas
station the night before. Jerry brought me to work early so he and
I could help Rosa put up decorations during her shift. She baked smiley face cupcakes, and I
provided a record player and some vinyls. Jerry volunteered to
bring one of his homemade piñatas, but after what he said at
Vanessa’s funeral, I shot that idea down right away. I offered to
let him be in charge of making the banner instead, and he jumped at
the opportunity with enough eagerness to trigger my suspicion, but
not enough to warrant follow up.

I
didn’t expect him to come, but I invited Deputy Love to the
celebration as a professional courtesy. He surprised everyone by showing up early, eating all
of the cupcakes, then leaving before O’Brien ever got there. That
was probably for the better; this was going to be the first time
she stepped foot inside the gas station in weeks, and I wanted to
ensure it was a positive and welcoming
environment. 

I
had the foresight to veto Jerry’s idea of turning off all the
lights, waiting for her to drop by for her evening rounds, and
jumping out and yelling “surprise!” While she probably would not
have panicked and shot us
all, I didn’t see any reason to risk it. Instead, she was greeted
by dance music, hanging balloons and streamers, and a banner that
spanned the entirety of the gas station before looping back in on
itself. The text read: “Thank God you’re finally back Deputy Amelia
O’Brien Our Favorite Deputy We missed you so much Please don’t ever
leave us again Fuck that other guy He could never replace you!!!”
(Come to think of it, that might have had something to do with why
Deputy Love left so early.)

When she saw us, she
cracked a rare smile.

Sadly, she wasn’t
able to stick around for long. Less than five minutes after her
arrival, she was called away for some emergency involving another
sinkhole opening up at the Matherne farm. We were extremely lucky
(or—depending on how you look at it—she was
extremely unlucky) that she
came back to work when she did. It wasn’t even twenty-four hours
before things went to hell all over again, which leads us back
to:

“My turn! Person, place, or thing?” At least
Jerry was into the
game. I decided to give him what I thought would be an easy answer
by choosing “breadbox.” It really felt like he was almost there
after thirty-two hints when he asked, “Is it something you put
bread in?”

“Yes.”

“Is it a toaster?” Thirty-three.

“No.”

“Is it a microwave?” Thirty-four.

“No. Who puts bread in the
microwave?”

“Is it a dryer?” Thirty-five.

“Why would you put bread
in the dryer?”

“To toast it in case the
microwave is broken. Duh.”

I
took a second to ponder whether or not something
like that would even work.
The practicality was absurd, but the principle was sound. I felt
like he deserved a win just for creativity.

“That’s it. You got it.
The answer was ‘a dryer.’”

“Really?” he said
excitedly.

“Yep,” I lied.

“How many turns was that?” he asked.

“Nineteen exactly,” I lied.

“Damn, I’m good. You wanna
play again?”

I
did not. I wanted to go home. Or to a bookstore. Or even back to
work. Anywhere but here, but that wasn’t an option. Instead, I
stretched my arms to try and work the crick out of my back and answered, “Sure.”

“Okay,” he started. “I’ve
got a good one. Let’s see if you can beat your current record of
six.”

I asked, “Person, place, or thing?”

“Place.”

“Is it the creepy underground murder-chamber we
find ourselves trapped inside of right now?”

He
made a face like he’d
accidentally swallowed a bug. “You’re cheating! I don’t know how,
but I know you’re cheating.”

I
took a moment to look around at said murder-chamber, but in the dim
firelight from the barrels, there wasn’t much to be seen. A few crumbling support columns.
Plenty of dancing shadows. Piles of garbage in varying states of
decay. A bright red pentagram about six feet wide painted on the
mold-covered wall next to a ladder, brush, and open can from
Sherwin Williams.

I
looked back at Jerry and
asked, “Shall we play again?”

“Maybe in a minute,” he
responded, his voice suddenly serious. “Hey, is it okay if I ask
you a personal question?”

Oh
God… I tried to imagine what
Jerry might consider “personal” and scared myself. I reluctantly
answered, “Okay...”

He cleared his throat, then asked, “Do you
have a boner right now?”

I
let the question linger, just in case I’d misheard or
misunderstood. I wanted to give my brain ample time to compensate
for the confusion. After all, it wasn’t like we were going anywhere anytime soon. But after
a proper moment, I concluded that there was nothing wrong with my
hearing.

Just to be safe, I worded my response
carefully. “Are you asking me if I have an erection?”

“Yeah. Sorry, is that too
personal?”

“No. And also,
no.”

“Well I do! It’s totes
platonic, though. I’ve been sporting wood for at least an hour, and
I have no idea why. Super rock hard. For real, I could chisel
diamond with this thing.”

I
offered my best theory, “Maybe it has something to do with these chains and ropes cutting off
your circulation.”

“Yeah,” he said, “Or it
could have something to do with the fact that we’re hanging upside
down and all my leg blood needed to go somewhere.” 

He
had a point. We were suspended about eight feet off the ground inside this dark room for
what must have been hours, with chains and ropes tied tightly
around our respective bottom halves. Our upper bodies were left
free to dangle, save for the chain nooses padlocked around our
necks—an extra disincentive to stop any attempts to wriggle free
from these binds.

“Could be,” I said. “Or,
you know, maybe you found a new kink.”

When I heard the metal door scrape open a few seconds
later, I was actually relieved that we were finally getting this
show on the road. Not to
sound ungrateful, but there’s only so many times I can play twenty
questions without going insane.

He
wore cargo pants, combat boots, a black leather jacket, and an
apron splattered with blood (or more likely, red paint). In one
hand, he held a machete. In
the other, an oversized meat hook. And on his face, he wore the
stupidest mask I had ever seen, like some kind of nightmare cartoon
rabbit with black fur, sharpened buck teeth, and pointy elongated
ears that scraped the top of the door frame as he
entered.

He
walked into the room slowly,
one deliberate step after the other. Pausing between each,
breathing heavily behind his mask, his shoulders heaving with each
intake of air.

Don’t get me wrong. I know it sounds cool on paper. I would
be willing to bet he
practiced this walk in the mirror beforehand. He probably even had
theme music playing in his mind. But from where we were hanging, he
looked like a drunken toddler shuffling around in an ill-fitting
diaper. It took a fair amount of effort to keep from rolling my
eyes.

He aimed the machete
at me and said something in what I assume would have been an
intimidating voice, if not for the mask muffling it into
incoherence.

“What?” I
asked.

He repeated himself, now louder but still
muffled.

“What’s he saying?” Jerry asked.

“I have no idea.”

The
man in the mask let out a
muffled scream and shook both weapons at us.

“Dude, just take the mask
off!” Jerry said, mid-muffle.

“Yeah,” I added. “We know that’s you, Beaux.
We’re not idiots. You’ve been scoping out
the gas station for the last week
and you reek of discount body spray and strawberry vape
oil.”

Beaux finally took off the mask, revealing
the look of annoyance on his chubby face.

“You shit sticks don’t
even know what kind of hurt you’re in for, do you?”

Turns out, we were wrong about Beaux after all. He wasn’t planning on robbing us. He
was planning something much, much dumber.

O’Brien dropped me off at the gas station for shift change
at sundown. I thought she might have a chance to come inside and
catch up, but as soon as she
pulled into the parking lot, she got a call over the radio about an
emergency down by the abandoned railroad tracks to nowhere
(something about a bunch of stolen mannequins—I didn’t get the
details).

She
hit the road before I made it
inside, where I was expecting to find Jerry. Instead, I found this
dummy wearing his rabbit mask, holding a machete and a pistol. He
forced me into the cab of his pickup (which he had outfitted into a
cage of loose barbed wire). Then he drove me deep into the woods,
down an old dirt road, and up to a giant metal bunker door. At
gunpoint, he marched me down concrete steps to an underground
hallway, past metal chambers half-flooded with stagnant rainwater,
and finally into this huge empty kill-room where he tied me up with
chains and hoisted me into the air to hang next to
Jerry.

And that’s how we got here.

While Beaux wasn’t the first person I’d have expected to
resort to kidnapping and torture, I wasn’t exactly surprised
either. After a few long seconds of him giving us both the crazy eyes, I realized Beaux was
actually waiting for an answer. 

“Sorry,” I said. “I
thought you were being rhetorical. I guess… no? We don’t know what
kind of hurt we’re in for?”

“Oh, you think you’re so smart, don’t you?
Well you know what?”
He made a face like he was gearing up for a sick burn, but all he
could come up with was, “You're not!"

“Come on, Beaux,” I
pleaded. “Just let us down from here. We can pretend this whole
thing never happened.”

“No we most certainly won’t!”
Jerry interjected. “As soon as you
let us go, I swear I’m headed straight to the sheriff’s station to
hand your bunny-ass in, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me
or change my mind!”

I
muttered a quiet, “Casper Van
Dien…”

Jerry must have caught the hint, because he started to backtrack. “Oh. Ohhh. Yeah, you
know what? You’re right. Never mind, Beaux. I forgive you. Now let
us go. Or
else!”

Beaux forced out a laugh. I think he was shooting for
intimidating, but landed on cringey. “You ass hats aren’t
going anywhere. This is where
you die!”

I
sighed and said, “Are you
still mad about the whole poop-vandal thing?”

“Wait,” Jerry said. “This is
the poop-vandal? I heard about this guy. Dude! You’re
famous!”

“Enough!” he screamed. He lowered his weapons,
cleared his throat,
and tried to get back into his groove. There was something
interesting in how hard he was trying to impress us. “Did you know
that the Ancient Chinese used death from hanging upside down as
their most feared form of torture? They called it
pàng tùzǐ.”

Again, I caught myself waiting for him to
continue, only to realize he was
asking us a genuine question.

“Oh, uh, no. No, I didn’t.”

“I did!” yelled
Jerry.

“Let me explain to you the different stages of
pain you will go through before finally
succumbing to death’s
merciful embrace. First, your lungs will be slowly crushed under
the weight of your other organs, until the very act of breathing
becomes nearly impossible. As you fight for air, your heart will
overload from the extra work of pumping blood all the way up to
your toes. Soon, the vessels in your eyes will rupture, and you
will go permanently blind. And after it’s all done, and y’all are
finally dead, I will bleed the three of you dry and leave your
bodies down here to rot.”

None of that sounded right, but I wasn’t about to tell Beaux that he needed to
up his torture game. “Oh no,” I said, trying to muster the energy
to sound sincere and failing.

“Hey,” Beaux yelled, pointing his machete at the
guy hanging on the other side of Jerry, “What’s going
on with that one?”

By
“that one,” he was referring
to Mel, the third victim hanging upside down with us. Poor Mel was
the newest part-timer. He had been shadowing Jerry when Beaux came
in to kidnap him. This was only his first day, and he was already
in a secret underground torture chamber.

Jerry answered,
“Yeah, he passed out like right off the bat. Ten seconds after you
left, it was like, boom. We’ve been
trying to wake him up, but he is out cold. Hey, Mel! Mel, wake up!
You’re missing the villain monologue!” Jerry swung an arm towards
Mel, but we were all suspended just out of reach of one
another.

“Is that guy... dead... already?” asked Beaux.

I
rocked my elbows back and forth until the chains had twisted me
around enough to see the young part-timer hanging there with drool flowing up his face and
eyes rolled back into his head. I studied him for a moment, but
couldn’t detect any sign of breathing. “Yeah,” I answered sadly, “I
think he is.”

I
jerked my arms in the reverse twisting motion until I was
again facing
Beaux.

“Wow!” he said with a
strange smile. “I did
it. I took my first life. Now I know how it feels.” He dropped his
weapons, curled his fingers, and giggled. “This power! It’s
amazing. It’s something you pathetic sheep are never gonna feel.
You’ll never get the chance to know what it’s like to snuff out
another person’s very existence.”

Jerry chuckled and said, “Okay dude.”

“This is it! I have
everything I need now! Do you idiots wanna guess what’s about to
happen next?”

“No,” we answered in
unison.

“Now I have everything necessary to
summon forth the
beast, Cayergan. Do you want
to know who Cayergan
is?”

Jerry responded, “I just want my cigarettes
back, man.”

“He is an eternal being from another world,
stronger than you can even fathom. I’ve
given him everything
he needs to come forth into our realm, except for the final
ingredient: the blood of a man in tortured anguish!”

Beaux went to the corner where the chains were connected to
three different crank devices and turned the wheel of the one
connected to Mel until his
body lowered all the way to the floor. He quickly removed Mel’s
chains, listened for a heartbeat, and dragged him across the floor
to the spot in front of the pentagram. There, he got down on his
knees and fished a large pocket knife out of his cargo pants,
flicked it open, and kissed it like a total weirdo.

“You losers are going to see something you’re not
even worthy to behold. The gates of hell are about to open, and you
will literally be in the presence of the dark lord
Cayergan. Tell me,
have either of you seen an actual god before?”

“Yes,” we answered in
unison.

I looked over at Jerry. “Wait, really? When
did you see a god?”

“It was back when you were in the hospital
getting your leg thing taken care of. There was this bat-god
named Plabu or
something trapped in a microverse inside a bottle of tequila.
Things got weird. Of course, I was on a lot of mushrooms at the
time, so I might have imagined it all. What about you?”

I
answered, “Remember that time we were all escaping zombies
in that underground cavern and got
separated by those giant hands that burst out of the walls? I got
sucked into this throne room of a dark tree god. He turned out to
be pretty cool though. Of course, I was on a lot of painkillers at
the time, so I might have imagined it all.”

“Our lives are awesome,” Jerry responded.

“Hey!” Beaux yelled, “I’m being serious here! No
fantasy! No make-believe! This is real! And you’re about to see it
for yourselves. Behold!”

With two hands around the hilt, he plunged the
knife into Mel’s
chest.

Mel’s eyes shot open,
and he screamed and bolted to his feet.

“It worked!” Jerry yelled.
“Mel is a zombie!”

Mel looked at the weapon sticking out of his
chest and screamed even louder.

“Run, Mel!” I yelled. “Go
get help!”

Beaux struggled to
get to his feet, but Mel spun around, punched him square in the
face, and darted out the door into the hallway.

“Get back here!” Beaux wailed as he threw his
hook after the escaping victim. It clanged harmlessly against the
wall several feet from the door before falling to the ground. Beaux huffed and ran out
after him.

A
few minutes later, Beaux came back into the room with his head hung
low, his eyes red and watery, and snotty blood flowing messily from
both nostrils. It seemed like that punch might have left Beaux with a broken nose, but as
pathetic as he looked, I couldn’t bring myself to feel sorry for
him.

He growled at us, “This is all your
faults!”

“Yeah? How do you figure?”
asked Jerry.

Saliva spewed with his words. “You lied to me! You
tricked me into believing Mel
was actually dead!”

Jerry snapped his fingers and said, “Bitch,
get off it. You were the one who brought us down here to torture us
to death. You don’t get to turn around and cry over how we weren’t
nice to you.”

“I’m gonna kill you!” he howled.

“Yeah, yeah. So you said,” Jerry taunted back.

Beaux wiped off his upper lip and flicked the voluminous
nose blood at the ground, then hissed, “You have no idea how
powerful I’m gonna be! You’re gonna learn your place! You’re all
gonna respect me! And when
I’m done, I—”

He stopped
mid-sentence. The color drained from his face. He turned and looked
at his bloody spatter on the floor, then at the pentagram on the
wall.

“Wha-what?” he stammered
to nobody in particular.

Jerry gave me a look that said, ‘This dude’s
cheese has fallen off his cracker.’ I nodded in agreement.

“Oh, yes, of course.” He
was speaking to the wall.

“So, like, you want to let
us down now, or what?” I asked.

Beaux looked at me with a giant ugly smile.
“Do y’all hear that, too?”

“Hear what?” I
responded.

“That voice? He’s right there!” Beaux pointed at the
pentagram. “He can hear me, and he’s telling me that I’ve done
well. The blood was good. My blood. Of course. He just needs more.
It’s so obvious now. All he needs to come forth is for me to make
the ultimate sacrifice. Then I will be rewarded.”

Beaux picked up his machete with his right
hand and held it to his left wrist, then closed his eyes and took a
deep breath.

“This is it. This is why he chose me to summon
Cayergan. Because he
knew when the time came, I would have the strength to do what was
necessary.”

“Who chose you for what?”
I asked. “I’m lost.”

“Yeah,” Jerry said, “Me
too. Was Mel a zombie or what?”

Beaux opened his eyes, forced another fake laugh, and said,
“There is a man in town. He
found me; he offered me a job; he gave me purpose. And now I’m part
of something greater than myself. All he asked is that I summon
Cayergan into this world. It’s all part of the great plan. And
soon, it will be finished. It is an honor to be able to give my
life so Cayergan can rise!”

He closed his eyes and lifted the
machete... 

I held my breath.

...Beaux slowly put the blade against his
skin.

I waited...

...for like thirty seconds.

I exhaled and took another breath.

Beaux quickly pulled
back the machete and took a pose like he was about to
strike.

Here it comes.

I braced myself.

Beaux slowly closed the gap and rested the
blade against his wrist.

Eventually, Jerry’s voice crept into the silence. In his
best Emperor Palpatine voice, he croaked, “Good… Good... Let the hate flow through you. Let
darkness be your strength. Poooop Vaaandaaalll...”

“Dude, quit it!” I said.
“You’re going to mess him up.”

Beaux roared and threw the weapon to the ground and
screamed at us, “You bitches have no idea what it’s like! How hard I’ve had to struggle! I’ve
gone my entire life putting up with cock-burgers like you two
trying to keep me down, and I’m sick and tired of it! Soon Cayergan
will come and wash the old world away and all the people that make
life worse, all you people, will get exactly what you
deserve!”

I
had forgotten that he still had a gun until the moment he pulled it
out of his waistband and said with a smug smile, “Watch closely. This is what real strength
looks like.” Then, he put the gun in his mouth.

I
closed my eyes and waited for the noise. Moments later, when he
still hadn’t pulled the trigger, I opened one eye to see that he
was frozen. The gun deep in
his mouth and tears rolling down his face.

“Hey man, I have an idea,” Jerry said.
“We all see you riding
that struggle bus over there. Why don’t you let me down from
here... Give me the gun...? And let me kill you. Yeah? Right? Sound
good? You want to die. I want to kill you.
It’s a win-win.”

Beaux pulled the gun out of his mouth to the
sound of a wet
plop and spat onto the ground.

“You? You don’t have what
it takes to kill somebody.”

“No, really, I’ve totally got a hard-on for
homicide. Just ask Jack.”

“It’s true,” I said, “Before he worked at the gas
station, Jerry was the only surviving member of a murder cult.”

Beaux reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack of
Marlboros, fished one out, lit it between his teeth, and
immediately started coughing
and gagging. He tried to play it off, holding it in place while his
eyes turned red and overflowed. This very well might have been the
first time he’d ever smoked a cigarette, and it seemed obvious that
he was only doing it now to try and look cool in front of
us.

“Hey!” Jerry barked. “Are
those my smokes?”

“No! You don’t own anything
anymore. I own you!
These are my smokes now!”

“Gasp!” Jerry yelled. “You
monster! Now I’m definitely going to kill you. Just let me down
from here.”

Beaux spat out the cigarette, walked angrily over to the crank wheels, and
started lowering Jerry to the ground.

Holy shit.
I couldn’t believe it.
Is this plan actually
working?

Once he was down, Beaux unlocked and stripped the chains
from Jerry, tossed the gun onto the floor next to him, and stood underneath me, gripping the
machete like a baseball bat.

“Whoa,” I said, trying to lean away from the weapon. “Not so close,
man.”

There was determination in his eyes. “Okay asshole. Here’s
the deal. You can’t back out now. If you don’t spill my blood and open the portal, I’m going
to kill your friend and—”

BANG!

Jerry didn’t
hesitate.

Beaux screamed and flopped onto the ground, hugging the
foot with the fresh bullet hole while Jerry walked calmly over to
the cigarette Beaux had spit
onto the floor. He picked it up, put it between his own lips, and
took a puff.

RRROOOAAARRROOOSSSHHH!

In
an instant, the room became bright hot. The fires from the burn
barrels flared up, roaring, and growing, forming into a trio of
giant swirling cyclones of
burning red and blue—loud, blazing spirals that climbed up to the
high ceiling.

The
heat from the flames swept
over me, forcing me to close my eyes while the force of whatever
was happening rocked my chains back and forth. I held my breath and
opened one eye to see a crystallic sparkling light in the center of
the pentagram, brighter than the brightest flames. It grew from the
size of a pinprick into an enormous churning, turbulent vortex of
pure shimmering lights.

“Well check that out,” Jerry
said.

Beaux laughed frantically, and I think he was just about to
give us a self-congratulatory “I told you so” before an enormous skeletal hand reached out from
the void and grabbed him around the waist.

Strangely, I can’t
describe exactly what this hand looked like. It was, at the exact
same time, the size of a normal human arm and the size of Manhattan
Island. It was a color that has never existed. It had five fingers,
and each fingertip split into five more fingers, which each broke
into five fingers, which broke into five more fingers
ad infinitem. I could somehow hear the creature’s arm moving with
my eyes, and the smell of its flesh was remarkably similar to gum
drops. (Jerry later insisted that it smelled like spiced
rum.)

Beaux let out a gasp as the fractal fingers squeezed around him. His skin hissed as the
bone-hand absorbed every square inch of surface area, then the arm
dragged him slowly through the twisting void and into whatever
existed on the opposite side.

“Holy shit!” Jerry yelled, “that
asshole still had my
wallet!”

“Jerry!” He looked back at me, and I pointed at
the spot on the ground where dumbass Beaux’s foot blood had formed a small puddle.
Somehow, the liquid was bubbling and vibrating in tandem with the
ripples of the vortex. “You have to figure out a way to close the
portal!”

Jerry put the cigarette between his teeth, unzipped his
fly, and pissed right into
the pool of blood. 

Amazingly... That
worked! 

A
noise like the crack of thunder filled the room and the portal
disappeared, along with all
of our light as the fires from the burn barrels immediately
extinguished themselves.

In
the darkness, all I could
hear was the sound of Jerry pissing on the ground. When he finally
finished up, he said, “Wow, that’s a relief. Man, I gotta tell you
I’ve been holding it ever since he kidnapped us. Boner’s not all
the way gone though. You ever pee with a semi before? It’s like
shooting a sniper rifle.”

“You feel like letting me
down now or…”

“Sorry, I’m on
it.”

It
took about ten minutes for him to find the right wheel in the dark and lower me to the ground.
By the time we got the chains off, we could already hear the sirens
growing louder in the distance.

 


***

 


Deputy O’Brien looked somewhere between tired and
aggravated. I thought it was nice that she was the one who took our statements. This was,
after all, our first chance to spend any real time together since
she got back. Once we finished explaining exactly what happened to
Beaux, O’Brien took her notes, balled them up in front of us, and
threw them onto the ground before inviting us to “try again.” Our
second version of the events left out the part where an evil being
reached across worlds to grab Beaux and drag him into a hell
dimension.

According to her sources, Beaux’s murder chamber was the
basement level of some kind
of satellite power plant from the fifties. The place was shut down
and demolished decades ago, and eventually nature reclaimed it.
From the look of things, the poop-vandal-turned-sacrificial-dope
had been living out there by himself. Officially, he was a lone
gunman, a single maniac, and with him gone we had nothing to worry
about.

Unofficially, the three of us knew this was only the tip of
the crapberg. Someone had gone through a lot of trouble. Someone
had hired Spencer to collect
the shapeshifter. Someone had hired Beaux to kidnap us and summon
another demon. Someone in our town was pulling a lot of strings and
moving a lot of chess pieces, and I knew it was only a matter of
time before someone got everything they needed.

Then what?


Chapter Four




The
comments section of the latest blog post was, to put it mildly, less than gentle. According
to TehFantasticMrCocks, “This whole thing is fake and stupid and
the author is stupid and needs to shut up and kill himself
LOLZ!”

GundamSwing88 (no
worse for the wear after his brief hiatus from the internet) agreed
with TehFantasticMrCocks as to the veracity of my story, but he was
a little nicer about it. “Parts of this actually check out,” he
wrote. “I did some research into this guy’s town and found that
there were, in fact, a couple of old demolished buildings with
underground facilities matching the description of the one Beaux
*supposedly* used for his ritual. But there is no way they spent
hours underground with active barrel fires without dying from smoke
inhalation alone. I’m calling BS on this story unless OP can show
pics of the alleged devil hand.”

BadGuyBreg insisted
that it was medically impossible for Mel to escape from Beaux on
foot with such a grievous chest wound. "After all," he flexed, "I
should know. I'm something of an expert on grievous chest wounds."
(I didn’t bother asking for elaboration, and thankfully neither did
anyone else.)

Bloodypoops420 requested detailed step-by-step instructions
on how to open his own portal so he could prove or disprove this
most recent incident. He even
offered to livestream it. I declined, which GundamSwing88 took as
further evidence that my entire existence was made up.

As always, SavageCardigan asked if the
portal hand could have been explained by aliens, but nobody really
paid any attention to him.

MzHiLyfeSixtyNine offered an interesting explanation—one that managed to tie all the
dangling pieces together in a neat little bow. “Here’s what
probably happened, although I can’t say for certain without reading
the reports, which OP admits were altered ATF. The attacker sounds
like a classic mental case. If I had to guess, I’d say NPD
compounded by serious drug abuse. It wouldn’t have been hard for
him to drop a mild hallucinogenic in those burn barrels, which OP
and friend inhaled. Combined with the stress, he manipulated them
into seeing what he wanted them to see. I wouldn’t be surprised if
they were actually only hanging in there for a few minutes. OP, get
yourself a tox screen, stat, and you’ll see whatever he put in
you.”

I
could have tried harder to set the record straight. I could
have explained how I didn’t have any
photo evidence because our phones were with Beaux when he got
pulled into hell. I could have let BadGuyBreg know that the reason
Mel got away so easily was because Beaux was dumb enough to leave
his keys in the unlocked truck right outside the murder chamber. I
could have probably had someone smarter than me explain how smoke
ventilation worked. But at this point, I almost preferred my
readers to believe that everything I wrote was fiction. At least
that way I wouldn’t have to worry about it disappearing all over
again.

The
act of rebooting the blog in the first place had been no easy task.
After the shapeshifter failed to delete my memories along with
everyone else's, I found myself with a mighty need to vent some
mental steam. I almost kept
it all to myself, but our first day back at work, I ended up
spilling all the beans to Jerry. 

The
look on his face when I told him what happened was the same one I
get whenever someone tries to rattle off sports trivia, like he
was trying really hard to pay
attention but failing. The deeper I got into the story, the worse
his ADHD became. It seemed that whatever the shapeshifter did to my
friends’ memories included some kind of firewall to prevent them
from even thinking about that night. 

There was, however, one detail Jerry was able to glom onto. He couldn’t get over the
fact that Donald Glover had been there. More specifically, that
Donald Glover had been there and I couldn’t figure
out a way to tell Jerry and the others that we needed to kill him.
(I’m not sure if he ever fully grasped the fact that it wasn’t the
real Donald Glover I was trying to kill.)

I
didn’t bother attempting to revive Rosa’s memories. And I
hadn’t really gotten a chance to try
it out with O’Brien, though I suspected she already knew
enough. 

I still needed to complain, but I was all
out of people to complain to. So I went to the one place where
people these days can always go to complain: the
internet. 

I
bought a new domain, spent a few hours crafting a
design that almost didn’t
look amateur, then started retelling my story from scratch. This
new website was even better than the original, and it was promptly
erased from the internet without explanation. 

The next morning, I tried again. 

It
disappeared again, so I
reposted it again. 

We went back and forth like this a few more
times over the course of the week. Finally, I got frustrated and
wrote an email.

 


Dear whoever’s in charge:

 


What gives? Why won’t
you let me have my blog? Is it really that big of a deal? If you
know anything about me, you already know that I have a lot of free
time, and I can keep this up as long as you can. Do you really want
to play whack-a-mole with my blog forever? Huh? Do you? Or are you
willing to come to the table and offer some kind of
truce?

 


Love,

-Jack

 


I
couldn’t decide where to send the letter. I thought about just
emailing it to government@government.gov and hoping for the best,
but then I realized it didn’t matter where I sent it. They probably already
knew what I had written. So, I mailed it to my own email address
and waited. 

The next day, I received a response:

 


Dear Jack,

 


Come on, dude. We have much more important things to worry
about than your stupid blog. You’re the one who keeps
deleting it. Not us. Quit
blaming other people for your own bad memory and erratic behavior,
nutcase.

 


Hugs and kisses,

-You

 


I
had to admit, they got me
doubting myself. Could I really be the one undoing everything? Was
my mind capable of this level of complex delusion? Regardless of
who or what was behind it, I couldn’t keep doing the same thing if
I wanted different results.

I
spent a few days writing up a
lengthy series of blog posts, recapping everything that happened at
the gas station, starting before the half-pig incident and
leading all the way up to Spencer’s latest attack. This time,
though, I altered a few minor details. I changed some names and
switched around some dates. I even added a few outright lies, just
for good measure. When I was finished, I posted it. For some
reason, it worked. The powers-that-be must have been satisfied
enough with this “plausible deniability” version of events to let
it slide.

Or
maybe I was being naive and something else was at play. Maybe the
PTB’s saw their chance to get out in front of an
unstoppable story so they could spin
it however they wanted. After all, a few of my new subscribers were
a little too
skeptical. Some of the others were a
little too
hostile. And some of them were a
little too
quick to offer perfectly reasonable
explanations for everything that happened around here. The end
result was a strong concentration of new voices discouraging me
from continuing. Methoughts the proverbial lady didst protest too
much... 

But maybe that’s just what the internet is.
Who knows?

 


***

 


The four AM alarm on
my phone went off, letting me know to take my medicine and plug in
the hotdog roller so it would have time to warm up before the
morning rush. Sausages and nachos make up the bulk of our breakfast
sales, and people get righteously angry if their wieners aren’t
perfect.

I put the laptop away just in time to hear
the doors open. When I saw who it was, I felt relief wash over
me. 

“Morning, Jack,” he said
as the door slowly closed behind him.

“Is it?” I
asked.

He
shrugged. “It’s close enough.
Your coffee fresh?”

“It’s always
fresh.”

Tom
gave me a smile and crossed over to the coffee machine. He’d put on
a little weight since the last time I saw him, but not in a bad
way. His white hair now had a sheen of silver to it. Retirement
seemed to be treating the old
man very well. 

He walked up to the counter and pulled out
his wallet, but I stopped him. “Deputies drink for free.”

“I’m not a deputy no
more.”

“You put in your time.
You’ve earned all the coffee you want.”

He
thanked me and pocketed his
wallet, then asked how things had been going in his absence. Before
I knew it, the whole saga was spilling out of me again. As always,
Tom didn’t seem surprised by anything I threw at him. He just stood
there, nursing his cup of black coffee and giving the occasional
“Hmm,” or “Well, I’ll be,” while I brought him up to
speed.

I
told him all about the new threats. Sagoth, Spencer, Cayergan. I
told him how they’d just found what remained of Beaux Couvillion
lying in the middle of the street a few miles down
the road. 

“There wasn’t much left
besides a scorched black skeleton,” I said. “The coroner had to
identify him by dental records. They wrote it off as another
‘suicide.’ I feel like they aren’t even trying with these coverups
anymore.”.

Tom
was way more interested in
the new faces around the store.

“How is my replacement
doing, anyway?” he asked, fixing himself a second cup.

“Amelia’s hanging in
there. I think.”

“You think?”

“To be honest, I don’t know. She’s been back for
a whole week now, but we haven’t gotten a chance to catch up yet. She’s staying busy.
Too busy. Even when we’re alone together in the car, it feels like
she’s too worn down to talk.”

“Hm,” Tom grunted. “It takes a special kind of
person to work gas station duty. The weirdness don’t sit
right with most
people. What about the other young lady?”

“You mean Rosa? She’s
doing exceptionally well. I’ve tried firing her a few times, but
the owners won’t allow it.”

“Tried firing her? You
must really like this one.”

“Yeah, she’s cool and all, but I
have a bad feeling things aren’t
going to end well.” Another thought hit me. I almost didn’t mention
it, but if anyone knew what to make of this, it would be Tom.
“Although, Jerry and I noticed something.”

“Let me guess. The weird stuff stays away from
her, don’t
it?”

“Yeah. With one huge
exception that she doesn’t even remember, nothing crazy ever
happens while she’s around. Why is that?”

“Some people just have that effect. Can’t look
for rhyme or reason out here. Best not to try. It sounds to me like
things are getting
better.”

“Yeah, I think you’re
right. But… they’re also getting worse.”

“How’s that?”

“During the day, when Rosa and Jerry are around,
it’s almost like things are normal. Like what I remember normal
being, anyway. But at night, when I’m all alone, things get… well, you know how they
get. I don’t always know what’s real and what’s just in my
imagination. That’s part of the reason I restarted the
blog.”

Tom gave a confused look and set his coffee
down on the counter in front of me.

“The
what?”

“The blog. It’s like a
journal. But it’s online.” His face stayed blank. “You know. The
internet?”

“I never really got into
that.”

“Well, it’s an online journal. Other people can
read and comment on it, which helps me keep track of what’s
really happening.
Sometimes it’s good to let other people weigh in, but I don’t
exactly trust my psychiatrists, and I can’t keep putting that
burden on my friends.”

“So,” he said slowly.
“Just to be crystal clear… you’re crowdsourcing your
sanity?”

I
was impressed that the old
man actually knew the word “crowdsourcing.” He’d learned a lot in
his retirement. “Yeah,” I said. “When you put it that way, I guess
I am.” 

He
sighed loudly. “I wouldn’t be too cavalier about that if I were
you. There are plenty of people around these parts that won’t be happy to learn there’s
someone keeping records.”

“Judging from the comments
section, most people just think I’m crazy.”

With a laugh, he asked, “Now why would they
think that?”

That’s when the memories finally caught up to
me.

“Oh shit! Tom, aren’t
you... aren’t you
dead?”

Halloween. The Akyak creature bit out his throat. The official story was that a
wild dog got him, but I distinctly remembered...

Tom
took his time and stretched his arms and legs before responding,
“That’s what they tell
me.”

“Sorry,” I said. “Was that rude? I didn’t mean
to—”

“No, you’re
fine.”

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“What’s it
like?”

He
gave me a sad look and answered, “Being dead is a lot like
dreaming. Sometimes it’s good; sometimes it’s bad. But most of the
time, you don’t even realize
you’re doing it.”

The
door opened, and I turned to
see another familiar face—this one painted up with green and brown
stripes. The colors matched his head-to-toe camo clothing. Even the
custom stock of the hunting rifle resting in his left arm was
camouflaged. He was smiling, the same smile he wore the night he
came here to kill me.

I
reached under the counter to grab my gun. I hoped I wouldn’t need
to use it. There were so many rules: Don’t pull out a gun if you don’t plan on using it. Don’t
point a gun at someone unless you plan to shoot them. Don’t shoot
someone unless you plan to kill them.

It was all moot anyway. The gun, I
remembered, wasn’t there anymore. I looked in Tom’s direction. He
wasn’t there anymore either.

“Morning, Jack,” the newcomer said from the other side of the
counter.

“Good morning, Travis. You
know you’re still banned, right?”

“I know, I know, but I’m just popping in for a
quick second to buy something. We was out hunting the bat dog and
this is the only place
open this late. I see you’re already double fisting it,
huh?”

He gestured at the counter in front of me,
at the two fresh cups of coffee—mine, and the one Tom put down next
to it.

“You can’t just ‘pop in for a quick second’ if
you’re banned,” I explained.

He
pointed at the wall behind me like my words had
absolutely no effect on his
sunny disposition. “Can I get a can of Skoal original,
please?”

“No, I don’t think you
understand. You’re banned, Travis. For life. You tried to
kill—”

“Shit, Jack, are you ever going to let that go? You know, you’re
really starting to piss me off.”

“I’m… pissing you off?”

“Here I am, out at the
asshole of night, doing the community a service. The least you
could do is show some appreciation!”

I
looked out the doors to see
two trucks and four or five more guys dressed like Travis. I
couldn’t recognize any of them, but the way they stayed on their
side of the entrance left me to assume they were all part of the
same group O’Brien warned to stay away for good. Travis was the
only one brave/dumb enough to test the waters.

“I can’t sell you anything,” I said. “And what are you even talking
about? What ‘bat dog’?”

“Well, it might not be a bat dog. Could be a dog
bat. Jury’s still out. Either way, someone saw it again a
couple nights ago. Big
creature with the wings of a bat and the face of a dog. They say it
glows green like a mutant ninja turtle.”

“The ninja turtles didn’t
glow.” (I never thought I’d need to explain that.)

“I think it’s got somethin’ to do with government
experiments, but
Brylock says it’s probably just another one of them aliens. They’re
all real pissed ever since it stole one of the goats off of FJ’s
farm. Clyde’s offering a bounty of two hundred fifty and a bottle
of Johnny Walker Black to anybody who kills it.” 

Clyde, I surmised,
must have been the Sheriff, Clyde Callie. I found it interesting
that he and this vigilante were on a first name
basis. 

“Okay,” I said, deciding to take the path of
least resistance. With a sigh, I picked out his can of chew
and rang him
up.

“Does this mean you’ve finally forgiven me?” Travis asked with a
hopeful smile.

“No.”

“Aw man, fuck
you!”

He paid, continued to curse at me while I
counted back his change, then apologized one more time and
left.

 


***

 


That night had one more surprise in store. I’d just finished my morning
preparations when a giant of a man snuck up on me. The moment I
noticed him, he had a finger gun inches from my face.

“Bang. You’re
dead.”

I sighed. “You got me.”

Benjamin—the monster hunter and
human/mountain hybrid—had
only been in the store once before, back when the dark god was
making waves. He left town after blowing up a bunch of stuff, but
he was never really gone. He made a point to call me at the gas
station periodically, asking for “status reports” like I somehow
worked for him now.

“That’s how easy it would
have been to kill you. Did you even notice me? Did you even realize
you weren’t alone before it was too late?”

“I was kinda focused on
getting the coffee ready.”

“I swear, out of all the weird
shit I’ve experienced,
the biggest what-the-fuck of this universe is how the hell you’re
still alive.”

“Thanks.”

His
beard had grown a few inches since his last visit. If I wanted to
be rude, I could point out how much gray had emerged in the black.
The first time I saw him, he
was cosplaying as a businessman. Tonight, he wore cargo pants, a
black padded coat, and army boots. He was dressed for either a
fight or a fishing trip.

He
reached into one of his pants pockets and pulled out a small
electronic device resembling
a cassette player. He held it over his head and started up and down
the aisles. “Status report.”

“Is that an EVP detector?
Are you looking for ghosts?”

“Ain’t no such thing as ghosts, Jack.” The device
started beeping loudly. Benjamin was big
enough to see the top
of the six-foot-tall frozen drink machine without any trouble. He
reached up and pulled down an object that looked like a piece of
black popcorn. The device in his other hand continued to beep
loudly as he crushed the black kernel between his thumb and
forefinger and let the pieces drop to the floor. The beeping
immediately ceased. “I’m just taking care of your bug
problem.”

He
proceeded through the rest of the store, stopping to pick up small
objects and devices from behind signs or atop displays and grinding each one to dust below his
boots. When the handheld machine no longer beeped, he came back to
the counter and said, “Now, about that status report…”

“Not much to report,
really.”

“Are you sure you haven’t noticed anything out
of the ordinary
recently?”

“Well, someone has been gluing googly eyes all
over the store. Mostly on the faces of people and animals printed
on advertisements. You should check out the breakfast cereals. It’s
actually pretty funny. Oh, and there was this
demon hellgate thing,
but I’m pretty sure Jerry took care of it.”

He growled. “I forget you’ve got mashed
potatoes for brains.”

“What are you doing here,
anyway?”

“My contact in this town went dark a couple weeks
back. I wanted to come and check on him
sooner, but I had a
thing in Mexico that wasn’t going to kill itself.”

“I thought I was your
contact in this town,” I said, pretending to care.

“I’ve got good news for
you, then.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I found the poor bastard. They cut off his
hands and stuffed him
in the trunk of his car to bleed to death.”

“Oh. Oh my God.” I didn’t
have to pretend anymore. “How is that ‘good news’?”

“That means you’ve just been promoted. You’re now
my sole eyes and ears in this town. Which means I’m gonna need you
to pick up the slack,
start paying better attention. Next time I call you, I want a real
status report.”

He turned to the door.

“Wait! Where are you
going?”

The
enigmatic monster hunter stopped long enough to say, “Something
just woke up off the coast of Haiti that needs my attention more than your little town. Because
everyone else is apparently dead, that means you’re in charge until
I get back. Keep your eyes open and your hands
attached.”

“Wait!”

He
turned back to face me, crossing his arms and puffing out
his chest. “What is
it?”

“I’m not qualified to be
in charge of... anything, really. Can’t you just stay until
whatever’s killing people is dead?”

He sighed. “Jack, like it or not, you’re
going to have to grow up one of these days.”

Before I could explain why that wasn’t necessarily true, he had already left the
store.


Chapter Five




Morning came before I knew it. Rosa wasn’t
far behind. When she walked through the door, she was practically
singing. “Good morning, Jack!”

“Morning,
Rosa.”

She
circled around to my side of
the counter and gently placed the book—the finale of the
space-cowboy series—in front of me.

“Well,” she said. “You were right. This one was
pretty out there. But you know what? I really loved it anyway. And
now that it’s over, I feel a little… what’s that word, when you’re sad that a story
you’ve invested so much time in has ended and you’ll never get to
know what the characters do next?”

“I call it the book
hangover.”

“I thought there might be a slightly more poetic
word for it, like desiderium or
something.”

“Nope.
‘Book-hangover.’” 

“Well I’m hungover like
crazy. How does one treat a book hangover?”

I shrugged. “I guess another book.”

“Okay! What are we reading
next?”

The
question was so unexpected that I didn’t understand her at first.
“We?” I asked.

“Well, yeah. You’re the
expert. What’s next for our book club?”

“This is a book club
now?”

“If you want. I know I’m not as fast a reader as
you, but I like being able to talk about stuff, and you’re the only
other reader I know. Well, except for my gran, but she only reads the
Left Behind series and werewolf erotica. Not really my jam. So,
what do you say? Wanna join my book club?” She rocked back and
forth on her heels and tiptoes, waiting for my answer.

Neither of us noticed we weren’t alone
until we heard the sound of
someone clearing his throat on the other side of the counter. I
looked up to see Travis giving me a strange look.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Rosa
said politely. “I didn’t see you there.”

He
smiled and responded, “That must mean the camo’s working.”

“What are you doing back again?” I asked, hoping
my tone would do enough of the heavy lifting. Somehow, Travis didn’t get the
message.

“On my way in from the hunt. Had to call it on
account of the sun coming up. Ain’t no point being out there
now when the bat dog
only comes out at night.”

“Bat… dog?” Rosa asked. I missed my chance to
Casper Van Dien her,
and now it was too late. She was in friendly clerk mode.

Travis still had the rifle in his left arm. He used his
free hand to fish out a cell phone, explaining, “Yeah, it’s still out there somewhere.
I’m pretty sure we’ll get it tomorrow night. Sumbitch thinks it’s
smart, but I know where its hunting grounds are.”

I
hated being the voice of reason. Hell, I hate being the voice
of anything, but no one
else had pointed out the obvious. “Are you sure this thing is even
real? I mean, are there any non-alcoholic eyewitnesses? Couldn’t
this be the work of a pack of coyotes? Or a meth head? Or a pack of
meth coyotes?”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Travis
said confidently. “Because I saw it with my own two eyes. Spotted
it just a few hours ago on the other side of Goose Creek. Couldn’t
line up a clean shot ‘causa the GCTP right on the other
side.” 

“The what?” Rosa
asked.

“Goose Creek Trailer Park,” I explained as
Travis tapped away at
his phone. He then turned it around to show off the photo on the
screen.

“I didn’t wanna shoot at him and get sued by some redneck if I missed
and knocked out a window or somethin’. You know how litigious them
Goosers get. So, I took me a picture. See?” He handed the phone to
Rosa with a quick warning, “You can zoom but don’t go scrolling
unless you wanna see pics of my pork cork.”

“Your what?” she asked
innocently.

“You know, my pants lance? My plaster blaster? My
tonsil tickler? The ole drizzly bear?”

I
jumped in with, “Please stop.” Once he’d quit euphemizing all over
the place, I leaned over to
take a look for myself. There was definitely something there, right
at the tree line. Something big, too far away to
make out any clean details. But this creature—whatever it
was—appeared to be glowing. Green like foxfire and eerily
familiar.

Rosa suddenly
flinched like a bird had flown into her face. She jerked back,
looked at me, then at Travis, then at the phone. Her reaction was
clearly more than just a response to the bat dog.

“What’s wrong?” I
asked.

“Do you guys…” She cut her volume
in half before
finishing the sentence. “...smell something?”

I
smelled a lot of things. Most of them bad, but life at the gas
station had trained me to ignore my nose when necessary. Travis and I both shook our heads.
Rosa put the phone down, took a delicate whiff of her hand, and
nearly gagged.

“Is that… and I don’t mean
any offense, but... did somebody pee on your phone?”

“Oh that?” Travis said with a soft
chuckle. “Nah, you’re
probably just smelling the doe urine. I douse myself before I go
hunting.”

“Why?” she asked.

He looked confused. “What do you mean?”

She abandoned her question for another.
“Would you like me to get you some wet wipes?”

He
looked even more confused.
“Naw. Why?”

“I’ll... be right back.” With that, she headed
towards the supply closet. Travis watched her walk away with a sly grin that made me
want to punch him.

“Two visits in one day,” I said. “You’re really
not taking this ‘banned for life’ thing very seriously, are you?”

He
donned an expression of mock indignation. “Well excuse the
hell out of me! I just thought I’d
do you a favor, drop in here real quick, grab a snack or
two—”

“That’s not a ‘favor’! I don’t get paid on
commission. That’s literally just more work for me.”

“You didn’t let me finish!” He went to cross his
arms, but must have
forgotten about the rifle. As he moved, so did his weapon. My
subconscious didn’t wait once I saw what looked like a gun being
raised into kill position. Super defense mode kicked in. The next thing I knew, I had the space-cowboy
book in my hand, cocked back and ready to smash against Travis’s
face. He froze. So did I.

He
slowly relaxed his arms and lowered the rifle. “Jeez, Jack. Anybody
ever tell you that you got a
real temper problem?”

Part of me resented his assessment. But as hypocritical as
he was, I had to face facts.
I’d been suffering from an awful lot of close-call violent
overreactions ever since I put a bullet into Spencer
Middleton. That might be
worth mentioning to my shrink, I thought. If she
were to ever schedule another appointment.

I took a breath, set
the book onto the counter, and said, “I apologize. Please,
continue.”

“As. I. Was.
Saying...” he chewed on that
phrase like it was part of his audition for the Real Housewives of East Jesus. “I just wanted to drop in, grab a snackie or
two, and then give you a warning.”

“What warning?”

He looked left, then right, like he was
about to tell a racist joke. Then he whispered, “It’s about
Brylock.”

I
had to assume that he meant Brian Locke, one of the other
vigilantes with a lifetime ban. Brian was several years younger than me. Brown hair, square
jaw, super popular (you know the type). From what I gathered, he
was this town’s version of Mister Perfect. Former captain of the
football team. Son of the church’s favorite preacher. Everyone knew
Brian’s truck had the biggest nuts (and sadly, that is not a
metaphor). His and my social circles didn’t overlap, but we did
have a single friend in common once.

“What about ‘Brylock’?” I
asked.

“We got to chinwaggin’ tonight and, well, he
still thinks you and
Jerry had something to do with what happened to Vanessa. Look, I
tried talking to him for you. I know you’re
innocent. But some people make a mistake and it’s like they can’t
admit when they’re wrong. But not me. I’m not like that,
see?”

Great, another person
to add to my watch-out-for list.

“Thanks for the heads
up.”

“Yeah man. So, does this
mean you’ve forgiven me?”

“No. We’re not there yet.” I should
have picked my words
more carefully, but Travis was very good at wearing down my
defenses.

“Cool, cool, but we are gonna get there. Right? Good. I honestly feel
better already. I don’t care what they say about you, Jack. You’re
alright.”

Rosa came back to the counter with a box of wet wipes right as I finished ringing
up Travis’s order. I saw him off, then went to wash my own hands
while Rosa deep-cleaned and resterilized the counter.

 


***

 


I
turned the sink’s hot water to full blast and stood back, searching
for that Goldilocks zone of
least uncomfortable weight distribution between my leg and crutch
as I waited for the stream to come up to temperature. It was
strange how something as mundane as washing my own two hands had
transformed into such a difficult chore ever since I lost my leg.
With one arm always tied to a crutch, even the simplest
tasks—showering, sweeping, peeing standing up—had to be reevaluated
on a daily basis. Do I sacrifice right hand mobility and lean into
the massive perpetual bruise under my armpit? Or do I risk
balancing on a single leg until the job is done?

I’d
learned better than to get my
hopes up, but at the back of my mind, there was a promise of a less
crappy future. It came to pass the day after I rebooted my blog
(although I’m sure the timing was just a coincidence) that I
received an unexpected phone call at the store.

The
voice on the other end of the line was soft and pleasant, charming
yet disconcerting, not unlike Hannibal Lecter reciting a lullaby.
The man introduced himself as
“Sawyer,” and explained to me that he represented a certain
anonymous client who had taken an interest in my case. This client
had hired Sawyer to orchestrate the transference of a gift—a fancy
new prosthetic leg, top-of-the-line, with all the bells and
whistles.

When I asked why someone would do such a thing, Sawyer
explained that he didn’t
know, but suggested that some people simply have too much
money.

The
offer felt more suspicious than airport sushi, but as long as I
never had to meet the person footing the bill, I wasn’t too proud to turn down free medical
assistance. All I had to do was come down to their office at the
abandoned strip mall so I could sign some papers and answer a
questionnaire, let them conduct a series of measurements and
tests—both physical and psychiatric—and give some samples of my
blood, hair, and saliva. I was surprised by the thoroughness of the
process, but I’m not a medical expert so I didn’t think too hard
about it. The prosthesis production would take some time, they
explained. Anywhere from a couple of months to a couple of
years.

I
knew the whole thing was
probably a waste of time, but at least I wasn’t any worse off than
before. Plus, having something other than insanity and death to
look forward to certainly helps pass the time a little
easier.

I felt the water stream. Still tap
cold. 

That’s annoying. It
should be hot by now.

I
looked up to see my reflection, and suddenly... I felt very
confused. I was... staring at the mirror directly above the sink. I
looked… stared… aimed my
eyes… and got lost.

I
looked back down at the water and felt the world
spin.

Hang on. That wasn’t right. Let’s try this
again.

I
attempted to look at my own reflection, but somehow it didn’t work.
This was probably the simplest task I’d ever failed to complete. I closed my eyes and shook my
head hoping to force a reset, but when I reopened them, the problem
was still there.

I
don’t have a reflection anymore! The mirror was in front of me, but when I looked into it, I
saw only the wall of the bathroom on the opposite side.
Well that can’t be
good. Did I turn into a vampire without
noticing? I gave the theory
more thought than it deserved. While it would have explained
certain things, it also would have raised more questions than it
answered. No, I decided.
I can’t be a vampire. There must be
something wrong with the mirror!

I
had to wonder, if my
reflection wasn’t there anymore, what would happen if I were to
touch the glass? I carefully raised my hand and extended my pointer
finger. Is this a good
idea? I moved my hand
closer. Probably
not. I was inches away from
contact when I heard what sounded like coconut halves banging
together.

ClipClip ClopClop, ClipClip ClopClop,
ClipClip.

I
spun around, and the noise ceased. I took that as my sign to get
out of there and leave
curiosity to braver folk. I quickly turned off the water and left
the bathroom.

As
the door swung shut behind me, I realized that—once again—I’d
failed at what should have been an unfailable task. I had not
actually left the bathroom at
all. 

Or had I?

I
looked around. I saw the dirty floor and walls. The stall.
The sink. The mirror. This
was definitely our bathroom… except different… except
backwards. Everything was still here, but on the wrong side, down
to the inverted graffiti on the wall. And perhaps the strangest
realization, I felt
wrong. I looked down at my bottom
half.

Yep. My right leg
appeared to have spontaneously grown back without my noticing. That
would have been great news if not for the fact that my
left leg was now amputated in its place. Some movement out of
the corner of my eye caught my attention. Something was happening
on the wall by the sink. Inside the wall. The
mirror held an image of me, and in that wrong reflection, I was
leaning forward. My reflection went through the same movements that
I had gone through seconds ago. My reflection lifted his finger,
moved his hand towards the glass, and then, just as before, we both
heard it:

ClipClip ClopClop, ClipClip ClopClop,
ClipClip.

This time when I turned around, I wasn’t alone. I had to retreat all the way to the
sink in order to take in the entire magnificent figure of a solid
black horse. Sitting on its back sans saddle was a tall, familiar
man wearing boots, a black hat, a dark leather duster, and nothing
else.

The Bathroom Cowboy
looked at me, winked, and dismounted his steed, landing loudly on
the floor. The room was already cramped, but between the three of
us, we were now in “forced friendliness” territory.

I didn’t know what else to say but,
“Hi.”

He
spoke the way Johnny Cash
sings—lazily, yet beautifully. “It’s a world out there, partner.
You need to watch the edges or you might fall into the
gloom.”

His
eyes were deadly serious. His junk was hanging out on full display.
His mouth contained the faintest evidence of a smirk.

“What are you trying to say to me?” His words
were, as usual, too
cryptic for me to understand.

He
looked at the ceiling, took a deep breath, then focused on me. “The
collector and the puppeteer are warring like alley cats, but things are about to change. If
either side starts to win, we all lose. Be that as it may, if
someone offers you gum, it would be foolish not to
accept.”

“What about the collector?
And gum? Are you trying to tell me I have bad breath?”

He
put his hands on his hips and
raised one eyebrow impressively high. “That would be a metaphor.
Thought you gremlins loved metaphors.”

“I’m not a gremlin. Or… was
that also a metaphor?”

The
Bathroom Cowboy stood up tall, smiled proudly, and tapped his nose
with the tip of his left pointer finger while rubbing his stomach vigorously with his
right hand. Then he made the rolling dice gesture with both hands
and raised the opposite eyebrow.

“I have no idea what that means. You’re being too
far out this time. Can you dumb it down for me a
couple notches? Or is this one of
those Face-On-Mars deals where I’m looking for patterns in entropic
nonsense?”

He relaxed his arms and leaned in closer. So
close our noses nearly touched. “Your problem is that you can’t see
what’s right in front of you.”

My
back was pressed against the sink. I had nowhere to go. The only
thing I could see
was what was right in front of me. The Bathroom Cowboy’s face,
covered in beard stubble and tan, smelling like Old Spice Original
and tobacco.

He
leaned back just in time for
me to notice the horse defecating onto the tile floor. The Bathroom
Cowboy actually looked surprised.

I pointed at the pile of horse plop and
said, “I’m not cleaning that up, you know.” 

Bang Bang
Bang.

I
turned my head in the direction of the noise. Someone was standing just outside of the
bathroom. Someone very impatient.

“Just a second!” I called
out.

When I looked back, the Bathroom Cowboy had vanished, along
with the horse. His mysterious message lingered in my brain.
Your problem is that you can’t see
what’s right in front of you. Surely, it wasn’t as simple as that... Right?

The
room was back to normal. The graffiti all faced the correct way.
My right leg was gone again,
but my left was back. I turned around to check on the mirror and
noticed that I still couldn’t see my reflection, but now there was
a reasonable explanation. The glass was completely fogged over. The
steam from the sink—which was still gushing hot water at full
blast—had filled the air.

I
turned the water off (again). When I opened the door a moment later, I was surprised to see who
was standing there.

“Deputy Love? What are you
doing here? Did you... miss me?”

He
snorted. “Of course not. Clyde’s got O’Brien tied up on crop
circles today, so I’m doing her a favor. Don’t make a big
deal out of it.”

“She’s not going to give me a ride home? But,
she’s the gas station
deputy!”

“I don’t like it any more
than you. Now, do you mind?”

I
stepped aside as he brushed past. One step in, he froze and made a
sound like a dog about to barf. I quickly realized that the horse pie was still sitting on the
ground by the wall.

“Oh,” I said as I stepped
away. “Just so you know… That was already there when I came
in.”

I shut the door before he could say anything
else.


Chapter Six




Rosa had already clocked in, cleaned the perimeter, counted down my till, and
opened her own by the time I got back to my spot behind the
register.

“Is everything okay?” she
asked, a concerned frown furrowing her brow.

I
was surprised by her sudden paranormal situational
awareness. Did she know
something just happened? (For that matter, did something
just happen?)

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

“I saw Deputy Love come
in.”

“Yeah, I guess he’s giving
me a ride home today.”

“Where's
O’Brien?”

“Busy doing real work,
apparently.”

“Oh.” Rosa bit her lip.
“Well, I hope everything’s okay.”

As
she handed me my countdown
slip, our fingers touched. I began to speak without thinking, which
surprised even me. Whatever contact high I’d gotten from the
Bathroom Cowboy hadn’t worn off yet, and the words were flowing
freely. “You know, there’s this bookstore in town called ‘New
Pages.’ I go there pretty often. They have what can technically be
called coffee.”

Her eyes widened. “Really?”

All
of a sudden, I felt like a veil had been lifted, the fog had cleared, and the truth had punched
me square in the face. The Bathroom Cowboy’s words, still fresh in
my mind, now made a lot more sense. Your problem is that you can’t see what’s right in front of
you… Holy crap! How did I miss this?

Rosa caught my gaze.
Held it. “Is everything okay?”

“I just realized something.”

She fluttered her eyelashes like she had a
speck of dirt in there, then uttered a soft, “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Can I ask you a
question?” 

She
cleared her throat and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Of course.”

“How long has that guy been
standing there?” I pointed at the
back of the store, at the figure by the beer case with his back to
us. 

Rosa’s smile dissolved. She looked where I
was pointing, then back at me. 

“What?” she
asked.

“That guy! Did you see
him come in?”

“No. I mean, I don’t think
so.”

I
looked out at the lot. There was a car parked by one of the pumps.
A sedan of some kind. Two or four doors, hard to tell from here. It
was that grayish tannish silverish color that
probably has some official
name like “fossil” or “porpoise.” The man at the back of the store
was every bit as nonspecific as the vehicle.

By
all accounts, he seemed pretty unremarkable, and he certainly
wasn’t doing anything to draw attention to himself. He
was a white guy. Much older
than me, but not old-old. He wore a
generic suit of gray (or maybe blue). He had medium-length dark
brownish hair. He stood somewhere between 5’8’’ and 6’2’’. He had
two arms and two legs. 

You
get the point. He was, in a word, forgettable.

“I’m gonna go see what he wants,” I said, certain
that this was a smart
thing to do. By the time I reached the man, whatever was left of
the Bathroom Cowboy’s confidence boost had run its course, leaving
behind only a hangover of confusion and regret. But I couldn't turn
back now. Rosa was watching. The best I could do was get it over
with as quickly as possible.

“Excuse me, sir. Did you need help finding
anything?” My words didn’t sound nearly as confident out loud as
they had in my head. Customer service was never my strongest skill. Plus, my voice
cracked in the middle of the question like I was going through
second puberty.

The
generic man turned just enough to see me out of one brownish bluish
eye, but he didn’t face me directly. “Yes, I’m
fine.” His words were quick
and low. Nearly a whisper, but not.

Well, I
tried.

I turned back around and aimed my crutch
towards the front counter. As soon as I’d taken my first step, the
man started speaking again.

“Actually...” I stopped in place. His
voice was accent-free,
soft, and steady, like he was trying hard to sound nondescript.
“...there is one thing you might help with.”

I
turned my head, but as soon as I looked at him, he looked
away. Alright. I get it. You
don’t want me to see your face. I leaned forward and spoke to the man. “What might that
be?”

“I’m trying to find an old friend of mine. His name is Jeremy. Jeremy
Pascal. Maybe you’ve seen him around?”

Before I could stop myself, I had already blurted out three
words too many, “You mean Jerry?” Ohhh, I
shouldn't have said that.

The
man was standing directly
behind me now. “Ah, yes. ‘Jerry.’ That is one of the names he
sometimes goes by.”

Time to start damage control. “If you’re looking for Jerry, I’m afraid I can’t help
you. He hasn’t shown up to work in a long time. I think he might
have moved on to greener pastures. If you have a message, I’ll be
sure he gets it. You know, if he ever comes in
for his last paycheck.”

The
man brushed past me with a quick, “That won’t be necessary. Thank
you.”

By
the time I got back to the counter, the generic man had
already left the
store. 

“What was that about?”
Rosa asked.

“I’m not sure. Did that
guy buy any gas?”

She checked the pump screen. “It doesn’t
look like it. What did he say?”

“He was asking about—”

“Yo, nerds!” We both looked up to see Jerry
strolling through the doorway, blissfully unaware of how narrowly
he’d missed… something. He
sauntered over to the counter wearing sunglasses, an unzipped grey
hoodie, and a white t-shirt that read “My Name Is Jerry!” in big
handwritten lettering. He had one hand wrapped around an
extra-large Styrofoam cup with a red straw poking out and the other
holding a small, colorful greeting card with macaroni-words on the
front. He sipped from the former and dropped the latter onto the
counter next to the book.

“Y’all! Sign this card I
made for Mel.”

I looked down to see that he had spelled out
the words “Get Better Soon!” in dry pasta, glitter, and hot
glue.

Rosa reached for it, saying “Aw, that’s so sweet of
you!” With a big smile, she
opened the card and read it aloud. “‘Hey Mel. Sorry you got
tortured and stabbed in the heart.’ Oh look! He drew a picture of
it and everything.”

She
flipped the card around and held it up for me to see the crayon
drawing of an overweight man
in a bunny mask plunging a ceremonial dagger into the chest of
X’s-for-eyes Mel while stick-figure Jerry and I hung upside down in
the background. He even drew the pentagram on the wall. This card
probably wouldn’t be enough to stop the pending lawsuit (and might
even be used against us as evidence at trial) but it was a nice
gesture nonetheless.

Rosa took a pen from the coffee mug by the register and
leaned over to sign the card. It was like she’d already forgotten
all about the generic man and
whatever ill intentions he may have had. Right then I made a mental
note to try and fire her again soon. (The owners would never allow
it, but I couldn’t in good conscience give up that easily.) I made
a second mental note to schedule some time alone with Jerry so I
could figure out exactly what kind of trouble he was in this
time.

Deputy Love noisily exited the bathroom and
made a big show of pretending to dry his hands on his shirt (as if
any of us would believe he’d actually washed his hands).

“Hey, Jerry,” I said as nonchalantly as I could. “Are you busy
today? I could use a ride home.”

He sipped his drink and said, “Well, I was
on my way to my other job.”

“Your… what? What other
job?”

“The carnies are setting up this week and looking
for some local muscle
to help out.”

“Ah. Is it carnival time
already? Great.”

Once every year, the carnival sneaks up on our town like
seasonal depression. They set up on the old fairgrounds past the
abandoned railroad tracks, bringing show tents, rides of
questionable safety
standards, and all the edible fried garbage one can stomach. Our
town’s population doubles for the week with the influx of tourists.
Locals love it, and the gas station gets a big boost from all the
extra traffic. 

To
be honest, the carnival was the only thing keeping our town alive. I was not a fan, but I
was happy to know Jerry had found a way to stay busy that didn’t
involve swords or drugs.

As
Deputy Love reached our group, Rosa looked up from the card and
gave a cheerful, “Hello again, Deputy Love.”

He nodded and said, “Hey yourself…
Maria?”

Rosa held her smile, tapped her nametag, and
said, “Not even close, but thanks for trying.”

Love shrugged, turned to me, and asked, “You
ready?” like he was suddenly in a hurry.

Jerry picked up Mel’s card. “That won’t be necessary,” he said before I had a chance
to answer. “I’ll be driving Jack home. Why don’t you take the rest
of the day off? You’ve earned it, big guy.”

“What about your other
job?” I asked.

“Don’t worry; I gotchu, fam. Besides, you don't
ever want to be on
time for your first day. It sets a bad precedent. Isn’t that right,
Love?”

The deputy gave him the side eye. “Who are
you?”

Jerry instantly transformed into a one-man soap opera.
“Gasp!” he shouted in a vaguely aristocratic accent. He
waved his arms around like a
nervous anime character. “You don’t remember me? After everything
we’ve been through together? After all I’ve done for you?! When you
were at rock bottom, I was the one who gave you a kidney! And now
you act like I’m somebody you don’t even know?! I can’t believe
this. You have smacked my gobs and ghasted my flabbers! Jack, I’ll
be waiting in the car.”

Jerry stormed away. Once the door had closed behind him,
the deputy nodded and said, “Oh, yeah. I remember now. He’s the guy
who found that kidney in the
trash can a few weeks ago.”

“Did you guys ever figure
out whose kidney that was?” Rosa asked.

Love shook his head, “I don’t know. I didn’t follow up.” He
really was the undisputed king of the Not My Job castle. “But hey, if there’s nothing else y’all need from
me, I’ll just take my free coffee and hit the road. Do me a favor
though? If anyone asks, I shuttled you home today. All
right?”

“Who would ask?” I
wondered out loud. But Deputy Love had already walked
away.

 


***

 


Our conversation
during the drive home yielded no answers. Jerry was just as
confused as I was to learn that a man in a suit had been looking
for him.

“Did he say where he knew
me from?”

“No. Only that he was a friend of yours, but I
got the sense that he was being ironic.”

“What did he look
like?”

“That’s the weird thing. I didn’t get a good
look. Normal height. Normal weight. No facial hair. Or, maybe
minimal facial hair. Definitely a guy. Or possibly a girl, now that
I think about it. But definitely probably a guy.
I guess he was… Extremely average? Is any of this
helping?”

Jerry took a long sip from the Styrofoam cup as he racked his brain. A few gulps down
the road, he smacked his lips and said, “What kind of suit was he
wearing?”

“What do you
mean?”

“Like, double breasted? Dinner suit? How many buttons? Was it
an American cut or British cut? Peak or notch? Mandarin collar?
Lambswool? Tweed?” I was half-convinced he was making up
terms.

“I, uh… I’m not really a suit guy,” I said. Jerry
took another loud slurp as we rolled through a four-way stop. “Hey, I don’t
want to sound ungrateful, but you’re not drinking alcohol right
now, are you?”

“What, this?” he shook the cup at me. “Not to
worry. It’s a homemade energy drink, and everything in it is
technically legal. You
want some?”

“No, that’s
okay.”

“I do have an alcoholic version of it, too. But
that’s in a jug at home. I call it ‘five-and-a-half loko.’ Pairs great with scallops and
redfish.”

“Is ‘scallops and redfish’ the name of another
mixed drink?” Instead
of answering, Jerry made an unexpected and abrupt turn onto an
unfamiliar side street. Super
defense mode kicked in. (God,
was I getting so tired of super defense mode!)
This time, I calmed myself down before planning out any
hypothetical attacks. “Hey, I think you might have taken a wrong
turn.”

He eased onto the gas pedal and muttered
under his breath, “I knew it.”

“Knew what?”

“We’re being followed.
Quick! Act natural.”

I
looked in the rearview mirror to see a plain sedan turning onto the
street behind us. It could
have been the same car the generic man drove. Or it could be a
whole different make, model, and color. The driver was too far away
to see clearly, and I was okay with that. The more distance between
us and any potential trouble, the better. This beater was barely
running after the last high-speed pursuit, and I would rather not
tempt fate any more than we already had.

“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Maybe they’re just headed in the same direction.”

He
flicked the Nissan’s left turn signal. A second later, the car behind us turned on its own
blinker. At the end of the block, Jerry turned right. The car
behind us stayed at the intersection, but never turned. I watched
the car until a gray minivan rolled up behind us. 

Jerry continued driving in silence, keeping one eye on the rearview mirror and one hand
on the steering wheel. We were headed in the wrong direction, but I
wasn’t about to discourage him from playing it safe for a
change.

When the energy drink was finally gone, he let out a deep
breath and began to relax
into his seat, saying, “You know, there is one way we can figure
out who the man in the suit is and what he wants.”

“Yeah? How?”

He
took his eyes off the road and gave me the look. The
don’t make me spell it out for you,
you already know look.

“That’s not a very good plan,” I said loud and clear.

“Yeah, but—”

“We talked about this.” A little louder. A little
clearer. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Yeah, but—”

“You swore to me that it was over!” Loud enough
to make us both uncomfortable. As clear as possible.
“Remember?”

He
frowned and stared dead ahead at the road. I couldn’t tell what
that look meant. Maybe I’d hurt his feelings. Maybe he
was replaying memories of why
I was right.

I
knew these last couple of months had been hard on him. I could see
it in the way he stared
longingly at the cold drink case when he thought I wasn’t paying
attention. The monkey was off his back, but never far away. It had
been several weeks since his last attempt to rebuild the Russian
radio, and he was jonesing hard for a fix.

I
took some comfort in the fact
that he was focusing more of his energy lately on this arts and
crafts kick. The macaroni get-well card, the custom t-shirts, the
mixed drink concoctions—these were all signs that he was on the
road to recovery (okay, maybe not that last one), but Jerry wasn’t
the kind of person who could stay idle for long. If he got bored,
he might relapse. Or he might find an entirely different hornet’s
nest to kick.

My
train of thought was interrupted by Jerry repeatedly pumping the
brakes. The car rocked back
and forth like a cheap mechanical bull. The driver of the van
behind us blared their horn and cut over into the oncoming lane.
They rolled their side window down so the woman in the passenger
seat—an elderly lady with blue hair, thick bifocals, and a neck
tattoo—could mean-mug and flip us the bird, but I don’t think Jerry
even noticed her. His eyes were fixed on the rearview mirror, on
the plain sedan with tinted windows that had been tailing the van
this entire time, hiding in plain sight like a praying mantis or a
white-collar criminal.

“Gotcha!” Jerry
exclaimed.

“Jerry,” I said carefully.
“You’re not about to do anything stupid, are you?”

“Hold that thought,” he said while giving the car a little more gas than
I was comfortable with.

I
hugged my seatbelt as he
accelerated through a left turn, putting a little more distance
between us and our tail, but the sedan was behind us again in no
time. Jerry flicked on his right blinker and sped up. The car
behind us skipped the blinker this time but matched the gas. We
were both coming up fast on a yellow light. We could probably make
it if Jerry sped up just a little—

I
lurched forward as Jerry slammed the brakes. The car behind us screeched to a dead stop,
narrowly avoiding a collision. The light turned red, and Jerry
peeled into the intersection, hooking left as an oversized pickup
truck rolled coal and blared its horn at us.

“Sorry!” I screamed for no
good reason.

Jerry skidded into another right turn. Then another left.
Then we cut through the parking lot of the abandoned bowling alley. Finally, we were
back on track and heading home.

He
spent the rest of the ride explaining to me the subtle differences
between American and British
suit cuts. I spent the rest of the ride watching the rearview
mirror and trying not to throw up.


Chapter Seven




There’s nothing quite like coming home to a quiet house
after a long night of annoying customers, phantasmal
visions, and other burdens of the
retail night shift. I was looking forward to kicking off my sock
and shoe and settling in for a book marathon until it was time to
get ready for work again. (I know my life may seem a tad pathetic
from the outside, but that’s just because it is.)

When Jerry dropped me off at my front door, I thought that
would be the end of my day. I
couldn’t have expected how wrong I was.

Brrrriiinnnggg… Brrriiinnnggg…

I
had just finished my morning medicine routine when it started—the
annoying robotic scream for
my attention. I grabbed my crutch and stepped out of the
bathroom.

Brrrriiinnnggg…
Brrriiinnnggg… There was no
doubt. That was the sound of an old-fashioned home phone. Strange,
considering this home didn’t have a phone. Plenty of bygones of a
simpler time—linoleum flooring, asbestos insulation, floral
wallpaper, probably a chimney ghost or two—but not a home phone.
Yet something was ringing, and it was relentless.
Brrriiinnnggg… I needed to track it down before it
ended. How many times has it
rung? Ten? Twenty? 

The
noise grew louder as I made my way down the hall.
Brrrriiinnnggg… Past the living room. Past the kitchen. I was
getting closer. Brrrriiinnnggg… Closer. 

I
pushed open the door and stepped into the dining room. I was
almost on top of it now. I
cupped an ear and focused. Brrrriiinnnggg… 

Bingo! It was coming
from the china cabinet against the wall. Funny, I’d never really
paid much attention to that piece of furniture. When the previous
occupants moved out, one of my Brrrriiinnnggg… foster sisters raided all the dishware. Since then, I’d
gradually stuffed the shelves with old books and comics, but I
never noticed Brrrriiinnnggg… a
phone in there before.

I
found it sitting behind a stack of mysteries I’d polished off
about a year earlier—an
antique rotary style, solid black, covered in dust, wholly
unassuming, but screaming out for someone to Brrrriiinnnggg… answer. It made sense that my foster sister would leave it
behind. Too old to pawn and too common to be collectible. I could
see the cord running to a hole drilled into the back. I squeezed up
next to the wall to see that the cable ran into a phone outlet I
never knew existed. 

Wait, does this mean
someone’s been paying a monthly phone bill this entire time for
nothing? Whose bank account
is it even hooked up to? I should find out. I should find out right
now. No time like the present!

I
realized what I was doing. I was stalling. I had a bad history with
phone calls, and no reason to expect things to change under these
circumstances. For the
briefest of moments, I considered unplugging the cord and walking
away. That shouldn’t be too much of a problem. After all, I’ve
ignored much bigger mysteries without any trouble.

Brrrrrrriiiiiinnnnnngggggg!!!

“Okay!” I shouted at the stupid phone. “Enough
already! I’m going to answer you! Just chill out!”
Brrrriiinnnggg… “This had better not be one of my stalkers
calling to taunt me, or else you’re going straight into the
bathtub.” Brrrriiinnnggg…

I
sighed. The phone didn’t
care, and we both knew it. It just wanted to do its job and go back
to gathering dust in peace. I could respect that. I quietly
apologized to the inanimate object for my outburst, grabbed the
receiver, Brrrriii—, and
answered with my friendliest, “Hello?”

The
voice was soft and pleasant, with the slightest hint of ill humor.
“Hello, Mr. Townsend. I’m so glad I was finally able to reach you.” I recognized him right
away. This was Sawyer, the man who had contacted me about the pro
bono prosthetic. (Just when I was beginning to assume that the
whole thing was an elaborate scam to steal my blood.) I was so
surprised to hear from him that I forgot I’d already given my
greeting. 

“Hi,” I said
redundantly.

Not
to be outdone, he returned a friendly, “Hi, there.”

This was already shaping up to be a conversation of
above-average awkwardness. I needed to get the call back on
track, so I went with the only thing
I could think of. 

“Hello,
Sawyer!”

“Um, yes. Hi,
Jack.”

“Hi. This is Jack. From the gas
station.”

“Yes, I know… Sorry, can
you hear me?”

“Yes. I can hear
you.”

“Good.”

“Hi.”

He
cleared his throat. When he spoke again, it was with a hint of urgency, like he was trying to
get the words out before I hello-bombed him again. “Mr. Townsend,
as you may recall from when we last spoke, I represent the
charitable interests of a certain anonymous
philanthropist.”

“Yes, I remember. How are you?”

“I’m happy to report that your new leg is nearly
ready. You should be receiving some literature in the mail soon.
We advise you to read
over everything in order to familiarize yourself with the process
of living with a prosthetic limb.”

“Cool.”

“You will receive the leg by certified mail
somewhere between ten and—” [mumble mumble] “—business days.”

“Super cool.”

“Yes, indeed. Do you have any questions for me at this
time?”

“Just one: How did you get
this number?”

“This is the number from your
file. You gave us all of your
information when you came in for your testing. Address, birthday,
social—”

“Yeah, but I didn't give
you this number. I didn't
even know this number existed. I didn’t even know this
phone existed. The only number I gave you was the one to my
cell.”

There was a long pause before he responded. “Ahhh, you know
what? I probably dialed the wrong number again by accident. Sometimes, when I'm in a hurry, I
miss the buttons.”

I
didn’t try to hide my doubt. “You mean to tell me you
tried calling my cell phone…
dialed the wrong number—by mistake—and it just so happened to be
the home telephone number to the exact house where I
live?”

“Crazy coincidence, isn't it? Anyway, if there’s
nothing else, this concludes our business together.
Goodbye, Mr. Townsend,
and have a wonderful life.”

 


***

 


I
tried calling my cell from the home phone so I could save the
house number in case I ever
needed it, but apparently I’m too dumb to operate a rotary dial. I
couldn’t even find a dial tone on the thing.

I
made myself a poor man’s mocha (coffee and hot cocoa powder) and
settled into my usual spot on the couch with a book
about a cake decorator who
gets in too deep with the Yakuza. It had been a long day, and I was
mentally drained. More than that, I was tired. Sure, I
was always tired. I had been for years. But this was something
else…

My
body was weary, but my brain was a browser with too many tabs opened. At some point, I reached
the end of a page only to realize that I hadn’t absorbed a single
word. I started over from the top of the page. By the time my eyes
reached the last line, I still couldn’t remember anything I’d read.
Or even how many times I’d restarted.

Too
much time in another world, I decided. The book would have to wait.
I needed to shut down my
brain. I could try doing some yoga and meditation. Or more
realistically, I could see what was on the television.

But for some
reason... I couldn’t put the book down. 

As
in, I literally
couldn’t put the book down. Was
I really this lazy and tired? That I’d rather sit here
for hours holding a book that couldn't keep my interest? I closed
my eyes and forced myself to pull it together. Even sitting here
all alone, I knew that this was embarrassing. When I reopened my
eyes, it was with purpose and refreshed motivation. I took a breath
and forced my muscles to… do nothing. 

Not a damn thing.

I
sat there… And waited... I struggled to move my head but… it wasn’t budging.

And soon… I came to realize…

...I wasn’t being lazy…

...I wasn’t poorly incentivized…

...I really wanted to move, but I
couldn’t... 

...I was frozen…

...paralyzed…

I
tried my arms, my fingers, my toes, everything. There was an impassable disconnect
between brain and body, and the only things responding to any
thought were my eyes and that steadily growing sense of anxiety. I
could feel the sweat forming, but I couldn’t wipe it away. I
couldn’t say or do anything at all.

Okay, try not to panic. You seem to be unable to move. No
biggie. It must be a reaction to all the drugs. Just give
them some time to work out of your
system, and then things will go back to normal. Or if not, O’Brien
will come by and check on you in about ten hours or so. All you
have to do is chill out until then.

This isn’t a big deal. It’s not like you have bugs
or rats crawling around on
you. God, why would I even think of something like that? Well at
least I’m not itchy. OH HELL why did I bring that up?! What’s wrong
with me? Now EVERYTHING itches! It’s okay; it’s okay; ignore it
until it goes away. SO ITCHY! Hey, why don’t you try and read these
pages again? 

I
stared at the pages while the words and time and reality
emulsified. Some amount of
time passed, it could have been seconds or weeks. Reading, it
seemed, was out of the question. I closed my eyes and tried not to
think about that tickle on the back of my ear.

My
eyes shot back open to the sound of the locks on my front
door sliding out of
place.

Ummm… What the fuck was that?!

The door creaked open.

In
my peripheral vision, I could see a figure standing in the
entranceway. My heart pounded heavy
in my chest. Sweat began to gather and run down my neck. I kept my
eyes down, pointed at the book. I didn’t want to look. I didn’t
want to see who it was. As irrational as I knew it to be, there was
the illusion of safety in ignorance.

The
moment lasted for a miniature eternity. And then, right when I was
starting to believe that the forever might not end, it did. The figure in the corner of
my vision closed the door and walked over. He stopped in front of
me, but I kept my eyes on the pages. I didn’t want to know what I
already knew. I could ignore it. I could pretend he wasn’t there.
But then, he pulled the book out of my lap, tossed it onto the
floor, and took his seat on the coffee table, exactly where my
right foot would have been. We locked eyes, and if I could have
screamed, I would have.

Spencer!

He
put a finger to his lips, a
completely unnecessary signal, and spoke. “I wonder. Does the
inability to sleep mean you’re completely immune to
nightmares?”

He
looked different now. In
fact, he looked quite healthy for a man who had so recently taken a
bullet to the stomach. His black eye and bruises were long gone.
His hair was freshly trimmed and face neatly shaven. Somehow, the
clean-cut look made him so much more terrifying. I tried
desperately to get my muscles to cooperate, to reach out and
do something
(what the hell was I going to do
anyway? Poke him in the eyes?), but my remaining limbs may as well
have been buried underground a thousand miles away.

He
leaned in and said in a deep
whisper, “Do you even remember nightmares? It’s funny, that word.
‘Nightmare.’ Every culture going back to the dawn of history has
had a concept of some kind of creature, or demon, or sinister
entity that freezes you, right at the cusp of sleep, leaving you
powerless, forcing you to watch as it takes its time torturing you.
Sometimes, it’s only your fear she wants. Succubus.
The night
hag. Shit, nowadays, they
just call her ‘sleep paralysis.’ But the Norse had a different name
for her. They called her ‘Mara’.” He braided
his hands together in his lap and leaned back. 

“The only defense against
Mara was to look away and ignore
her. And if you had the wrong thoughts, if you acknowledged her
existence, Mara would tear you apart, starting with your mind.
Night. Mara... Nightmare.”

He
leaned forward and tapped me right between the eyes. I knew I
could close them again if I
wanted to, but that was what he was hoping for, and I wasn’t about
to give him the satisfaction. If he was going to kill me, I wanted
him to think I wasn’t afraid.

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m
not going to kill you yet.” It was almost like he could read my
mind. “You shouldn’t be so lucky. You need to stay here and see
what you’ve done, watch the whole shitshow unfold in real time.
Maybe then you'll finally accept responsibility. Maybe then, you’ll
see that what I’ve been saying all along has been the truth. I am
not the bad guy.”

He
stared at me like he wanted a response. I counted my breaths, the
only way I knew to keep track of how much time had passed. According to my sense of time, we
might have been staring at one another for hours. But according to
my lungs, it was only four full breaths later when he stood and
walked around behind me. Out of my range of vision, he whispered
into my ear, “I need you to know. The collector isn’t just going
after gods anymore. He’s begun collecting people.”

I
waited for his next move, the blade or needle or hot poker or
scorpion or whatever else he must have brought with him. But it
never came. Time passed as it
ever did, and eventually, less than a hundred breaths later, I
began to feel a tingling in my extremities. By a hundred fifty, my
limbs had woken up, and I could actually reach out and grab my
phone.

I
fell over onto my side as the uniquely uncomfortable feeling of limbs waking up overtook me
(including the leg that wasn’t even there
anymore—thanks for nothing,
amputation). I lost count of
my breathing and waited until the tingling sensation had passed,
then I took my phone into my hands and started dialing O’Brien’s
number. Before I could finish, a thought stopped me.

What exactly am I supposed to say to her?

That was enough to convince me that this plan needed to be
placed on hold. For now. I rolled off the couch and grabbed the
crutch from the coffee table,
then gave my body a quick test drive around the living room.
Everything seemed to be functional. 

Spencer was long gone. I went to the front door and noticed
that it was closed again. Or maybe it was closed
still. The top and bottom deadbolts were locked. If Spencer had
really been here, it would have been uncharacteristically
considerate of him to lock up behind himself before he left. Unless
he was trying to make a point about how he had made copies of my
house keys.

I
looked at the phone again to
see how much time had really passed. To my surprise, I’d only been
home alone for about an hour.

After a quick trip to the kitchen to grab my
scariest-looking steak knife, I sat down in front of my computer
and did a frantic Google search for what the hell just happened. According to the internet,
the most likely diagnoses were either a) a severe potassium
deficiency exacerbated by all the stress, or b) I was completely
faking it for attention.

I
returned to the kitchen and force-fed myself the only source of potassium I could find—an old,
shriveled, semi-solid black banana. I’d forgotten to eat it when it
was ripe and kept putting off throwing it away because I didn’t
want to touch it. I washed it down with another cup of coffee as I
worked out exactly what I was going to say to O’Brien.

 


***

 


“Is everything okay over
there, Crutches?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine. Nothing to worry about. No sign of Spencer
at all.”

Why? Why did I bring that up?

“Alright,” she said
incredulously. “What’s up?”

“Are you super busy right
now?”

“Another sinkhole opened up on the Matherne farm
last night. Swallowed up his work shed and a couple pigs.”

“Weird.”

“I don’t know if you heard me, or if it really is
the status quo for this town, but a sinkhole opened up on the Matherne farm. An entire
building fell into it. But
other than that, no, I’m not doing anything important.”

“Do you want to maybe, I
don’t know, hang out today?”

“Is something
wrong?”

For
a red hot second, I almost told her exactly what
happened, but I caught
myself.

“No. It’s just that we haven’t
really had a chance to catch up
since you’ve been back. Plus, I’m a little bored.” Not technically
lies.

“I thought you liked ‘bored.’”

“I do, normally, but… you
know. I’m bored of it.”

“Why don’t you call Pinkie and the Brain? I bet they’d love to hang
out.”

“They’re both
working.”

“Oh. You don’t want to bother them while they’re at work? How
reasonable. Hang on one sec.” I could hear someone talking to her
in the background, but couldn’t understand exactly what they were
saying. Whoever he was, his voice was raised, and he seemed upset.
The only thing I could make out was the phrase “hog eating worms.”
I wasn’t sure if he was referring to a pig that was eating worms,
or if he was referring to worms capable of eating pigs, but either
way it was obviously none of my business so I waited for them to
finish their heated conversation. When O’Brien came back on the
line, she sounded less annoyed than I expected. “Okay, Jack, I’ve
got an idea. If you’re really that bored, why don’t I come pick you
up and we can do a ride-along today? You have a clean criminal
record, right?”

“Clean-ish.”

“Good enough. I’ll get the
paperwork ready and see you in an hour.”

I
hesitated before answering, but then I remembered exactly how it felt being trapped with nothing
but my vivid hallucinations and overactive imagination to keep me
company.

“Sounds good. I’ll see you
in an hour.”

Thirty minutes later, she was parked
outside, honking her horn.


Chapter Eight




10:16 - Townsend
Residence. Beginning of the ride-along: 

I
barely had enough time to
clean up and change into appropriate attire. I found a pair of
khakis and a blue polo left behind by the house’s previous owners.
They weren’t perfect, but they fit close enough.

O’Brien took one look at me and laughed. She didn’t
stop laughing until after I had
closed the door and buckled my seatbelt.

“What?”

“You look like you’re
about to try and sell me a new printer.”

“Thanks. This is going to
be fun.”

She
smirked. “Yeah. Okay.”

 


10:35 - Goose Creek Mobile Home Community. Petty theft: 

Our
first stop was the GCTP on the other side of town. I’d never been
on a ride-along before, but judging from the name I was expecting
my contribution to be keeping the car seat warm while
the deputy did all the real
work. Once we parked, she turned and asked if I was “ready.” The
question caught me off guard, so I lied and said I was.

Milda Friedman was waiting for us on the patio of her
mobile home. O’Brien introduced me as her “associate,
Jack” and asked what was going on.
With a cigar in her mouth and rollers in her hair, Milda explained
how someone had been stealing her undergarments off the drying
line. She was convinced that it was her ex-boyfriend from the next
town over, as this was the kind of thing he liked to do to push her
buttons. She didn’t have any proof besides her gut feeling, but as
she put it, “That ought to be enough.”

To
complicate matters, Milda was just north of ninety years old, and
her boyfriend had been dead for two decades. We stayed long enough to let her think we were
taking her seriously. O’Brien promised we’d look into it, and we
left without writing a report.

 


11:18 - Forest View Cemetery. Drunk and
disorderly:

Our
next stop was the graveyard in the center of town. A concerned citizen had called in a report
of an intoxicated man causing trouble and generally disrespecting
the inhabitants. We found the suspect curled up on the steps of one
of the above-ground tombs wearing a fancy three-piece suit (British
cut). I offered to rouse the man by poking him with a stick, but he
woke up on his own before I could find one. O’Brien then introduced
me to the man as her “personal assistant, Jack.”

After a short talk, it became clear that this man was
neither drunk nor disorderly.
He had a valid ID and a clean record, and he passed the field
sobriety test with flying colors. When she asked what he was doing
out there, he explained that he was passing through town and
thought he saw a good place for a nap. We relieved him of that
misconception and sent him on his way.

 


11:41 - Second Street en route to Elk Street. O’Brien sees
me keeping notes: 

“What are you writing?”
O’Brien asked.

“I’m documenting our
ride-along in my journal,” I explained.

“Why?”

“For posterity’s
sake.”

She
gave a shrug and didn’t bring it up again.

 


11:48 - 232 Elk Street. Break-in:

Our
next stop was an older home on what used to be called “Elm Street,”
before they changed the name to stop kids from stealing the street
sign. O’Brien introduced me to the victim—a seventy-year-old army vet—as her “criminal
profiler on loan from the FBI.” He didn’t question it for a second
(which was the best compliment I’d gotten all day).

He
showed us into the tobacco-flavored living room and explained how
he had gone out to check the
mail when he heard a thunderous crash from inside the house. By the
time he got back, every piece of furniture had been completely
rearranged. I took a look around, but judging from the layers of
dust and cigarette ash settled onto every surface, I had strong
doubts that any of his furniture had moved in years.

“Was anything taken?”
O’Brien asked.

“No, of course not. They
did this to send me a message.”

“What message?”

“I don’t know! Y’all are
the cops. You figure it out. I’m retired!”

 


12:32 - 331 Cedar
Street, Apt 324. ???:

Our
next stop was the apartment complex next to the Baptist church,
where a middle-aged blonde woman called about her dead dog. She met
us at the door, and O’Brien introduced me as her “consulting
psychic detective, Jack.” The
woman invited us inside, where she insisted with tears in her eyes
that her dog, Puddin, had recently died from natural causes. She
had a lovely ceremony for him and buried the body in a clearing in
the woods behind the church.

“Then why did you call
us?” O’Brien
asked.

“Because! He’s not dead anymore!”

Her
dog, a beautiful Chow/German Shepherd mix, picked that moment to
come running into the room to greet us. He looked very happy,
clean, and alive for a dead dog. I didn’t care, and neither did he.
I pet Puddin and rubbed his
belly while O’Brien took the woman’s statement. (This was easily my
favorite part of the whole day.)

 


14:13 - White’s Cattle Farm at the edge of
town. Truck “problem”:

By
the time we responded to the disturbance at Farmer White’s
place, O’Brien was
introducing me as her “partner-in-training, Jack.” 

Turns out, Farmer White’s truck had driven off. As in, it
cranked on by itself with neither a driver nor key, pulled out of
its parking spot, and drove off into the woods at high speed
like it was making a daring
escape from Alcatraz. Farmer White watched from his porch as it
happened. He even had the whole thing on video.

After a somewhat philosophical discussion about the meaning
of the word “ownership,” we decided that, yes, legally
speaking the car was
technically stolen, and this was a simple case of grand theft
auto.

 


***

 


The
time passed quickly. The calls kept coming, one after the other,
each case weirder than the last. I know it’s human nature to look
for patterns where there aren’t any, but it almost felt like this day was building up to
some grand finale. I didn’t like that thought one bit.

We
finally got a moment to relax shortly before the sun went down.
O’Brien took me to a small diner in town called Marilyn’s to
recuperate. She almost
couldn’t wait to collapse into her booth seat. I took my spot
across from her.

“Having fun?” she asked in
a sarcastic yet serious voice.

“Is this what it’s always
like?”

“Been this way ever since I got back. Feels like
Clyde is pushing the weirder cases my way on purpose.”

The
waiter interrupted us like he
was angry we were wasting his time. “Hey. What can I get y’all?”
Judging by the dirty apron, our waiter was probably also our cook—a
frumpy old man who smelled of sweat and grease.

“Burger special and coffee,” O’Brien said without looking at the
menu.

He took way too long to write that down on
his pad, more than enough time for us to reconsider our choice of
restaurant, then he looked at me and asked, “What about you?”

“Do you guys have any
bananas?” 

You’d have thought I tried to order a human steak from the way he and O’Brien were
looking at me. I tried to explain, “I’m trying to get more
potassium, so I was wondering if you had any bananas in the
kitchen.”

“We have fried
bananas.”

“Can I get that? Only, don’t fry them?”

“They only come fried.”

“That’s pretty
suspicious.”

“Yeah, I know. You want
them anyway?”

“I’ll take the burger
special and coffee.”

 


Sundown - Robertson farm. All hands on deck
emergency:

Our
meal was cut short by a call for all available units to report to the Robertson farm
immediately. We showed up on scene within ten minutes and parked
behind two other squad cars with their reds and blues flashing. A
rookie met us in front of the house and didn’t even question why
the crippled gas station clerk was tagging along. I kept my head
down as we followed him to the crime scene behind the
building.

When we joined the others, Deputy Love noticed me and gave
a friendly nod while another man strung up police tape around the
mangled body on the ground. I
wish I could say that I'd never seen that much blood in one place
before.

Crime scene techs had already shown up. A couple EMT’s
stood by wondering what they were supposed to be doing. Some of the
others stared at the scene in silent disgust or morbid fascination.

Suddenly, a pair of
headlights illuminated the gruesome tableau vivant, revealing just
how bad the damage was. I turned to see the sheriff stepping out of
his cruiser a few yards away. Apparently, he couldn’t park in front
of the house and walk to the crime scene like the rest of us, and
that guy even had both of his legs. I guess when you’re that
important, you have to make the occasional power move to remind
everyone. 

He
was a big guy with a face full of early wrinkles and a
shiny bald top with gray
puffs on the sides. When he spoke, it commanded everyone’s
attention. “What the hell is he doing here?” His
eyes were on me.

O’Brien acknowledged his question with a
quick, “Evening, Clyde. He’s with me.”

“What have we got here?”
he asked, refusing to look
away.

One of the younger deputies started to
answer, “Robertson came outside when he heard an animal in his
yard. He says it-”

“Not you,” the sheriff stopped him. “I’m
asking him.”He pointed.
Soon, everyone was looking in my direction. Sheriff Clyde Callie
was flexing his dick, making a power move, trying to embarrass me
in front of everybody (and succeeding).

“Oh, you mean the body?” I
asked.

“Yeah,” he took a step closer. The way he held my
eye contact hostage felt like I was staring down a snake. “The body. What can
you tell me?”

“Not much.”

“Then why the fuck are you
in the middle of my crime scene?”

Power move.

I
could cut the tension in the air with a dull spoon. I was in over
my head. But then, something snapped. Once again, I’d lost control of my body, only this time I
wasn’t locking up. My mouth started running on autopilot. And worse
(or better?), I suddenly felt zero regard for this a-hole’s opinion
of me.

“Well, here’s what I do know,” I said with a
certain amount of confidence I didn’t think I was capable of. “You got a
mutilated cow on your hands.”

He scoffed, “Obviously.”

“Whatever did this acted quickly. One animal.
Something huge, probably a bear. It went for the throat to keep it
quiet, then started eating from the stomach while the cow was still alive.” All of those
morbid whodunits were coming back to me now. I was playing the part
of consulting detective and almost enjoying myself.

The sheriff let out a muffled chuckle.

“Nice guesswork. How’d you
figure?”

Did
he really need someone to
explain it? It was all so obvious. Wasn’t it?

“Well, the blood is pooled in one area here, so
it went down fast. No time for a struggle.” I circled the body,
found a gore-free spot near the animal’s hind end, then balanced on
my leg and used the
crutch as my pointer. “The first thing it did was break both of the
back legs before the cow had a chance to make a run for it. Pack
animals would have left bites all over, but these are all tightly
clustered around the stomach. Claw marks are too wide to be cougar
or wolf, so that tells me you’re looking for something much
bigger.”

“Anything else?” the
sheriff asked.

“Well, there’s the obvious fact that the cow is
glowing bright green around all of the wounds. I’m not an expert,
but that’s got to be
some kind of clue. Right?”

The sheriff licked his lips. Slowly. Almost
suggestively. I looked around to see if anyone else picked up on
it, but if they had, they pretended they hadn’t.

“Okay, kid. Good work. But how’d you know the cow
was still alive when
it was being eaten?”

“Because she’s still alive
right now.”

As
if she had been waiting for an announcement, the half-flayed body
of the mutilated cow recoiled off the ground like a fish trying to
flop back into the water. A few of the others
screamed and jumped away as
it let out a muted gurgling noise from the holes in its throat.
Before Clyde could order everyone to calm down, Love had already
pulled out his service revolver and fired three shots into the
animal’s skull.

I
took advantage of this chance
to slip out of the spotlight and carefully walked over to O’Brien.
Once I reached her side, I whispered, “I think I’m going to go wait
in the car.”

Without warning, a black sedan came flying around the
farmhouse, drift-turning, cutting tracks through the tall grass and nearly losing control
before pointing itself in our direction and launching forward. It
shot up to speed and then came to an abrupt stop millimeters shy of
the sheriff’s back bumper. Several men had their weapons drawn by
the time the driver door swung open. A man stepped out, slammed the
door shut, then marched into the center of the crime scene wearing
a bespoke black suit (American cut), sunglasses, and a smile. He
scanned the crowd, then stepped onto the hood of the sheriff’s
cruiser and whistled louder than I’d ever heard any human whistle
before. With all eyes on him, he held out a wallet badge and ID,
and addressed us all.

“Listen up, shitheads! My name is Special Agent
Brick Roscoe of the United States Department of Defense,
and I’m running the
show now.”

The sheriff patted the air in front of him,
a gesture that his men took to mean “stand down.” 

“It’s ‘Department of Homeland Security,’ you
dumbass!” That voice came from the other man in a matching black
suit. The one who had stepped out of the passenger side of the agent’s car. The
one now wandering through the crowd with his probing cane, trying
to get closer to his partner.

Great, I
thought. It’s everyone's
least favorite characters back to ruin another day.

The
agent Brick Roscoe standing
on the car put away his badge and muttered a quick,
“What-the-fuck-ever! Point
is, this here is my crime scene now, and I don’t want any of you
inbred good-ole-boys contaminating it with your grits and cornbread
and miscreant DNA. You there!” He pointed at one of the deputies.
“What’s your name, son?”

The man cautiously answered, “Uh, I’m Deputy
Fr—”

Brick interrupted, “Your name is ‘Bitch’!
Got it? Now, who do you answer to, Bitch?”

The
deputy’s mouth dropped open. After a second or two, he
gave in and pointed at the sheriff.
Brick hopped down from the car and walked up to the man who had,
until now, been running the show. Brick gave him a long, loud
sniff, then said, “Sheriff, huh?”

Clyde thrust out his chest. “That’s
right.”

“Good. I have a special task for you.” 

“Now listen
here-”

As
Clyde began what probably would have been an awesome threat, the
federal agent reached into his coat pocket, retrieved a hand
grenade, pulled out the pin, and placed the explosive device into
the sheriff’s hands. “Here,
hold this. And keep that lever squeezed tight. You drop that thing
or let go for any reason, they’ll need a sponge to get you to your
coffin.”

Now that’s a power move.

The
agent turned and walked towards the cow, speaking loudly enough
that everyone could hear but
quickly enough that nobody could respond. “Starting now, I’m the
number one hot sauce boss. Got it? You all answer to me until I say
otherwise, and nobody touches the crime scene or anything in it, on
it, or around it without my direct approval first. You two!” he
pointed at a couple of EMT’s. “Help deputy Bitch over here get that
body loaded into the trunk of my car.”

The
deputy started, “But chain of custody—”

Brick exploded, “DID I SAY YOU COULD TALK, BITCH?!” He
reached into his coat and
pulled out another grenade, pointing it at the deputy and
screaming, “DO YOU WANT ONE TOO? I GOT PLENTY TO GO AROUND!” The
deputy promptly turned and assisted the EMT’s as they dragged the
cow’s glowing remains towards the sedan. Brick continued to walk
about the crowd, calling orders at anyone dumb enough to make eye
contact. Once he noticed me, he stopped and walked over with an
insidious smile. “Jack? You’re still alive?”

He
sounded surprised. A little too surprised for my
comfort. O’Brien folded her arms and asked, “This a friend of
yours?”

“No,” I assured
her.

Brick looked her up and down like a piece of meat, then
said, “I don’t have friends. Just people I haven’t killed yet. But
Jackie-boy here is much more useful alive, so why don’t you take
him someplace safe? Consider
that an order, deputy.”

Behind him, Blind-Brick was already handing out hacksaws
(we didn’t stick around to see what they were for, but you can
probably guess). The last thing I saw before we left was the
sheriff attempting to keep a
straight face, clutching the grenade in his outstretched hand as
rage tears poured down his cheeks.


Chapter Nine




It
was four o’clock in the morning (or as I like to call it,
lunch time) when I received an unexpected visitor at
work.

This was normally the
loneliest part of my day, but with the carnival season nearly upon
us, an occasional late-night drunk, early-morning carnie, or any
combination thereof was no cause for surprise. I didn’t even notice
when the door opened. I was at the drink machine, filling up a
diabetes-flavored frozen concoction while the microwave loudly
hummed its way through defrosting my burrito.

As
soon as I took my first sip of concentrated sugar and purple,
something caught my ear—the repetitive grunt grunt grunt from the front of the store like someone pumping iron. I
turned around but couldn’t see anybody from this side of the
grocery shelves. Either this
customer is terribly short, I
thought, or the racoons have
figured out how to get inside the store again. I put down my drink, crutched up, and made my
way to the entrance to see what kind of trouble had found
me.

The
man at the front of the store was hunched over a burlap sack, with
long and skinny arms extended and hands clutching the fabric on
either side. With each
full-bodied heave, the massive bag slid slightly further across the
tile floor. He grunted forcefully with each exertion until he’d
reached the center of the room. With a triumphant sigh, he released
the bag and stood erect, his bones cracking like bubble wrap
beneath a heavy boot. He had his back to me, and for a moment I
considered sneaking away before being noticed. 

He
was tall and thin, dressed in all black, including skinny dress
pants, an overcoat, and an old-fashioned top hat which somehow
never fell off, even when he
cocked his neck and started shaking his head like he was trying to
get the water out of his ears.

“Can I help you,
sir?”

The
man spun around to face me before I’d gotten the entire question
out. He was pale, with wild eyebrows and unkempt mutton chops. His left eye was fully
covered by a solid black eye patch on brand with the rest of his
funereal wardrobe. When he saw me there, he made a toothless smile
from ear to ear and sang, “Jack! My old friend! How have the years
been treating you?”

He tiptoed over to
me, extended a long, bony arm, and grabbed my free hand, shaking it
so hard I nearly lost balance. I had no idea who this guy was, but
I was willing to gamble that it would be a short interaction, so
rather than risk the embarrassment of asking how we knew one
another, I made vague pleasantries.

“I’m good. As you can see, I’m still here. Just
waiting for my lunch to heat up.” He smiled and nodded along with
my words. I tried fishing for clues to his identity. “What about
yourself? What have
you been up to since...? How long has it been?”

“Oh! I’m so glad you asked! Ever since our last
encounter, I’ve been a busy beaver, that’s for sure! I just cannot
shake the entrepreneurial spirit. Invention runs through my blood!
Opportunity knocks at
my soul! Now, I know you weren’t terribly impressed with my last
creation, so I went back to the drawing board, and I think you’re
going to be wowed by what I came up with this time!”

This overly-animated man in front of me was far too old to
sound so chipper. But I
remembered being here before. I remembered feeling this same sense
of pity and concern and wondering how long I needed to put up with
a sales pitch before the man would leave me alone. Then it hit
me.

“You’re the guy who brought in the
baby elephant a couple
months ago!”

He
flinched. “It wasn’t a baby elephant. Why do
people— You know what? Never mind. Please, take a seat and prepare
to have your mind blown!”

I
worked my way behind the counter as the old man rubbed his hands
together like he was trying
to keep warm. As soon as I’d fallen into the chair, he began his
pitch. “For eons, mankind has sought to discover the answer to the
universe’s greatest mysteries. Where do we come from? Where are we
going? What is our purpose on this planet? For too
long—”

“What’s in that bag?” I
asked.

He froze up. “What?”

“That duffle bag on the
ground? It looks like it’s moving.”

“We’ll get to that part
later. For now, I’m… uh... What was I saying?”

“‘What is our purpose on
this planet.’”

“Right. Well, I… You know what? You’ve thrown off my
groove.”

“Do you want to start over
from the beginning? I promise I won’t interrupt this
time.”

“No, no, it’s fine.” (He
didn’t sound like he believed that.) “Why don’t I just jump to the
end?”

“Sounds good to
me.”

“Allow me to present to you, my newest creation! I call it,
the miniman!” He reached into his inside coat pocket with all the
dramatic flair possible for such an act, and pulled out a mason
jar. “Voila!” he exclaimed, setting it on the counter between
us.

When I finally got
over how spacious his inner coat pocket must have been, I took a
close look at the glass jar. The metal top was riddled with small
holes, as if he’d gone at it with an icepick. Inside, a tiny pink
humanoid creature, no more than four inches tall, sat cross legged
between a small rock and a leafy twig. The naked creature looked up
at me with bulbous eyes positioned on either side of his head. His
nose was a couple of tiny slits over a wide mouth filled with
jagged hook teeth. A thin line of black fur ran from his forehead
all the way down his back. His hands and feet looked unsettlingly
human.

It stood, pointed at me, and started making
mewling noises.

“What the hell is he
saying?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I’m not a linguist, but I think
he likes
you.”

The tiny human-thing
picked up the rock, held it over his head with both arms, and
started bashing it against the side of the jar. The man in the top
hat chuckled nervously, grabbed the jar, and shook it until the
creature had dropped his rock and fallen down.

“Hey, don’t do that,” I
said. “You’ll hurt him.”

He dismissed my concern with a handwave.
“It’s okay, I’ve got others.”

“Where did you even find a
homunculus?”

His
pale face went even paler. “A what?”

“A homunculus. That’s what this is,
right?”

The
man balled up a fist, shoved
it into his mouth, bit down, and muffle-screamed as the homunculus
pointed at him and laughed viciously. Once done, he turned his
attention to me and asked calmly, “You mean that these are already
a thing in this world? What did you call them?
Homunculuses?”

“Homunculi. And no, not
exactly. They’re considered mythical creatures.”

“Oh!” he threw his head
back and laughed. “So you haven’t domesticated them yet? I’m still
ahead of the curve on that, right?”

Plonk!

The
jar fell onto its side.
Before either of us could stop it, the homunculus had run up the
curved edge and begun rolling its habitat down the counter like a
hamster ball, squealing with delight the whole time.

“STOP HIM!” shouted the
man in the top hat.

I made a small
effort, but by the time I’d leaned forward and stretched my arm,
the thing had already reached the edge and rolled
off. 

As
soon as I heard the glass shatter, my body went into
super defense mode.
I grabbed my crutch, found the
closest corner, and prepared for a fight. The man in the top hat
fell to the ground on the other side of the counter, shouting, “We
can’t let it escape! If this thing gets out, it could wreck an
entire planet’s ecosystem!”

I
couldn’t help but clock the word choice. Not “the” entire planet’s ecosystem, but “an” entire
planet’s ecosystem. I didn’t have any time to dwell on that though,
because an instant later, the creature came sprinting around the
counter, coming straight for me. I almost feel bad about what
happened next.

Without thinking, I
smacked him with my crutch like I were pitching a golf ball. He
squeaked and bounced off the safe, then the wall, then skidded to a
stop by the drawers below the counter. He rolled onto his feet,
shook his head, then looked up just in time to see me slam the
empty coffee cup over him (upside down, of course—I’m not a
monster).

“Got him!” I called
out.

The man in the top hat came over to where I
was guarding the coffee cup. “Under there?” he asked.

“Yep.”

“Good.”

He
reached into his inner coat pocket and pulled out a second mason jar. Seriously, how much room is in that pocket?
He unscrewed the lid and gave me a
nod. As soon as I’d pulled up the cup, the creature made a
frog-jump for my face, but the man in the top hat scooped him into
the jar mid-leap. After a few shakes, the creature finally calmed
down. At long last, it sat in the cross-legged position facing me
and giving the double middle finger salute.

“How strange,” remarked the man. “I’ve never seen
it do that
before.”

“Yeah, for some reason most
things around here end
up flipping me off at some point. I’m almost used to it
now.”

He placed the jar back into his jacket
pocket and said, “There’s still so much to learn.”

“It sounds to me like you haven’t
gotten all the kinks
worked out yet. Probably not a good idea to bring something to
market if it’s so good at escaping and ruining
ecosystems.”

“Oh!” he laughed. “You misunderstand. The minimen
aren’t for sale yet. We’re still years away from that stage. I’m
just looking for
investors. That’s where you come in.”

I
laughed. Or rather, I yelled out the word “Ha!” in such a
way that he couldn’t have mistaken the undertone. “Look man, I
don’t know why you keep coming to me, but you’re searching for
water in a desert. If I had money to invest, I wouldn’t be eating a
microwave burrito for the fifth time this week. Why don’t you try
out Kickstarter? I’m sure the internet is full of people willing to
buy tiny monster people.”

“I can’t,” he said solemnly. “I’m banned for
life.”

“They banned you from
Kickstarter?”

“From the internet.”

“That makes a lot of
sense.”

“Indeed. Okay, on to the next order of business.
The sack!” He stuffed the jar into his pocket, danced over to the
burlap sack by the door, grabbed it with both
hands, and laboriously
dragged it up to the counter. Once he’d caught his breath, the man
continued, “Last time I was here, I purchased a number of your
‘lawn gnomes.’ Alas, it was wrong for me to ever assume I could
control their power. I would like to return them now for a full
refund. Plus interest, if possible, but I’ll understand if you can
only give me the cash. I can’t remember how many I purchased, but
if there are any extras you can keep them.”

I looked at the overstuffed bag squirming on
the ground.

“I’m sorry, sir. We
don’t do refunds on gnomes. I can maybe give you a store credit or
trade-in for more gnomes if there was something defective about
them.”

“More gnomes? You have more of
them?” His single eye opened wide, horror evident on his pale face.
I pointed at the gnome display towering behind him. He looked for
only a split second, then turned back to me.

“Jack, your building is
teeming with these things! Do you have any idea what this
means?!”

“None
whatsoever.”

He
shook his head sadly, reached into his coat pocket, and pulled out
a long black walking cane. He
leaned onto it long enough to say, “I suppose this will probably be
the last time I see you. It’s been fun. Have a great rest of your
life.” With that ominous message, he turned and walked out the
door.

I
took my time eating my lunch before starting on the mess he left behind. After sweeping
up the broken glass, I turned my attention to the duffle bag, only
mildly surprised to find that it was completely empty.

 


***

 


“You want whipped cream?” Rosa asked, shaking the
can in anticipation of
my answer. Her long hair was tied into a French braid, spilling out
the back of her black beret—a nice touch and sharp reminder that I
forgot to dress up for the occasion.

“Sure.” She started blasting the instant I gave
her the go-ahead, drawing neat little concentric circles of foam on top of my ice
cream sandwich. She handed me the plate then got to work making one
for herself. This wasn’t what I had initially expected our book
club meetings to look like, but I’d be lying if I said I was
disappointed.

Our
current book under review was a French sci-fi political thriller
about a scientist who clones Napoleon Bonaparte ninety-six times
and raises the army of French commanders on an isolated island so he can take over the world—or
something. We’d only made it to chapter four by this point and the
author still hadn’t fleshed out the “why” of the story. All we knew
for sure was that he really liked Napoleon
Bonaparte (and this was before we even got to the
Napoleon-on-Napoleon “romance” scenes).

Brother Riley was
excited to let us use New Pages for our venue, and Rosa really
played to the theme. She made paper Eiffel-tower decorations and
“Napoleon Bon-appétit sandwiches,” consisting of chocolate, vanilla,
and strawberry ice cream crammed between two cookies and topped
with whipped cream. She also brought her Frenchiest French music, a
YouTube playlist of accordion instrumentals. All in all, it would
have been a pretty enjoyable event, if not for the fact that one of
the part-timers had suffered a minor dismemberment, forcing me to
cover all of his shifts for the rest of the week.

Rather than cancel our plans, Rosa came up with the idea to
host the inaugural book club gathering at the gas station before we traded off
shifts.

She
showed up shortly after the morning rush, and we dived right into a deep discussion
about the finer nuances of political symbolism. (Ha. Just kidding.
We spent about half an hour trying to decide whether it should be
“Na-clone-eon Bonaparte” or “Napoleon Clone-apart.”) I had just
finished my sandwich when Rosa dropped a complete non
sequitur.

“You know,” she said, “the
carnival starts this week.”

“I heard.”

“Well, I’m not doing anything on
Wednesday.”

What a weirdly specific thing for her to brag
about, I thought.

“Okay.”

She
smiled and raised her eyes as
if to insinuate something. “Well?”

I was utterly lost. “Well what?”

“Do you maybe want to go
to the carnival with me on Wednesday?”

I
weighed the question over in
my mind. The last time I went, I barfed on a carnie and got
separated from my foster family. I vaguely remembered getting lost
after trying to take a shortcut through the woods and finally
hitchhiking back into town a few hours later. I was eight or nine
at the time.

Rosa was patiently waiting for an answer, but for some
reason I couldn’t think of
one.

“The carnival? This
Wednesday? Um—”

She looked away and said, “Unless you have
other plans. That’s cool.”

“I think I’ll probably be
working all day. You know, because
Leroy’s in the hospital and I have to cover his shifts until we get
another batch of part-timers.”

“Oh, right,” she said. “Of
course.”

“But... maybe? I’ll ask the
owners and see if I can get some time off.”

“No, don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal.”

“Heya Jack!”

We
both looked up to see the man grinning at us from the other side of the counter, camo paint
streaked across his face and a rifle tucked under one
arm.

I
narrowed my eyes and said, “Travis.” It wasn’t a
greeting. It was a
statement.

He
pointed with his chin at the pints of ice cream behind the
counter and asked, “What’s
that for? Y’all doin’ a fundraiser or something?”

I
answered quickly, hoping to intercept the conversation before Rosa
shifted back into friendly
mode and gave Travis an opening to exploit.

“They’re for a private
event.”

“Ah, sweet. How much for a scoop?”

“They aren’t for sale.
They’re for a private event. As in, not public.”

Rosa chimed in (I couldn’t stop her), “They’re for the
book club!”

I
could see the gears turning in Travis’s head and knew what he was
going to say before he even got there. “Book club? Well shit, I’d love to join y’all’s
book club.”

“Really?” Rosa asked
skeptically.

I gave up on subtlety.

“Banned. Travis. You’re
banned.”

He seemed genuinely surprised. “What? Again?
What’d I do this time?”

“No, not ‘again.’ Still!”

“Well what do you want me to do, Jack?! What do you expect
from me?! How am I supposed to stop being banned when you won’t
even let me back in the building?”

“You’re not ‘supposed’ to
stop being—”

“What’s your sign,
Jack?”

“What?”

“Because me? I’m an
Aquarius. That means
I’m a water sign. What about you?”

Oh my God. He’s serious.

“I’m a Leo. I
guess.”

“No you’re not, Jack. Be serious; you’re clearly
a Pisces or a Cancer.
That’s the thing about us water signs. You can’t tame water. We’re
full of passion, ya see? But you know what? Water only ever comes
with a storm.”

“That is objectively
untrue.”

“Dammit, Jack! You’re really starting to piss me
off! Here I am out
here on my day off, doing a public service for the community. The
least you can do is show some appreciation!”

“What are you talking
about?”

“Oh, you didn't hear?
There’s been another sighting of the bat dog.”

Hang on a second… An
eerie sense of déjà vu washed over me.

“Bat… dog?” asked
Rosa.

“Well, it might be a dog bat. Jury’s still out.
Either way, someone
saw it again a couple nights ago. Big creature with the wings of a
bat and the face of a dog. They say it glows green like a mutant
ninja turtle. Spotted it last night over by the GCTP.” He pulled
out his phone and started flicking through pictures.

He
handed the phone to Rosa and said, “You can zoom in if you like,
but don’t go swiping unless you wanna see a picture of my
love muscle.”

“Your what?” Rosa asked
innocently.

“You know, my cream machine? My womb broom? My
fun trunk? My meat mace? My gut-harpoon?”

Hang on a second… An
eerie sense of déjà vu washed over me again. Travis was still
going, “My man missile? My kickstand? My Dale and his Earnhardts?
My wobble knob?”

“Travis,” I said. “We’ve
done this before.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. But you didn’t
really give me a chance to do right
last time.”

“No, I don’t think you understand. We’ve
done exactly
this before. Haven’t we?”

Rosa placed the phone on the table and made a sour face.
“Oh my God. Do you guys smell that?”

Travis shook his head.

“Guys, I’m serious. This all happened about a week ago. You don’t
remember? It’s the doe urine. Travis soaks himself before he goes
hunting and it gets all over his phone case.”

Rosa stared at her hand. “Doe urine?
Why?”

Travis looked confused. “What do you
mean?”

“Would you like me to get you some wet wipes?”

He looked even more
confused. “Naw. Why?”

She turned and walked away, just like I
expected. As she left, Travis stared hard and muttered, “I’ll bet
my left nut she’s a Libra.”

“Hey!” I snapped my
fingers at him.

He
looked back at me, held out his free hand, and formed a fist. “Niiice, Jack.”

I stared at it. “What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to compliment
you. Give me some dabs, dawg.”

“Compliment me for
what?”

He
let his fist retreat to his side. “Are you
serious? Hold up, are you two
not—” He made the junior high gesture for copulation, poking the
finger of one hand into the hole of the other
repeatedly.

“No,” I said, emphatically. “We’re just
friends.”
“Jesus,
Jack. You’re hopeless. You know what your problem is? Your problem
is that you can’t see what’s right in front of you. Typical
Sagittarius.”

Your problem is that you can’t see what’s
right in front of you.

A chill ran up my neck. “What did you just
say?”

“I said: typical Sagittarius. But don’t worry. I got this whole thing
figured out. This is how I’m gonna earn your forgiveness. You need
a wingman. Just listen to me and you’ll be tongue-punching the
o-boxes left and right in no time! Sound good?”

I
reached the end of my line. Again, the words spewed out of
me without consulting my brain
first. “No, Travis. I don’t need a wingman. I don’t want to
‘tongue-punch the o-boxes.’ I don’t want your help. I want you to
respect the boundaries I put in place and stop trying to mine
forgiveness out of me! Your presence isn’t a favor; it’s a burden!
You are not entitled to exoneration, and you have no right to
dictate the terms upon which you may earn it. Should I ever feel
gracious enough to change my mind, I will seek you out. Until then,
stop bothering me!”

I
knew I’d finally gotten
through to him. I could see it in his eyes. I could feel it. And
when he spoke again, he sounded sincere.

“Shoot, man. I’m sorry.
Look, forget about the ice cream, okay? I really just came in here
because I wanted to ask you something.”

“Next time, call.”

“I will. But, ya see, it’s
about
Clyde.”

“You mean the
sheriff?” 

“Yeah, we’re all getting a
little concerned on account of how nobody’s seen him in a couple
days. He ain’t been right ever since that day on the Robertson
farm.”

“Ain’t been right” was a strange
way to say that the sheriff was finally behaving like a decent
human being. I heard all about his sudden and unexpected
peripeteia. He loosened up with all the stupid power moves, started
splitting the workload more fairly amongst his deputies, and even
purchased the plumpest goose in all of London for the Cratchit
family’s dinner. (Okay, that last one wasn’t real, but he did drive
all the way out to see me at work the next day just to offer a
backhanded apology: “Sorry if you got upset by the way I talked to
you last night. It was stupid of me to treat you like one of my own
men.”)

The
sheriff, it seemed, was trying to be better. That, or he was afraid
of something. Either way, I didn’t really care. I was just happy to
have O’Brien back on her
regularly scheduled gas station duty. 

“So?” I asked.

“So. Rumor says you were
there that night. Maybe you saw something? Maybe you know what
happened to him?”

Rosa returned to my side with the box of cleaning supplies.
Travis didn’t dare look at her.

“Yeah,” I said. “I was
there.”

“Yeah? And?”

“I didn’t see anything out
of the ordinary.”


Chapter Ten




I
helped Rosa clear up the food and decorations before her shift
started. The book club meeting had been a success (by my standards,
anyway—we had fun and nobody
died). Still, I couldn’t help but feel like something was off. Ever
since Travis's interruption, Rosa seemed noticeably less cheerful,
and I couldn’t tell why. I’m
probably overthinking things again, I reasoned.

I
had just boxed up the last of
the decorations when I heard the voice calling us from the doorway.
“Yo nerds!” 

We
both looked up to see Jerry wearing his hangover sunglasses, a grey
hoodie, and a white t-shirt that read “My Name Is Jerry! (Fight
me!)” in big, bold lettering. In one hand, he had a forty-ounce Styrofoam cup with a red straw
poking out. In the other, he held a small greeting card with
macaroni art glued to the front. Before we could form any response,
he was already at the counter. He dropped the card in front of me
and said, “Y’all. Sign this card I made for Leroy.”

“You made Leroy a card?” I asked with an
unshakeable, overwhelming sense of
déjà vu.

“That’s so sweet!” Rosa chimed in before picking
it up and reading it out loud, “‘Hey Leroy. Sorry you got your arm
ripped off by a giant
tentacle monster.’ Oh look, he drew a picture of it and
everything.”

“What can I say?” Jerry
took a long swig of his drink, smacked his lips, then continued,
“I’m a really caring kind of guy.”

“Hang on guys,” I said. “Do either of you
get the feeling that
we’ve done this already?”

“Nope,” Jerry retorted without even giving it any
thought. But I was certain that I remembered this. I remembered it
all going down almost exactly the same way.
Almost. 

So
what was different this time around? I refused to go and wash my hands in the bathroom after
Travis left, which meant I didn’t talk to the bathroom cowboy… I
didn’t get the warning that... Oh, shit!

“Excuse me,” said the generic man in the generic
gray suit. He was standing next to Jerry, but
looking down his
generic nose at me.

“Okay,” I said.

“I’m looking for Jeremy
Pascal.”

“Oh, are you now?” I asked, trying my damnedest
to work out if this could be the same generic man from before. It
had to be, right? How many people in this world were so
ordinary? He was a one
in a billion at best.

“That’s right,” he said in
a nondescript voice. “I understand he works here.”

Jerry loudly fake-coughed the words “Casper Van Dien!” and
I immediately flinched and put my hands in front of my face to
catch the tennis ball. A
moment later, I realized that this wasn’t a drill, and slowly
lowered my hands and tried for an innocent smile.

The
man ignored me. For now, Jerry had his full attention. He spoke
with an implicit accusation behind every syllable. “That’s a
nasty sounding cough you’ve
got there.”

“Thanks,” Jerry
said.

He
and I stared at the man. The man stared at Jerry. Rosa cut her eyes
between each of us, trying to figure out what was going on. Then,
after a painfully long standoff, Jerry lifted the drink to
his mouth and emptied it
through the straw, swallowing loudly with each gulp until the
annoying scratchy sound of an emptied drink took over the pregnant
silence.

“Are you—” The man was cut off by the sound of
Jerry loudly belching. Once he had finished,
the man tried again.
“Are you—” Jerry coughed again (for real this time), then he
hiccupped. “Are you Jeremy Toulouse Pascal?”

“Nope,” said Jerry with
all the confidence of a squirrel playing in traffic.

The
man reached into his coat pocket and retrieved a
photograph. He looked at it,
then at Jerry, then back at it, and then he put it away. I didn’t
see the photo, but it doesn’t take a genius to know he wasn’t
staring at a Marmaduke comic.

“Can any of you tell me when Jeremy is expected
to begin his next shift?”

Jerry shifted his eyes at me and answered, “I think that dude quit like a week
ago.”

“Sorry,” the man said. “I
didn’t catch your name.”

“Leroy,” said
Jerry.

The man looked at Jerry’s shirt, then at
Jerry’s face.

Jerry took it a step further, reaching over to the counter, picking up the card to
Leroy, and making a big demonstrative act of reading it out loud
before looking me in the eyes and saying, “Wow, Jack, thank you for
this amazing card! So kind of you. And the artwork, nothing short
of superbitude.”

The
man rolled his eyes, turned around, and left the gas station. That… was way easier than I expected it to
be.

The moment the door closed behind him, Rosa
took a deep breath and demanded, “What was that all about?”

“It’s nothing!” Jerry answered
unconvincingly. “But
if anyone asks, my name is Leroy from now on.” He pulled off his
shirt and hoodie and threw them both to the ground. Amazingly, he
managed to do the whole action without displacing either his
sunglasses or Styrofoam cup.

“Wow,” he exclaimed. “It sure is drafty in here!”

Rosa diverted her
eyes. “I think I have an extra t-shirt somewhere in my car that you
can borrow,” she offered.

“That would be most
excellent. Thank you!”

“I’ll be right
back.”

As
she left, Jerry took her place behind the counter and grabbed a pack of Marlboros from the
cigarette case on the wall. That’s when I noticed the fresh tattoo.
He’d gone forward with his plan to cover the bullet wound on his
back. He chose a flower, petals emerging from the round lump of
scar tissue—a huge step up from his first choice of
Dick-Butt. 

“Wowww.” The voice came from the man standing by
the spinning rack of locally-sourced pork rinds. His words were
loud and slow, soaked in southern charm like a discount Colonel
Sanders. “The things that pass for acceptable behavior around here are pitiable. I must
say, I am absolutely speechless.”

“Really?” snapped Jerry without even bothering to
turn around and see who he was talking to. “I too am overwhelmed
with speechlessness. No words. Simply none.
Words fail me. God.
Where are the words?” 

I pretended not to hear the man, focusing on
the elephant in the room. 

“Is there something you
need to tell me?” I asked.

Jerry pocketed his pack of smokes and turned to me with a
deadpan Terminator expression. His answer sounded like he wasn’t quite sure.
“Nooo…”

“Do you have any idea why
that guy is looking for you?”

Jerry leaned against the cigarette case and put his hand to
his chin like he was trying to think, but I sensed that he already
knew the answer. He just
didn’t want to tell me. And sadly, he didn’t get the chance,
because the man by the pork rinds decided whatever he had to say
was more important.

“A little advice: If you
have time to lean, you have time to clean.”

I
turned in my seat and gave the man the attention he was so passive-aggressively asking for. At a
glance, I could see that he wasn’t a regular. Judging from his
attire and generally healthy outward appearance, he wasn’t a local
either. He was somewhere in his sixties and dapper enough to have
just stepped out of a sweet tea commercial. Brown hair freshly cut
and combed. White sport coat and khaki pants. Heavy in that “rich
older man” way. (Not fat, though. No, poor people are
fat.)

“Can I help you with something?” I asked, hoping
he would say “No” and
leave the store forever.

He
took his time before responding. First, he inspected the pork
rinds, pulled off a bag labeled “extreme-caliente ranch,” flipped
it over, and returned it to the display. Then, he slowly swaggered
up to the counter, speaking
in that overstated southern drawl, “I don’t usually do this part of
the job myself, but I’m not above getting my hands dirty from time
to time, and after everything I heard about this place, I had to
come down here and see it for myself. I must say, the stories did
not do it justice. It’s so much worse than I expected.” He timed
his spiel to finish just as he reached us.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Who
are you?”

He
extended his hand, a business card resting between his middle and
index fingers. “The name is Howard. Doctor
Frances Howard, and I’m the one who
will be buying it.”

I
took the card from his fingers, but the only thing written on it
was “Frances M. Howard—Doctor, Businessman, Visionary” with a
telephone number underneath. This might have been the
least efficient way anyone
had ever introduced themselves to me, and I was honestly impressed
by how much I already disliked him. I gave the card to Jerry to
throw away and asked, “Buying what?”

“This gas station! Take a look at your
surroundings. What do you see? All I see is potential. Untapped
potential.”

He sounded serious. I was happy to set the
record straight. “Well thanks for the compliment, but I’m fairly
certain the owners are not inclined to sell.”

“Well that’s where you’re wrong, son. You see,
we’ve been in
negotiations ever since the latest reopening.”

Jerry and I looked at one another. Even with
the sunglasses on, I understood what that face meant.

This Doctor Howard guy looked too rich to be the normal
kind of crazy. Which meant he was something else. I prodded him along. “What do you
mean?”

“Come now, surely you’ve noticed the structural
adjustments? Improvements in the way things are running now?
The additional full-timers. The trend towards fixed schedules. Just
a few suggestions by yours truly. I’m so happy Pops and Mammaw were receptive to my
advice. The transition in ownership will be much easier this
way.”

“Is this a joke?” I asked.
“Because Mammaw and Pops haven’t said anything about this, and we
talk a lot.”

“They wanted to keep it
hush-hush, but I
thought it was high time I came by and introduced myself. You must
be Jack, right? I’ve heard an awful lot about you. And I guess that
would make this half-naked gentleman here—”

“Leroy,” Jerry
interjected.

“Okay then, Leroy. Let me ask you
this: Is there any
good reason you’re not following the dress code?”

“You’re right, Doc, I’m super sorry. I really
shouldn’t be wearing these sunglasses indoors like this, but ya
see, I just had eye surgery following a horrible ocular injury I
sustained whilst pushing a small child out of the way of a speeding bus. The
surgeons told me not to use my lookin’ balls for anything
boring.”

“I was referring to the
fact that you are exposing your bare chest.”

“What?!” Jerry yelled. “You’re telling me I’m not
wearing a shirt?!” He
put his hands over his nipples and bellowed at full volume, “Damn
my eyes! I had no idea I left home today without all of my clothes
on! Why wouldn’t anyone tell me?!” He reached toward the dirty
magazine rack, grabbed one without looking, and pushed it into the
doctor’s hands. “Here! As a token of my sincere apologetitude,
please accept this porno.”

Howard looked at the magazine, then at me, like he expected
I would come to his rescue. All I could do was shrug. But the
doctor kept his cool. He folded the pornographic magazine in half, gently rested it
under his arm like a newspaper, and said, “I feel like there are
going to be some big changes once I take over. Normally I like to
hire a local manager to oversee my properties. But I’ve got a
feeling I’m going to be a little more hands on with
this one.”

Rosa walked quickly past the doctor, joined
us behind the counter, and handed a pink t-shirt to Jerry.

“Here you go. It might be a little small on you,
but it’s the only one I could find.” When
she noticed the man on
the other side of the counter, she smiled politely and said,
“Hello! Are you finding everything okay?”

“Hello, young lady. Do you
work here, too?”

“Yes,” she
responded.

“Yes, sir,” he
corrected.

The
smile evaporated from her face. She swallowed whatever it was she wanted to say and replaced it
with a professional, “Yes, sir.”

He
turned his eyes to me and said, “Now, I only see one cash register.
So why are there three employees behind the counter? I’ll tell you
this: You can expect some big
changes once the sale goes through. Big changes. You three might
want to get used to the idea of actually working.”

Rosa stared at him with big, confused
eyes—the way a deer stares at an oncoming meteor—and uttered one
word. “What?”

“In the meantime,” he said, “I think the three of you need to step
back and take a good, long, hard look in the mirror and ask
yourselves, ‘Am I really doing the best job I can?’”

“Yeah?” Jerry responded. “Well, I think you need
to step back and take a good, long, hard
gorilla dick and use
it to go fuck
yourself.”

The doctor gave us an ominous smile, turned,
and walked away. As soon as the door closed behind him, Rosa asked
again, “What?”

I
tried to comfort her. “That poor confused old man thinks he’s going
to buy the gas station.”

Jerry laughed and said “What a dummy.”

I waited for him to squeeze into Rosa’s
extra small pink shirt before saying, “You do know that an erect
gorilla penis is only two inches long, right?”

He
made a face like he’d just bitten into an electric
lemon. “No.
NO! Why would anyone know that? Why do you know
that?! Ugh.” He shivered, then went outside for a smoke, tossing
over his shoulder a sarcastic, "Thanks for the forbidden
knowledge, Jack."

Rosa gathered up the discarded clothing items and put
them into the "Jerry box"
under the counter (formerly the lost-and-found). She kept quiet as
she packed up the decorations. I hadn’t seen her this upset since
the last time I tried to fire her. Howard must have really gotten
into her head.

"Don't worry,” I said, hoping to reassure her. “The owners would never sell this
place."

She removed her beret and smiled
nervously. 

"Really?"

"Yeah. Trust me. I have no doubt in my mind.
I'll bet you anything we've seen the last of that guy."

I
didn’t want Rosa to know how little faith I had in my own assurances, so I waited until
she took the box of decorations to her car before I called the
owners. I only had about twenty seconds (a little more if Jerry
distracted her). I needed to keep the conversation short and my
words efficient. 

Mammaw was the one to pick up.
“Ahoy-hoy?”

“Hi, Mammaw. It’s
me.”

“What’s wrong? Are the
talking birds back?”

“No, but let’s put a pin
in that conversation, because I’d love for you to elaborate
later.”

“Well then, what is it? You only ever
call when there’s a
problem.”

“Do you know a man named
Frances Howard?”

She
let out a loud noise somewhere between a moan and a sigh, a
visceral response like she’d just banged her funny bone. I couldn’t
tell what it meant, but it sure as hell wasn’t the ‘no’
I was hoping for.

“Did that Nimrod contact
you?”

“In person,
actually.”

“That scheming little
sneaksby has been harassing us for the better part of a year. We’ve
told him over and over to leave us alone, but he keeps trying to
buy the gas station.”

“But you’re not going to sell it, right?”

“How can you even ask that? I’ll die before I let
that cock-headed ninnyhammer get his mitts on my deeds.” (Mammaw’s
curse game was truly next-level.) “Listen, Jack, if that fopdoodle
of a man ever comes back into our store, you have my permission to punch him right in
the testicles.”

“Thanks. I
won’t.”

I
could hear Pops yelling in the background, “Is that Jack? Gimme
here.” Now he was full volume and hollering into the receiver,
“Jack! Listen, that prick Howard ain’t worth the corn it would take to burn the calories to form
the thoughts to worry about.”

“Okay.”

“That twat-wit’s been trying to butter up me and
Mammaw, but I know a snake in the grass when I see it. Last week he
told us to name our price. I guess ‘cause I
forgot to tell him
‘no’ again, he thinks that means ‘yes.’ Don’t you pay him no mind,
you hear?”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, thanks
for clearing that up. He was persistent.”

“Pests usually
are.”

“Okay, well thanks. I’ll
talk to you later.”

“Hold up a sec.” His voice was suddenly softer. Friendly, even.
“Before you go, we have another matter to discuss.”

“Yeah?”

“We approved your time-off
request.”

“My what?”

“You asked for Wednesday
night off.”

“I did?”

“It’s been on the calendar for weeks.
Wednesday, February
fourteenth: It says ‘Jack off all night.’ You don’t ask us for
much, son. The least we can do is give you a chance to enjoy life
while you still got it. There’s some dark days ahead, and I know
you know it. Ain’t no point in wasting all the time you got
left.”

I
was utterly confused until I remembered who I was talking to. The
owners always seemed to know
things they shouldn’t. Like Tom said, ain’t no point looking for
rhyme or reason. 

“I didn’t actually request
that night off. Did I?”

Pops’s voice was
uncharacteristically plaintive. “When I met Mammaw, I was a young
man. Much like yourself. And I was stuck in a dead-end job with a
miserable boss. Much like yourself. Thing is, back then I didn’t
know how much more there was to life. But Mammaw, she changed that.
She showed me there’s a whole world outside of my own head. I can
only imagine how I’d have turned out without her around.” This was
only the second time I’d heard him sound so serious, and it was
terrifying. “You weren’t supposed to end up like this, son. But
fate is cruel and unfair.”

Rosa walked back into the store, looked my way, then proceeded to wander the grocery
aisles, fronting the merchandise and collecting out-of-place
gnomes. She must have read the look on my face and decided to give
me some privacy.

“Why are you telling me
this?”

“I need you to understand
something. You’ve got
a whole life ahead of you, and it may be short, and it may be ugly,
but it ain’t right to let that perfectly good future go to waste
when some ain’t even got that. Don’t you think you’ve mourned
enough?”

“What?”

“I said ‘Take the night
off.’ We’ll plug a few
part-timers in. It’ll be fine. Try and have some fun. But, uh, you
can still come in and work the mid-shift, right?”

“I guess so.”

“Great.”

In
true Pops fashion, he hung up
without saying goodbye.

When Rosa joined me behind the counter a moment later, she showed remarkable restraint by
not asking any questions other than, “Everything good?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

Truth be told, I was in a fog. What was Pops trying to tell me, anyway?
I picked up my crutch and started
for the booth table. I’m not
wasting time. O’Brien would
be here any second to pick me up. I get out of my own head plenty. Until then, I could get a little more reading done...
Or, I could spend the extra minute or two in the moment. Talking to
a friend.

I stopped and turned around. “Hey,
Rosa?”

“Yeah?”

“It turns out, I do have this
Wednesday evening off. If you still wanted to go—”

The
door opened and Jerry walked inside, loudly
announcing, “I don’t know
about you guys, but now I can’t stop thinking about gorilla dicks.”
When neither of us said anything, he slowly removed his sunglasses,
looked at me, then at Rosa. He must have sensed something was going
on from our awkward expressions, because the next thing he said
was, “What were you guys just talking about? I can sense something
is going on from the awkward expressions.”

“Rosa asked if I wanted to
go to the carnival on Wednesday.”

“Oh really?” Jerry put a finger to his cheek and
made that face he
makes when he’s pretending to think, then said, “You know what?
That sounds like fun. I’d love to go.”

The door opened behind him. O’Brien joined
us, nodded to the others, and said to me, “You ready?”

Before I could answer, Jerry blurted out,
“O’Brien should totally come
with!”

“Come with you
where?”

“Wednesday. We’re all
going to the carnival together.”

“This Wednesday?” she
asked. “You mean Valentine’s Day?”

Oh,
that’s right. Wednesday is Valentine’s Day, isn’t it? Wait a
second… Was Rosa asking me
out on a date? Does she think that I was asking her out?

O’Brien interrupted my thoughts before they
had the chance to consume me. “You sure that’s such a good idea,
Tripod? There’s still at least one psychopath out there who wants
to kill you.”

“It’ll be fun,” Jerry replied. “Carnival’s staying open late
for Sweetheart’s Night. I can get us in for free and show you all
which games aren’t rigged and what food is safe to eat. We can all
meet up here at eight and ride together in the cop car. What do you
say?”

O’Brien laughed. “Why
not? I don’t have anything better to do with my night off then
babysit a bunch of kids my own age.”

Jerry clapped his hands. “Alright! Jack?
Rosa?”

We
looked at each other and both stumbled through a version of “Sure.
I guess.”

“Cool beans,” he said.
“I call
shotgun!”


Chapter Eleven




I
spent my first hour back at home writing a new blog post. While the
generic man was probably the least interesting person to ever come
into the store, the circumstances around his appearance
and reappearance were still
bothering me, and I needed to share it. That sense of
déjà vu was so strong it hurt. I realized, of course, that it
was probably yet another new symptom of my brain’s steady decline.
After all, I’d been making more and more of these mental typos in
recent days. 

I
lost my house shoe for almost forty-eight hours, but it eventually
turned up right where I left it—inside the refrigerator. I tried
plugging a surge protector into itself, and it took almost ten
minutes for me to realize why
it wasn’t working. At one particularly low point, I completely
forgot my middle name. I had to look at my driver’s license, but by
then I couldn’t remember why I needed to know it in the first
place. And of course, there were those increasingly frequent
periods of missing time…

Normally, I could shake it off. A quick shower or some
sudoku. Maybe a silly book or a hot coffee to pull myself together,
then I could laugh to myself and pretend it wasn’t devastating,
because if I pretend hard enough it becomes indistinguishable from truth. It may not be ideal,
but it’s how I survive.

Brrrriiinnnggg… Damn
it to bloody hell! Brrrriiinnnggg…

For
only the second time in memory, that stupid phone was calling me
into the dining room. I found my crutch and went to
see who it was that dared interrupt
me in the middle of my depressing thoughts. Brrrriii—

“Hello?”

Whoever it was, they didn’t answer right away. Instead, they laughed. A slow, breathy
laugh. The kind that starts deep inside and escapes in a growing
torrent.

“Who is this?” I demanded,
ending his laughter all at once.

“Hello, Jack.” His voice was menacing.
“It’s me.” 

Menacing... but not
super familiar.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “This
is awkward, but... who are you?”

“You mean you don’t recognize the
voice of your greatest
mortal enemy?” He laughed again, but this time it sounded humorless
and dry. “I'm the one you see when you close your eyes at night.
I'm the one who brought you to the grim reaper's doorstep, and next
time we meet, you'll finally feel the death you've
earned!”

My
pulse was racing. My heart pounded in my ears. No. It can’t be.

“Spencer.”

A
moment passed before he said anything. Then:

“What?! Spencer? No! I'm
your greatest enemy!”

“Spencer is my greatest
enemy. I think.”

“No, I am! It’s me! The
one who has been watching from the shadows this whole time. The one
you truly fear beyond any other.”

My
pulse was racing. My heart
pounded in my ears. There could only be one person who fit that
description. “No. It’s… you?”

“Yes. Say my
name!”

“I… wait, I never learned your name. Unless your name actually is
‘The Collector.’ This is the Collector, isn’t it?”

He
squealed, “Who? Shut up! You
know who this is. Quit playing around, Jack.”

“Agent Brick Roscoe? Is
that you?”

He
moaned in annoyance. “Little hint. I showed you what dark powers I wield. And now you
know that even death cannot hold me!”

“Ohhh!” My pulse was steadying. My
heart was beating
slightly above average. Now, I really knew
who it was.

“That's right!” he
taunted. “It's me!”

“Kieffer!”

“What? Fuck you, Jack!” 

Okay, so it’s not Kieffer. Well damn. Who the
hell else could it be?

“Travis? Hey, I thought we were
cool now.”

“Who’s Travis?”

“Fox Lady?”

“Do I sound like a fox lady to you?! Come on!” He
sounded genuinely hurt. I couldn’t help but
feel sorry for him.
“I’ve been your greatest nemesis since childhood, Jack!”

“I think you might have called the wrong Jack.
This is Jack
Townsend.”

“I know who you are,
Goddammit!”

“I give up.”

“It’s Beaux! Beaux
Couvillion!”

“Oh!” I breathed a sigh of
relief. “Right,
Beaux. My greatest enemy. Of course. Sorry.”

“No, you’re not ‘sorry.’ Not yet you’re not. But
you will be. I guarantee it! You thought you’d won by letting me die, but
little did you know that I was choosing to die on purpose! The
master is growing his army right under your nose! Everyone you know
will join us or perish! Soon, I will become one with the beast, and
then I will be more powerful than you can ever imagine. You will
beg for—”

“Hey, listen,
Beaux—”

He
shrieked like a cat in heat, “DO NOT INTERRUPT ME!”

“I won’t. I just needed to say real quick that
I totally
want to hear more about your big
plans, but I’m in a hurry right now. I have this thing that I’m
late for. Why don’t you give me your number and let me call you
back later when I have some free time?”

“Are… are you… trying to
get off the phone with me?”

“No, no, not at all. I totally want to catch
up. It’s just, I’ve
got this thing.”

“Here I am, calling from beyond the void, a
genuine dark fucking miracle, and you… you’ve got… ‘a
thing’?!”

“Yeah man. I would have
rescheduled if I knew you were going to call but, you
know.”

“You want to know what I
think? You’re too
petrified by the exquisite horror of this reality to even
comprehend what’s happening right now. But just wait. Later, when
the shock has worn off, you will be in physical agony from the
terror of knowing that I have returned!”

I
used my crutch to bang on the
wall three times.

“Oh shoot, you hear that?
That’s my company. They just arrived. I’ve got to go.”

“I’ll see you again soon, Jack. Count on it!”

“Sounds great.”

He anger-grunted. “No! It doesn’t sound
‘great’! You’re terrified of me!”

“Oh,
right. Yeah. Sounds super spooky. Talk to you later.
Bye!”

I
hung up the phone and waited to see if he was going to call back.
After a couple of minutes had
passed, I decided that I was in the clear. I considered calling
O’Brien to let her know what happened, but it didn’t strike me as
important enough to bother her.

 


***

 


I didn’t get back online until late that
night.

The
carnival had ended, and the
final wave of attendees—half of them drunk on hard wassail (the
carnie specialty)—had descended upon the gas station like they were
prepping for a hurricane. Jerry (God bless him) wasn’t scheduled to
work, but he stuck around anyway to help steer the drunker
customers back out the door. He was still wearing Rosa’s pink
t-shirt when I clocked in that night, and when I asked if he was
planning to change, he just took Leroy’s old name tag and pinned it
on over his heart.

By
the time the last carnivaller
had gone, we were completely sold out of light beer—something that
normally only happens during Christmas. I felt like I’d earned a
break, so I turned on my laptop and settled in for a long,
presumably boring rest of my shift. 

I
logged into my email and
found something peculiar waiting for me. Thirteen different
messages from thirteen different people, all with the same subject
line: “Glitch in the Matrix.”

I
assumed it was some form of advanced spam, ignored it for now, and
logged into my blog to find
that my post from that morning had inadvertently started a very
active group discussion. This wasn’t anything out of the ordinary.
If there’s one thing the amateur paranormal investigator community
loves, it’s sharing opinions. What was unusual, however, was that
for the first time in history, everyone actually
agreed on something.

They all kept saying it. That same expression. This was a Glitch in the Matrix. Even
SavageCardigan dropped the usual alien argument to state that my
déjà vu was a textbook case of GITM.

The exact definition
of a “glitch” varied from person to person, but the general
consensus was that it was “something” that happens when the
“powers-that-be” change “something.”

The
most specific and most cryptic posts were one in the
same, from the old Elm Street
Irregular alum himself, ScaredMoose. He wrote:

 


A
Glitch like the one described
here is evidence that things aren’t what they seem. Maybe it’s
proof that the gas station is an advanced simulation. Maybe you’re
stuck in a time loop. Or a dream. Or some kind of pocket reality.
Most likely, something was supposed to happen the first time
around, but you messed up the plan. What changed? The generic man.
He was always MEANT to encounter your coworker. They had to bandage
it up. Correct the timeline. The only real question here is this...
Why are you the only one who noticed?

 


“Excuse me,” the man said in a chiding tone. I
looked up from my computer screen to see Frances M. Howard (Doctor,
Businessman, Visionary) standing over me, a
claw hammer in his hand and the
vague look of annoyance on his face. I didn’t notice him come in,
and I would have preferred it stay that way, but now he’d gone and
ruined that.

“What do you want?” I
asked.

Jerry walked out of the bathroom and
immediately shouted “Balls!”
at the sight of the doctor. Howard stared at Jerry and placed the
hammer on the counter in front of me without saying a word. I took
it, scanned the barcode, and gave him his total like a good
employee. 

Jerry took his usual spot by my side, pulling up a chair next to me and propping his
feet on the counter. Howard took the bait.

“Is this really the best
use of your time during working hours?”

“Probably not,” Jerry
confessed.

“I’ve been watching you two. I came into the
store almost ten minutes ago. I saw several customers come and go without
either of you offering any help, or even the slightest modicum of
attention. They left empty-handed. Those were sales that walked
right out the door.”

“Well,” I said. “If they didn’t buy anything,
they weren’t really
‘customers,’ were they?” I looked him dead in the eyes and said,
“That seems to be the theme of today: people coming in here,
looking for things they can’t have.”

Jerry piped in, “We call those people ‘cantstomers.’” I’d never heard that expression before, but I
nodded in solidarity.

Howard looked away first. He took out a
wallet so overstuffed I
couldn’t believe he managed to close it—clearly a flex, but a damn
impressive one. He retrieved a black credit card and held it out
for me to take. I reached for it, but he pulled it away at the last
second and asked, “What is it exactly that’s holding your attention
so? Video games? Homework?” He narrowed his eyes and made an ugly
smile. “Online dating?”

“No. I was checking on my blog.” I
surprised myself by
how easily I’d offered him the truth, but then I remembered that
this guy wasn’t worth the dignity of a lie.

He chuckled. “You’re a blogger then? What do
you blog about?”

I
closed the laptop and put it on the shelf under the counter before
answering, “Nothing special.
Just sharing some of my stories from the gas station.”

“Is that a fact? So you fancy yourself a storyteller,
Jack?”

“Jack’s the best
storyteller!” Jerry exclaimed.

The
man gave a wry smile and asked, “Do either of you know any
scary stories?”

Jerry said smugly, “Well, I did pee a demon
back to hell once.”

The
doctor leaned over the
counter and said, “I’m hardly a professional, but I have been known
to dabble in the verbal arts myself. How about I tell you boys a
story? We’ll make things interesting. If it’s not the scariest
thing you’ve ever heard, well, I’ll leave this place and never come
back. I’m sure you’d like that, right?”

“Yeah,” I answered
truthfully. “What’s the catch?”

“Well,” he replied, lifting the tool and
inspecting it closely.
“How about this: If my story terrifies you like no other, if my
story is too scary for you to handle, then why don’t you pay for
this hammer, and we call it a night?”

Jerry chuckled and said, “You’re on.”

“Well,” the doctor began, “Like all of
the best tales, this
one is a completely true story.”

Jerry laughed, but I didn’t. Something about this man’s sense of confidence was
leaving me unsettled. 

He
continued, “This is the story of two young men, not unlike
yourselves. Brothers, in fact. They hail from a small New England town and a privileged,
well-to-do family. Old money. You know the type. Nary a single
problem money couldn’t fix. They grew up with the finest education,
and when the time came, they were accepted into the same Ivy League
university. By all accounts, they had a perfect life. Until one
day, during spring break, when the two brothers decided to take
their lovely girlfriends on a vacation to their summer home in the
Rockies. You see, at the end of the trip, only three people
returned.”

I
couldn’t tell where this story was going, but so far it seemed
boring as hell. Maybe all
those discount novels had left me jaded. I turned to Jerry to see
if he shared my opinion, but one look at his face told me he was
hearing a completely different tale. His skin was ghost white. His
pulse was bouncing in his neck. And he was sweating.
Profusely.

“Theories swirled about what could have happened
to the missing brother. Unfortunately, the remaining witnesses
proved… unreliable. The police investigation
stalled, and despite the family’s
resources, the case remains unsolved to this very day. But you see,
I know what happened. What actually happened. And I know why the
missing brother desires to remain missing."

Jerry shoved his way between me and the cash
register, opened it up, and pulled
out a twenty-dollar bill. He slapped the money onto the counter and
exclaimed, "You win! Terribly scary story. I’m shakin’ in my little
bootsies, and I don't even want to know what happens
next!"

He
reached over the counter,
grabbed the doctor by the lips, and squeezed them between his thumb
and forefinger. “Shush, now!” he whispered.

Howard smacked Jerry’s hand away and said,
“Don’t put your dirty fingers anywhere near my mouth, you
heathen!”

Jerry took the hammer and pushed it into the doctor’s hands, then removed Leroy’s name
badge, dropped it onto the floor, and declared, “Hey Jack, I have
to clock out and go home early tonight. I just remembered; I left
my… cat… on… fire…”

“You were never on the
clock.”

“Even better!” he cried before speed-walking around the counter and
out the back door.

If
my jaw weren’t attached, it
would have hit the floor. I turned my attention back to the
doctor.

“What was that? Did you
break my friend? How did you do that? Fix him!”

He
laughed again and turned to
leave, but not without one parting shot, “I’ll be seeing you
around, Jack.”

 


***

 


I
didn’t know what to do next. Jerry had peaced out with no explanation, and the (clearly evil)
doctor had declared war in the most roundabout way possible. I was
alone, and never had I felt more so.

I
weighed my options. I could call O’Brien, but there wasn’t much she
could do. Howard was too smart to make any explicit threats, and Jerry was far less than
forthcoming about whatever secrets the doctor was alluding to. I
could try the owners again. Maybe they could get the doctor to back
off. (Of course, they might not be so willing to stick out their
necks if they learned it was Jerry they were protecting.) Or I
could kill Howard myself. 

Whoa! Where did that
thought come from? I shook it
out of my head and tried to forget it was ever there.

The
phone rang, and I instantly reached for it. In a rare
spell of blinding optimism, I
assumed it was Jerry, calling to explain himself.

“Hello?”

The
person on the other end of
the line let out a long, deep sigh.

This was not Jerry.

I repeated my greeting, a little slower this
time. “Hello?”

“Hey Jack. It’s
FJ.” 

FJ
was a nickname for Farmer Junior. There was a time when he would
call the store on a daily basis, pestering us about the handplants, but I hadn’t heard from him
in months. I was hoping he’d finally forgotten about us and moved
on to other obsessions.

“What can I do for you, FJ?”

“I want you to know that
you’re a real piece of shit.”

He
took a pause. I guess he was
giving me a turn to respond, although I can’t say why.

“Okay. Well, thanks for
calling.”

Before I could hang up, he began his rant. It
sounded like it had been
building up inside of him for a while, fermenting like a batch of
moonshine and now full of poison and passion. 

“My family gave you all our business for years,
and we ain’t never tried to screw you over. You sit up there in
your ivory pedestal,
pretending like you wanna do right by us, but you ain’t nothin but
another asshole what thinks he’s better than everybody. You ain’t
even man enough to tell me to my face that you got more handplants
sitting behind the store. Instead, you lied. Cause you’re too
stupid to know what a good deal looks like. I ought to kick your
ass for being so stupid.”

“Farmer, I told you, the handplants are gone.”

“Yeah, they’re gone. Now. Even
if they weren’t, that ship has sailed. You know how much money he
was gonna give me for them things?”

I
never did figure out what Farmer wanted those handplants for. I
just assumed it was some kind
of weird sex thing. This revelation that he was trying to sell them
was more than a little surprising. 

“Someone wanted to buy the
handplants? Who?”

“Shit, I don’t know. Some rich-ass collector. All
I needed was a dozen of ‘em and I coulda
retired. That shit’s a
once-in-a-lifetime deal, and now it’s over because you’re a stupid
lying sack of shit, and next time I see you I’m gonna fuck you
up.”

I
tried to wrap up the conversation while the wrapping was
good. “Okay, well, I should
probably get back to work.”

“Fuck you,
Jack!”

“It was nice catching
up.”

“I’m gonna kick your teeth
in.”

“I’ll talk to you
later.”

“You better watch your
back, ‘cause I’m coming for you!”

“Good night,
FJ.”

“Good night.”

I
hung up the phone, opened my computer, and went to the file on my desktop labeled
“PeopleWhoWantToKillMe.doc.” As soon as I’d updated the
ever-growing list, I received an email notification.

Someone had sent me a private message. There was no subject line, and the sender label
was simply “R0g3r.” Without thinking, I opened and read
it:

 


There are creatures in this world you’ve never seen before. Beings of invisible
energy that connect the frames of time, routing history and
ordering your reality. We call them “engineers.” One of them went
missing not long ago. And she was last seen in your
town.

This Glitch in the Matrix excuse is pure nonsense. Someone captured an engineer, and
now he’s experimenting on her. Finding ways to use her
power.

The Collector is
building his army. I sure hope you’re ready for war.


Chapter Twelve




A
few minutes later, a man came into the gas station wearing a black trucker’s cap with a
unicorn on the bill, hipster glasses, a fake moustache, and Rosa’s
pink t-shirt. The speed at which he put together this disguise was
far more impressive than the disguise itself.

He
walked up to the other side
of the counter and whispered, “Jack. It’s me! Jerry.”

“Yeah, I know. I have eyes
and a brain.”

He
pulled off the hat and glasses, made a tadaaa! face,
then immediately put them back on like his life depended on
it.

“I need to tell you
something.”

“Okay. Good job so
far.”

“No, not here.” He turned
and eyed the display of lawn gnomes by the door. “Meet me in the
walk-in cooler. Make sure you haven’t been followed.”

“I swear to the dark god, Jerry, if you’re about to tell me that
there’s a dead body in the trunk of your car, I’m going to lose
it.”

“Relax,” he said. “What I
have to tell you is way more interesting than that.”

He
went straight to the cooler. I grabbed my crutch and gave
the store a quick pass to
make sure there wasn’t anything requiring my immediate attention. I
found a couple of displaced gnomes, but no fires, racoons, or
customers lying in wait. I went back to my space behind the
counter, grabbed the hoodie out of the Jerry box, and put up the
“Be back in five minutes” sign. 

I
zipped up my jacket, dug my
hands into my pockets, and tried to focus on not shivering. Jerry
didn’t seem to mind the cold. After I handed him his hoodie, he
just tossed it over his neck like a scarf. “Here’s the thing,” he
started. “I’m the one who paid for Van’s funeral.”

I
stared at him, trying to think of the right question to ask.
Looking back, I did notice that Vanessa’s funeral seemed a little
fancy for a fellow underpaid gas station orphan.
I’d just assumed she had some
wealthy distant relatives footing the bill. Finally, I came up
with, “Why?” The word turned into a cloud in front of my
face.

Jerry gave a shrug. “Did you know the church wasn’t going
to allow Van’s funeral because she wasn’t a member anymore? Did you know they weren’t even going
to have a service? Just a state-run body disposal, Jack. Same as
they do for criminals and dogs that bite mailmen. I wanted this
town to know that she had people who cared about her. I also paid
for the catering at the reception we didn’t get to go to. They had
mini crab cakes and a cheese bar.”

“Okay, next question:
What’s really going on?”

“Oh,” he continued. “So here’s something you
don’t know about me…” He took a deep breath, stared at the
ceiling, and
confessed, “I’m kinda rich.”

“Good. Start paying rent for
the storage room.”

“Make me!”

“Jerry, I don’t care if you’re secretly wealthy.
I pieced as much together from Dr. Douchebag’s story. I know you
had a past before you ended up in the Mathmetist
program. I don’t
really care about that. What I do want to know is why someone is
looking for you, and how they know you’re here.”

“Ah, yes, that. Before I decided to take my
sabbatical,” he explained, “I squirreled away a little extra
funding into a secret savings account. I thought it was safe, but evidently they
were watching the account after all. Now, I think they’re sending
people to find me.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

He
crossed his arms and pouted like a toddler. “My stupid parents.”

Our
conversation was interrupted
by the sound of someone calling out from the front of the store.
“Hellooo?”

Jerry leapt into a corner and whispered
loudly, “I thought you said you weren’t followed!”

“I wasn’t,” I explained calmly. “I left the
cooler door cracked so I could hear in case a customer—”

“Get rid of
them!”

He
pulled a cardboard box of bulk hotdog chili into the corner,
crouched behind it, and threw the hoodie over himself like a
personal blanket fort. I’d seen Jerry go through some dark times.
I’d seen him cry for hours on
end. I watched him detox and relapse more than once. I even got
politely evicted from Vanessa’s funeral alongside him. I thought
I’d seen the full spectrum of Jerry, but tonight was the first time
I ever saw him scared.

I
left him cowering in the corner.

I
was annoyed to learn that the voice calling from the front of the store belonged to
another cantstomer. There
were two of them, in fact, waiting for me next to the counter. I
recognized them instantly—Elizabeth and Morgan Perkins. Or, as the
locals had taken to calling them, the “cookie twins.”

The
cookie twins were locals. They made their reputation and earned
their nicknames selling Goose Scout Cookies door-to-door and
business-to-business without any parental supervision, shame, or
respect for time of day. They
typically stayed on the right side of the fine line between
aggressive salesmanship and literal harassment, but they had been
known to cross it from time to time.

Elizabeth, the plumper of the two, saw me and let out a
growl of disappointment.
They’d already hit me up enough times to know who I was, and to
know that I had no problem with the word “no.” I also had no
problem with the words “Get out of here unless you’re buying
something.” Especially when those words were in that order and
spoken with the tone of someone ready, willing, and able to call
the authorities for backup. But that didn’t stop her from
trying. 

She
held up a box of Husky-Mints and said, “Hi! Our Goose Scout troop
is selling cookies to raise money for a summer trip to
Six Flags.”

They were dressed in the official Goose Scouts uniform, and they both had blonde hair
braided into dual pigtails, but that’s about where their
similarities ended. Despite the fact that they were biological
twins, they looked very little alike. Morgan had piercing blue eyes
and a short black beard covering his face while Elizabeth had brown
eyes under a pair of purple-rimmed glasses and no beard whatsoever.
By my estimate, they were around fifty years old (or a whole
century, if combined).

Morgan started his
side of the sales pitch. “We have Slowmoes, Razzle Dazzles,
Tangle-Toes, Red Bull Cakes, Little Piggies, and—for a limited
time—Flan Balls!”

“No,” I said
calmly.

Elizabeth lowered the box of cookies and snarled. “You
never want to help us get to
Six Flags!” Her voice jumped up an octave. “This is the meanest business in
town!”

Morgan crossed his arms and nodded along with his sister,
adding, “You shouldn’t go around making fun of people who aren’t
doing anything but trying to make an honest living.”

“All I said was
‘no.’”

Elizabeth threw the
box onto the ground and shouted, “Quit judging us, you prick! At
least we’re doing honest work!”

“Yeah!” her brother added. “At least we aren’t
out on the streets, selling drugs. Or our bodies!
Huh?”

With a huff, Elizabeth put her hands on her hips, leaned forward, and said, “I bet
you’d looove that, wouldn’t you, Jack? You want to see us
prostitute ourselves out, don’t you? You’re just a big old skeezy
pervert!”

“You guys need to leave. I’m not
buying your cookies,
and I’m about ninety-nine percent sure the Goose Scouts of America
don’t want you selling them either.”

“Fine!” said Morgan.
“We’ll go. I can tell when we’re not wanted. Come on, Sis. Let’s
get outta here.”

“Wait,” she said. “We can
still make this sale
happen.”

“No way,” he responded. (I already knew this was part of the bit, but
what could I do but let it run its course?) “He’s made up his mind.
There’s nothing we can say to prove to him how delicious, healthy,
or cost-effective our cookies really are.”

“There is one thing!” she said.

“No. Not that! He isn’t
ready!” He looked at me and tried not to smile. “The world isn’t
ready!”

“That’s right!” She braided her fingers and
cracked all of her knuckles at once. “We need to show
him… the Goose Scout
Cheer!”

“I don’t want to watch your cookie dance.”

Morgan roared, “Come on! We spent a lot of time working on
it! The least you can do is sit there and enjoy it. The cookie
cheer is a culmination of years of research, practice, and
experimental dance designed
to soften the hardest of hearts. Plus, it’s only fifteen minutes
long!”

I rolled my eyes. “Is there any rapping in
it?”

The
cookie twins looked at one another. They proceeded to cycle through
a series of silent facial expressions, communicating in a secret language.

“The fact that neither of you has rushed to assure me the answer
is ‘no’ leads me to believe that I will not enjoy the cookie
cheer.”

“Fine!” yelled Elizabeth. “If that’s the way you
want to be, I call a cookie curse upon you and your house!” She held one arm over her
head, made a circular motion in the air, then brought her hand down
like she was striking with an axe.

I
instantly brought my free hand up, drew a giant mark of Zorro in
front of me, and yelled, “Counter curse! Your cookie curse has bounced off of me and sticks to
you!”

Her eyelids went so high they almost got
lost in her hairline. She screamed at me, “How DARE you!? Take it
back! Take it back right now or else I will double cookie curse
you!”

She
pointed at my face. I pointed
at hers.

“Go ahead. I’ll just triple cookie curse you right
back!”

“You wouldn’t!” she
hissed.

“Try me!”

Morgan stepped between us and said, “Okay, okay, let’s
everybody calm down. Elizabeth, we talked about this. Let’s not
have another night end in a
Mexican Cookie standoff. That’s not the Goose Scout way. Jack,
we’re sorry we tried to cookie curse you.”

“Thank you, Morgan. I’m
still not buying anything.”

Morgan picked up the smashed box and led his sister out the
door. Elizabeth didn’t say
another word. She didn’t have to. Her hate-filled eyes said plenty.
As soon as they got onto their bikes and rode off, I went back to
the cooler to let Jerry know that the coast was clear.

“Who was it?” he asked with a shake in his voice
that I chalked up to
the cold.

“A couple of scouts,” I responded in lieu of the complicated
truth. “They were selling cookies.”

“Did you get us
any?”

“No, Jerry.”

“Why not?”

“Because cookie fundraisers are a scam designed
to exploit children and skirt labor laws.”

He
accepted that answer without
any further argument, loaded up on supplies (sugary snacks and a
bottle of tequila), then left. I didn’t see him again for the rest
of the night.

 


***

 


Some time later, the phone rang
again. 

I
was really starting to hate
that thing. Nobody ever just called to say “Hello” or tell me how
great of a job I was doing. It was always bad news, or a threat, or
more work, or maybe even all of the above. If it were up to me, the store wouldn’t even have a
telephone.

I
let the damn thing ring a few
times, lest whoever was on the other end get the idea that I
actually wanted to talk to them. But I knew I had to answer
eventually. 

“Hello?”

The
man on the other end of the line sounded tired, which made sense
considering the hour. “Hi. Is
this the gas station?”

“This is a gas
station.” 

“Sorry to bother you, but
I wanted to check before I drove all the way out there and wasted a
trip. Do you have any pickle-flavored jerky in stock?”

I
couldn’t believe it. A real
customer asking a real customer question?

“Sorry, we don’t carry pickle jerky.”

“Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

“But the guy I talked to
earlier said you would have some soon!”

“I don’t know what to tell
you.”

“I was in there just a few days ago and talked to
the clerk. He was very
confident that you would have it in stock by now! What was his
name? Tall fella, dark blonde hair, blue eyes. Very
talkative.”

“Oh,” I said without
thinking. “You mean Jerry?”

His
voice changed. He no longer sounded tired. Or friendly. In fact, he
no longer sounded anything.
His was a perfectly forgettable generic voice. “Oh, so Jerry
does work there after all? Thank you, Jack. That’s all I needed
to know.”

My heart skipped a beat.

“Wait—”

But
he didn’t wait. He’d already hung up. I stared at the
receiver, wondering to
myself, what have I
done?

 


***

 


The
next time the phone rang, I was prepared. Wait, no, that’s not
true. But I was less unprepared. This time, I had a plan. This
time, I would avoid the whole
thing. Nobody could threaten me. Nobody could trip me up. All I had
to do was nothing. I wouldn’t
answer, no matter how many times it rang.

And
rang. And rang. And rang. Oh,
that’s right. We don’t have an answering machine. This thing will
keep on ringing until the caller gives up or someone cuts the phone
lines.

I
grabbed my crutch, collected the garbage around the store, and took
the bags out to the dumpster. By the time I got back inside, the
ringing had stopped. My plan had worked perfectly, with absolutely no noticeable
consequences.

Fifteen minutes
later, I saw the flashing police lights outside the
building.

O’Brien came through the door with her weapon drawn. When
she saw me sitting behind the counter with a book in my hands,
she took a deep, angry breath
and said, “Jack.”

I
carefully put the book
away.

“Hey Amy. What’s
up?”

“Is everything
okay?”

“Yeah. Why?”

She
didn’t seem convinced. She joined me behind the counter (I guess
she was checking to make sure there weren’t any bad guys or monsters holding me hostage). Only
after she was sure the coast was clear did she holster the weapon
and say, “I tried calling earlier.”

“Oh! That was
you?”

“Why didn’t you
answer?”

“I’m sorry. I’ve been
getting a lot of weird phone calls.”

“Weird phone calls? So
it’s happening here, too?”

“What’s happening here, too?”

“Forget it.”

“Consider it
forgotten.”

“You need to answer your phone, Jack! I left a
crime scene to come here and check on you. Clyde’s itching for a
reason to rid himself
of me.”

“I’m
sorry.” 

She
took another deep breath and sat down in the chair next to me.

“It’s okay.”

That was not what I was expecting to hear. She clearly
wasn’t mad anymore. What kind
of horrible thing is taking up so much space in her mind that there
isn’t any room for anger?

“Why were you trying to call me in
the middle of a crime
scene? I think I conclusively proved I’m not much help.”

“There was an accident,
down by Dead Man’s Curve. Two bodies. Unidentified. Looks like it
might just be a regular car accident, but things don’t really add
up.”

“That’s unfortunate. But I don’t see what that has to do with
me.”

“They didn’t have any identification on them. No
wallet or purse. No tags on their clothes. Car wasn’t much help
either. No registration. No license plate. Not even a VIN number.
Crazy as it sounds, we don’t even know the make or model. Big impossible mystery.
Yadda yadda. You know how things go around here.”

“Sure.”

“But they did have one thing on them. Just one
thing.” She took an old-fashioned flip phone out of her pocket and set it on
the counter. “Looks like it’s a pay-as-you-go deal. We could send
it to the lab. Might get lucky and trace it back to the original
buyer.”

The
phone was not in an evidence bag, and O’Brien didn’t seem to care
about preserving the integrity of her only clue. She was giving
me an expectant stare, but I
was still at least a couple steps behind her. I waved at the phone
and said, “Okay?”

“Unless, for some reason,
I need to make sure it doesn’t find its way to the lab.”

“Why would you do
that?”

“Nobody else has seen the phone but
me. I checked the call history,
Jack. There are only two numbers that this phone has had incoming
or outgoing calls with for the last two years.”

“Okay. Still not sure
where you’re going with this.”

“One is the gas station.
The other is your cell phone.”

All at once it hit
me.

“Oh,” I said.

“Well? Want to point me in the right direction?”

“I know who the bodies
are.”

“You going to keep me
waiting for dramatic effect?”

“Sorry.” My mind was swimming. There was suddenly
a lump in my throat. This was bad news. Very bad news. “I think you found the owners of
the gas station.”


Chapter Thirteen




Time did that thing it does.

Fast and slow simultaneously.

Thoughts and words piled up like a queue outside my mind
and rushed in at moments of weakness like the
bottom half of an Icee
sticking to the cup, waiting for the chance to come smashing into
my face. I had to ration my limited attention for each of the
untangled thoughts regardless of severity, and everything that made
it through the gate tied for first place in my head. The idea that
I might not have a job anymore weighed up equally with the thought
that I forgot to bookmark my page after O’Brien came in.
Jerry is still in trouble. Rosa is
going to flip. I know this food smells good, but how am I supposed
to eat? Amy stole a phone to protect me. Am I in trouble? What
happens to the gas station now? What about Sabine?! Who’s going to
tell her?! 

After all this time,
the longest constant in my life was the owners. I’d known them
since before Tom. Since before the diagnosis. Since before the gas
station. They’d always been there, on the other end of a phone
call, in weird voicemails and the occasional text. They wished me
happy birthday. They sent flowers after the accident.

But
I’d never actually met them. They were reclusive. They avoided society. They avoided
photography. Even Sabine offered precious few details about them.
The most I ever got came in a passing conversation one day when she
and I were skipping stones by the creek, after I started
complaining about my newest foster family. Sabine let me vent until
I’d run out of steam, then she told me that her parents were the
owners of the shitty gas station at the edge of town.

My
memory of that day is crystal clear. We collected flat rocks for an
hour. A cold snap earlier in
the week killed off all the mosquitoes, but that day was pleasantly
warm. She wore a plaid shirt and jean shorts. When she talked about
her parents, she couldn’t help but smile.

“They’re pretty weird, but
I like them.”

“How so?”

“They don’t care for people.”

“That doesn’t sound weird
to me.”

“Well, maybe you’re weird,
too.”

She
was right. Her parents were weird. And annoying. And
huge pains in my ass. No amount of
post-mortem reflection can refine those details. I never would have
expected they’d leave before me. And I never would have expected to
have cared so much.

Later, I’d come to realize that I was in shock. I think
O’Brien already knew. She put
a coffee on the table between us and said something to someone
about keeping them coming. She said a few other things, directed to
me, but I didn’t have the attention span to translate her sounds
into words or her words into meaning. I just drank the coffee and
waited until the stress bubble burst. I don’t know how long I was
inside my own head before I finally spoke.

“This sucks.”

She nodded and said, “Yeah. I know.”

Her
cell phone rang on the table. She picked it up, silenced it,
and put it away.

“If you need to get back
to work,” I said, “you should go. I’ll be fine.”

She
made a face like she’d just
gotten a brain freeze. “I don’t know about that.”

Our
waiter came up to the table and dropped a plate of eggs, hash
browns, and grits in front of
me. I looked around and realized that O’Brien had taken me back to
Marilyn’s. Our food was being delivered by the same man as before,
the one who probably remembered me as the weird banana guy. She
must have really liked this place. Maybe because it’s the only eatery in town open right
now.

I
poked at the food and said, “I’m surprised this
place is still open this
late.”

O’Brien shook her head. “No, Jack. It’s not.
What time do you think it is?”

Another thought made it to the front of
the line. This one commanding
just a hair more urgency. The light pouring in through the windows
of the diner revealed that it was already morning. I was eating
breakfast at the same time as the rest of the world.

I
dropped my fork. “Who’s running the gas station?”

“Nobody.”

“I need to get back there! The place is empty.
The racoons could be doing stuff! I need to… where’s my crutch?” I looked all around but
couldn’t see it. Damned lost
time.

O’Brien reached across the table, grabbed my hand,
and squeezed it hard.
“Jack.”

I looked back at her. “Yeah?”

She
loosened her grip but held on. “You don’t have to go
back. We locked up behind
ourselves. The gas station is closed, okay?”

I
leaned back into my seat while another thought blindsided me.
“Doctor Evil is going to get
what he wants now.”

“Who?” she asked softly. A
note of concern.

“This chump who wants to
buy the gas
station.”

“You don’t mean Frances
Howard, do you?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.” A second passed before my
brain caught up. “Wait, you know him? Why do you know him?”

I
didn’t even realize we weren’t alone in the diner until then, when
the man sitting at a booth on
the opposite wall slammed his hands on his table and erupted,
“THAT’S IT! I’ve got to say something!”

He
was old and heavy, with
overalls and a sweat-stained white and yellow trucker cap. The
woman across from him had silver hair done up in a puffball. She
made a halfhearted effort to stop him, “No, no, just let it
go.”

I
didn’t care what or who they were talking about. At least, not until the man stood up, crossed
the diner, and lumbered over to our table. He put his finger in my
face and said, “Now you listen to me, boy, and pay attention. What
you’re doing here is wrong.” I had, as usual, no idea what he was
talking about.

“Okay?” I said.

O’Brien let go of my hand and stood up to face the guy. He
was tall enough to tower over her, but she didn’t blink. “You got a problem?” she asked with one
hand on her gun.

“Oh, you think just cause you got a badge it
means you can do
whatever you want? I ain’t scared of you, whore.”

“Whoa!” The words jumped out of my mouth. “What
the fuck, dude? What
is your problem?”

He
was turning red. “My problem?! It’s this!” He pointed at the two of
us. “Now, I don’t care what you do in private, but ain’t nobody in here wants to see this
freak show while they’re trying to eat. Don’t you know what the
Bible says about mixing races?”

It finally clicked. The asshole saw O’Brien
holding my hand.

“I don’t care if she is a cop! God’s law
is greater than man’s
law, and one way or another, you’re both gonna pay for—”

Chk-CHK.

He
was interrupted by the unmistakable, unexpected, butt-puckering sound of a shotgun rack from a
few feet away. Our waiter stood at the doorway to the kitchen,
holding the gun and everyone’s undivided attention.

“That’s enough, Porter,” he said. “You made your
point. Now I think it’s time you and Maddy got out of here.”

The
man harrumphed, “You’re okay with this, Wallace? You’re okay with
freaks and whores eating in your restaurant?” He pulled out his wallet, crumpled up some
cash, and threw it on the ground. “Keep the change.”

He
stormed out in a huff. His
wife finished her drink, stood, and casually walked out after him.
Once the truck had gone, our waiter yelled out, “Sorry about that,
Ms. O’Brien.” 

She took her seat across from me and said,
“Don’t worry about it, Wallace.”


Chapter Fourteen




Nobody would know unless they had to
know.

That’s what I decided after days of contemplation. There
was no good reason to share.
This was the way Mammaw and Pops would have wanted it.

Out
of respect, the funeral was closed-casket. There were no
pictures in the paper. No
obituary. O’Brien dropped me off at the cemetery where Mammaw and
Pops had reserved plots years earlier. When I reached the site, I
had my pick of any of the twenty-four empty folding chairs arranged
in front of the twin coffins. Still, I preferred to
stand.

The
grave diggers were watching from a distance. They were here on
standby, ready to lower my former employers into their final resting place. They’d been paid in
advance and told what time to be here, but none of them knew
exactly who set this up. And none of them knew who was being
buried. Even the tombstones, purchased long ago, had only the names
“Mammaw” and “Pops” etched into them. Their anonymity sure to be
protected, now and forever.

I
don’t know why I was surprised that the owners left behind a dead man’s switch to put their
affairs in order after they’d passed. An estate planner set
everything into motion the very morning after the accident, when
the owners missed their daily check-in. Money was moved around in
accordance with their wishes. People were hired. Documents were
signed. I assumed a warehouse full of weird artifacts was probably
burning to the ground somewhere. Meanwhile, the only preparations
I’d made for my own inevitable and impending demise was the
purchase of the suit I was currently wearing. 

I
really should get my death in order someday.

I
leaned against my crutch, standing just beyond the last row of
empty seats, waiting for a priest I’d never seen before to finish a
lengthy eulogy in a language that might have been Latin. The owners had never struck me as
particularly religious, but the priest they hired didn’t strike me
as particularly priestly either. He
had a gold nose ring and jet-black mutton chops, a goat tattoo on
his bald scalp, and robes of crimson red.

A
shadow gave away the presence of another visitor a few seconds
before he reached my side. At
first, I felt a sense of relief that I wouldn’t be suffering this
funeral alone. But that relief vanished as soon as I met my
company.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” he said in that thick southern accent.
He wore a respectful black suit and trilby hat. When he spoke, he
looked straight ahead at the priest.

I tried to hit him with a good comeback, but
all I could muster was, “Yeah.”

“The owners were good
people.” Doctor
Frances M. Howard crossed his arms and kept his eyes on the man on
the other side of the vacant seating. Despite the lack of audience,
the priest showed no signs of half-hamming his responsibilities.
While still speaking in long-winded Latin pronouncements, he
retrieved a bottle of Dom Pérignon from the inside of his priestly
robes and opened it with a ceremonial jewel-encrusted dagger. He
then drank a mouthful and poured the rest over the two coffins.
Howard snorted, “The owners sure were into some weird stuff,
huh?”

“What are you doing here, anyway? Shouldn’t you
be hunting humans for
sport on a private island somewhere? How did you even find out
about this? There wasn’t exactly an announcement.”

He
finally looked at me. “I try to keep abreast of all important things going on in my town.” There
wasn’t a snide smile or evil glint. Just a reasonable, human
expression and tone to match, almost like he thought of me as an
equal.

“Excuse me? ‘Your’
town?”

“I’ve got big plans for this place. And
you’re part of
them.”

“What?”

“I think you’ve been given a terrific,
once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity. This kind of responsibility, though, it’s not to be
taken lightly, and I want to make sure that you aren’t being given
the wrong kind of advice. I’m a businessman, after all, and I’ve
seen plenty of people in your position lose everything just because
they didn’t know who they could trust.”

I uttered a simple, “Thanks.”

“I mean, what did your friends say when you told
them the good news?” He read my silence and inferred the implication. He let out a good,
deep chuckle and guessed, “You haven’t told them, have
you?”

“I was waiting for the
right time.” Why was I even answering this guy? I didn’t owe him
anything.

“You haven’t told your friends that the owners
left you the gas
station in their will?”

“No.”

Nobody would know unless they had to know. That was the plan, and I was sticking to
it.

He
said the words slowly and carefully, “How... interesting...”

“What’s it to
you?”

“I hope that’s an indicator that
you’re at least
considering my offer.” He handed me another business card. On the
back was a different phone number. One with a lot of zeroes. And a
dollar sign. I soon realized that this wasn’t a phone
number.

“Look, I know we got off on the wrong foot… er...
Sorry. I
mean—”

“It’s fine.”

“What I meant to say is that we don’t have to
be adversaries, you
and I. I think your former employers would have wanted us to get
along.”

“Mammaw wanted me to punch you in the balls. It
was pretty much the last thing she ever said to me. In a way, it was her dying
wish.”

“You don’t want to go to war
with me, Jack.” His
tone stayed calm and even. It wasn’t a threat. He was just stating
facts. “I know you’re upset now, but if you insist on going down
this road, you’ll need to pace yourself. Today may seem hard, but
it’s only going to get worse from here. I’ve done this a hundred
times. I know how it ends. Either you adapt, or you die, and you
don’t strike me as the type to adapt. No offense.”

“Do you mind?” I said, turning my
attention forward. “I
can’t hear the priest.”

The
eulogy had somehow evolved
into an interpretive dance complete with twirling sparklers. As
much as it pained me to admit it, the doctor was right about one
thing—the owners were into some weird stuff.

“I’ll leave you to it then. When you’re ready to talk, you have my
number. Take all the time you need. Although I would advise you not
to take more than you can handle.”

He
turned and left the way he came. I looked over my shoulder as he
walked away and tried again
to think of a good comeback. Something fitting to bookend this
conversation. Some way of showing that I was not to be
underestimated…

Maybe I could insult his clothes or—no, that would righteously backfire.
I could call out his
age—no, that’s just
petty. Maybe I should
insinuate he’s a bad manager?
Nah. I should probably call
out his obvious lack of empathy. Yeah, like, “I would
advise you not to take more children’s candy than you can
handle.” No, that’s
stupid. Think, Jack,
think. Oh, wait, never
mind, he’s already
gone. I knew I’d come up with
something absolutely genius later on in the shower.

Stupid brain.

I
turned back to the priest and, for a split second, I saw something
I couldn’t explain. The seats weren’t empty anymore. Every chair
was taken. There were
spillover mourners in suits and dresses and exotic attire. The ones
who couldn’t find seats were standing past the edges, all watching
the priest. All of them grieving. Not all of them human.

I blinked, and whatever I thought I saw
disappeared.

 


***

 


We
met up together before the sun went down. Rosa was the
first to
arrive. 

I
was still counting down my till when she walked in, wearing a
knee-length yellow dress and light blue-jean jacket. She had
freshly painted dark pink fingernails and, for
some reason, her hair was
curlier than normal. I’ll admit, she looked nice, but the forecast
called for wind and cold. Once we got outside, she was going to be
freezing. I meant to suggest she grab some extra layers out of the
Jerry-box before we left, but I completely forgot.

Our
new part-timer, a guy named Guillermo, was the one unlucky enough to take my night shift. I
spent an inordinate amount of effort making sure he was ready for
any eventuality. I left a list of rules, hints, and emergency
contact numbers in case something were to happen. Guillermo just
laughed it all off and assured me that all he needed to get through
the night was his Nintendo Switch and a six pack of Monster energy
drinks. I already felt guilty for whatever was going to
happen.

When Guillermo
noticed Rosa, he rubbed his hands together, made a face like a
hungry man at Thanksgiving dinner, and said, “Damn girl. You
lookin’ good tonight. You got a hot date or something?” (Suddenly,
I didn’t feel so guilty.)

Rosa smiled wide and said with a laugh, “No, just going to the carnival.”

“Really?” he said doubtfully. “Well, whoever he is, he’s a very
lucky guy. That’s a really nice dress.”

“Thanks,” she beamed. “It
has pockets!”

I
handed Guillermo my countdown sheet and walked around to the
other side of the counter.
Rosa looked like she had spent all day getting ready to take school
pictures. I, on the other hand, had come straight to work after the
funeral and didn’t think to bring any going-out clothes. I was
still wearing my dress shoes, suit pants, a plain white undershirt,
and my baggy blue jacket.

“I feel underdressed.”

She walked up to me, took the name tag off
my shirt and stuffed it into my jacket pocket, then said
cheerfully, “There. Now you’re perfect.”

I
could feel Guillermo’s eyes on us. I knew he wanted to say something, which is why I
walked away from the counter. I took a seat at the booth table,
Rosa took her spot across from me, and we made small talk until
O’Brien walked in. It took me a moment to recognize her out of
uniform. She wore jeans and a navy sweater, an obvious choice for a
“let’s keep things professional” kind of night out.

She scanned the store, looked over at us,
and asked, “We still waiting on Goofy?”

“Yeah.”

“Great.”

As
soon as O’Brien took her seat next to me, Rosa said, “Thanks for agreeing to drive us, Deputy
O’Brien. I’ve never been to the carnival before. I’m
excited.”

O’Brien responded, “I’m off duty for the
night, so you can call me Amy.”

“Thanks, Amy!”

“You’ve never been to the
carnival?” I asked.

“No. My mom was really superstitious.”

O’Brien and I shared a brief look and matching thought. She asked, “What’s that
got to do with the carnival?”

“Oh,” Rosa laughed. “Well,
you know what people like to say about the carnival
here.”

“No,” O’Brien said. “I
don’t. What do people
say?”

Jerry swaggered in before Rosa could elaborate. As soon as he saw us, he said, “Sorry
I’m late, you guys. I saw a cat on the way here and had to stop and
pet him.”

“I like your new shirt,” said Rosa. This newest
creation of his was a
short-sleeve that read “My name is Leroy! (Fight me!)” with small
googly eyes added to the a, e’s, o, and g to turn them into little
faces.

“Thanks,” he responded. “I
added the eyes myself. I like your dress.”

“Thanks! It has
pockets!”

With the whole gang
finally together, we loaded up into the cruiser and made our way to
the fairgrounds for the worst Valentine's Day ever.


Chapter Fifteen




I’m
happy to go on the record saying carnivals aren’t nearly as much
fun as people give them credit for. When one thinks of carnivals, they picture this
romanticized vision of rides and snack foods and spectacle, but
they always seem to forget the bad smells and aggressive salesmen
and all the long lines.

Oh
man, the lines. I thought I
was done with them after graduating from high school, but no. We
stood in line for tickets to get inside. Then we stood in line for
tickets for rides. Then we stood in line to get into the park. All
the while, the temperature plummeted. Rosa started to shiver, but
she pretended she was okay, insisting, “It’s really not that
cold.” 

As
soon as we were inside, I
found the closest place with hot coffee and got into line so I
could buy us all a round. It cost ten tickets for four cups. Each
ticket was two dollars. The coffee was lukewarm and weak. I hate
carnivals.

Jerry passed around a flask. Rosa offered a smile and a “No, thanks.” I also
turned it down (my liver was already overworked as it was). O’Brien
politely pretended not to even notice it. She was in full bodyguard
mode, scanning the crowds for threats, never daring to crack a
smile or let down her guard lest any of the dangers slip past and
murder us all. Jerry took a gulp big enough for the four of us and
pocketed the flask.

As
we drank our coffee, I noticed a tall figure nearby in a
black cape and hood, gesturing at me
with one finger to come hither. Normally, such a thing might set
off an alarm or two, but he was standing beneath a wooden sign that
read “Haunted Hell House.” I appreciated the silent and
non-aggressive advertising. If only every salesman were so
considerate.

After we’d
caffeinated up, Rosa asked what we wanted to do first. I asked
Jerry which rides were fun.

“Gravitron. Ferris Wheel.
Tea Cups if you slip Edmond a twenty and ask him to pop it into
overdrive.”

Next, I asked which
rides were safe. He hesitated, then asked, “How safe?”

One
thing was for sure, I didn’t want to stand in any more lines. That
left us with only one option. For some reason, the “Haunted Hell
House” was available immediately. Rosa didn’t look
particularly thrilled by my
suggestion, but she perked up when I pointed out how it would
probably be a lot warmer indoors.

The
man was married to the role, keeping his face in shadows and
speaking in whispers. After making us sign waivers (“In case you
DIE of fright!”) and taking
our admission (two tickets a pop), he pushed open the front door
and allowed us entry. Before it closed, he whispered loudly,
“Enjoy.”

It
was exactly the kind of silly spook-fest one might expect for the
price of a cup of coffee. All of the “scares” were designed to appeal to the lowest
common denominator. The first room was full of snap-animatronic
machines made to look like tattered zombies. They were on timers
and motion sensors, jumping out and screaming whenever one of us
got too close.

The
next room was designed to
resemble a prison cell. Behind metal bars, a dummy in a blue
jumpsuit sat in an electric chair being “electrocuted.” I couldn’t
understand how exactly that was supposed to be scary, but my
scare-o-meter was probably broken beyond repair. I was just trying
to follow the story and hoping the others were getting more out of
this than I was.

The
next room was lit in all red, with white webbing covering the walls
and a giant robot spider attached to the ceiling. Suddenly, I
realized something was wrong.
I looked towards Jerry to see if he noticed it too, but he just had
a big, dumb smile on his face, blissfully unaware of that
smell.

It
was bad. Bad enough that even the carnival funk couldn’t drown it
out. The all-too-familiar stench of death hung heavy in the stale air. I searched for
the source, but there was nothing here. Was I imagining it? Was I
having a stroke?

“Uh, guys?”

They couldn’t hear me over the sound of spider screams, and
when they pushed through to the next room, I had no choice but to follow.

I
was not imagining it. It was much worse in here. This room was
pitch black, save for a tiny trail of glowing mushroom figurines
illuminating the path from the spider room to a door on the other
side. Rosa grabbed me by the
arm and squeezed it tight as we started through the darkness. A few
steps in, the lights snapped on, blinked sporadically to the sound
of a loud booming. A strobe effect to simulate lightning. I froze.
For a split second, I could see that we were surrounded by dead
bodies. It was too fast to take in all the gruesome gore and fake
dismembered victims. And then the lightning disappeared, leaving us
blinded again.

Rosa laughed nervously. “That was pretty
freaky,” she whispered.

I
stood my ground and said a little louder, “Guys.”

Rosa pulled at my
arm, “Hey, let’s keep going. This room smells awful!”

I looked in the general direction of O’Brien
and asked, “Amy?”

After a second of silence, she answered,
“Yeah, I know.”

Rosa’s voice cracked as she asked,
“What’s happening? Why are we
stopped?”

Jerry was the one to answer. “That smells
like a real dead body.”

The
lightning effect went off again, and for another split second we
saw the macabre room of death in all its horrible glory and gore.
Dummies propped up to look
like burn victims, stab victims, a bloodied soul torn in half at
the torso lay in wide-eyed terror on the ground next to us. And
against the wall, a naked man stood nailed up with arms spread wide
like a perverted image of Jesus. His eyes were milky white, his
bottom jaw missing, his skin bloated. But that wasn’t enough to
obscure his identity. Even in this condition, I knew exactly who I
was looking at.

The lights went out again.

“Amy?” I said again. “You
got your game face on?”

I
heard the sound of a
click-click. She had just chambered a round into her service
pistol. Of course. Of COURSE
O’Brien brought a gun with her to the carnival. Rosa grabbed my hand and squeezed even tighter.
Shit was about to get real.

Every light in the room clicked on at full blast, bright enough to momentarily blind us.
The door to the spider room slammed open, and a horrific clown
baring his unnatural razor-sharp teeth rushed inside with us,
chuckling maniacally, a running chainsaw raised over his head and
poised to strike.

O’Brien moved lightning fast, shielded the rest of us and landed a solid punch to
the center of the clown’s face. He dropped the fake chainsaw and
hit the ground on his back with a bounce. Rosa let out a long
scream, and before any of us knew what had happened, O’Brien had
the man flipped over and handcuffed.

“Jesus fuck!” the clown
squealed. “It’s not a real chainsaw, you dumb bitch!”

“What the hell is going
on?” begged Rosa.

With the lights all on, I could finally see well enough to
maneuver my crutch through
the pile of fake dead bodies. To the man nailed against the
wall.

The
clown must have seen where I was headed and put things together.
“Oh shit,” he said from his spot on the floor. “That wasn’t there
yesterday! I swear I don’t know how that got there!”

“What… who is it?” Rosa
asked.

From this close, there was no
mistaking. 

“This is Farmer
Junior.”

 


***

 


Our
night out had reached its conclusion, and I still had a pocket full
of nonrefundable carnival tickets. Like it or not, O’Brien couldn’t
just hand this job off to
another cop and walk away. Not after her own party stumbled into an
active crime scene and the viciously deconstructed body of an old
frenemy nailed to a wall. Unfortunately, this meant the rest of us
were stuck until she was done.

In
a matter of minutes, the
scene was swarming with first responders. There were the familiar
faces from around town: The deputies. Fire department. EMTs. Even
the sheriff made an appearance, although he showed up drunk and out
of uniform, holding a fried Twinkie on a stick (when he saw me, he
did everything possible to avoid eye contact). There were also
plenty of out-of-towners. State troopers. Rent-a-cops. Policemen I
had no intention of getting to know.

O’Brien found an empty pop-up tent nearby and told us
to lay low until she got
back. “Stay here. Don’t go anywhere, and don’t talk to
anyone.”

Luckily, going places and talking to people were two of my
least favorite things to do, but I couldn’t help but feel like we
were being forced to sit at the kids' table while the grown-ups had their serious time.
Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t want to get involved in any police
work, I just wish we could have had a slightly more entertaining
holding pen than this. There weren’t even any chairs in
here. I knew I should have
brought a book or something.

We
stood around in the sad, empty tent, trying hard to find something
to say or do to pass the time. Jerry took out a pack of smokes and
offered them to us. When we declined, he took out his flask. Gumble
was excited to take him up on
that offer.

Gumble, by the way, was the name of the clown actor O’Brien
socked in the Hell House. She took the cuffs off after Jerry
vouched for him (the exact endorsement was “He’s too dumb to kill
anybody on purpose”). Gumble removed as much of the costume as he could, although now he looked
even scarier than before. His face was painted chalk-white up to
his wig line, and his nose was bright red and swollen from where
O’Brien punched him.

“Damn, J-Bone,” he said after a swig. “This drink
is fire.”

He
passed it off to Rosa. She
looked at me, took a sip, and handed it over.

May
as well, I thought. It tasted
the way I imagine rainbows tasting.

“I don’t want to sound like I’m accusing you or
nothin,” Gumble started, “but what exactly were y’all
doin’ in the Hell
House anyway?”

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

“That one’s been closed
‘cause of all the rats. There was supposed to be a sign blockin’ it
off. Once I saw Jerry sneakin in there, I thought I’d have a little
fun with you guys.”

“You’re saying the haunted house was closed?”

“Closed and powered down.
Shouldn’t have even been any electricity running to
it.” 

Now it made sense why there was no line.
What didn’t make sense was how we got inside. Someone was there. He
took our tickets and everything.

Rosa asked in a timid
voice, “What… what do you think happened to him? You think he had
some kind of accident?”

Jerry answered, “Oh yeah, probably. That FJ
guy was a huge klutz. Always playing with nail guns and stuff.”

I
couldn’t tell if he was being a sarcastic dick or if he was telling a bad lie to help Rosa
not freak out even worse. Either way, I was about to ruin
it.

“FJ was missing his jaw
bone. No. Somebody put him there. They wanted him to be found like
that.”

Rosa began silently crying. Now I felt like the
asshole, but she needed to know the truth. Our lives are weird and
dangerous and there’s no room for innocent people in this
town.

Somebody coughed.

We all looked at one another.

Jerry asked, “Who was that?”

We
all heard it. The sound had definitely come from inside the tent. I was really starting to
regret that the only one in our group with any weapon and combat
experience had left us all alone in here like sitting duck-fish in
a silver platter-barrel. Why
did I ever agree to come out here and do this in the first
place?

“Is that a wall back
there?” Gumble asked, pointing in the direction the noise had come
from. “Or is it just a curtain?”

“Let’s find out!” Without
even taking a second to consider, Jerry started walking towards
it. 

“Jerry!” I called.

He
looked back at me and
responded, “Don’t worry, bro. I’m just gonna go investigate that
mysterious noise coming from behind the strange curtain in the back
of this dark tent next to the horror house where we found the dead
body. I’ll be right back.”

“Be careful!” Rosa managed.

He
reached the back of the tent and pulled down the thin curtain
hanging there. In a small space on the other side, someone had
tucked away a box covered in red fabric. It stood about three feet
high and three feet wide. Jerry looked back to us.

I started towards him with Rosa right behind
me. Gumble bravely stood next to the exit just in case he needed to
run away.

“Maybe we shouldn’t be
messing around in here,” I said. 

Before Jerry had a chance to respond, we heard a
strange whimpering noise
emanating from beneath the blanket.

We all froze and stared at the box. That
noise sounded almost human.

“Yo!” Jerry said, “Is
there somebody in there?”

We waited, but there was no response.

I
was just about to suggest we turn around and pretend we didn’t hear anything when Jerry
grabbed the fabric by the corner and yelled, “Well I hope you’re
wearing pants!”

I yelled out, “Jerry, wait!” But it was too
late. He yanked the fabric off in one quick, smooth motion.

Rosa gasped.

Gumble crept up behind us, saying, “Aww, shit.”

It
was a cage. Something akin to a dog kennel. Sitting inside, tucked
into a corner, was a small child wearing nothing but a pair of
shorts. The bottom of the cage was littered with blood and hay,
with a half-empty bowl of water on one side.

Jerry took a step back and muttered, “Holy
Jesus Fried Chicken, Batman.”

The
child calmly looked at each of us one at a time, focusing for a few
seconds before switching to the next. There was something
off about the child. And I’m not just saying that because his
malformed eyes were the size of golf balls with solid black irises,
or because his skin was entirely purple. No, there was something
else. Something harder to explain. Something that was simply
wrong about him (assuming it was a him - given the complete lack
of hair and the strange shape of his face, it was just an
uneducated guess).

Eventually, Rosa broke free from the shock and rushed up to
the bars, trying to find a way to open the cage and saying to the
misshapen child, “Oh my god
are you okay you must be freezing what’s your name are you okay?
How did you get in here guys help me open this thing where are your
parents oh my god what are doing in there are you
alright?!”

She
grabbed the bars and started shaking them forcefully,
but they were solid steel and her
tiny hands weren’t going to do much to get through.

Jerry calmly walked around her and crouched by the latch to
inspect the locks. The kid didn’t seem to mind either of them
anymore. While they worked on his freedom, he stared straight at me.

“Hi,” I said.

Hello.

Wait… did he just answer me? No. Not possible. His mouth didn’t move, and that noise
certainly didn’t come from inside the cage. 

Jerry stood up. “Yeah, it doesn’t look like I’m getting
through these locks without
my kit.”

Rosa pulled off her blue jean jacket and
squeezed it through the bars, screaming, “Who would leave a child
out here like this?!”

“I don’t know,” answered Gumble. “Nobody’s
supposed to be in here. This tent is for storage. We load it up
every night with
whatever can’t get rained on. I ain’t never seen that kid before.
Maybe he’s one of the freaks? I don’t talk to them. They give me
the heebie jeebs.”

Rosa tried throwing her jacket over the child, but it
landed near his feet. He simply looked at it, then back at me. Rosa yelled, “He’s obviously
been kidnapped!”

“Now, now, let’s not jump to conclusions,” Gumble
said. “We don’t even know if this is really a kid. For all we know,
this could be one of them painted Chinamen. Maybe he’s the one who
killed the guy, then
locked himself in this here cage and swallowed the key. Perfect
alibi.”

“We have to do something!”
Rosa exclaimed, tears flowing down her face.

“Okay, Jack,” Jerry
started. “What do we do?”

I
waited for Jack’s answer. It took a few seconds
for me to register that I was
the ‘Jack’ he was talking to. I looked away from the purple kid.
“Why are you asking me?”

“You’ve got
seniority.”

“I’m younger than
you!”

“No, I mean gas station
seniority. You outrank us. Ergo, you’re the boss.”

“Yeah!” agreed Gumble. “What do we do, boss?”

Yeah, Jack, what do we do?

I
looked back at the child. Did
he just…? For a split second,
I swear I saw him raise an eyebrow. I shook it off. My friends were
looking for leadership, not crazy.

“We need to go find help, before whatever lunatic left a child in a
skinner box comes back.”

Gumble didn’t wait. He just called out,
“Dibs!”, and broke for the exit.

Rosa squeezed her arm through the bars and rested a hand on
the child’s shoulder. “It’s okay, sweetie. We’re
going to get you out of there. Oh my
God, you guys, he’s freezing cold! Jerry! Give me your
lighter!”

The
child continued to maintain eye contact with me, staring into my
soul with those giant, black eyes. As Jerry and Rosa gathered
ingredients for a fire,
something put words into my mind.

He’s not really going to find help.

“What?”

He’s going to his truck now. He plans to leave the state
tonight. There is a warrant for his arrest, and he’s afraid to stay
here. The child crawled up to
the bars and wrapped his fingers around them. There was no
mistaking it. He was smiling now. Gumble will die in a bar fight in sixteen days. His last
thought will be of this moment. He will feel guilty and
alone.

“Hey guys,” Rosa and Jerry stopped foraging the
tent floor for twigs
and kindling long enough for me to say, “I think Gumble might not
remember where he was going. I’m gonna go and get O’Brien. You two
stay here with the purple kid.”

“Be careful,” Jerry
warned, tossing his sticks onto a small burn pile.

I
didn’t make it far before
regretting my decision. What
am I even doing? I knew I
must have been crazy. Why else would I have left the safety of the
tent to venture out into the crowd? The carnival was still in full
swing, with visitors and carnies and performers in untold numbers
and ample coverage for Spencer or any other psychopath to hide in
plain sight.

The
people carried on like nothing was wrong. And why wouldn’t they?
Besides a makeshift “Closed for repairs” sign on the front of the
Haunted Hell House and a swarm of uniformed officers rushing about like worker bees,
the carnival was pretty much business as usual. 

All I needed to do was pluck one of those
worker bees out of the mix. Preferably a local. They might all hate
me, but at least they knew me.

Over here.

I
turned and looked in the
direction of the voice. On the other side of the park, I saw
something that didn’t make sense. The purple child was out of his
cage, standing in the middle of the path, staring at me from a
distance. The crowds walked around the boy, but nobody looked at
him. Nobody else seemed to think a painted child with giant eyes
and a loincloth was anything worth a second glance. One couple
passed, splitting either side of him, lifting their intertwined
hands just enough to avoid the top of his head and continue on
their merry way.

I
started towards this hallucination (that’s what I decided it was).
As I got closer, the child turned and began walking away. I tried
to pick up my speed, but between the crowd and crutch, it was
difficult to keep him in
view. He moved. I followed. He turned and started down an unlit
pathway. Somebody walked by and kicked my crutch out from under me.
I flailed against gravity and crashed into the cold ground hip
first.

I
didn’t get a good look at whoever did it, but I heard their group laughing like that was the
funniest thing they’d ever seen. I even caught a glimpse of two of
them high-fiving as they walked away.

I
struggled to pull myself back up, then took a moment to wipe the
dirt off my clothes. Great.
Now I have to get these pants dry cleaned before I can die.
When I looked around for the purple
kid, he was nowhere to be seen.

I
went to the last place I’d spotted him. A small, winding footpath
lead away from the carnival, away from the crowd, up a
wooded hill to a silver
airstream camper trailer about fifty feet away. And there he was,
walking up the steps to the trailer. He looked over his shoulder at
me, then turned back and went through the door.

“Hey, wait!” I yelled. But
of course, he didn’t oblige.

I cursed under my
breath as I made my way up the dark path, aiming for flat areas
while every rock, branch, and tree root tried to claim me as a
hunting trophy. I was so focused on climbing the path safely that I
didn’t have a chance to wonder why I was climbing the path at all.
Not until I’d already reached the door, but by then it was too late
to turn back.

I
knocked first and asked. “Anyone in here?” When no response came, I
pulled open the door and tried again. “Hello? Creepy purple kid?
Are you… planning a jump
scare? Because if you are, I need you to know that I’m trained in
Kung Fu.”

No, you’re
not.

“I might be. How would you
know?”

Come inside.

“No, that’s okay. Why
don’t you come outside?”

I’m
not a complete idiot. I wasn’t about to follow the
creepy voice into the creepy
trailer. But then, somewhere close behind me, a twig snapped. I
instantly changed my mind and rushed into the tin can building. As
soon as I got inside, I knew I’d made a huge mistake. And that was
before the door slammed shut on its own.


Chapter Sixteen




I
patted at the wall until I found the light switch. Much to my
surprise, it actually worked, illuminating the rust bucket of a
mobile home that I had somehow found myself alone in. The walls
were coated in newspapers and the windows covered in foil. The floor was sticky and smelled
of urine. A crack pipe lay atop a tube television while pizza boxes
and beer cans created floor-to-ceiling sculptures. There was
nothing here to glamorize the life of the trailer’s owner, but one
thing stuck out like a fly on a wedding cake.

On
the far side of the room, past the stained blowup mattress, there
stood a six-foot-tall steel gun safe. Brand new, from the look of
it. And probably more expensive than the trailer itself. I didn’t
see the kid anywhere, so
unless he’d found a way to crawl inside the safe, I must have
imagined him.

That settles it. There’s nothing here. It’s
time to leave. Now.

Except now
may have been too late. The dial on
the safe started spinning. It froze, reversed course, and spun
again. It stopped, turned the other way, and spun once more. Then,
with a loud clunk,
the door swung open.

I waited.

Nothing happened.

Eventually, I realized I was holding my breath. I exhaled,
sucked in air, then said to the empty room, “Okay. What am I supposed to do now?”

No
answer. The smart move was obvious. Go. Turn around. Leave. While you still can!

I took a step towards the safe.

Um,
hello? my brain seemed to
say. What are we doing
here? You saw that safe open
all by itself, right? When has haunted furniture ever been a good
thing?

Yeah, you’re right, I said to my brain. Of course I’m right! my brain said back. Now get to getting! Before it’s too late!

I
took another tiny step towards the safe. The room was so small that
I was almost there.
Why am I not getting out of
here?!

I
took another step. Why am I
so stupid?!

One
more step, and I was at the safe. Please don’t get the wrong idea.
I wasn’t planning on taking anything. I just wanted to look. I just
wanted answers. I just wanted
to know what was going on for
once in my life. But there
weren’t any answers in here. The safe was completely empty, save
for a single clay pot sitting on a shelf at arm level. It seemed
ordinary enough, red and roughly the size of a baseball, topped
with a tiny clay lid.

Well, that answers
nothing. Ah well. At least I
tried.

Wait. Don’t go.

That voice was stronger now. And it sounded like it was
coming from… can’t be… well, stranger things have happened around
here. The voice sounded like it was coming from inside that small, round pot. I reached out
to touch it. As soon as my fingers connected, I felt a sharp jolt
of electricity and jerked my hand back. The clay pot came with me,
as if our connection had caused it to temporarily stick to my
fingertips. It hit me right in the chest. I tried to catch it, but
instead it rolled down my leg and landed on the grimy
floor.

By
some miracle, it didn’t break. The lid didn’t even come off. I
still had a chance to put the thing back where I found it and
get the heck out of there
without anyone noticing. I bent over, wrapped my fingers around the
pot, and heard the voice again as clear as day. This time, it was
coming from inside my mind.

You’re not safe. Someone is hunting you. He’s right
outside. He followed you
here. If you are to escape, you must hurry. Peel the foil from the
back window. Crawl out. You have precious little time.

“Oh no. I’m not playing
this game.”

What?

“I don’t buy it. This is just another series of
randomly misfiring neurons creating an artificial sense of emergency. You’re just a
component of some delirious episode my mind has put
together.”

No. No, you’re in grave danger.

I
laughed into the empty room, held the clay bowl thing in front of
my face and said, “I’m always in grave danger.” I paused, thought about it for a second, then
went on. “Or am I? Is any of this even real? How did I get here?
I’m supposed to be looking for help, not bumbling around some crack
shack in the middle of a carnival. Nobody’s hunting me. I’m just
being paranoid. Watch, I’ll prove it to you, disembodied
voice.”

 I stuffed the clay
figure into my jacket pocket, walked back to the door, and pushed
it open. There was nothing out there. A small ring of light from
the bulb over the camper door showed
nothing but dirt and
sticks. I carefully stepped down from the camper, waved at the
nothing, and said, “You see that, phantom voice in my head?
Nobody’s out here. Ha! I told you I was crazy! Now shut up forever
so I can go find help.”

“FREEZE!” Suddenly, there was a gun in my face.

“I’m sorry!” I yelled pathetically.

“DROP THE
WEAPON!”

“What?”

The
man screaming at me—“PUT YOUR
HANDS UP! DO IT! NOW!”—was a cop. An out of towner. State trooper,
judging by the uniform. He’d emerged from the shadows like a
boogeyman with a nine-millimeter. I tried to explain.

“I can’t! I have a
crutch!”

“SHUT UP! I SAID FREEZE!
PUT YOUR HANDS UP!” He was furious. His gun was inches from me. His
finger was on the trigger.

“Okay, okay!”

“I WILL SHOOT YOU! I WILL
FUCKING SHOOT YOU IN THE FACE! YOU
UNDERSTAND?!”

“In the face. Got it. I’m trying to comply.”

“DROP YOUR WEAPON AND PUT
YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR! THIS IS YOUR FINAL WARNING!”

I
finally figured out that my “weapon” was the crutch. I released my
grip and let it fall to the
ground, balancing all of my weight onto my one foot. I lifted my
hands over my head, palms out, trying to make him understand,
“Officer, I don’t have—”

“TURN AROUND AND GET ON
YOUR KNEES!”

“I’d love to,
but—”

The
next thing I knew, I was smashing face-first into the dirt. The cop’s bony knee stabbed
me in the small of the back while he forcefully yanked my arms
behind me. He screamed “STOP RESISTING” more than once before the
zip tie went into place, painfully locking my wrists together. I
couldn’t understand what was happening.

The
radio on his belt cracked to
life. “Wayne, what’s your twenty?”

He
took his weight off of me and answered. “This is Officer Wayne. I’m
over by the groundskeeper’s camper.” When he spoke into the radio,
his voice was much more
relaxed. Jovial, even. “I found some yahoo sneaking around the
off-limits area, acting suspicious. Looks like I found our
guy.”

He
said some other things, but I stopped listening to him the moment I
noticed the purple boy sitting in the grass a few feet away from me, hugging his knees and
smiling.

You want me to kill
him for you?

“What?”

The boy’s lips weren’t moving. But he was
still talking to me.

You’re in a lot of trouble. You want me to
kill him? I can do it. I just need your permission.

“No!”

Are
you sure? What about the one who kicked out your
crutches? I can kill him too. I can
kill anyone you want.

“Shut up!”

The
cop rolled me onto my back and stayed crouched down next to me.
“Did you just tell me to shut up? Is that what I heard, you
little shit?” I finally got a
good look at him. He was about my age. Big, bushy moustache and
strong tobacco breath. I also got a good look at his uniform and
realized with waxing trepidation that he was not a
state trooper, as I’d originally assumed. While the uniform was
clearly designed to resemble it at a glance, he didn’t have a
badge. Or a nametag. Just an iron-on patch reading: “Leviathan
Event Security Specialist.” I was being held under the gun by an
armed and angry rent-a-cop.

“No, no, no,” I said, trying not to escalate the situation any
further. “I’m actually really glad I ran into you, Officer. I was
looking for someone to help. I have a crime I’d like to
report.”

“I know. You’re already looking at B and E.
Resisting arrest. Assaulting an officer of the law. Might as well confess now and save
us the trouble. You killed that man, didn’t you?”

The
child was standing over his shoulder now. I can take his head right off. Nobody needs to know.
Would you like that?

“No!” I yelled.

“Then what were you doing sneaking around, huh?”

“I was…” I thought fast.
“Looking for a
bathroom. Is this not a bathroom? My bad.”

“You’re on drugs, aren’t
you?”

“There’s an abandoned child in the tent next to
the Hell House. It looks like someone locked him in there.
He needs
help.”

“Pull my other leg and it
plays Jingle Bells.”

“Why
would I lie? Go and see for yourself.”

“I’m not going anywhere
until you tell me what you know about the murder.”

“Listen, Officer Wayne, this is all a huge
misunderstanding. I’m friends with Deputy O’Brien. Just radio her. She can clear
this whole thing up.”

“Yeah right, I’d bet you’d
like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes. Yes, I would. Very
much.”

“First, tell me about the body in the haunted
house. How’d you do it, huh? Why’d you
kill him?”

He
was dead set. I’d run out of options. Only one thing left to
do. “I’d like to speak to a
lawyer now. Please and thank you.”

There is another option.

“Oh, I’ll get you a lawyer alright...” (why did
he make that sound so threatening?) “...but
first, you’re going to
have to confess.”

I
rolled my eyes and repeated, very clearly, “Please and thank you.”

He
yanked me up and pushed me down the path. Naturally, I hit the
ground right away. Wayne yelled at me, cursed, and demanded I stop
faking my injury and walk
normally. The purple kid stood next to him, unseen by the security
guard’s eyes, begging me to let him help.

All
of this can be over. You can be free. You can have whatever you
want. I can cure you. I can bring back your leg. I can make you
rich and powerful. All I
need... is for you to say, “I wish.”

“It’s not going to happen!” I yelled.

Finally, Wayne surrendered, removed my zip ties with a
pocket knife, and returned my crutch. As I sat up, but before I
could climb my crutch, I heard him say, “Hold up a second. What do we have here?”

I
followed his eyes and saw exactly what we had there. The clay pot I’d forgotten to return
to the safe. It had rolled out of my pocket at some point, and now
it was sitting in the grass a few feet away. Wayne went for it, and
my mind started screaming.

For
no explainable reason, I knew what was at stake. I knew what would happen if he touched
that clay pot. The moment he made contact, I wouldn’t be able to
see the child anymore. I wouldn’t be the one he needed to ask
permission from. If Wayne got his hands on that clay
pot—

I
smashed it into a thousand
splintery pieces with my crutch. Wayne jumped back, jerked his gun
from its holster, and hollered, “What the hell?!”

“There was an ant! It looked like it was going
to bite you. So, ya
know, you’re
welcome.”

The
purple child was gone now. I knew I wouldn’t be seeing him again tonight.

 


***

 


By
my estimate, I’d been trapped in “Officer” Wayne’s car for about an
hour, cold and alone, wondering how long he was going to
make me wait, and whether or not the
rent-a-cop realized that he’d technically kidnapped me. He forced
me here at gunpoint, to the muddy lot comprising the employee
parking area. Then he took my phone, wallet, crutch, and jacket. He
bound my hands behind me and shoved me into the back seat of his
rundown Ford Taurus. If his behavior didn’t already give away his
obsession with emulating a real cop, the fact that he’d installed a
prisoner partition in his personal vehicle would have been a huge
clue.

I
tried getting comfortable,
but that wasn’t possible. The zip ties around my wrists were
digging too far into my skin to let me forget they were there. At
least I’d finally stopped shivering, although that might not be a
good thing. Why did he have
to take my jacket, anyway?

“It seems you’ve found yourself in another tight
spot.” I looked around. A face turned back from the passenger seat and
stared at me with sad eyes.

“Oh,” I said. “Hi there,
Tom. I didn’t realize you were back.”

“I’m not,” he assured me.
“But I still wanted to check on
you.”

“Well, I do appreciate the
company.”

“You got any plans for how you’re going to get out of this
mess?”

“You know, I figured I’d just wait until someone
rescues me. That’s what I usually do, and it’s been working out
okay so
far.”

Tom sighed and turned back in his seat.

“That isn’t going to work much
longer, Jack. You’ve been coasting
by this far on luck, but things are about to change for the worse.
Howard is right about one thing. There’s a storm
brewing.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve actually noticed quite an uptick in dead people
contacting me recently.”

Tom
didn’t respond. I scooted forward in the seat, pushed my face
against the partition bars, but couldn’t see anyone there. I was
alone again. Or more likely, I was alone still.

The
door at my side opened, hitting me with a blast of cold night air.
A welcome voice from the
other side asked, “You alright, Tripod?”

I looked out to see O’Brien standing next to
the red-faced security officer.

“I’m fine.”

“Uncuff him,” she
commanded. When
Wayne’s speed didn’t fit her liking, she yelled, “Now!”

He
removed the zip ties and
handed me my phone and crutch. He helped me out, helped me up, put
my jacket over my shoulders, and did pretty much everything short
of dusting me off.

“Now. Apologize,” O’Brien ordered.

I
turned to face Wayne, who was now looking at the ground
sheepishly. Then, I said, “I’m
sorry, Officer Wayne.”

He looked up at me and asked, “What?”

“Not you, dummy. Him.”

“Oh.”

The
security guard cleared his throat and forced his
way through a half-hearted apology,
then he got into his car and drove off. And that was the end of
that.

The
empty carnival looked like a ghost town as we walked back together.
The booths were closed up, all the people long gone. I must have
been sitting in the back of
that car for a lot longer than I thought. My lost episodes of time
finally came in handy.

“I’ve been looking
everywhere for you! I thought I told you to stay put!” She was
angry, but there was a note of genuine concern in her
voice.

“I know, but there was a… well, I’m not sure what you’d call it. A
kid or something. In a cage. Did you guys ever find out what
happened to him?”

“You shouldn’t have gone off on your own like
that! What if Spencer had been following us? What if he’d gotten to
you before I
did?”

“I guess I’d be dead by
now.”

“You need to start taking this
seriously! You know
better than anyone what’s really out there.” She was really letting
me have it. “I never should have let you come tonight.”

I
stopped in my tracks. “Whoa. ‘Let’ me come tonight? Amy, you’re not my mom or my boss. I
appreciate all the times you’ve saved my skin, but I don’t need
anyone’s permission to leave—”

“I didn’t mean it like
that.”

“I’m not your
responsibility.”

“Someone’s gotta keep you safe.”

“What am I? Your pet? I
can keep myself safe!”

“I just pulled you out of the back of a crazy
man’s car. You’ve been
kidnapped enough times this month to fill a punch card. Somebody’s
out there hunting monsters and opening gates to hell, and now the
bodies are piling up again. What are you supposed to do? You won’t
even carry a gun.”

“Wow. I’m glad we could have that neat little recap
there.”

“Whether you believe it or
not. I care about your scrawny ass. You need to be more
careful.”

A
voice from near the Hell House called out, “O’Brien!” We looked up
to see Deputy Love walking our way, a giant
pretzel in one
hand.

She looked back at me. “Can we finish this
conversation later?”

“What is there to
finish?”

Love was close enough to smell now. “Clyde wants to talk to you.” 

O’Brien tried to hide her scowl but failed. “Alright. I’m
on my way. Do me a favor and
walk Skippy back to my car. Don’t let him out of your sight.” She
put a hand on my shoulder and said, “I told Pockets and Stoner to
wait in the cruiser while I went to find you. Stay with them where
it’s safe until I get back. Understand?”

So
weird that she would still
think that any place in this town was safe.

 


***

 


Deputy Love walked alongside me for all of about ten
seconds before giving up and
saying, “You got this, right?”

“What?”

“I mean, you’re a big boy. You know where the
parking lot is. No reason you need a chaperone, is there?”

Well, besides all those reasons O’Brien spelled out
earlier…

“No, I’ll be fine. Go enjoy your
pretzel.”

He’d already stuffed the entire thing into his mouth hole
before I finished the sentence. As he toddled off to
God-knows-where, I made my
way back to guest parking, completely and utterly alone.

There were more cars here than I was expecting from
an empty carnival. A few
police cruisers and an ambulance were to be expected. A couple
dozen others here and there. Either they belonged to responsible
drunks who over-imbibed and found ride shares home, or people who
went into the carnival and never came back out. Either way, it
wasn’t my problem.

I
found O’Brien’s cruiser where we left it, with the engine running
and doors unlocked. But Jerry
and Rosa weren’t inside. I looked around briefly. It didn’t take
long to notice the aroma of woodsmoke heavy in the air and the
sound of voices close by. I held onto my panic for now, circled the
vehicle, and found them both. They were lying on a blanket next to
a small campfire, staring at the sky and talking.

Rosa sounded annoyed, and somewhat drunk. “I don’t get
it, you know? I don’t know
what I did to make him not like me so much.”

They could be talking about anyone, I thought.

Jerry answered,
“Yeah, I know what you mean. There’s a wall there. Most of the
people he lets get close to him either die or try to kill him.
Sometimes both.” Okay, that
settles it. They are definitely talking about me. Jerry took a long, deep breath and continued,
“If it helps any, I don’t think he likes me very much
either.”

Wow.

Suddenly, I felt pretty damn small.

In
the days and weeks and months
since that night, I’ve wished countless times for one chance to go
back to that moment so I could kick my own ass for not saying
something. For not telling them, “Hey, I really do like you
guys.”

Instead, I ignored it. I assumed I’d get a chance
to bring it up again later, when I
was ready. I took Jerry’s sentence and buried it deep in my mind,
where I thought it would be safe and do no harm. Eventually, it
would start to leak, poisoning my other thoughts, long after Jerry
was gone. 

I
loudly cleared my throat.
Jerry and Rosa popped up and instantly smiled.

“Jack!” Rosa hiccupped. “You came back!”

“Dude, we were so worried about you!”

By the time I took a step, Rosa had already
sprung to her feet, run over, and thrown her arms around me.

“Oh, cool, we’re on a hugging basis now?”

Jerry threw his arms around both of us and
sang, “Hug-ception!”

I
was uncomfortable but warm,
so I let the layer-hug continue as Rosa laughed delightedly into my
ear, “The carnies make this stuff called hard wassail, and it
tastes like angry apple juice!”

“And we totally stole it!”
Jerry said proudly.

“And now we’re kinda
drunk!”

She hiccupped again,
laughed, and released me, letting the multihug fall
apart.

“I see you built a
fire.”

“Yeah.” Rosa stared at it
inquisitively. “I’m
not really sure why we did that. I just had this strong urge to
build a fire for some reason. Oh my God, you don’t think we’re
going to get in trouble for it, do you?”

Jerry jumped over her question with one of his own. “Where
did you go? We thought you
got bored of us and went home or something.”

“I got
arrested.”

They both said at the same time,
“Arrested?!”

“I got better.”

Jerry passed me a plain gallon jug halfway
full of thick red liquid. “I’ve heard worse reasons to drink!”

I
took it and asked my own
question, although I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know the
answer. “What happened to the purple kid? Is he okay?”

Rosa and Jerry looked at one another, then
back at me. Rosa was the one to ask, “What purple kid?”


Chapter Seventeen




I knew I had a lot of
repair work to do after the night of the carnival. I disappointed
Rosa. I pissed off O’Brien. I let Jerry think I didn’t like him.
And poor Guillermo was in the emergency room getting his jaw wired
shut. 

This is what I get for taking a night off.

At
least I had a plan of action. I was going to fix the damage I
caused, starting with Rosa. I scheduled our next book
club meeting at New Pages. After our
last book ended with all of the Napoleons killing one
another Hunger Games
style, I wanted to pick something a
little less... brutal
to digest. I found a well-reviewed
novella about an astronaut who falls in love with a Moon woman. No
way a book as boring as that could make things awkward.

This time, I volunteered to take care of snacks. I couldn’t
think of any good food-based
puns, but I figured it would be enough if I just baked my own
cookies from scratch. I even found a rocket-ship shaped cookie
cutter at the thrift store. I might have added too much or too
little baking soda, though, because when I took them out of the
oven, they were somewhat malformed.

Ah
well, as long as they taste good, I thought. Until after I tried one. Then, I changed my
motto to, Ah well, as long as
they’re edible.

I
got to New Pages an hour early so I could set up the
decorations. I’d taken an old
black blanket and sewed in hundreds of white string lights. As soon
as I had it hung from the ceiling and plugged in, it looked
remarkably similar to a beautiful night sky. 

As
I stood back, admiring my handiwork, Brother Riley
shuffled up next to me. He
took in the scene and said, “Very impressive, Jack.”

“Thanks.”

“She’s gonna love it. Super
romantic.”

“Do what now?”

“Man, I miss being young
and having the time and energy for these big, romantic
gestures.”

“Hang on, you said that
word
again.”

“Huh?”

“Romantic. This isn’t supposed to be romantic.
It’s… creative. Right?” The reality suddenly dawned
on me. “Oh shit fuck tater tots.
This is romantic, isn’t it?”

“I’m confused. Isn’t this
supposed to be, like, a date?”

“No!”

“Really? Then why’d you pick the most romantic book we
sell?”

“Oh fuck me, is this a
romance book? I haven’t started it yet.”

He
was trying hard not to laugh.
“What about the young lady? Has she already started reading
it?”

“No, her copy doesn’t
arrive until tomorrow.”

“Well then how were you
going to discuss it?”

“I figured we would just…
you know… oh God.”

“What?”

“I suggested we read it together. At the same time. You know, share a
book and then discuss it after each chapter. Is that… is that bad?
I did bad here, didn’t I?”

He
choked back his laughter long enough to say, “You’re accidentally
flirting way better than most people do on purpose.” The door opened, and Brother Riley
switched on salesman mode. “Hello and welcome to New Pages. Can I
help you find your next read today?”

The man answered, “That won’t be
necessary.”

Suddenly, my angst around the accidental date vanished,
replaced by red hot
annoyance. Somehow, he’d found me again.

“Doctor Halper,” I
said.

“It’s Howard.”

“Whatever. Same
thing.”

Howard walked past me
and took a seat in one of the two chairs under the starry night
sky. (Man! It really was
romantic! How did I miss that?) He gestured for me to take the other. I knew I wasn’t
going to get rid of him by asking nicely, so I decided to just go
ahead and get it over with. I’ve powered through thousands of
conversations. What’s one more?

I
took my seat in the chair opposite him, but kept my crutch in my lap (you never know when
you might need a surprise emergency weapon).

“I’m so glad to see you
haven’t let your
recent burdens overwhelm your extracurriculars.” He looked at the
plate of rocket ship cookies and froze momentarily. He furrowed his
brow, then asked with genuine concern, “Why on Earth would you make
cookies shaped like penises?”

I
was offended until I realized with horror… he was right.
They do look like penises! Oh man, I was totally about
to send all the wrong signals here.

“Stop making fun of my
dick cookies! What are you doing here, anyway?”

“I came to offer my condolences on
the loss of your friend, Mister
Farmer. I heard what happened, truly gruesome details. Do the
authorities have any idea what happened?”

“Not that it’s any of
your business, but they’re going with ‘gang-related activity’ this
time around.” 

FJ,
of course, was never involved
in any gangs, but it was such a big, inconspicuous rug for them to
sweep details under. But these weren’t the details Howard wanted to
hear. He wanted me to tell him the gruesome truth. He wanted me to
tell him what I wish O’Brien had never told me. The fifteen nails
holding him to the wall were driven in before he died, and not with
a nail gun. They were hammered in the old-fashioned way. Whoever
did this to FJ did it as punishment. He couldn’t keep his mouth
shut, so they took it away from him.

Once he knew he wasn’t getting anything more out of me,
Howard crossed his legs and muttered, “Well, it’s a crying shame.
But your friend’s story
reminds me of another one I heard about, not too long
ago.”

“You can consider your condolences
offered. Was there
something else you needed?” 

“Come on, Jack. You’re in a bookstore. You like
to write. You like to share stories. May I share
this one with you?”

“Is it long?”

He
chuckled, “Not at all. However, it is another scary story. I know
you weren’t impressed by my
last one, but I think this will be more to your liking.” I gave him
a handwave, and he continued, “There once was a young man named
John. If memory serves, he was from a small town not far from here.
John had a good life. A job he enjoyed, a loving wife, a beautiful
home, and a child on the way. Everything a man your age could hope
for. Except, John had a strange fear. One that consumed him from a
very young age. See, John was utterly terrified of garbage
disposals. He hated the sound. He hated the thought. He had
nightmares about them. I’m sure you can imagine.”

“Sure.”

“But John’s wife wasn’t sympathetic to his
plight. She couldn’t
understand why he refused to see things rationally. A garbage
disposal would make their lives easier. A garbage disposal is no
more dangerous than a knife, or an ice pick, or a hammer. One day,
while John was away on business, his wife hired a handyman to
install a garbage disposal. After all, she was the one who did all
of their housework, why shouldn’t she be the one to decide what
tools were necessary? How’s my story so far?”

“Seems a little old-fashioned with the outdated
gender roles. I mean, the wife doesn’t even get a name? What’s that
about?”

He
continued, unfazed. “When John discovered his wife’s ploy, he
was furious! He couldn’t
stand being in the same house as one of those dangerous
contraptions. They fought and argued, and it ended with poor John
spending the night on the couch. When he dreamed, he dreamed of
that garbage disposal, grinding everything that went into the dark
void, chewing up meat and bone and sinew.” Howard started making
the sound with his teeth - “Chnchnchnchn!”

He
stopped, laughed to himself,
and said, “It’s only a story, Jack.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“To John, though, it was more than he
could handle. He woke
up that night to a loud sound, coming from the front of his house.
He got off the couch and went to investigate. That’s when he saw
the man in the mask. You see, a burglar had broken into his home.
John tried to stop him, to defend himself and his family, but the
man had a gun, and BANG! John was killed deader than a doornail.”
He grinned. “The end.”

I
waited for him to continue.
He didn’t.

“What? What? What was the
point of that?”

“Isn’t it obvious? The point is this, Jack: It’s
never the thing you’re
expecting that gets you.” He leaned forward in his seat. I gripped
my crutch tightly. “I know you’ve been busy. Have you had a chance
to reregister your articles of incorporation with the updated
statement of ownership?”

“What?”

“Oh, and don’t forget. Sales taxes are due. You know you have to pay
them every month, right? State and county. Have you already
filed?”

“What?”

“I just want to make sure you’re on top of your responsibilities.
The IRS can and will impose fines. They got Capone. They can get
you.”

“Thanks for the heads up.
I’ll call an accountant first thing—”

“Have you already spoken to the bank about
extending a line of credit? You’re going to need a lot of liquid capital to
cover quarterlies, workers comp, lawyer fees, unemployment
insurance. You do realize that it all falls on you now,
right?”

“I figured I could just
pay for all that out of profits.”

He
let out a nasty laugh.
“‘Profits’? You won’t be seeing any profits for quite some time, if
ever. You inherited more than just the business. You also get
everything attached. Including, by my count, at least four pending
lawsuits. Have you carved out some time to sit for depositions
yet?”

“Maybe. What’s a
deposition?”

“I have a team of well-educated, high-priced
lawyers to take care of this sort of thing, and they struggle. Do you think you
can show them a thing or two?”

“Look, Doc—”

“Your insurance is set to renew or
expire in a couple
months. Do you have a plan in place for when they inevitably
increase your premium? You need coverage. Your building is,
statistically speaking, a deathtrap. Is that why you tried to fire
the Mexican girl so many times? Now that the owners are out of the
picture, you could fire her all by yourself. But if you don’t,
every bad thing that happens to her from here on out will be your
fault. The buck stops here. Are you ready for that?”

“I…” I couldn’t find the end of that
sentence. -hate you?
-understand? -want to cry?

“I’ll get right to the point,” he said, although
I had my doubts. “If you mess up, the gas station will be seized and auctioned. I’m the
only one willing to buy it. I’ll get it for pennies on the dollar.
But then again, I’m sure you’re on top of everything,
right?”

“You’re a real turd. You
know that?”

“And Nero fiddles while Rome burns.
Well, I’ll leave you to your little
‘club.’ Have fun today, and whatever you do, don’t worry about the
future.”

He
stood up, took out his ridiculously swollen wallet, and retrieved another business card
which he dropped into my lap. This was just like the one he gave me
at the funeral, only now the number written on the back was much
smaller.

As
soon as he left the bookstore, I got to work tearing
down the decorations.
Unfortunately, he’d taken up more of my time than I’d anticipated.
I was only part of the way through pulling down the night sky when
Rosa walked up behind me.

“Hey, Jack! You need some
help setting up?”

“Oh. No. Hey! Rosa. What? This
isn’t mine! I didn’t
make this. It was already here when I got here!”

“What are you doing to
it?”

“I was… cold.” I grabbed it tightly and yanked the final corner free,
then draped the lighted blanket around my shoulders. There was
enough slack for it to touch the ground. I pulled the sheet around
me like a wizard’s cloak and fell into my seat.

Rosa laughed nervously and sat down in the other chair.

Brother Riley walked up with two cat-shaped mugs of bad
coffee, handed one to each of us, then winked at me in a
clear and obvious manner before
retreating to the back room.

Rosa blew on her steaming cup and said, “So…
What’s this book about,
anyway?”

The book was on the coffee table between us.
I quickly dumped the entirety of my coffee on top of it.

“Oops,” I said. “Looks like I destroyed it.”

She
jumped to her feet and sprang into action, handing me her mug and
saying, “No, no, it’s okay.
It’s just on the cover. We can still save it. Where are the paper
towels?”

I
quickly dumped the rest of her coffee onto the
book. “Ah, Jeez,
butterfingers. Now it’s definitely ruined.”

She
stared at me for a few seconds in total disbelief. Then she opened her mouth as if to say
something, but the words got caught in her throat. She closed her
mouth, then looked down at the plate of cookies. “Are those for
us?”

I
grabbed the plate before she could get a good look at the phallic
creations and tossed it as
hard as I could across the room. The plate shattered against a
shelf of books, glass and cookie debris rained down all
over.

It
took me a few long seconds to
work up the nerve to look her in the eyes again. When I did, her
lips were pursed, her arms were crossed, and she was tapping her
foot a million times a minute.

“Sorry,” I said. “I
thought I saw a… you know…”

“No. I don’t know. You
thought you saw a what?”

“A cookie…
monster?”

“Jack, you’re acting like
a lunatic.”

“I know.”

“If there’s something you want to tell me, just get it over
with.”

“I have a girlfriend, you
know.”

She
reacted like someone had just hit her in the face with
a water balloon, a mixture of anger,
confusion, and embarrassment. “What? I mean, good. I’m happy for
you. When did—”

“We’ve been together for
like fifteen years. It’s pretty serious. You wouldn’t know her
though. She lives far away. It’s complicated.”

Rosa slowly began her
retreat, taking small steps away but keeping her eyes on the crazy
person. “Is everything okay?” she asked slowly.

“I don’t think we should be doing this book club
anymore. You know? I just don’t have time for it right now. I’m so
busy with
work.”

“Uh huh. Anything
else?”

I took a breath, steadied myself, closed my
eyes, and answered. 

“You’re fired.”


Chapter Eighteen




Honestly, it could have gone a lot worse. Sure, it could
also have gone a lot better, but neither of us cried. I
tried to soften the blow by
telling her that I didn’t want to fire her, but the new owner of
the gas station was making me do it. I let her know she could
finish up the month if she wanted to, like a reverse two-weeks
notice. She did not take me up on the offer, and assured me she was
done being strung along by such a mediocre job. She gave me a
strongly worded message to deliver to the new gas station owner,
then left me alone at the bookstore wondering if I’d ever see her
again.

By
the time I started my night shift, I felt like the whole day had been a complete and
total failure. The good thing about being at rock bottom is that
there’s only one direction to go. The bad thing about rock bottom
is the descent...

...When every step feels like it must be the
end...

...But things just keep getting worse...

...And then, one day, you look back and realize that
the moment you thought was bad—the
moment you originally thought was rock bottom—was actually just the
top of the precipice. I had no idea, but that’s exactly where I
was.

I
spent the first part of my night in a strange state of existential
dread. Every drip and creak inside the building was amplified by
the knowledge that nothing was going to get better unless
I did something to make it better. The doctor’s latest offer
was burning a hole in my psyche. I took out his card, ripped it to
shreds, and tossed them into the garbage. 

Still, I could hear his voice. His words, taunting
me. The buck stops here. I’m
sure you’re on top of everything.

Around midnight, the phone started to ring. I no longer had the luxury of deciding
whether or not I wanted to answer. It might be a customer. Letting
the customer down could cost sales. And sales aren’t about making
money anymore. Sales are about keeping the gas station out of
Howard’s hands. I answered the phone right away.

“Hello?”

“Hello,
shithead.”

I sighed. “What do you want, Beaux? I’m
kinda busy.”

“I wanted to remind you how I was right all
along. You thought you’d won, but now I’m more powerful than you
can even imagine. Would you like to guess where I am right now?”

I already knew he was going to say something
stupid like “I’m already inside the building,” just to get a
reaction out of me, but I didn’t feel like giving him the
satisfaction.

“Hello?” I said again, “Are you
still there? Beaux?”

“Yes. I’m still here. And
I wanted to let you know that—”

“Hellooo?” I interrupted.
“You’re breaking up. I can barely hear you.”

He grunted. “I was trying to say that—”

“It sounds like you’re
underwater.”

“I was saying… Can you hear
me? Hello?”

“Hello?”

“Jack?”

“Oh, I can hear you now.
Go ahead.”

“I was saying that I’m
more powerful now than you could have ever imagined. And now
I—”

“Hang on.”

“What?!”

“I have another call
coming in.”

“You what?!”

“Do you mind if I put you on hold
for just a
second?”

“Seriously?! Are you
seriously being serious right now?!”

“Yeah, it’ll just take one
second. I promise.”

He grunted again. “Fine! Make it quick,
though! I have a lot to say to you.”

“Okay, I’ll be right back.” I put the handset
next to the receiver
and decided that this would be a great time to do some more
chores.

I
started by pushing a broom around the store until it got stuck in
the tar pit, which is exactly where I left it. Next, I made the
rounds and took note of everything that was low or out of stock. Then I made a list of
everything that needed to be done before the store would be back in
order. How did Calvin Ambrose refer to these things? A “honey-do
list” to make sure we were in “tippy-top shape.”

Oh
God… Am I really trying to figure out what Calvin Ambrose would do in my
situation? I felt
nauseous. How much money do
we actually make here, anyway? I walked up to the register, opened her up, and took a
quick count. My nausea doubled.

How
long can I keep this up? How much longer until I’ve run this place straight into the ground? And
then what happens? Doctor Douchebag wins and gets this place for
next to nothing? I needed
some fresh air. 

I
gathered up the remaining trash and made my way through the back
door, to the dumpster behind
the building. Here, I could be completely alone with my thoughts.
My stupid, annoying thoughts.

The
moon was bright out tonight. Bright enough to light the way. Bright
enough to show me everything. I took my precious time
crutch-walking up to the dumpster with the sack of garbage draped over my shoulder. Past
the permanently burnt earth where too many handplants had been
turned to ash. Past the area where I used to park my car (when I
could still drive). Past the patch of loose soil that I had dug up
over and over, once as a compulsion, then at gunpoint. Past the
spot where Tony fell when they shot him in cold blood. There were
so many bad memories here. Why was I worried about saving this
place, anyway? The owners were insane. People died here.
People die
here. The property is probably built
on a Hell mouth. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to let this
become someone else’s problem...

I
stopped in front of the dumpster and realized that something about
my current situation wasn’t quite right. The moon was bright. Bright enough to spotlight every
single reminder of why I shouldn’t feel so safe back here. Alone.
With my thoughts.

The
moon was bright… Was the moon
always this bright? I’m standing in the middle of a forest. The
moon shouldn’t ever be this bright… Or this green.

I
lowered the bag to the ground by my foot and slowly turned to look
at the path I’d just walked. All of those things I noticed with
such perfect, nostalgic clarity. And yet somehow I missed the fact
that the ground, the grass, the trees and rocks and even the walls of the gas station were
glowing, radiating this viridescent green.

My
first thought was: Great!
Some asshole has been using our dumpster for toxic waste
disposal!

Clocking in at a distant second thought was:
I should probably go back inside
before whatever splattered the perimeter with glow-in-the-dark goo
comes back.

Before I fled the scene, though, I still had a job to do. I
needed to drop this trash bag inside the dumpster. (Let it never be
said that I’m not a good worker.) I lifted the bag, turned around, and reached for the
lid. But my hand only touched warm, wet liquid. I pulled it back
and saw that it was coated in the sticky green—something with the
consistency of mucus and the color of Mountain Dew. The lid was
off. Actually, it was gone. The hinges were
there, but something had torn the top off the bin. As owner of the
gas station, I was miffed by the fact that I’d be the one to have
to shell out for a new one.

Ah
well, at least this makes one small task a little
easier. I tossed the bag over the top of the dumpster.
As soon as it landed inside, something grunted. Loudly.
Something big. It banged
against the metal wall hard enough to move the entire thing a
couple of inches in my direction. Then it started to growl like
looming thunder, deep and dreadful. The motive was clear, the anger
palpable, the language universal. What idiot just woke me from my slumber by throwing garbage
on my head!?

I backed away slowly.

The
green light coming from inside the dumpster
intensified. It looked like
an entire aurora borealis was going down in there. Maybe if I was
quiet enough, I could sneak away.

A
furry, green head emerged—the size of a black bear’s—searching for
the garbage-tosser who
disturbed its peaceful rest. As soon as its eyes landed on me, it
froze. So did I.

It had the face of an enormous raccoon. The
black bandit-mask. The white whiskers. The round ears. 

The otherworldly glowing aura surrounding
it, however, was something else entirely.

Maybe it’s like a T-Rex. Maybe it can’t see me if I don’t move. Its eyes widened. Its pupils shrank into
pinpricks. No, it definitely
sees me.

“Oh, hey there,” I said, trying to feign
confidence as I inched ever further backwards. “Did you see that
guy throwing trash around here? Don’t worry, I think I scared him off for
you.”

The creature’s lips quivered.

“Okay, well, I’ll be on my
way now. No need to thank me.”

It
placed two webbed paws against the edge of the dumpster. Long,
black talons dug into the rusty metal as it lifted
itself up, revealing its true
size. Stretched up on hind legs, the monster was nearly eight feet
tall, and all kinds of wrong. With large, leathery wing-like
appendages (which I now realize were, in fact, wings) folded over
its back and dark fur all over its body illuminated by the green
glowing skin beneath, the thing was a Cronenberg-nightmare
amalgamation of mammal, insect, and something else.

Its
nostrils flared. I inched back a little more. If my life were going
to depend on a race to the door, I’d never make it before this thing had the chance to eat my
face off. That idea became moot anyway the moment the ground
unexpectedly came up to meet me. (Backing up with crutches is one
of those rare life skills that only a few people possess, and
despite all my practice, I will never be one of them.) I was
sitting on my ass now, staring up at the fierce face of the beastly
creature. For a second, I wondered if it would ever make its move,
or if we were frozen in this staring contest forever. If I didn’t
blink, maybe it would stay right where it was.

Nope. It moved faster than my eyes could follow, scurrying
over and down the dumpster, leaving massive green paw prints
against the side as it escaped its nest and darted towards me.
Before I even had the chance to go into super defense
mode, the glowing
raccoon-dragon was standing next to me, its two front feet on top
of my only possible weapon—the crutch. It opened its mouth wide
enough to swallow a whole baby. The last thing I saw before
shutting my eyes were the dense rows of enormous dagger teeth. I
prepared myself for the sensation of having my skin chewed like a
corndog off its stick.

What I was not prepared for, however, was
the hot, nasty tongue smacking me right across the face.

After allowing myself a silent moment to celebrate not being dead yet, I wiped the
slime out of my eyes, looked up at the beast, and said, “What the
f—”

It
spun in a circle and smacked me in the face with its tongue again,
licking me hard enough to leave a bruise against my cheek. My
hair was slicked back with
the thick, warm monster saliva that steadily ran down behind my
ears and down my nose.

I
used the sleeve of my jacket to get the thicker deposits away from
my mouth as the thing panted loudly in my face. Its breath reeked
of garbage and bad
meat.

“Well that was… uhm,
thanks? I guess?”

It
plopped onto the ground next to me with a thud that shook the
earth. Then, it turned its head back towards its hind area and
whimpered nearly loud enough to burst my eardrums. I followed its
eyes to the only spot on its
body that wasn’t glowing. A long, wooden arrow protruded from the
monster’s hip. With each movement, dark blood leaked out from the
cross-shaped entry wound like a faucet. Someone was hunting this
poor creature, and I had a pretty good idea who.

It looked back at me and continued the
whimper.

“I don’t know what you
want from me. I’m not a doctor.”

It whimpered even louder.

“Alright! Fine!” It went
quiet. “I’ll see what I can do.”

I
scooted myself through the dirt, far enough that
I could reach the monster’s hip.
Then, I rubbed my hands together to warm them up for the procedure,
reached out, and grabbed the arrow.

The
creature sprung back to life with a loud squeal and launched itself
away from me into the forest, galloping faster than any creature I’d ever seen, quickly
vanishing into the thick cover of trees.

Once my heartbeat had returned to normal, I
tossed the bloody arrow up and into the dumpster, grabbed my
crutch, and went back inside to clean myself off.


Chapter Nineteen




My
stress levels had never been
so high for such an extended period of time. Howard’s simple yet
devious plan was working. I took his bait and checked into all
those things he said about running a business. He wasn’t bluffing;
small business management is complicated, and my
strategy of fake it ‘til ya
make it wasn’t working out
nearly as well as I’d hoped. Of course, things might have gone a
lot smoother if I didn’t have so many other crazy distractions to
worry about. Like all those people who wanted to kill me. Or the
sudden appearance of a dinosaurian raccoon monster. Or
Jerry.

I
basically lived at the gas station now, my own personal human
terrarium, only ever leaving to go home for a couple hours a day to
shower, change, and restock my medicine. I didn’t bother keeping track of my work hours. It
wasn't like I was getting paid anymore, and seeing all that
overtime would only make me sadder.

I'd
just stepped out of the shower and into a fresh set of clothes when
I heard the knock at my front door. Unless time had unexpectedly fast-forwarded on me
again, I knew I had another hour before O’Brien arrived to take me
to work. But even then, she wouldn’t have knocked. Someone
or something
else was outside my door.

My
gut reaction was to pretend I wasn’t home. As usual, I overthought my gut reaction in a
matter of seconds. Whoever’s
here, they’re visiting me in the middle of the day and knocking on
the front door. In my experience, killers do neither of those
things. Plus, I’m a business owner now. I have to answer. What if
it’s a customer?

Just to be safe, I left the deadbolts in
place and yelled out from my side of the door, “Who is it?”

The knocker yelled back, “I got a package
delivery for Jack Townsend.”

I
unlocked and cracked the door, but left the security chain in place. The guy on my doorstep
looked legit, a deliveryman’s uniform, a tall package resting on
the ground by his feet, a clipboard in his hands. But appearances
can be deceiving.

“Who’s it
from?”

“Don’t know.”

“What is it?”

“You know, we’re actually not allowed to look inside the packages
anymore before we deliver them.” His sarcasm game was on
point.

“Just leave it
there.”

“Can’t. I need you to sign for it. I’ve been
trying to deliver this package to you for weeks now, but I’m
not allowed to leave
it without a signature.”

“Yeah, likely
story.”

“Dude, just sign this
thing so I can go home.”

He
slid the clipboard through the door crack. I skimmed the document
attached to make sure it wasn’t secretly a contract for sale of the
gas station or transference
of my soul or anything like that (one can never be too careful).
Once I was sure it was, in fact, a notice of delivery, I scribbled
my name onto the line marked “recipient” and passed it back. The
delivery man tipped his hat, hocked a loogie onto the ground, then
walked away. After I heard him drive away, I opened the door and
dragged the package inside.

It
was rectangular, three feet by two feet, covered in stamps and
writing in several languages I couldn't understand or even
recognize. This thing must
have bounced around every country in the world before hitting my
doorstep.

I
left it on the coffee table while I went to find a cutting utensil
from the kitchen, rolling every bad theory around in my head and
trying to decide which one would be worst.

It
could be full of bees. Or
explosives. Or hot lava! Or whatever was inside the ark of the
covenant that made everyone's faces melt!

By
the time I got back to the living room with my box cutter, I'd
already come to terms with how ridiculous I was being. If someone was going to assassinate
me, there were easier (though less creative) ways to do it than
sending me a box full of exploding bees.

Soon, I had the box open and the contents strewn across my
living room floor. I couldn’t believe it. The creepy man on the phone had actually come
through. I was sitting here, staring at a brand-new, high-end
prosthetic leg. My
new leg.

There was an instruction book along with it, thicker than
the bible and more complicated than a Japanese VCR
instructional book. I took a
minute to skim through. The manual recommended I take things slow
at first, but it also recommended a few months of physical therapy,
and a guy like me just doesn’t have that kind of time on his hands.
I spent thirty minutes checking it for bugs, traps, or tracking
devices (all clear!), then the next thirty minutes testing it
out.

It was a perfect fit.

I
walked all around my house. Up and down the stairs. With my crutch
at first, and then without. I only lost my balance and fell over
six times, and I only hit my
face against the wall twice. I don’t know what the average is, but
those numbers aren’t too bad if you ask me. Sadly, I had to cut
playtime with my new toy short. Just as I was getting into the
swing of things, I heard O’Brien honking outside. It was time to
get back to work.

 


***

 


My
daily chores went a lot smoother with both hands free. Whenever the
store was empty, I’d take a lap or two around the building. Before
long, I was physically exhausted from all the light cardio,
a truly humbling reminder of
how out of shape I’d let myself become.

I
had just fallen back into my seat behind the register when a new
visitor came into the store—one I’ll never be able to forget. He
looked like a man disconnected with time. From his
dread-hawk hairstyle to the
blue-corduroy slippers, this man’s fashion choices were on an
entirely elevated level. He wore steampunk-style round sunglasses,
an actual life vest, and a necklace that was just a Sherlock-style
smoking pipe attached to a gold chain. The mere act of witnessing
him felt overwhelming, and yet I couldn’t look away. He was, in a
word, unignorable. I felt
like there was another perfect word to describe him, but I couldn’t
quite find it.

I’d
experienced enough by now to know that I was in
danger. Tom’s gentle warning
that I couldn’t keep hoping for someone else to save me was at the
front of my mind. I needed to be on my guard for people (or more
likely, non-human entities) like this individual right here.
Super defense mode
was engaged, but I had no weapon.
Not that it mattered. Something told me this being wasn’t the sort
that could be harmed by mortal weapons.

He’s just so… what’s the word I’m looking
for?

I
watched from the paper-thin facade of safety on the other side of
my counter as the “man”
browsed the aisles, on the hunt for something special (or at least,
putting on the show). He inspected several of our food items and
eventually settled on a tube roll of Los Poco Debitas Donutinies™—powdered pastries shaped like tiny buttholes with a
consistency between stale cake and sawdust. Not the worst thing on
the shelf, but grossly overpriced at ninety-nine cents.

He
looked at the foodish item in his hand and let out a defeated sigh
as he peeled back the plastic packaging. He popped the
first donutinie into his
mouth and meandered back in my direction. The fact alone that he
managed to choke it down with neither chaser nor coughing fit
proved he was more than human. When he reached the counter, he set
what was left of the halfway eaten pack in front of me and held up
a pointer finger like I was supposed to know what that gesture
meant. Maybe he was just trying to say, “Hi.” 

I
held up my own finger and waved back. He made a face like he’d been
bitten by the snake in his boot. Clearly, I’d
misjudged intent. I tried to
play it off.

“Will this be all for you
today?”

“I suppose it is. For now.” His voice was
charming. Smooth. Not what I expected. The kind of voice that could
carry from one end of a room to the other without losing anything
along the way. “I
couldn’t find exactly what I was looking for.” It was a handsome
sort of voice. The kind of voice that had its own credit score of
eight hundred. The only kind you want delivering bad news, with a
non-regional accent and crisp syllabic enunciation that might make
any one of us dumb southerners feel threatened by its perfection.
My first thought was that this chaos god standing before me must
have pulled a Little
Mermaid and stolen some poor
unfortunate soul’s voice as part of a deal with the
devil.

As
I rang up his order, he continued to speak. But it didn’t feel like he was talking to
me so much as narrating to the room.

“These snack cakes contain
‘Levorotatory-Cysteine’ as one of the ingredients. Says so right on
the package. Do you know what that means?”

“I can’t say that I do.”

“It’s an amino acid used in nearly all processed
carbohydrates. Pasta, bread, even baby formula. There are several
sources of L-Cysteine. Chicken feathers, cow horn, pig bristles,
and in some rare cases even recycled plastic. But the cheapest and
most widely used
source is human hair.” He popped another whole donutinie into his
mouth, swallowed, and continued, “See, the major supplier of this
‘flour additive’ (as they like to call it) is a company in China.
They pay for hair trimmings from temples and barber shops. They
clean it, grind it down, and sell it to North American food
processing plants. It’s in everything now. And companies aren’t
even required to include it on their ingredients list. I wonder if
people would even care if they knew. This country is full of
accidental cannibals. Gross, isn’t it?”

Gross, yes. But also… what’s the word?! It
was right there on the tip of my tongue.

He
put another donutinie in his mouth and offered me the last one. I
graciously declined. When he was finally done, he
handed me a twenty and changed the
subject. “I was hoping you might be able to help me find an old
friend who used to work here. He went by the name of ‘Jerry.’ His
family is extremely worried about him.”

That’s what this is about?! Oh thank
God.

“Sorry friend,” I said, relaxing into the familiar territory.
“Jerry hasn’t been to work in a long time.”

“Is that so? Does Jerry
not work here anymore?” he asked.

“He does not.”

“No offense, but you might be biased, which is
why I wasn’t asking you.” He looked over my shoulder and repeated the question. “Does
Jerry not work here anymore?”

The man behind me spoke in a completely
nondescript voice, “According to this, he’s telling the truth.”

I
yipped, launched out of my seat fast enough to hit the counter,
and spun around to see the
unforgettably forgettable generic man holding our weekly work
schedule. He’d actually managed to come into the store unnoticed,
walk right past me, circle around behind the counter, and pull down
our schedule without me even realizing. How could I have been so completely out of touch with
my surroundings?

And
then it hit me. The word I was trying to pinpoint. The word to
describe the man with the life vest and diamond-studded belt
buckle. He was distracting.
Perfectly distracting. Every bit as noticeable as his partner
wasn’t. Of course! It made perfect sense that these two would be
working together.

Distracting man asked his partner, “You’re
certain he’s not on there? No ‘Jerry’s, ‘Jeremy’s, ‘Quattro’s,
‘J-Bomb’s?”

“None of his aliases,” lamented the generic man. “Looks like we missed
him again.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all
along,” I said. What they didn’t know, of course, was that Jerry
had asked me to start referring to him on the schedule as “Leroy.”
It was a simple
request and took so little effort to oblige. I had no idea it would
end up saving his bacon one day. “Go tell his family, or whoever
you work for, that Jerry isn’t here anymore.”

They both laughed. The one with the forgettable face said,
“We don’t really work for his
family, kid. That’s just the cover story. We represent a higher
authority. Your old coworker did some very bad things before he
disappeared.”

The
one with a belly full of human hair donuts spoke next, “Would you
like to know what he did? Do
you want to know why he’s really in trouble?”

Either this was a trick, or it wasn’t.
Either way, my answer was the same. “I don’t care. Now get out of
my gas station. Please and thank you.”

 


***

 


I
was on my computer, hard at work trying to figure
out how to set up an account
to pay sales taxes online (spoiler alert: I never figured it out)
when Jerry came waltzing in through the front door, calling out in
a loud voice “Hey nerds!” He had sunglasses on his face, a card in
his hand, and a black leather backpack over one shoulder. He
bounced over to me and dropped the card onto the counter. I could
hear the words before they ever left his mouth, “Y’all sign this
card I made for Guillermo.”

“Oh,” I said. “We’re doing this again? Okay. Just
let me switch gears.”
I put the laptop away, picked up the card covered in hot glue and
googly eyes, and said, “You made Guillermo a card?”

We stood in silence.

This was the part where Rosa was supposed to say “That’s so
sweet,” before reading it aloud and commenting on the artwork.

Jerry pulled off his sunglasses and scanned
the room.

“Hey. Where’s
Rosa?”

“She, uh… Doesn’t work
here anymore.”

Jerry slammed both of his hands onto the counter hard
enough for one of the googly eyes to dislodge from the card and
land on the floor.
“She what?!”

“I was going to tell you
earlier, but I thought it would be better in person.”

“You’re telling me the
new owner of the gas
station fired her, and you let this happen?”

“In a way, yes, both of
those things are true.”

“Have you tried talking to him? What’s the appeals
process?”

“There isn’t
one.”

“Well what are you doing sitting around here?
Let’s get Amy-O to
look up this guy’s address so we can go talk to him. Or better yet,
I have a new recipe for itching powder that I’ve been dying to
use.”

I
stood up, wobbled momentarily until I found my balance, and walked
around to meet Jerry on the other side of the counter.

“It’s me, Jerry. I’m the new owner.” His face
froze in a look of confusion. “I fired Rosa because Doc Howard
declared war and I
don’t want her getting caught in the crossfire. I would have fired
you, too, if I thought you’d actually stay away. You can be mad at
me all you want, but this was a judgment call, and I’m the one who
had to make it.”

The
moments when Jerry was
speechless were few and far between. It felt strange, actually
having to wait for him to say something. When he finally did, it
had nothing to do with Rosa.

“Did you get a haircut or
something? You look taller.”

“No. I got this.” I gestured at my new
fancy-pants leg,
hidden beneath my old, not-so-fancy-pants pants. “I have two feet
again!”

“Oh yeah. How is it? Can
you dance?”

“I couldn’t dance before, so no. I’ve pretty much mastered the
art of walking around the gas station, though.”

“Around the whole building? Wow.
Impressive.”

My
sarcasm detector has always been defective. I genuinely couldn’t
understand what Jerry was trying to say, and as gas station manager, I didn’t have the time to
overanalyze everything to death anymore. “What’s happening? Are you
mad at me? Because if not, why aren’t you mad at me?”

He
looked down, pulled out his pack of cigarettes, stared at them,
then put them back. When he
looked up at me again, his face was solemn.

“I understand. You were put into a bad situation,
right? You had to make
a decision, right? You didn’t consult me because this is your
burden to bear, right?”

I
didn’t like the way he was saying whatever he was saying.

“Jerry, why are you being
weird?”

“I’m not. I’m commiserating. I’m saying that I
understand better than
you think. Someone’s using psychological warfare on us. They’re
counting on us to turn on one another. Getting angry over things
that, let’s face it, aren’t really in our control. And I hope
you’ll remember this when I tell you what I’m about to tell you.”
He took off his backpack and put it onto the counter. “Now, don’t
be mad…”

“You’re starting to scare me. What did you
do?!”

“Well,” he checked to make sure we were alone,
then pulled a toolbox-sized metal device out of the pack. He set it
down on the counter
with a loud thunk. “Before you
freak out, let me assure you, it’s not that big of a
deal.”

“Is that what I think it
is?”

“Yeah,” he said, staring
out the window. “It’s the Russian radio.”


Chapter Twenty




“You promised you were going to let
the radio
go!”

“I know I did, but in my
defense, I only said that so you would believe I was going to let
the radio go.”

I snatched the newest
Russian radio off the counter and looked around for the closest
flat surface to smash it against. The floor didn’t seem like such a
bad option.

“Wait!” Jerry shouted.
“Let me explain.”

“Explain fast.”

“I know it looks like my handiwork,
but I swear to the dark god I didn’t
rebuild it this time. I just came home after work and saw it like
this, sitting on the front steps of my bus room. Someone else
wanted me to have it.”

“Really? Who would do
that? And why?”

“Yes, I don’t know, and I
don’t
know.”

“Dude! This is a big deal.
We have no idea—”

The
store phone interrupted me. Jerry calmly said, “Hold that thought,”
then picked up the receiver
with a smarmy “Chyellow?” His eyes got wide. He looked in my
direction. “Oh, hey there Beaux... How’s hell?”

I whispered frantically, “Hang up. Hang up
the phone.”

“Oh… You’re looking for
Jack?”

I
waved my hands, “I don’t want to talk to him. Don’t put me on.”

“Oh… Yeah, Jack’s not here right now. Can I take
a message?” I could hear Beaux screaming on the
other side of the call before Jerry
responded in a cool voice, “Now Beaux, I’m sure you don’t mean
that.”

“What’s he
saying?”

Jerry covered the
mouthpiece, “That same old ‘more powerful than you can imagine’
bullshit.” He removed his hand, then said into the phone, “You seem
really tense. Is everything okay? You wanna talk about
it?”

Beaux screamed into the line loud enough that
I could hear his shrill voice
calling us “shitheads.”

“Look dude,” Jerry said, “just give me a number
and I’ll have Jack return your call as soon as he gets back from
Disney World.” He winked at me. “Oh, yeah, he left this morning.
Poor guy really needed a break… No, I’m totally being serious right now… No, I would
never lie to you, Beaux… Okay, well, tell the devil I said ‘hi.’
Talk to you later.”

By the time Jerry hung up, I’d almost
forgotten why I was so mad.

Then it hit me.

“The Russian radio?!
Really?!”

“Maybe you should sit down.”

I
took my seat behind the counter while Jerry explained the
situation. He didn’t specify exactly when the radio showed
up again, but he confessed that he’d been listening to it long
enough to pick up on something. A message was coming through. At
first, it was just once every hour or so. Then once every few
minutes. And then finally, it was the only thing the station
said.

The
voice on the radio was listing off names. People in the town who
had been “targeted.” People who
had been “replaced.”

The radio station went down the list in no
particular order. Dozens. Maybe hundreds. And then, it broke.

“What do you mean, ‘It broke’?” I asked.

Jerry demonstrated by taking the radio out of my hands and
turning it on. He switched the output to the old speaker and turned up the volume. I flinched at
the sound of the man’s voice. The last thing I wanted taking up
space in my cluttered brain was more forbidden knowledge. But then
I heard what he was saying. 

“...Rooster. Caddo.
Talk. Penguin. Anios. Telephone. Zipper. Lima. Russki. Thirteen.
Crank. Manilla. Renard. Sette. Los…”

It
was nonsense. Just words, unconnected, one after the other with no meaning or context. Only a
short break between each. Most were in English, but not
all.

“What is this?” I asked.

“I have no idea, but I
think it’s not good. It started last night and it’s been this way
ever since.”

I
turned the radio
off.

“Is there a chance you
remember any of the names he said were replaced or
targeted?”

“As a matter of fact,” he said with
a big, proud smile,
“No!”

“Oh.” I responded, a little confused. “The way
you led into that made me think you were going to
say something
different.”

Jerry reached into his backpack and pulled out a tape
recorder. “You didn’t let me finish. I was gonna say,
no, but I realized that
it was going to be important, so I recorded it.”

He
hit the play button on the recorder and the voice started again. 

“...has been replaced. Mary-Sue Oldman has been
replaced. Roger Oldman has been targeted. Mia Bothne has been
targeted. Sam Leake
has been replaced. Kay Winter has been targeted. Sarah Winter has
been replaced. Matthew Meares has been targeted. Agatha Sistrunk
has been replaced...”

“Aww,” I said, “They got old Aggie? That sucks.”
Jerry stopped the cassette player and slid it closer to me, then he put a pair of
earbuds on top of it. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“Well, I kinda need your
help. I have another
hour of this on a tape at home and I’m trying to go through and
data mine the whole thing, find out who’s been targeted and who’s
been replaced.”

“Why? We don’t even know
what ‘replaced’ or ‘targeted” means.”

“Come on, bro! Don’t go all
reluctant-hero on me now. I have a
really bad feeling and I need to get to the bottom of it, okay?
Please?”

Jerry had a strange look in his eyes. A sad, desperate look. I knew what I had to
say.

“No, Jerry. I love you, but you’re an addict and
this is poison.”

He
slammed his hands onto the counter and shouted, “I know! This sucks
donkey balls. That’s why I came to you, because you’re
the only person in the world
who I trust with this.”

“Then trust me. No good is
going to come from listening to the radio.”

He made a noise like
a tire deflating, then said, “Fine. If you’re not going to help
me—”

He
reached for the radio, but he wasn’t fast enough. I grabbed it and threw it into a drawer
under the counter. “That’s exactly what I’m doing.” He angrily
pulled out his pack of smokes, put one between his lips, and went
to light it until I said, “Take that outside.”

His
jaw dropped open. Somehow (magic, I guess), the cigarette stayed in place.

“First you fire Rosa. Then you steal my radio.
Now you’re kicking me out into the cold?”

“You can stay here if you want, but if you’re
going to smoke you need to take it outside. You have to follow the
same rules as
customers and raccoons.”

“You know what, Jack?
You’re sounding really bossy.”

“Well good. I am your boss.” I
could hear Calvin Ambrose laughing at me all the way from
hell. “Way to go, Jack! The
transformation is complete! I knew you had it in you!”

Jerry turned dramatically and marched out the back door,
stomping his feet with each step and grumbling under his
breath.

I
waited until I heard the back door slam shut before pulling the
radio out of its hiding spot. I had to find a good place to
stash it until I could
properly destroy it. Perhaps the safe, no that’s the first place
Jerry would look. Maybe inside the gnome display—

The Russian radio clicked on in my hands,
seemingly of its own accord.

I flinched again.

“Caster. Sigma. Giant.
Six. Lock. Peter. Tempest.” I
must have somehow pressed the power switch. I went to turn it off
again, but then, “Echo. Four.
Three. Two. One. Richard DeJean is experiencing heart attack. He
does not know. He will not know for two point three two hours.
There are three chimney swifts in Elisha Smith’s house. They have
each been there for six days. The collector is building army. The
puppeteer waits to make next move. In fifty-two hours, Jack
Townsend will be attacked at gas station...” 

My
heartbeat surged at the sound
of my own name. “He will kill
attacker, or attacker will kill him. His odds of survival are two
point one two percent...” 

That’s not good. “He
is aware of transmission. Transmission has changed odds of survival
to seventy-six percent.” 

Oh.
Cool. Well, not “cool,” but
still better than two percent! Seventy-six percent is a passing
grade. This was a manageable crisis. All I had to do was call
O’Brien. If I had her in my corner during the attack, then—
“Radio transmission has altered
circumstances. Odds have changed. Survival chance is zero point
zero zero six percent...”

I
tried to understand what had changed. I heard the
radio. I decided to call
O’Brien. If I’m going to die, maybe I should leave her out of
it. “He has altered plans.
Odds have changed. Survival chance is fifty-one
percent...”

“STOP TELLING ME THE
ODDS!” I screamed.

 “...Kansas. Pick. Suit.
Low. Sans. Assist...” I clicked the
radio off. 

Right then, the front doors opened and two men who I had
never seen before walked into the store. Good thing I was already in super defense mode. My heightened awareness helped me notice what was wrong
with this situation right away.

First of all, the skinnier of the two was busy locking the
doors behind them. Secondly, they were both carrying baseball
bats, but they didn’t look
like baseball players.

The
man closer to me was short, stout, and sporting a wool cap. He
looked to be on the high end
of middle-aged with a beard that was just a few inches short of
wizard-length. He cozied up to the other side of my
counter.

“Hi there,” I said. “Can I
help you folks find something?”

“Jack,” he responded with a mad gleam in his
eyes, “We need to
talk.”

 


***

 


The
men (or—let’s just call them what they were—the goons) were dressed in dark clothes with heavy boots and leather
gloves. They looked like whoever hired them had picked them up from
the discount Italian gangster emporium. The taller of the two had
wild hair, high cheekbones, and a clean face. He was about half the
age of his rounder companion, and clearly here to serve as
muscle.

The
other one must have been the brains (or more appropriately, the
mouth). When the taller goon swaggered up to join his friend, the
shorter guy flicked open his jacket, and rested his hand on his
hip. A not-so-subtle way to show off the gun sloppily holstered in his waistband. After
allowing me a moment to ooh and
ah at the weapon, he reached across the counter and grabbed a
praline from the display next to the register, ripped open the
package with his teeth, and took a bite.

“Mmm,” he said with a mouth full of food. “This sure is tasty. Hey
Tiko, you should try one of these cookies. They’re on the house
today. Aren’t they, Jack?”

The taller goon—Tiko—took a praline and
devoured it in three chomps.

I
could tell what they were going for, but these guys were about as intimidating as an angry
bunny. I felt sorry for them. In fact, as I watched Tiko attempt to
make praline consumption into a scare tactic, I simply felt
embarrassed for all three of us.

“So,
let me guess,” I said leaning onto my elbows and steepling my
fingers, “You guys think I have a nice place here and it would be a
shame if something were to happen to it. Right?”

They laughed to each other, then the man with the gun said,
“Relax, Jack. We don’t want
to cause any trouble for you.” Holy crap, he even sounds like he’s doing a bad Joe Pesci
impersonation. “Allow me to
introduce myself. My name is Hector. And this here is my esteemed
colleague, Tiko. A mutual friend of ours asked us to stop by and
have a conversation with you. Our friend is hoping we might
convince you to—how do we put this?—reopen negotiations.” Tiko was
nodding along. I found myself wondering how much Howard had paid to
put them up to this. A singing telegram would have been just as
effective and half as embarrassing. 

“I think we got our wires crossed. Howard and I
already struck a deal. I guess he forgot to call and cancel with
you guys. I’ll let him know you stopped by, though. Feel free to
keep whatever deposit he gave you.”

“Oh, we got a funny guy, huh?”
Hector said with a
chuckle.

Tiko glared at me, “Yeah, real funny.”

“As I understand it, you aren’t so sure you want
to sell this place. Now, I’d be happy to offer some words of
wisdom, as a friend. But in order for that
to happen, well, we’d
have to be friends, wouldn’t we? You know, I get along great with
my friends.” He smacked Tiko on the arm and asked, “Ain’t that
right, Tiko?”

Tiko took his cue and started walking, circling the
register, dragging the wooden bat against the floor as he chuckled softly, “Yeah, we get along
great.”

In
that moment, a strange thought occurred to me. If the radio transmission was accurate
(emphasis on “if”), then that meant I was destined to meet an
attacker at the gas station in fifty-two hours for a
kill-or-be-killed showdown. But, for that
prophecy to be true, it presupposed that I would stay alive for at
least fifty-two more hours. Which meant, for this magic radio to be
correct, I was effectively immortal for two more days. (I wasn’t
going to go testing this theory, but it provided some illusion of
safety.)

Hector rested his baseball bat on the counter between us,
daring me to try something stupid. He waited until Tiko was right
behind me before continuing the monologue, “That’s because
we’re friends. Now, people
who don’t want to be my friend, well that’s another story
altogether. If you don’t want to be my friend, then that means you
want to be my enemy, ya see? And I get nervous around enemies. I
gotta protect my friends from my enemies. You understand that,
don’t ya, Jack?”

“Not at all,” I answered.
“But please, don’t let that stop you. I’m finding this schtick to
be incredibly entertaining.”

That flipped Hector’s smile upside down. He grabbed his bat
off the counter and rested it on his shoulder, bouncing in anticipation as he said, “It’s too
bad you wanted to do this the hard way.”

He
nodded at Tiko. A second later, Tiko’s bat crashed against the
counter, smashing the Russian radio into pieces. They both howled
with laughter as Hector took
his turn, bashing the broken appliance to the ground and pummeling
it into oblivion. These idiots had inadvertently gone and solved
one of my problems for me. As far as shakedowns go, this wasn’t so
bad.

But
then the back door scratched open, silencing the goons mid-laugh.

They clutched their
bats and kept their eyes trained on the wild card shuffling into
the room. Jerry didn’t seem to mind them one bit. He just walked up
to the counter, looked down at the broken radio, and asked, “Are we
getting robbed again?”

Hector repeated his intimidation maneuver, pulling back his coat to show off the
weapon. This time he went so far as to tap his fingers against the
gun as he warned, “Alright pal, let’s not do anything stupid.”
That’s when I knew for certain that Jerry was about to do something
stupid.

“WAIT A SECOND!” Jerry screamed. He swung his
head around to look at me, his eyes widening in exaggerated horror.
“Oh my god! JACK!” He reached a hand across the counter and put it
gently on my face, tilting my chin up slightly as if to get a better view. “Look what
they did to you! Who did this to your face? Who hurt you?
Tell me…” He turned dramatically and pointed straight at Hector.
“Was it him?! You’re going to
pay for what you did to my friend!”

Tiko tried to calm
things down—a noble but futile effort. “Alright, cool it buddy,
nobody touched your friend—”

“HEY!” Jerry screamed back
at him, “You shut your beautiful mouth right now, you gorgeous
specimen!”

Tiko seemed rattled. “Wait, what?”

“I said shut it, you sexy beast!”

Hector attempted to wrestle back control of the situation, “Hey Looney Tunes. How ‘bout
you take a seat?”

“Can it, you bridge troll. I’m not talking to a
three like you. I’m talking to this perfect ten of a Greek god over
here. What’s your name, handsome?”

Tiko went from flustered to flabbergasted. His face turned beet red. He quickly
glanced at Hector and answered, “My name… Tiko.”

“Tiko? No way! That’s my mom’s name! Listen to
me, Tiko-san, you don’t want to do this. You don’t want
to fight
me.”

Tiko tried to regain his composure, laughing nervously and asking, “Why not? What the
hell are you going to do?”

“What am I gonna do?!”
bellowed Jerry as he held out a balled-up fist and stepped closer
to the man next to me. “What am I gonna do?” Another
step. “Here’s what I’m gonna do. First, I’m gonna punch you, right
in the kisser.” Another step. “Then, I’m gonna break your Eskimo
kisser.” Another step. “Then, I’m gonna give you two black
butterfly kissers.” Another step. He was chest to chest with Tiko
now. “And then, I’m gonna kiss ya.” His voice was nothing but a
whisper. “Only then will you have my permission to die.”

“Alright, that’s enough!” shouted Hector. He
pulled the gun from
his waistband and extended it towards Jerry.

I
was quick to say, “Oh, you really don’t want to do that,
dude.”

“Yeah?” he said back with a smile and the
unearned confidence that comes from being the only man in the room
with a gun. “Why not? I think you’re both under the misconception that we’re playing
some kind of game here. Allow me to correct that.”

He
moved his hand and aimed the
gun at the display of lighters on the counter. With a
deafening BANG
that I’ve almost (but not quite)
gotten too used to, the display toppled over and the room filled
with the smell of gun smoke. Tiko reacted in kind, shoving past
Jerry and swinging his bat into the closest thing within striking
distance—a canned soda tower that I had painstakingly put together
the night before. A couple of the cans exploded as the display
toppled to the ground. The goons both cackled with
delight.

“Aw shit, yeah!” Jerry screamed before diving
right into the mayhem himself, kicking over a chip stand. Before
any of us knew what was going on, Jerry had flipped over an ice well and chucked a gnome
across the store into the cold drink case, shattering the glass
upon impact. “Y’all wanna do this?! Then let’s fuckin
do this!”

Suddenly, Jerry had a chair in his hands, smashing it into
walls and shelves while
chanting, “Anarchy! Anarchy! Anarchy!”

“Hey! Hey!” Hector screamed
until he had Jerry’s fleeting attention.

“What?”

“Calm the fuck down,
man.”

“Make me!”

Tiko cut into the conversation with a soft,
“Hey, guys?”

I
turned my attention to the man standing—or rather hunched over—next to the gnome
display. Poor Tiko wasn’t looking too hot. He was visibly wincing,
closing his eyes tightly and pressing his free hand against his
ear.

“You okay there, buddy?” I
asked.

Tiko’s bat fell to the floor as he used both hands to cover his ears. Soon, he was
wailing, “What is that? What is that sound? Jesus! Can you turn
that off?” He fell backwards away from the gnomes, hit the ground
in the fetal position, and started dry heaving. The last words he
managed to get out were, “I… I don’t… uh… I don’t feel so
good.”

“Oh no!” Jerry said
gently. “Tiko, what’s wrong, baby?”

Hector actually had a
note of concern in his voice. “You alright, man?”

I
tried to do what a good manager would do in this situation, “Why
don’t you have a seat over by
the booth table? Jerry, can you get us a trash can and some ginger
ale? I think he’s going to need—”

Right then, Tiko began projectile barfing
all over the floor. 

Sadly, this is nothing new for the gas station. Customers
and cantstomers alike come in here and vomit all the time.
Hell, I’ve
puked in here more times than I can
remember. But this wasn’t any ordinary barf. Poor Tiko was
expelling untold amounts of dark red liquid, pure blood and bile
and nothing else, pouring out of his mouth and all over the
floor.

“Groooss!” sang Jerry before tossing his chair
like a frisbee across the gas station and into the hot dog roller.

By
the time I reached his side, Tiko’s eyes had rolled back in his head. Hector ran past me,
slapped his friend across the cheek a few times, and screamed for
him to “stop playing around.” When that didn’t work, he grabbed
Tiko by the collar of his shirt and dragged him out of the
building, across the lot, and into their car, yelling out pathetic
threats and warnings for us not to call the cops or try to follow
them. While I wouldn’t dream of following them anywhere, I
immediately called O’Brien and told her she should swing by the gas
station whenever she got a chance, emphasizing that there was no
hurry.


 


 Chapter
Twenty-One

 


I
had known for a while that my days were numbered, but now I had
something I’d never had before—a timeline.

Fifty-two hours.

The
radio saw my future and returned my fate. In fifty-two hours’ time, I would be attacked. I
would fight my attacker. And only one of us would leave the fight
alive. On the bright side, I was favored to survive. On the
not-so-bright side, “survival” encompasses a huge territory of
less-than-ideal scenarios. I’d already survived two life-or-death
encounters that cost me body parts, and one that cost me a friend.
Assuming I emerged victorious, what would even be left of
me?

I
thought through my options. I
could shut the place down, get in my car, and leave town for the
day. But whatever threat was coming for me might not just cancel
its plans. It could follow me. It could wait until I came back. It
could go after my friends. If I stayed here, if I confronted the
mystery-attacker, then at least I had a warning. I knew the when
and where. If I ran, then all bets were off.

This was an important decision, but hey, I had fifty-two
entire hours to plan! I didn’t have to decide
anything right away. No need
to rush. I had time. I work better under pressure
anyway.

Fifty-two hours became fifty-one before O’Brien showed up
at the gas station to find me squeegeeing blood into the center
drain by the drink machine. The smile on my face
probably looked out of place,
but I just couldn’t get over how much easier this was without a
crutch.

“Who died?” she asked a
little too nonchalantly.

“A handsome boy named Tiko,” answered Jerry from
his spot behind the counter where he was typing away at
my laptop, even though
I had no memory of logging in for him.

I
explained to O’Brien what
went down with the goons. She listened carefully to my story, then
she asked, “Are you hungry?”

I
wasn’t, but that didn’t exactly mean anything. I didn’t always
feel hunger the way normal
people do. Normally, I take a meal in the middle of my shift, but
after coming in to cover all the extra day shifts, my routine was
out of whack. I tried to remember if I had eaten anything all day
and soon realized the only things in my stomach were coffee and
stress. Considering how much I’d been walking recently, I knew my
calorie deficit was alarmingly above average.

“What time is it?” I
asked.

She gave me her mom-look and answered, “Six
o’clock.”

“AM or PM?”

“PM.”

Damn. “Well, in that
case, yes. I think I’m very hungry.”

 


***

 


Jerry volunteered to
stay behind and run the register for us in exchange for a double
cheeseburger. Now that the generic man and his interesting friend
had moved on, I couldn’t see any problem with leaving Jerry by
himself. Except for the possibility of the goons coming back. Or
the fact that he’s been known to get his tongue stuck to the wall
inside the cooler. Or… well, any of a hundred other things. But it
had been almost twenty-four hours since I’d eaten anything solid,
and if I was going to survive my upcoming duel, I would need the
energy.

At
first, I was relieved that O’Brien even invited me out. Ever since
the carnival, a small amount of my mind had been continuously
nipping at my more conscious thoughts like a fire alarm’s low battery warning, reminding
me that something important needed my attention as soon as I could
spare it. We’d left things in an awkward place, and I didn’t know
how to make it better. My relief was slightly premature, though, as
I learned the moment her cruiser hit the main road and she said the
four words with more potential for inducing anxiety than any other
in the history of the human language. 

“We need to
talk.”

I
swallowed the newly formed lump in my throat and
uttered a nervous,
“Okay?”

“Let’s go somewhere safe first.”
There she was, using
that word again, like it had any meaning in this
town. 

I
guess that’s all this invite was, a way to get me out of the gas
station, away from the spying eyes and ears and
who-knows-how-many listening
devices that had been replanted since Benjamin’s last sweep. The
drive felt longer than normal, thanks mostly to the agonizing
silence. It didn’t help that my imagination was being a real
asshole, offering up way too many theories about what it was we
needed to talk about. Why
can’t she just tell me now? Why can’t she at least give me a hint?
Maybe she’s worried her car is bugged, too?

“Somewhere safe” turned out to be our trusty
grease dive, Marilyn’s. After the racist diner incident, I no longer questioned why this was her go-to. It was
clear that Wallace had her back. He also had a shotgun. I had to
admit, there weren’t many safer places in this town for a woman
with as many enemies as O’Brien.

The
diner was busier than I’d ever seen it. Wallace gave us a professional head nod when we walked
in, but a young woman with red hair, white apron, and blue dress
was the one who took our orders. Her name tag said “Dorothy,” and
her accent said Tennessee transplant. I’m sure she had a great
reason to be in our town, but it would be hard to imagine what that
was.

I
waited impatiently for O’Brien to start the dreaded conversation,
to pull the trigger, to put me out of my misery. But she was in no
such hurry to get it over with. After we made our
orders, she pulled out her phone and
went to texting. It almost felt like I was on a bad date. O’Brien
was never one to be frugal with her words, and the fact that she
picked now to go silent left me to surmise that whatever it was, it
was going to be bad. I finally worked up the nerve to say, “I can’t
take this any longer. What do we need to talk about? What did I
do?”

She looked up at me, put her phone down on
the table, took a deep breath, and said, “You were right.”

“I was? When? Are you
sure?”

“What you said at the carnival. It’s not my job to protect you. I
mean, it is
literally my job to protect you, but
I shouldn’t treat you like a child. And I shouldn’t be keeping you
in the dark. You deserve to know exactly what’s going
on.”

Just when we were getting the show on the road, Dorothy interrupted us with our
coffees and some pleasantries about the weather or something. By
the time she left, it looked like O’Brien had lost her nerve. It
was painfully obvious she was holding on to something but couldn’t
get over the hill to actually say it. Instead, she changed the
subject.

“Those guys who hit the
gas station today: any idea what they wanted?”

“For once, yeah. Nothing that would stand up in
court, but I’m reasonably certain they’re working for Doctor
Howard.” She made a
face at the mention of his name. “You never did tell me how you
knew him.”

“I know of him. Between you
and me, he’s what you might call a ‘person of interest’ in one or
two of my cases. I ran his file, did my homework. Howard has been
buying up properties all over town. This is what he does. He moves
into a shithole community like this one, collecting just enough of
the key resources to where everyone either works for or depends on
him. Any holdouts go out of business. Then, when there’s no more
competition, he strangles the community for all its worth. Once
he’s done, he moves on, leaving a husk of a ghost town behind him.
All completely legal, of course. First he collects the businesses,
then he steals the town.” Wait… he “collects” businesses? Why does that particular
word strike me as holding such an important connotation?
“But if he got sloppy and hired a
couple of wise guys to scare you into selling the gas station, we
might actually be able to use that.”

“Hang on,” I said. “How did
you know that I own
the gas station now? Did Jerry spill the beans
already?!”

She cracked an unexpected smile. “This may
be hard for you to believe, but I’m actually a pretty good
investigator. That kind of thing is public record. I’ve known since
day one.”

Dorothy put our food in front of us. O’Brien didn’t
wait for me. She finished her
whole burger like there wasn’t enough to go around, took a long sip
of her drink, and asked, “You gonna eat?”

I
wasn’t feeling hungry. My nerves were shot, waiting for her
to get this conversation
started and over with. “Come on, Amy! You’re killing me! What is it
you wanted to talk about? I know you didn’t bring me all the way
here for my rad conversation skills.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Rad?”

“See? You proved my point. Now
tell me already.
Whatever it is, I can handle it. I’m ready. Hit me.” I wasn’t sure
if I was really ready or not, but with so little time remaining, I
was prepared to fake it.

She
leaned back in her seat and looked out the window. There was no
more stalling, and she knew
it. “Okay, Limpy. Here goes.” She looked me dead in the eyes and
said. “I need your help.”

That’s it? That’s what was so hard for her to say?
I felt both complimented and
insulted at the same time. (Compliminsulted?)

“Why?”

“You might be the last person in town I can trust.”

“I am so sorry if that’s true. But why would you think I could
help?”

“Something weird is
happening here. That’s kinda your thing, isn’t it?”

What a perfect example of a
compliminsult.

“Define
‘weird.’”

She
leaned forward, put her
elbows on the table, and spoke quietly. “It’s been going on ever
since I got back. We keep getting reports of people all over town
behaving erratically. Quiet folks suddenly starting fights.
Individuals with no criminal records breaking into houses in the
middle of the night. Men, women, and children just not acting
right. You saw it yourself last week, right there.” She nodded
towards the spot where Mr. Racial-Purity had thrown his hissy
fit.

“Oh God, you don’t think it’s zombies
again, do
you?”

“‘Zombies’?” She blinked several
times.
“‘Again’?”

Oh,
that’s right. She wasn’t here yet for that. “Never mind. What was your theory?”

“At first, I wondered if it was a tainted batch
of meth or something along those lines. But now I think it’s
much worse. See,
whatever’s happening, the sheriff has been bending over backwards
to make sure there’s no paper trail and no evidence. The break-ins
went away. The cases disappear. I try to ask questions, Clyde jumps
down my throat.”

“Typical
Clyde.”

“Yeah. At least it was. Until recently.” She washed a big mouthful
of fries down with a big swig of her drink, then continued.
“Something’s changed about our dear leader. I suspect he’s getting
high off his own supply. He doesn’t show up every day, and when he
does it’s in shorts and sandals. Last time he dragged himself into
the office, I caught him eating coffee grounds out of the garbage.
His brain is fried. He can barely hold a conversation without
falling asleep. Everyone knows it, but there are others in the
department covering for him. It’s more than just blind loyalty and
enabling. I think… I think they’re part of it.”

O’Brien was sounding an awful lot like me
all of a sudden. That’s never a good thing.

“How am I supposed to
help?”

“I think whatever is
going on, it has
something to do with what happened that night you shot Spencer
Middleton.”

“Yeah, I kinda had that
same feeling that this was all somehow my fault.”

“That’s not what I meant. I’m saying that I think
you know something. I want you to tell me
what I can’t remember.
What was Spencer doing at the gas station? Why am I having dreams
about monsters? Why do I get migraines whenever I try to think of
that night? You know, don’t you?”

I shrugged. There was no point in lying.
“Yeah, I know.”

“Then tell me.”

“I can do that, but you won’t
believe it. I doubt
you’d even hear it.”

“Try me.”

I
did what she asked. I started at the beginning. I told her
everything. By the time I got to Donald Glover, she was looking out
the window. By the time I got to Sagoth, she was on her phone. I finally gave up on the story
when I received a text message. From her.

“Hey, where are you?
Where’d you go?”

I
cleared my throat. She looked up at me, confusion in her eyes. I
pointed at her message on my screen and answered, “I’m
right here. Where did you
go?”

She
put the phone on the table,
rubbed her temples, and said, “I’m sorry. I thought… I thought you
left… I don’t know why, but I’m having trouble—”

“I know. It’s
okay.”

Her
phone started to ring on the table, and soon, it
wasn’t okay. Nothing was
okay.

I
saw the caller ID before she
had the chance to snatch the phone away. The name of the caller
wasn’t a real name. Just two words in all caps. “ANSWER
NOW.”

She
stood up and said, “I have to take this. Finish your food.” With
that command, she walked
outside to speak to the mysterious caller. The mysterious caller
with the same fake name as whoever was contacting Kieffer.
Spencer? The Dark God? Someone
else? Hell of a coincidence,
if that’s what this was.

“Can I get you anything,
Hun?” Dorothy the waitress stood
over me with a pretty smile.

“No, I’m good.”

“You don’t look so good.”
Fair enough. “Is something wrong with the food?”

“No, I just don’t have
much of an appetite these days.”

“Well shoot fire,” she laughed. “I can tell
that from looking at
you.”

“Thanks?” This new waitress sure was
lingering. Maybe she’s
flirting? I’ve always been
bad at catching on when flirting was happening.

Dorothy reached down, grabbed the burger off my plate,
brought it to her lips, and took an enormous bite. She pleasure-moaned and swallowed it down
with almost no chewing. I still couldn’t tell if this was flirting
or not, but either way, I was not a fan. With a high-pitched
giggle, she dropped the remainder of the food on my plate and said,
“Well, the food ain’t even half bad, so there’s gotta be something
wrong with you. What is it? Cop friend break your
heart?”

“No, I… um…”

“Yeah, yeah, demons and secret wars. I couldn’t
help but overhear. I think I might can help.” She took a seat
across from me, in
O’Brien’s spot. Definitely
possibly flirting. “Now, the
way I see it, you have two options. You can let your friend keep on
spinning her wheels, poking her nose around where it doesn’t
belong, cohorting with dangerous bedfellows until she gets killed
or worse.” A giggle interrupted her speech at the mention of
O’Brien’s death. “Or, you can help her to see that everything is
how it should be. He’s not hurting anyone. He’s making us
better.”

“Ah,” I said. Definitely not flirting. I reached for the fork in front of me and grabbed it
tightly. “So that’s what this is? More scare tactics? The collector
has begun collecting people, and he’s got both the sheriff and
Dorothy the waitress on the payroll?”

She
put an elbow on the table, rested her chin on her hand,
and softly mused, “It’s not
just us. Haven’t you noticed?”

“What?”

Her voice was a whisper now. “How quiet it
is in here?”

She’d had my
attention on lockdown from the moment she bit into my burger. Now
that I had a reason to take it in, I realized she was right. For a
diner this packed, it was awfully silent. I looked around long
enough to wish I hadn’t.

The
room was full of diners. Most
of them locals. None of them were eating. They were all just
sitting, staring at us. Wallace was nowhere to be seen. My first
thought was that he’d been disposed of, but then I remembered he
was probably just in the kitchen slinging hash. Either way, I was
alone in the surprise lions’ den. A fork probably wouldn’t be
enough to fight my way out of this one.

Dorothy stood, walked
up next to me, bent down and said into my ear, “Just sell the
goddamn gas station. Unless you want to end up like
Vanessa.”

“Lady, you are not getting a very good tip after
this.”

“Oh,” she sneered. “I
didn’t realize you were picking up the check.”

“We’re going Dutch.”

The
front door opened and everyone instantly went back to eating,
talking, carrying on as usual. O’Brien was a half second too late to notice. Dorothy walked
away, and my brain offered me a cruel idea. Maybe I just imagined all of that.

When O’Brien got back
to the table, I could see that she was pissed. 

“Let me guess.
Work?”

She
tossed her phone down, fell into her seat, and said, “Yeah, something like that.” She looked
at my food. “Is that all you’re planning to eat?”

I
looked at the burger. At the
enormous bite Dorothy had taken out of it. No, I definitely didn’t imagine it.
“I’m not really that hungry
anymore.”

“I think you should sell
the gas station.”

I
looked up at O’Brien. Did
those words really come out of her mouth?

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about being smart. Whatever’s going
on around here, it’s dangerous and stupid. There’s no reason
for you to get caught
up in it. Take the money and run. Get out of town and never look
back. There’s nothing here for you.”

She
studied my face for a
reaction, and I tried my best to hide what I was thinking. What I
was thinking, of course, was how O’Brien would never tell me to
back down. And in that moment, I was certain of one thing. This was
not Amy. It couldn’t be. I wanted to scream at her, “Who are you?
What did you do with my friend?” I was positive…
positive that this must have been some kind of
imposter.

And then, all of a sudden, I wasn’t.

Just as quickly as that certainty hit, it faded
away. What was I
thinking? Of course this is
Amelia O’Brien! She’s giving me good advice because she’s worried
about me. That sudden mistrust was nothing more than a chemical
reaction in my brain—one of the telltale symptoms of the final
stages of my disease. Doctor V warned me that it was only a matter
of time before paranoia set in, before I completely lost my grip on
the objective universe, before I convinced myself that everybody
around me was a monster and I pushed them all away
until—

“You okay?” Her words snapped me back
to this
reality.

“Sorry, I was lost in
thought.”

“I could tell.”

“I don’t want to sell the
gas station.”

“You may not have a
choice, you know.”

A
huge figure lumbered up to our table, casting a shadow on the
conversation. I nearly stabbed Wallace with my fork before I realized who he
was. 

“Everything taste
alright?” he asked.

O’Brien tried for polite. “It’s great,
Wallace.”

“Good,” he said. “Enjoy it
now, and remember the way it tastes, because this will be the last
time I make it for you.”

“Huh?” I asked. Was that a
threat? Does he know about my upcoming fight to the
death?

“Wanted to let you know I’m leaving the
restaurant game.” Oh
no. “I been working with a
business consultant lately. That’s why things are going so well
now.” Oh nooo.
“I guess he really likes the place,
‘cause he made an offer to buy me out.” Oh noooooo! “And
a guy like me can’t pass up a chance when he gets one.”

O’Brien looked my way. We both knew what this meant. It was
already personal, but now Doctor Howard was just being
mean.


Chapter Twenty-Two




The next fifty hours sped by in a blur.

One
might expect that I would take the ample time and advanced notice
to come up with some kind of plan, maybe learn karate or stock up
on weapons and health potions (that’s a thing, right?).
A reasonable person might have even
gone so far as to leave town and avoid the gas station altogether.
Perhaps lock themselves in a panic room. Or something. (I can’t
pretend to know what “reasonable” people do.)

Instead, I focused on two goals: ensuring
that nobody else would end up
hurt, and putting affairs in order in case I didn’t make
it.

The
first goal was easy enough. I called the part-timer who was
supposed to be there at the moment of the attack and fired him. The
schedule was all mine now. No other workers for hours before or after. 

The
second goal was harder, but not by much. I wracked my brain trying
to figure out everything that needed to be done. I had already done
this before, years earlier. I was already ready once. But things
changed, and there were new
factors I couldn’t ignore. There were people I was going to leave
behind. People who might actually be sad. Why did I do that? Why did I think it was a good idea
to go and make friends this late in the game, knowing it was just a
delayed tragedy? I guess it
just happened by accident.

Fifty hours became forty-seven before I was finished with
the tenth and final draft of the will. After all the deliberation,
the second guessing, the long-winded over-explaining, I finally
decided that simple was best.
The last will and testament of Jack Townsend, which I wrote on a
page torn from my journal, folded into quarters, and stuffed inside
my wallet, went thusly:

 


To whomever:

 


I,
Jack Townsend, being of sound* mind and all that, do hereby
declare that my entire book
collection be left to Brother Riley at New Pages (may he see that
they are given to someone who appreciates them) EXCEPT for my first
edition misprint Order of the Phoenix, which I leave to Amelia
O’Brien. My car, or whatever’s left of it, shall stay in the
possession of the one calling himself Leroy.  I bestow all of
my remaining worldly possessions to Rosa Vasquez (don’t get too
excited, Rosa. There’s not much left).

Finally, Jerry, please burn the gas station to the ground
and salt the earth. This is
not a metaphor. I am instructing you to literally destroy the
building and never let anyone else have it. Please and thank
you.

Jack

 


I blinked, and forty-seven hours became
forty-five. 

I
had done nothing to prepare myself for the fight to come, so I
started watching YouTube
videos about basic self-defense techniques. That quickly devolved
into me watching videos about baby hippos and old clips from the
Muppet Show. When I snapped out of the playlist trance, I had
already wasted half of my night. Still, I wasn’t completely
unprepared. I made a point to actually arm myself for once. The
baseball bat that the blood-barf goon had left behind was sitting
under the counter within arm’s reach, and it was going to stay
there until… well, just until.

Doctor Frances M. Howard (visionary, jerk-face, etc.) came into the store
well after midnight, dressed like he was on his way to another
funeral. Black suit. Solemn expression. No intention to buy
anything. He approached the counter and said, “I’ll keep this
brief, Jack. I’m a busy man, and I know you should be too. I’ve
been in this town far longer than anyone ever should. I want to be
done. I want to go home and burn these clothes.”

He
was losing it. Which was
good. But I was losing it too. Only faster. And he probably had a
lot more of it
to lose. I couldn’t let him see,
though. I couldn’t let him know how badly he was beating
me.

“That’s one thing we have
in common,” I said.

“What’s that?”
“I would also like to set your clothes on
fire.”

He
made a confused frown and blinked rapidly. Oh,
that didn’t come out right at all. “What I mean to say, is that I’d love to burn the clothes
you’re wearing right off.” Nope! That’s worse. That’s much worse, and now he probably
thinks I’m flirting. Quick! Avoid eye contact!

I
grabbed a bar towel from
under the register and proceeded to clean an imaginary spot on the
counter. When I looked up at him a moment later, he was shooting
daggers with his eyes.

“What do you need to make this sale happen, Jack? Do you want to
stay on as manager? Do you want me to promise your friends free
snacks for life? Is it about nostalgia? Stubbornness? Pettiness?
Give me something. You’re
obviously not happy here. Do you love being miserable? Think of how
miserable you could make yourself with more time and money.
Please, let me help
you.”

He
handed me his business card again. I flipped it over right away to
see the new offer, but there weren’t any numbers. This time, it was
just three words: 

“Name your
price.”

The
same message he gave Mammaw and Pops before they died.

“Which kind of doctor are
you supposed to be, anyway?”

He chuckled. “I’ve a PhD in theology.”

“Ha!” I yelled. “So you’re
like Dr. Phil? That explains—”

“I also have PhDs in psychology and theoretical physics, and I taught
quantum mechanics at Columbia for six years before I got bored and
moved into real estate and community planning. Sorry, I didn’t mean
to interrupt your sick burn. Go ahead and tell me I’m not a
real doctor. Really let me have it. Impress me with your words.
Unless there’s something else about you that’s impressive. Perhaps
your high school diploma? Your employee of the month trophy? A
finger painting on the fridge that you’re really proud of?
Anything?”

“You have a booger in your nose.”

“No I don’t, Jack. I don’t
get boogers.”

“Wow.”

“I tried being nice, but
you wouldn’t allow it. So what happens next is all on
you.” 

He plucked the card from my fingers and
left.

 


***

 


Eighteen hours remaining, and I was falling to pieces. I
thought I would work better under pressure, but no.
Not this time. Maybe never
again. I microwaved a frozen burrito, then stared at it until it
was cold. Seventeen hours remaining, and I hadn’t eaten anything
in… I tried to remember. Had I actually had any food
in the last two days?

I
needed to ingest something,
even if it was only for the energy to make it past the showdown. I
fixed myself a suicide from the frozen drink machine and chugged it
as fast as I could between brain freezes. I tried forcing down a
hotdog to chase it, but then I threw it all up in the bathroom. As
I watched the sugary rainbow geyser expel itself from my body in
brutal torrents, I couldn’t help but feel like everything I tried
to do only made things worse. Now, with an empty stomach and barely
enough energy to flush the toilet, I checked my phone and saw that
I only had sixteen hours left.

Panic became my new motivator. I needed to do something.
Anything. Even if it was a bad idea. Even if it was dangerous.
Maybe there was something I could do to tweak the
odds ever so slightly in my
favor. What if I could… cheat?

At
fifteen hours, I was seriously considering it. Weighing the pros,
cons, and moral implications of seeking help from powers unknown.
After all, the Russian radio was the thing that set this all
into motion.

By
fourteen hours, I’d forgotten
all about the moral implications. No time for that. I had the
cassette tape in front of me playing Jerry’s recording of the
Russian radio. An earbud feeding me the forbidden knowledge. A pen
in my hand working feverishly to write down the names of everyone
the voice declared to be “targeted” or “replaced.” 

Most of the names belonged to people I didn’t know. When
the voice announced, “Clyde
Callie has been replaced,” my
worst fears were confirmed. The radio was right this
time.

Eventually, just as
Jerry warned, the voice made an abrupt switch from one kind of
nonsense to another. “Kathy
Young has been targeted. Paul Bailey has been targeted. Jose Cruz
has been replaced.” A short
pause disrupted the wave-like rhythm that I had grown accustomed
to, and then, “No. Grape.
Tequila. Trombone. Fix. Montauk. Paris...” 

I knew what came next. A whole lot of
nothing. White noise shaped like words. I went to switch off the
tape when I heard something that gave me pause.

“Green... Eternal...
Left... Jack... Port...
Nigh...”

I
froze. Did the radio just say
my name? With my hand over
the tape recorder, I waited and listened until the tape finally cut
out. It never said my name again. It wasn’t talking to me. It was
just a word. A common word. Not even a name, necessarily. Surely,
this was nothing more than a complete coincidence. No reason to
obsess over it.

But
I had nothing better to do than obsess over this. Plus, obsessing
over this was somewhat better than obsessing over the
other thing I’d been
obsessing over, so I rewound the tape to the terminus of random
words. “No… Grape...
Tequila... Trombone…” Then I
turned the page in my notebook to a fresh sheet and started
copying.

I
left ample space between each word for notes and
numbers. When I’d finished,
I’d lost track of time and given myself a nasty writer’s cramp. I
studied the sheet to see if there was anything there. Any kind of
pattern. Any hidden clue or thread to connect the dots.

Nothing. Just another dead end. 

Thirteen hours
remaining until the showdown.

The
telephone rang, releasing me from the radio’s spell. Even in this
derivative form, it had a powerful hold over me. A gravity. The
voice faded from my ears, leaving behind a tender incorporeal pain,
like a sunburn on my psyche.
Each second that passed stoked the fire hotter. It was no wonder
Jerry had such a problem quitting.

I picked up the phone and answered,
“Hello?”

“Hello,
shithead!”

“Dammit, Beaux! I do not have time for your
bullshit right now! I tried being nice, but it’s like you can’t take a fucking hint, can
you?! I don’t want to talk to you! I understand you must be bored
being dead and all, but you’re going to need to find a new hobby
because some of us actually work for a living!”

“But—”

“Bye!”

I slammed the phone
down. After a second or two passed, I started to wonder if I’d been
a little too hard on him. But then I remembered the torture, human
sacrifice, and demon-summoning, and didn’t feel quite so bad
anymore. Beaux didn’t call back. Maybe he only gets one phone call
a day in hell and I ruined it. Hopefully, he’ll think twice before
wasting his phone privileges on me.

I
opened a box of crackers and ate an entire sleeve, washing them
down with a bottle of water. I managed to keep it all down.
For now.

 


***

 


The
sun rose on my final day just
like any other. I went about my regular routine. I made the coffee.
I changed the ice bins. I swept up the snake skins by the bathroom
and made a mental note to call an exterminator, but only if I
survived the night.

I
managed to focus my panic-energy into productivity, stocking and fronting the
grocery shelves, counting inventory, putting together a supply
order, and finally updating my blog for what might have been the
final time. Before I started, I allowed myself a moment to skim the
hundreds of messages that had piled up over the last day, all in
response to a post I had absolutely no memory of
writing. 

The
legion of paranormal investigators had a lot of theories about what
caused Tiko to lose his cookies halfway through the shakedown.
At least one person (as per
usual) accused me of making it all up and requested that I promptly
die. Some people theorized it was a specific form of biological
warfare. Tiko was a host, they explained, incubating the disease,
and now we were all infected. SavageCardigan provided a link to a
dark web archive about something called “the extraterrestrial flu.”
I scrolled down until I saw the old-faithful user ScaredMoose. Sure
enough, the Elm Street Irregular had a unique take on the
subject:

 


We
can all assume the henchmen
were hired by the man hoping to buy the gas station. They were
unprepared for the gas station’s powers. What they didn’t know and
what they couldn’t have known was that the gas station is alive.
When they started breaking things, they woke her up. She has ways
of defending herself.

 


Once I finished reading, a new comment popped up
underneath. This one came
from a new user with a vaguely familiar name, “R0g3r.” His avatar
was an image of the capital letter R, white against a black
background. R0g3er’s rebuttal was direct, if not a little
snarky:

 


Not
even close, Moose. I’m not surprised they let your comment
stay. It’s not just wrong; it’s
wrong enough to throw normies off the truth. The reality is that
Tiko has been replaced. He wasn’t sent there to scare Jack into
selling. He was sent there to kill him. But the transformation is a
tricky process. Sometimes they’re duds. Doesn’t matter. The
Collector has time on his side, and he’s perfecting the
process. 

Jack, I know you’re reading this. I want you to know that I’ve been enjoying the story
immensely, but I’m afraid we’re nearing the climax. Be smart and
remember: you can’t trust anyone. Your blog is filled with them
now. They’re all just replacements, brainwashing you into thinking
that your decisions are really your own. Steering you away from the
truth and off a cliff. You cannot listen to the voices
online. 

If you stay alive long enough, perhaps we
will cross paths once again. If not, thank you for your
stories.

Always your biggest fan,

-Roger

 


***

 


The
gas station was as ready as I could make it for the showdown. Or
for customers, but the day stretched on without any visitors and without any sales. The ice
in the bins melted. The hotdogs went to waste. At least the coffee
got drunk, but all of my other efforts to prepare for consumer
interactions were in vain. Nobody was visiting the shitty gas
station at the edge of town. At one point midday, someone stopped
by to pay for a tank of gas, but the money from that sale wouldn’t
even be enough to cover electricity costs for the day.
How am I ever going to keep this
place in business?

That problem would need to take a number and get in line. First things first.
I knew I needed to eat again, so I took another sleeve of crackers
and forced them down as fast as I could, hoping this wouldn’t end
up being my final meal.

Four hours remaining. I received a phone call. I answered.

“Hello?”

“Hey gimpy, it’s me.” O’Brien.

“Not a huge fan of the new
nickname.”

“Do you know where
Stoner-boy is right now?”

“You mean Jerry? He told
me he was spending the day gardening at the Mathmetist compound,
why?”

She
sighed. “I just got a call.
Someone matching his description was seen streaking through the
dollar store parking lot. I was hoping you could tell me that it
wasn’t him.”

Well, at least he’s not listening to the
radio.

“Sorry. That doesn’t not sound
like something he’d do.”

“I guess I better find him
first. Thanks.”

“Hey, wait, before you
go,” I held my breath, wondering if I was too late.

“Yeah?” Good. Not too late.

“I wanted to say I’m sorry. For everything. I’ve
been extremely unappreciative of everything you do. More than that, I’ve been a bad
friend. I kept thinking I’d make it up to you down the line. I’d
start being a better friend. Start listening to you more. Start
telling you the truth more. And eventually, it would even out all
the secrets. That’s not an excuse. There is no excuse. I just… I
wish we could have been better friends.”

A
long pause. More than enough time for me to replay my words
in my head and
squirm.

“Jack, listen to me. You and the other idiots at
the gas station are the best friends I’ve had in a long time. Maybe that says more
about me than it does about you, but it’s true. Can we…  Can
we talk about this more later?”

“Yeah,” I answered, hoping it wasn’t another lie.

 


***

 


Two
hours remaining. I convinced myself that it wasn’t technically using the Russian radio if I
didn’t listen to the man’s voice. That’s where the drug is, right?
The voice? And not the delicious, seductive message it contained?
So why did it feel like such a release to pick up my notebook and
read those names and nonsense words? I don’t know. Smarter people
than me might be able to figure it out one day.

As
I stared at the list of names, somehow I knew that
I was missing something. A pattern.
A clue. What did they all have in common? What were their secrets?
How many of these people were strangers? Better yet, how
many weren’t?

I
reached for my fancy calligraphy pen—the one I pulled out of the
lost and found a few months
earlier. I’d been saving it for a special occasion, but if I
might die tonight it would be a double tragedy to let such an
awesome writing utensil go unappreciated. I started circling names
in the notebook. Everyone who I recognized, starting with old
Aggie. Then the sheriff. There were others too: people from my high
school, the rumor mill, even a few gas station regulars. In the
end, there were fourteen names in circles. Fourteen people who I
knew. Of which, eleven were merely “targeted,” and three had been
“replaced.” Sadly, I wasn’t on friendly enough terms with any of
them to simply call out of the blue and ask if they had been
pod-personed.

I turned the page in my notebook. When I saw
what was there, I almost fell out of my chair.

The
pen I’d used to circle names
had bled through onto this sheet, leaving fourteen faint circle
ghosts (that’s the problem with good pens, I guess). The circles
lined up perfectly, like I’d done it on purpose. If I only read the
words inside the transference circles, it spelled out a message as
clear as day:

“No-matter-what-he-chooses-Jack-will-lose-and-die-alone-in-pain-gravy”

I
reread it a couple times just to make sure I had the message right.
I said it aloud.

“No matter what he chooses, Jack will lose and
die alone in pain
gravy.”

What the hell is pain gravy?

I
turned back to the page of names, inspected them all, and realized that the last one was some
guy named “John Gardner,” and not “John Garner” (my old Physics lab
partner who got expelled for hooking up with the math teacher). I
scratched his name out and flicked back to the random words page.
Now, without the last circle, the message made cruel
sense:

“No matter what he
chooses, Jack will lose and die alone in pain.”

So
that’s it? I wasted all of this time deciphering the Russian radio’s coded message, and it’s
nothing but a taunt? 

I
yelled at the paper, “Oh
yeah?! Well what do you know, anyway? You’re just a dumb old sheet
of paper!” Just to show it who was boss, I ripped it from the
notebook, tore it into a thousand pieces, and tossed them into the
air like confetti. It was satisfying, until those pieces floated
down and settled all around me and I realized that now I had
another mess to clean up.

 


***

 


I
checked the clock on my phone about ten million
times in the hour leading up
to the moment of the scheduled showdown. At five-minutes until
showtime, things got uncomfortably interesting.

Rosa came through the door. She had a big smile on her face
and a neatly-wrapped box in her hands. She ran up to the
counter, dropped the box and said
excitedly, “Okay you bipedal S.O.B.! Come out here and let me see
it!”

I
instinctively reached behind me to grab my trusty crutch. There was a momentary panic when
I couldn’t find it, but then I remembered.

I
stood up with relative ease,
although my leg was starting to ache from all this recent exercise.
I walked around the counter, and immediately felt Rosa slam into me
with a full-forced hug.

“Oh,” I said, more than a
little surprised. “We’re still on a hugging basis?”

“Oh shut up!” she said as she detached and looked
down at my legs. “I can’t even remember. They both look real! Which
one’s the fake one?”

I
checked my phone. Nineteen minutes. What was she doing here? Why
now?! I hadn’t seen Rosa in two days. Not since the disastrous book club meeting. All I could
say was, “You’re not mad at me anymore?”

“Oh no,” she said with a smile.
“I’m livid. Positively
furious. But that doesn’t mean I can’t be excited for you! Jerry
told me you finally got the prosthetic in and I had to come down
here and see it for myself. Oh! I just remembered! I got you
something!”

She
snatched the box off the counter and pushed it into my hands. I looked at it and asked, “What
is this?”

“It’s a present! Duh! Open
it!”

I
carefully removed the
wrapping paper to reveal a shoe box. Then I opened it up to find a
pair of moccasin-style house shoes.

She
grinned and explained, “I thought a new pair of feet deserved a new pair of
shoes.”

“They’re perfect,” I
said.

“Thanks. Why are you
crying?”

“I’m
not crying. You’re crying!” I wiped away my tears with one of the
shoes. “Oh! They are so soft! And absorbent. I didn’t think you’d
come back, Rosa.”

“I had to. I’ve been
holding onto those shoes ever since you told me you were getting a
prosthetic.”

“You came all the way down
here for me?”

“Well, you were a little out of my way, but I’m
actually headed to another job interview. How
do I look?”

She was wearing a black pantsuit, gold
earrings, and hair tied up in a bun. “You look great!” I
blurted.

“Thanks?”

No, wait, that came out wrong.

“What I mean to say is,
I’d hire you in a heartbeat. If it was up to me.”

She
sighed. “I know the truth,
Jack. I know you’re secretly the new owner of the gas station. I
know you’re the one who fired me.”

“What? Wha- no- How did… Did Jerry rat on me?”

“No, I’ve known the whole time. You aren’t nearly
as sneaky as you think you are. I wish you
felt comfortable
enough telling me the truth, but I accept that even now you have
your secrets. And I fully intend to exact my revenge upon you and
the gas station. It will be swift and righteous.” She grinned wide,
took me by the hands, and led me carefully towards the door, “But
not today! Today is for celebrating! You want to go for a short
walk around the building? Show me exactly what that bad boy can
really do?”

I looked at my phone again. This attack was
coming soon. Rosa could not be here for it.

“Maybe a rain
check?”

“Okay,” she said
disappointedly. “Maybe.”

She
turned and went to the front door. Before she left,
I called out, “Rosa, wait
up!”

She stood halfway in and out of the open
door. “Yeah?”

“You were always the best worker
this place ever saw.
You deserve better than us, and if I don’t see you for a while, I
hope you get a job as cool as you.”

She
stepped back inside and let
the door close behind her. “Thanks, Jack. I needed to hear that.
Maybe we can—”

“BUT YOU HAVE TO
LEAVE.”

“What?”

I checked the time again. Precious seconds
were ticking away.

“RIGHT NOW!”

“Are you
serious?”

“Go, Rosa! GET OUT OF HERE!”

She
shook her head and rolled her eyes as she left. God, I hope that’s not the last thing I ever say
to her. 

I
checked my phone again. It was time. The radio transmission was a
confirmed asshole, but not necessarily a liar. Was it being exact when it said fifty-two hours?
Or was there some wiggle room, like fifty-two plus or minus some
change? Or did it mean fifty-two metaphorical hours? Was there a
chance I heard it wrong? Or could I have hallucinated the whole
thing?

Then I saw it, the black truck pulling into our parking lot just as Rosa’s Volkswagen
left. This was it. It had to be.

My
heart started beating faster,
faster than I thought possible. I checked under the counter one
last time to make sure my baseball bat hadn’t sprouted legs and
danced away.

Still there.

When I looked back up, I screamed ”JESUS!” at the
unexpected sight of another lawn gnome on the counter in front of
me.

I
grabbed him by the tip of his pointy hat and tossed him into the
lost and found box right as the front doors opened and two men walked into the gas
station.

Suddenly, I felt woefully underprepared.

The
man in front had grown beard stubble since the last time I saw him. He wasn’t wearing
the steampunk sunglasses anymore, and his dreadhawk hung limply to
one side, but he still commanded just as much attention. Perhaps
more, even. The flak jacket around his chest read “Fugitive
Recovery Agent.”

His
friend was right behind him, looking far less generic this time
around. He still had the forgettable haircut. The
forgettable body. But now he
was dressed up like a G.I. Joe, and something was distinctly
different about his face—scratch marks. Fresh scratch
marks.

The
radio didn’t say anything about there being two attackers, not that it mattered. Either one of these guys
could probably beat me in a one-on-one fight with their eyes
closed. It certainly didn’t help my odds that they were both
strapped this time around. Their guns hung in holsters at their
sides, along with zip ties and mace cans. They looked like they
were ready to go to war, and my puny wooden weapon wasn’t going to
do shit, not unless they wanted to be sportsmanlike and give me a
ten second head start.

Dreadhawk (the donut cannibal) approached my counter with a
smile. I considered the viability of simply running
away. But these guys appeared
able-bodied enough to outrun a scrawny guy with a fake leg. And
even if not, I certainly couldn’t outrun a bullet.

The
Russian radio gave me a two percent chance of surviving this
without advanced knowledge? In what world would I have been able to beat these guys
unprepared? The creeping
knowledge settled in like a coffee stain on a wedding dress.
I am STILL unprepared.

“Hey.” The interesting man
said with a voice like butter on a warm summer day. “Remember
me?”

“Of course. You guys were in here a couple days ago.”

“That’s right,” he said with a cocky smirk and
quick glance to his friend. The generic man was practically
invisible the last time he visited. Now, I couldn’t help but feel
his presence with every inch of my being.
He circled behind the
counter, coming straight for me. Soon, they would both be in
striking range. I might not get another chance. Do I wait until they reveal their intentions? Or
do I start swinging right away?

I
swallowed my fear and asked, “Did you guys need some help finding something?”

“Nah,” said Dreadhawk in a deceptively melodic tone. “I think we
got everything we came for now. Right?”

His
friend angled over to the work schedule. To where he had been
standing unnoticed the last time they came in. He
reached up and grabbed something off
of the timeclock. Something small, black, and metallic. He pocketed
the device and said, “Right.”

“What was that?” I
asked.

“Just something we left last time we were in
here.” Dreadhawk answered as the generic man
walked right out the
front door and went to the truck. “Thanks for all your help, Jack.
You have no idea how valuable you’ve been. Have a great
night.”

He turned to follow his friend outside.

I
guess this was a false alarm. Good thing, too, because I was
absolutely not
prepared. What the hell was I
even thinking? A baseball bat? What was that going to do against
someone who came in here looking for trouble? My pulse slowly began to settle, but then a
thought struck me. Right when the bounty hunter had pushed open the
door to leave, I screamed out, “Wait!”

He waited. “Yeah?”

“How much for one of your
guns?”

He
stepped back into the store and let the door close. After a moment
to consider, he walked over to my counter and said in that amazing
voice. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah. How much for a gun?”

“Are you asking how much I
paid? Or how much for you to get one of your own?”

“No, I mean, if I wanted
to buy a gun off of you right now, how much would you charge me for
it?”

The
bounty hunter took a second to think, then he pulled a small pistol from a holster on his
ankle and set it in front of me. “One PS1 four-ten forty-five Colt
Single-Shot. That means one round capacity. No safety, no serial
number, loaded and ready to go. Three hundred, cash.”

I
pulled out my wallet and
thumbed through everything. It was twelve bucks. Next, I opened the
register and counted it all up. Still not enough.

“I don’t suppose you can
take a check?”

“No.”

“I’ve got sixty-four
dollars and… a bunch of quarters.”

The
man took his gun and turned to leave.

“Wait!” I screamed desperately. “How about your mace?” He stopped and
turned to see me waving the cash in his direction. “Come on, dude!
Sixty-four bucks for a can of mace? That’s gotta be a good deal,
right? Look at yourself! No one’s going to mess with you! You were
carved from the stones of Mount Badass. Obviously, I need the
protection way more than you!”

He
shook his head and walked away. I watched as they got into their
truck and drove off, wondering if now would be a good time to try
and take a deep
breath.

I
checked my phone. The
scheduled moment for my showdown had come and went, which meant
that my attacker was tardy. As the minutes passed me by and I got
further away from the prophesized fight to the death, I began to
wonder if maybe, just
maybe, I’d gotten a free
pass. Just this once.

But then the door opened and a big, burly
man with a handlebar moustache and leather jacket walked into the
store. I reached for the bat.

He
ended up grabbing a fountain drink, a dirty magazine, and some
chewing tobacco before paying
for a tank of gas and leaving. Another false alarm.

I
tried to relax, but there was only so much of this roller coaster I
could take. Who was coming
for me? Would I recognize him? Was it going to be one of my old
attackers like Spencer or Beaux? Would it be a monster? Or would it
be someone or something else altogether? 

Then I heard it. The sound of a car horn honking. I looked
outside to see the old widow Agatha Sistrunk sitting in the
driver's seat of a baby-blue Jeep Wrangler, waving at me to come out and pump her
gas.

Of course.

Of. Fucking. Course.

Oh,
really funny, universe!
You’re going to make me fight to the death against an old lady?!
How mature! I grabbed the
baseball bat. Fine! If this
is how it’s got to be, then this is how it’s gonna be. Let’s get it
over with.


Chapter Twenty-Three




I
kept my eyes glued to the
elderly woman as I pumped the gas. She stood there staring at me
the whole time, returning the eye contact with just as much
intensity. Aggie was a tiny old thing, skinny and frail and
unassuming… the perfect killer.

“What are you holding that
baseball bat for?” she asked all
sweet and innocent-like.

I narrowed my eyes and responded, “Wouldn’t
you like to know?”

Finally, the nozzle switched off, indicating a
full tank. I pulled it out
and put it in its cradle, maintaining eye contact with her, never
daring to turn or look away.

“Well?” she asked. “How
much was it?”

“Look and see for
yourself,” I said, gesturing towards the pump.

“I can’t see that far without my
glasses. Won’t you be a dear and
tell me what it says?”

“If you can’t see the price
on the pump, maybe you
shouldn’t be driving.”

“What are you, my
doctor?”

We
both stood there in awkward silence for a moment longer, until
finally she turned and climbed up into the driver's seat, calling back to me, “Why don’t you
come over here for a second? I’d like to give you a tip—and a
reward—for being such a kind young man.”

“That’s okay. No reward
necessary.”

“Just the tip
then?”

“Jesus, lady,
no!”

She
stepped out of the vehicle
with a small yellow purse in her hands—an image of Pikachu’s face
proudly emblazoned across the front—and reached inside to pull out
a single piece of hard candy wrapped in cellophane. She extended it
in my direction with a friendly, “Here. I’d like for you to have
this. As a token of my sincere gratitude.”

“Put it on the roof.”

“What?”

I
was trying to be extremely clear. No chance for a misunderstanding.
“Put the candy on the roof of the vehicle, then step away from it.”
She did as I asked. “Further,
please.” She took another step back. “Further, Aggie.” She took
another step back.

I walked over to the candy, grabbed it
quickly, and stuffed it into my pocket.

“Okay, thanks for stopping
by. You have a wonderful night.”

I
turned and made my way back
towards the gas station as fast as I could run. I’d almost gotten
to the doors when I felt myself suddenly being lurched backwards
hard enough that I dropped the bat onto the ground.

I
looked over my shoulder to see old Aggie standing there with a
grin, her boney hand wrapped
around the slack of my hoodie, holding me in place.

“Aren’t you forgetting my receipt?” she asked
with an insane glimmer in her eye. I quickly took off my hoodie and
jumped away from the old woman… or whatever it was pretending
to be the old woman.
In the half second it took me to lose my outerwear, she had
switched sides on me. Now, she was standing directly in front of
the doors to the gas station.

“Fine. I’ll get you a receipt. Hell, I'll get
you all
the receipts your heart desires. But
you’re going to have to go and wait in your Jeep. Deal?”

I
looked at the ground where
I’d dropped the bat, but Aggie had already reached and stepped over
it, moving ever closer to me. I stepped back. She stepped forward.
I stepped back. She stepped forward. This didn’t make any sense, I
was so much taller than her, matching each step, but somehow she
was closing the distance, walking me away from the safety of the
building one step at a time until my back was pressed up against
the side of her vehicle.

“Oh, Jack, you poor little thing.” She reached
into her Pikachu purse and pulled out a nail file. “I can make it clean if you want.
One quick jab.” She demonstrated the motion with a malevolent
smile. “And then it all goes away. All your stress gone. All your
problems no more. I’ll do you this favor and everyone will be
better off. Eh? What do you say?”

She was now close enough to punch, but
something told me I wasn’t going to be much of a match against her
in hand-to-hand mortal combat.

“Tempting,” I said. “But how about a counter-proposal? Why don’t you
leave me alone, and then neither of us has to die tonight? Pretty
good idea, right? And that way, we don’t have to worry about OH MY
GOD WHAT’S THAT!” I screamed and pointed over Aggie’s head. She
spun around to see what I was talking about, and I took the
opportunity to dive into the open passenger side door of her car,
then right through to the driver’s side, pausing for a split second
to check and see if maybe the keys were still in the ignition. But
of course they weren’t, so I kept moving, jumping down and prepping
to make a break for it.

Somehow, Aggie was already there on the
other side, waiting for me like a slightly less creepy Pepé Le
Pew.

“Shiiit!” I
yelled.

“Going
somewhere?”

“No, no, I just dropped my contact lens. Would you mind helping me
look for it? You check out here. I’ll go inside.”

I
searched my immediate surroundings for any kind of weapon or
weapon-like object. Given what I’d already seen, I knew I could
never outrun this old bird to
my baseball bat, and the only thing on me was a cheap cell phone
and two-and-a-half decades worth of bad decisions, neither of which
were going to do much good. I was beyond desperate.

I
silently cursed that stupid bounty hunter for not leaving me his
can of mace, but then I saw
the small fire extinguisher hanging from the column by the
pump.

“Jack, it’s been fun. It’s
been real. It’s been real fun, but it’s time already. Why fight it?
Nobody’s going to miss you. You’re nothing but a simple
nutcase.”

“Yeah, well you’re nothing but a simple nut face!”

She
gave me a puzzled look, then
asked, “Wha—”

Before she could get the word out, I’d already grabbed the
extinguisher and swung it as hard as I possibly could. It connected
with her old-feeble-lady face with an incredibly gratifying thonk that echoed
against the gas station and launched the woman onto the
ground.

Whoa, that was incredible, I thought. I
actually did it. I beat up an old woman! Well, when I think of it like that, it’s not really
something to brag about.

But then things got worse. A lot worse.

“Well, well, well,” she
said as she sat up.
“Looks like somebody thinks he can fight... Is that all you got, ya
pussy?”

I
nearly dropped the extinguisher at the sight of her. The woman’s
skull was dented inside
itself, her nose flattened into the face, with blood pouring freely
from the three-inch tear in her upper lip.

I
caught myself. This was not the time to freeze up. This was the
time to finish what I started before it was too late. I gripped the
extinguisher, stepped
forward, closed my eyes and swung the weapon straight down like I
was chopping firewood.

Again, it connected with a loud, wet thonk (this one slightly less gratifying than the first). I felt
the splatter of hot blood bounce up onto my face. Just to be sure,
I swung it again. She was on the ground now. Thonk. I
swung one more time, smashing into what was left of her face, then
I stood up, took a step back, opened my eyes, and instantly wished
I hadn’t. It was a nasty sight to behold. I took a long, deep
breath and tried to relax. 

But
then old Fake-Aggie went and
ruined that. She sat back up and made a hideous vocalization from
her mouth opening. Her tongue flapped around wildly. The bottom jaw
was barely hanging on, one of her eyes dangled out of its socket,
and brain matter dripped from the broken crevice in the center of
what was once her head.

“Uhh… sorry, what was
that?” I asked as soon as I remembered how to talk.

She
put her hands up to hold her jaw in place, then proceeded to move
her mouth hinge manually as
she spoke these next words.

“Oh... Jack... you dumb bitch… you had better... fucking...
run!”

She dropped her jaw and reached for the
ground. This crazy lady was about to stand up and go for round
two.

I
dropped the fire extinguisher, booked it around the car to retrieve the baseball bat, then
came back to where Aggie was still attempting—and failing—to get
herself to her feet. I lifted the bat over my head and said, “I’m
sorry.”

She
gurgled some words at me that I couldn’t even begin
to understand, but I like to pretend
it was something like “Go
ahead and finish me off and don’t let this action burden your
conscience for the rest of your life because you are completely
justified and forgiven.”
Sure, it was probably something a lot meaner than that, but really,
who’s to say?

I
swung the bat against the top
of her head, laying her out yet again. Then I proceeded to smash
her brains in, swinging over and over until there wasn’t much of
anything left. I was exhausted, and Aggie was dead, and I needed to
sit down and wrap my head around this whole thing. I leaned against
the hood of her vehicle while I tried to think.

I
made it. It was a little
touch and go there for a second, but I got through. And now I had
yet another dead body to worry about. I could probably wrap her up
in a tarp and stuff her in the walk-in cooler, but then I’d have to
figure out something to do with her vehicle. And what was I going
to say—

The
driver side mirror on her Jeep Wrangler exploded just a few inches
from my face, and I felt
something stinging my ear.

What the… was that a
gunshot? Where did a gunshot OH SHIT!

At
the edge of the gas station parking lot, there was a black Toyota
Tundra parked with the lights turned off. The driver’s side window
was rolled down, and the
driver was pointing a rifle at me.

I
dropped to the ground and
army-crawled under the Jeep as another shot rang out, hitting the
back bumper. Then another barely missed me and hit the back-right
tire, which whistled and quickly deflated. Whoever was in the
truck, he was ready to end my life, and right now I was a sitting
duck.

I
scooted out from under the car, trying to keep the gas pump between
me and the truck, but then I heard the engine roar to life, and the
Tundra sped into the parking lot and came to a screeching stop right on the other side of
the pump.

I
looked at the ground in front of me to see the pool of old lady
blood spreading across the pavement and wondered if maybe I’d
misunderstood the radio’s warning. Maybe Aggie wasn’t the person
I was supposed to
kill-or-be-killed.

Another shot rang out, ricocheting off the hood of the Jeep.

The truck engine cut off. A few seconds
passed (just enough to reload) before the driver yelled out “Hey!
Jack! Is that you?”

I
knew that voice. It was one of the vigilantes. The one Travis warned me about. Vanessa’s
ex-boyfriend, Brian Locke.

“Yeah, it’s
me.”

“Shit yes! I get to kill
Jerry’s retarded friend after all!”

I could hear him open the car door and step
out onto the ground.

“Wait!” I yelled from behind
the pump. “You don’t have to kill
me!”

“You’re right. I don’t have to kill you,” he
said. From the sound of his voice, he was right on the other side
of the pump. Just a couple feet away. “I get to kill
you.”

He
waited until now to make the click-clack of the
round going into place. My bat wasn’t going to be much use right
now, and not just because I accidentally dropped it when the firing
started and it had rolled away and I had no idea where it
went.

Agatha’s Pikachu purse was sitting next to the
remains of her body, soaking
in blood and brain matter. I crawled towards her and reached for
it, hoping that maybe there was something in there I could
use.

But
as my fingers touched the purse, Aggie’s hand snapped up and
wrapped around my wrist with a python grip. I screamed, stood up, and started kicking at her
frail, boney arm until it detached and fell back into the slump.
Then I turned around, coated in blood and holding a Poke-purse,
only to see Brian standing there in point-blank range with a
shotgun. He was garbed head-to-toe in camouflage, with a camo cap
and a confused smile.

I
stepped away from Aggie, and Brian walked calmly over to inspect my
unholy work. I could see he wasn’t in much of a hurry, but his
finger was on the trigger and it wouldn’t take him but a second to raise his weapon and end
me.

With no other options, I tried talking. “I know how this probably looks.
It looks bad, right? It looks like I just beat an old woman to
death with a baseball bat.”

“And a fire extinguisher,”
he added.

“Yeah, and a fire extinguisher. But I can assure you, that’s not
what happened here.”

He looked away from Aggie and brought his
eyes up to meet mine, saying, “I don’t give a fuck.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“So you really are a
killer, huh? I knew it. I fucking knew it.”

I
tried taking a few steps back
because hey, that always
seems to work out, right? But
Brian just stepped forward to match me, keeping the same distance
between us.

“I’m not a killer, Brian.
This is just a colossal misunderstanding.”

“They’ll probably give me some kind of reward for this. Killing the guy
that brutally murdered Mrs. Sistrunk.”

“No, not really. I mean,
the justice system can be pretty tricky. You should probably think
this through.”

“You wanna make a run for it? Go ahead, I’ll let
you. I’ll even count
to ten before I start shooting.” Of course, I didn’t believe him.
The second I couldn’t keep him talking anymore, he was going to
shoot to kill. There was no way around it.

But
then I saw Aggie rise. Her broken body uncoiled, turned to face me,
and started moving. One
jerking motion after the other. Almost like the pieces of the
corpse were taking steps. There was a tentative balance to it, one
foot in front of the other, arms extended, something terribly wrong
about the way her face-debris was reconstructing itself. And then
she was there, right behind him. I made the split-second decision
to do nothing.

I
wasn’t going to say a word. I wasn’t going to warn Brian about what
was behind him. And I’ll always wonder if he would have looked, or
if he would have laughed and
made a silly comment like “Oh no, I’m not falling for that
one.”

The thing pretending to be Aggie wrapped her
arms around Brian’s torso from behind.

“Hey! What the fu—” His words turned into a woosh
of air as she squeezed, tighter, and tighter, until there was no more air to escape
and blood took its place, erupting from Brian’s mouth and spilling
onto the ground in front of him. He fell over at the crease in his
middle where Agatha had nearly squeezed him in half. Amazingly,
that wasn’t even the worst thing I was seeing. Aggie’s head was
growing back together. Half a dozen slimy, black tendrils wiggled
out of the opening in her neck like giant slugs, attaching to the
meat and bones and tongue and eyes, squeezing and tugging them back
into place until she was a black and red skull with a head full of
white hair, and then she jerked Brian backwards, his limp upper
half flung up, into her teeth. She bit into him at the neck and
held him there as even more blood sprayed forth. As she fed, more
of those slimy black slugs crawled out of her nose holes and
slithered into his shredded neck.

His
gun clacked to the ground, reminding me that this was real life and
not some horrible story from one of my pulp novels. I took another
step back. Brian’s skin went
pale white, his face frozen in a look of eternal horror as the
slugs drained every ounce of blood from his body. Once he was dried
out like jerky, Agatha let his corpse fall to the
ground.

She
reached up to where the slug tendrils had reformed
her wrinkly, broken skin,
then she grabbed her own face with both hands and ripped it off
like it was a paper mask, revealing a new, slimy wet face
underneath. One that looked just like the old one, only with no
wounds or rips or blood. Like an insect shedding its skin, she had
molted into another perfectly ordinary Agatha.

She smiled at me and looked like she was
preparing to say something, but then she abruptly doubled over and
barfed about a gallon of dark, lumpy blood all over the
pavement.

I
took advantage of the
distraction. While she was vomiting, I snapped open her purse and
reached inside for the nail file, but my hands touched something
else. Something large and metallic. I looked down to see that there
was an enormous handgun inside her purse. Some kind of fancy
revolver.

Well, that’s certainly better than a nail
file.

I pulled it out and pointed it in her
direction. “Hey, Aggie! Dodge this!”

She
looked up to see me aiming the weapon. She watched as I fired at
her at point blank range… and
she totally dodged it!

Aggie moved with the speed of a gazelle on crack, lurching
to the side, snatching up the fallen body of Brian and lifting the
carcass over her head. I fired again, but she had already darted
away, ripping off Brian’s arm and flinging it in my
direction like a boomerang. It
collided with the gun hard enough to knock it free and send it
skidding across the ground.

I
hugged my aching hand and backed away, trying to see where the old
lady had ended up, only to realize that she was standing right
next to me.

She said with an evil grin, “You gotta be a
lot faster than that, fuck boy!”

The radio gave me any chance to win? Are you
kidding!?

She
took a swing. I saw it coming and jumped back. My reflexes in that
moment were uncharacteristically in tune, but she still connected. Her claws snagged at my chest,
leaving four neat rips in the front of my t-shirt. For a second, I
felt relief. I actually managed to dodge her attack.

Then I felt something else. The delayed sharp pain of four
parallel cuts sliced deep
into my chest, and the warm blood running down my front.

“Ow.”

Agatha licked her fingernails with an impressively long
tongue, but then she froze. Her eyes slowly widened, and her mouth
dropped open. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she
actually looked scared.

Then, she started to glow. Bright and
green.

And
not for the first time that week, or day, or hour, or even minute,
I found myself wondering… What the hell is happening?

As
Agatha took a few steps backwards, I realized that
she wasn’t the one glowing. That aura of light was coming from
directly behind me. I looked back to see the raccoon creature
standing there, teeth on display, ears pulled sharply back, fur
glowing fiercely.

“Easy there, Rita,” Agatha said calmly. “I don’t
want any trouble with
you. I'm just here for the boy."

The
raccoon monster—“Rita”—barked at her.
The noise was even louder than the gunshots, loud enough to make
Aggie jump.

“That’s right!” I screamed. “I have a pet dragon!
Who’s the fuck boy now, huh?” (In retrospect, I realize that my smack talk could
probably use a little work, but cut me some slack. I’d just been
through a lot.)

“Okay.” She clapped her bloody hands together.
“Looks like we’re gonna have to call this one a draw!” With that,
Aggie turned around
and walked back towards her Jeep. She stopped along the way to pick
up Brian’s arm, and then Brian’s shotgun, and then Brian’s
the-rest-of-him. She got it all with one hand like she was simply
collecting pieces of paper trash, then she chucked it all into the
back of her vehicle and drove away on a flat tire.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Despite my hopes, Rita didn’t stick around for long. Once
Aggie had gone, the majestic racoon glow worm monster turned and
darted back into the woods before I could even say
“Thank you.”

I
went back inside, tried to
calm down, and worked out what my next move should be. After what
I’d just seen, I now knew exactly what we were dealing with (more
or less). Aggie was replaced. She was one of them. One
of those things. She was
strong. She was fast. She was able to regenerate and willing to
kill. And for some reason, she had it out for me.

There were dozens of others that the radio had already
identified as being replaced, and those were just the ones we knew
about. This was shaping up to
be a lot worse than I’d thought.

A part-timer named Daniel came in to start
his shift a few hours later. When he saw me, he froze and asked,
“You know your ear is bleeding?”

I
touched it and winced at the pain. He was right. A piece of Aggie’s
mirror must have sliced it
open after the bullet hit it.

“I was not aware. Thank
you.”

“Were you also not aware
that… uh… you look like a bear slashed open your chest?”

I
looked down at my t-shirt and the large circle of dried blood
around the four deep scratch marks.

“Oh yeah, I guess you’re right. Probably a little too late to get
stitches, huh?”

“Dude, are you
okay?”

“Yeah, why?”

Daniel looked around the room, then asked,
“Why don’t I take over the register and you can go get cleaned
up?”

“Great idea.”

I hit the bathroom
and ran some hot water, then I stripped down to my underwear and
counted the bruises and scratches. That fight to the death ended up
being a lot weirder than I’d expected. And in the end, the only
person to die was some random passerby. Sure, he was trying to kill
me, but I’m not completely sure he deserved to get slug-tongued to
death by a headless Aggie vampire. I cleaned my wounds best I could
in the given situation, splashed some water on my face for good
measure. Suddenly, I started shaking.

My
knees buckled and I hit the
ground, shivering, convulsing, sobbing. The night’s rebound effect
was finally coming back all at once. I pressed my hands to my face
and tried to stay as quiet as possible while the tears and snot
poured through the cracks in my fingers. When I was finally done, I
felt everything. The aches in my bones. The pounding in my head.
The bone-deep scratch marks that still hadn’t clotted all the
way.

And
then an unusual moment of clarity. A completely unrelated
thought. What was that object
those bounty hunters took from on top of the time
clock? 

It
looked an awful lot like a bug (the invasion-of-privacy type, not
like the ones steadily colonizing the insides of the walls). Were
they spying
on us? Were they listening to me
this whole time? What was the last thing I said before…

Oh
shit! The conversation with
O’Brien. I told her that “Jerry” was at the “Mathmetist
compound.”

I
wiped away the snot and blood, got dressed, and went back out to
the front of the store. Before I reached the register, I looked outside and knew something was
wrong.

Once Daniel saw me, he blurted out, “Hey,
Jack, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about my paycheck.”

“Where’s the
truck?”

“What?”

“There was a black Toyota Tundra parked outside
by the pumps. Where is
it now?”

Daniel looked
outside. “Oh, I guess he must have moved it after he finished
pumping gas.”

I walked closer to the door. Close enough to
see that the truck was still in our lot, only now it was parked in
the spot by the ice machine.

“Who? Who moved it?”

“What?”

“Who moved the
truck?”

“You’re really trying to
avoid answering this paycheck question, aren’t you?”

“God dammit,
Daniel, just tell me who
moved the fucking truck!”

“Jesus! Alright! It was that guy.” Daniel pointed
down one of the aisles, at someone I couldn’t see. I walked slowly until I
had eyes on him. The man at the end of the aisle. The man dressed
in all camouflage, with a camo hat on top. He was crouched down
next to the fishing supplies, and his hands were full of junk food.
He grabbed a lure, then stood and walked up to the
register.

Brian Locke didn’t even acknowledge me as he
walked past. He dropped his items on the counter, let Daniel ring
him up, then went outside to his truck and drove away.

“Everything okay,
Jack?”

I
circled behind the counter,
reached down and picked up my notebook where I’d written down all
the names of everyone who had been replaced. I added Brian’s name
to the bottom of the list with an asterisk next to it.

Daniel tried again. “Jack?”

“You’re fired, Daniel. Business is slower than a dead turtle and I
simply can’t afford to pay you anymore.”

“Wow. Okay.” Daniel nodded, took off his name
badge, and dropped it on the counter. “Well, that’s alright, I
guess. I was planning on quitting anyway.” He grabbed
a roll of lottery scratch-offs and
said, “By the way, I’m keeping these.”

“Knock yourself
out.”

With that, he left the store. I picked up
the phone and dialed Jerry’s number.

It rang. And rang. And rang.

And rang.

And rang…

And rang…

 


***

 


I
tried Jerry’s number a few more times before deciding to take a break. I had to remind myself
that it was still very early in the morning and most people in this
town actually sleep and I didn’t have any real reason to
start worrying yet.

Well, except for the fact that someone had scratched
up the generic man’s
perfectly generic face… and that’s a Jerry-move if I ever heard
one. Plus, even if he hadn’t been arrested, there was still that
nigh-indestructible slug-tongued monster grandma out there looking
for murder.

I
tried O’Brien’s phone next. When she answered, she was out of breath and sounded
slightly aggravated, “Hello?”

“Hey, sorry, is this a bad
time?”

“Yeah, I’m a little
busy.”

“Everything
okay?”

“Not trying to be rude, but when I said that I was a little
busy-”

“Got it.”

“What do you need?”

“Jerry isn’t answering his
phone. I tried calling his cell. I tried calling the compound. Now
I’ve got a really bad feeling. I was wondering—”

“You want me to drive out and check on him.”

“Would you
mind?”

“Is there a reason you think he may be in
some kind of
trouble?”

“Well, this is Jerry we’re
talking about.”

“Was there a specific reason?”

I’ve never been very good at lying to her. But I tried my
best anyway, “Noooo.”

Somehow, I could hear
her rolling her eyes from the other side of the call. “Okay, here’s
the deal. I’m not going to be able to tear myself away from duty
right now. But I’ll send somebody out to check on him and report
back. I’ll call you once I know something.”

“Thanks, Amy. You’re the
best.”

I
waited for a response, but none came. I soon realized that she had already hung up. Whatever
she was in the middle of, it must have been important.

An
incredibly uncomfortable half-hour passed without any new
information, sending my
lingering sense of dread into overdrive. With nothing better to do,
I called the Mathmetist compound’s number again and let it ring for
almost five minutes straight until—

“Hello?”

My
blood ran cold. Somebody had picked up on the other end, but that wasn’t Jerry. The words fell
out of my mouth, “What did you do with Jerry, you
dickhead?!”

The man on the other side of the phone
asked, “Who is this?”

“Who is this? No. Who
is you?! I mean, is this… uh... Who are you?!”

“What?”

“This is Jack.”

Damn. He’d tricked me. Whoever this was, he
was good.

“Oh, from the gas
station?”

“Maybe. That depends. Who
wants to know?”

“It’s me, Deputy Love. I’m here doing a drive-by
wellness check for O’Brien, but if this is the right place, there’s
nobody here.”

“And you just… answered
the phone?”

“Well I wasn’t planning on it, but it
wouldn’t stop ringing.
O’Brien didn’t say what it is I’m supposed to be looking for here.
Would you mind telling me what’s going on?”

“You don’t see any puddles of blood
or signs of, like, a
fight or anything, do you?”

“Hang on, let me check. Nope.” He didn’t
actually take any time
to “check,” and I couldn’t help but feel like he wasn’t taking this
seriously.

“Jerry isn’t answering his phone, and I’m worried
that he’s in some kind
of trouble.”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why are you worried? Did he say something? Is he
involved in some kind
of illegal activity? It’s okay; you can tell me. I’m a cop.
Anything you say stays between us.”

“Does… does that actually
work?”

“More than you’d expect. I deal with a lot of stoners. Look, here’s
the deal, I’d be willing to bet your pal is probably off somewhere
hanging out or worshipping the devil or whatever it is you kids do
for fun. But if you think his failure to check in with you
constitutes the need for a missing persons report, you’ll have to
come down to the station and go through the process just like
everybody else. We can’t treat you special just because of
whatever’s going on between you and O’Brien.
Understand?”

That took me by surprise. “What’s going on between me and O’Brien?”

“None of my
business.”

“Will you at least go and
check to see if his
wallet and cell phone are sitting next to his bed?”

“I’ve walked around this place like ten times.
Gotta be thirty beds here at least. You’ll have
to tell me which one is his. While
you’re at it, mind telling me what the hell this place even is?” I
found it very strange how little Deputy Love knew about his own
town or its history. Before I could fill him in, I heard him say,
“Hold on. There’s something here.” He screamed this next part,
“Sheriff’s department! Stay right where you are!”

“Who is it? Is it
Jerry?”

“Oh shit. OH SHIT! I’ll call you back,” he yelled
before hanging up and leaving me in total suspense. I took a second
to allow the momentary panic wear off, then I dialed another number.

Rosa picked up on the third ring with a
sleepy, “Hello?”

“Hey Rosa. Did I wake
you?”

“Jack? No, I was just…
sleeping.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. What’s
up?”

“Have you heard from Jerry
recently?”

“Not since yesterday. Why?”

“I can’t get him to answer
his phone, and I’m getting worried.”

Rosa was the first person not to stop and question why I was
worried. She already understood. She just said, “I can be there in
fifteen.”

“Great. Thank you. And one more
thing, would you mind
bringing an extra t-shirt?”

 


***

 


Rosa showed up twenty minutes later looking a
little frazzled, but maybe
that was just her natural reaction to seeing me in my current
state. She’d brought an oversized t-shirt with a cartoon bug-eyed
dog beneath the words “pug-life.” I threw it on directly over the
bloodied remains of the shirt I was already wearing, then zipped up
my hoodie.

“Thanks,” I
said.

She looked around the gas station for a
second, then asked nervously, “What’s going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… Why do you look like you just lost a
fight to a lawnmower? And where’s O’Brien?” Her eyes got big as a thought hit her. “Is it
Spencer? Is he back?”

“No, not Spencer.” The part I didn’t say
was, this is much
worse than Spencer.

“Then what?”

“I had a couple of unruly
customers last night. Had to ask them to leave.”

“Oh my god, are you okay? Did you call the cops?”

Right then, almost like it were following some cosmic cue,
a sheriff’s department cruiser pulled into the parking lot. I noticed it before
Rosa, and instantly reached under the counter to make sure the
baseball bat was still there.

“Rosa, come around here with me,” I said with
eyes trained on the vehicle. I could see now that it was
Deputy Love behind the
wheel, pulling into the closest spot. He left the car running as he
stepped out.

“What?” Rosa asked,
confused.

“Come over here and stay close behind me.”

“Why?”

Oh great, she’s going to pick now to start
asking questions again.

“Please.”

She must have detected the urgency in my
voice, because she did as I asked, walking behind the counter and
standing right behind me.

She
whispered, “Is this another
Casper Van Dien moment?”

I
doubt my answer was much comfort, but it was the
truth.

“I don’t know.”

Love squeezed himself through the front door and came right
up to the counter. That short walk from the car to here was enough
to leave him out of
breath. Was this the same guy
I was speaking with on the phone less than half an hour earlier? Or
was he another one of those things?

“Hey there, Deputy. Long
time no see. What brings you in this morning?”

“Boar.” He said, angrily. I slowly
started to pull the bat from its
spot beneath the register, trying to be careful that the deputy
didn’t see what I was doing.

“I don’t know what that
means,” I responded in a friendly, unassuming, totally
not-suspicious manner.

The
deputy closed his eyes and
rubbed them with the palms of his hands. This would have been the
perfect opportunity to get a surprise attack in, but I couldn’t do
something like that without being certain, so I waited.

He
looked at me like he had no idea I was considering all the
ways to kill him. “There was
a wild boar in there. At your friend’s place. It chased me up one
of the bunk beds. I tried calling for help but apparently cell
phones don’t get service out there.”

Rosa peeked out from behind me to ask, “How did a wild boar
get in there?”

Deputy Love seemed startled at the sight of her. “Oh,
hello, Marta. I didn’t see you there.” I took a small step to the side to cut off their line of
eye contact. I still didn’t know what I was dealing with, but I
wasn’t going to drop my guard just yet. Luckily, Love didn’t seem
to notice or care. “As for the boar, I’m tempted to believe your
friend Jerry lured it in there on purpose.”

“Why would you think
that?” I asked.

“Well, it had a bow on top of its head, and its
hooves were painted with nail polish, so I’m going to go out on a limb and say your
crazy-ass friend was keeping that thing as a pet. I’ve seen
tweekers do some stupid shit, but that takes the cake.”

Rosa stepped out from behind me, but stayed close to my
side. “You didn’t hurt it, did you?”

“I’m fine.
Thanks for asking. No, I didn’t hurt
the stupid boar. I had to outrun it back to the car. That thing was
mad as a cut snake.”

Now I knew he was lying. “You outran the
boar?”

“Yeah.”

“You
outran the boar?”

Deputy Love crossed his arms. “Well, you don’t have to be mean about it, but no.
Okay? I had a protein bar in my pocket. I threw it on the ground
and got out of there while the thing was distracted.”

“A protein
bar?”

“Alright, fine! It was a
Snickers. Are you happy, now, Jack? Does that really matter?
Does it change anything at all? Jesus. I thought we were
cool!”

Right then, I had a bad idea and took it on impulse, grabbing a praline from the
display and tossing it at the deputy’s face. It smacked him right
on the nose and bounced off onto the counter.

“Ow! Shit, Jack! What the
hell?”

He
didn’t have that same unnatural reaction time that Evil-Aggie had shown. I could assume that
meant he probably wasn’t another one of them. And if he was, he
probably hadn’t come here to kill us, yet. I went ahead and pushed
the bat back into its place, hoping Rosa would have the good sense
to at least wait until we were alone before asking why I had
it.

“Sorry, I meant to offer
you a free praline, but it slipped out of my clumsy
fingers.”

“You can’t just go around fast-balling candy into people’s faces
like that! Jesus, Jack. You know that’s a felony, right? Holy crap;
today just keeps getting better and better. Am I
bleeding?”

He tilted his head back and gestured for me
to look up his nostrils.

“No, you’re not bleeding.”

“Consider yourself lucky.” He reached down and
took the praline. “I will take this, though. Blood sugar, ya know?” He opened the
package and took a bite, talking as he chewed, “Anyway, I just
wanted to come out here and get the ball rolling on your friend’s
missing person report. Because when he shows back up, I’m going to
smack him upside the head for playing with dangerous animals. Those
things carry rabies, you know.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Love finished the snack in two bites, licked his
fingers, then pulled a
notepad and pen from his breast pocket. “First off, what’s your
friend’s whole name? Jerry…?”

“You know, it’s funny you
should ask that. We don’t know. He never actually gave us a last
name. Just a whole bunch of firsts.”

Rosa chimed in, “What? No, his last name is Pa-”

I
reached out and pinched her arm. She squeaked and jumped
back. I tried to offer an
innocent smile to the deputy while he bounced his eyes between the
two of us.

He
said this next part slowly, “You don’t know your friend’s
last name?”

“Is that absolutely
necessary?” I asked.

“Well, technically no, I guess. But it
sure would help. Why
don’t you just tell me everything you do know about him. Where’s he
from? Does he have any family?”

“No, no family. And not
local.”

“Has he got anywhere he likes to go and hang out?”

“Just here.”

“Really?” he muttered something under
his breath that
sounded like that’s messed
up.

“Does he have any friends?
Anybody he likes to spend time with outside of work?”

“Just us.”

He
mumbled again. Then, “Is he
dating anybody? Girlfriend? Boyfriend?”

“I don’t think he’s seeing
anyone at the moment.”

“Alright. Can you at least
tell me what he looks like? Because right now I don’t even have
enough to start a report.”

“It’s Jerry. You’ve seen him here a
hundred times. You
remember.” 

I could see from his face that he did not
remember.

I turned to Rosa. 

“Well,” she said, “let me
think… He’s tall, but not that tall.” 

I
tagged in. “Scraggly blonde hair, but it still looks like that
intentionally unintentional look. And he’s usually in need of a shave.”

Rosa added, “Athletic.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “But not
overly so. Definitely
not buff. He looks like he plays soccer. But, like Mexican soccer,
you know?”

Rosa elaborated, “He’s thin, but fit. He’s got, like, a
dancer’s body. Really blue
eyes. And he’s normally smiling. Like, I bet he probably smiles in
his sleep. Smells like cigarettes and breath mints. Surprisingly
good posture.”

“Yeah, I noticed that too,” I said. “And he’s got
a few tattoos, but you won’t see them unless he’s shirtless, which he might
be.”

Rosa picked it up next, “His teeth are totally
movie-star straight, which is
annoying because he’s always smoking and he’s going to ruin that
perfect smile and he acts like he doesn’t care, but I think he
secretly does.”

I
nodded, “But that’s just the way he carries himself in general.
Like he doesn’t care. Totally
doing his own thing.”

“It’s so frustrating sometimes!” Rosa blurted
out. “But he’s also extremely caring. The kind of guy who will
always take the time to catch a giant spider and put it outside instead of killing
it. Or catch a giant rat and put it inside because he thinks it’s
cold.”

Love wasn’t writing any of this down. Instead, he just
stared at us. “Do you two have an actual photograph of him? I think
that might work out better
than... whatever the hell this is.”

“Oh,” Rosa said, catching
herself, “Yeah, sorry.
I’ve got a recent one on my phone, but it’s in the car. Hang on.
I’ll be right back.”

Love watched as she hurried outside, then turned to me
and said, “Damn, Jack. How
many girlfriends do you have?”

“What? She’s not my girlfriend. Why
does everybody always
think—”

“I was making
conversation. I don’t actually care.”

“Gotcha.”

“While I have you alone
here, let me ask you this. Was Jerry depressed?”

“No. No, I don’t think
so.”

“You sure? Because based
on everything you just told me—”

“Where’s O’Brien?”

The
mental gearshift seemed to take him by surprise. That was fine by
me, I didn’t care for the direction he was taking things, and it
was already obvious that he
wouldn’t be much help anyway. After a few long seconds, he
responded, “I’m not supposed to say, but she’s on some kind of
super-secret assignment. Supposedly it’s over Clyde’s head even.
Not that I would know any of the details. Nobody around here tells
me anything. But she probably won’t be available any time soon.
Now, back to your friend. The reason I’m asking is because it makes
a difference if we’re looking for a missing person... or if we’re
looking for a body.”

Now
I felt something I hadn’t
felt in a while. Real anger. I tried my best to keep it tied down
as I responded, “Well if it’s not too much trouble,
Deputy, let’s assume he’s alive.”

Love stuck around for about ten more minutes, asking
pointless questions and wasting precious time.
When he finally left, it was
with a warning for us to “leave this to the
professionals.”

As soon as he was out
of the building, I turned to Rosa and said, “I’m going to Jerry’s
place. Do you mind watching the gas station?”

“What? No!”

“Good, thank
you.”

“What? No! I meant yes; I do
mind.”

“Rosa…”

“I’m coming with you! He’s my friend, too.
Besides, how were you
planning on getting there? Walking?”

Honestly, I was planning on stealing her car, but now that
the thought had time to marinate, I realized how bad of
an idea it was. I’d wasted enough
time already, and there was no point in arguing.

“Fine.”

Right then, Old Bob Hoover appeared on the other side of
the counter with an armful of canned beans. Like most days, the
only thing he had on was a pair of overalls and several days’ worth of musk. He dropped his
supplies in front of me to ring up.

“Old Bob!” I said, loud enough to make him flinch, “I need you
to watch the store for us for a few minutes, okay? It won’t take
long. An hour, tops. The register is super simple. You scan things
here and put the money in here.”

He
uttered a nervous, “Wh-What?”
as I handed him my name badge and the keys to the cash register and
pulled the bat out from its hiding place.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. I owe you one.
Thanks!” With that,
Rosa and I hurried out of the gas station to the parking lot, where
we jumped into Rosa’s car and hit the road.


Chapter Twenty-Five




From the outside, the Mathmetist compound looked exactly
like it did the last time we were here. Shortly before
O’Brien left for her retraining
punishment, Jerry invited the three of us over for a bonfire to
celebrate his renewed vow of radio sobriety. That was Rosa’s first
time to see the place that Jerry had been calling home
(technically, he was a squatter here, but we knew that the original
inhabitants weren’t coming back any time soon). 

He’d given us the
grand tour and proudly shown off the “improvements” he’d made,
including a highly-questionable zipline from the roof of the
building onto a pile of leaves nearby, a bowling alley down the
center aisle of cots, a mead-fermenting station, and the 82-inch
flat-screen hooked up to a Nintendo 64 in the corner by a pile of
bean bag chairs. I couldn’t tell if I envied or pitied his setup,
but either way I understood why he didn’t want to be here alone,
and why he spent so much time at the gas station.

As
soon as we pulled up to the front entrance, one of my worst fears
was instantly realized. My old car—the shitty Nissan I’d been
letting Jerry use—was parked in its usual spot. I could tell right away that he’d done some
work on it. The doors, hood, and bumpers were all different colors
now, and none of the windows were broken anymore. I wouldn’t have
been surprised to learn that he’d armor-plated and bullet-proofed
it in his free time. One thing was for sure: he didn’t drive
himself away.

I
gripped the baseball bat,
took a deep breath to steel my resolve, and said to Rosa, “I’m
going in. You stay in the car until I give the all-clear. If you
hear anything crazy, get out of here. This might get messy, and I
don’t want anyone else dying today.”

“Wait,” she started with that incredulous Rosa-has-another-question
voice, “Anyone ‘else?’ Did somebody
die today?”

“Wish me luck!” I said as I opened the car door
and dodged her question altogether. It was go-time. This was my chance to see
exactly what I was made of.

I immediately hit the ground face-first.

“You okay?” Rosa
called.

I
heard her open her door as I pushed myself back up. Something was
wrong. My muscles weren’t reacting properly. I had a splitting headache like my skull was a
couple sizes too small, my vision was laggy and starting to
tunnel.

I
tried to play through the pain, taking another deep breath and
pulling the bat up to my shoulder. It suddenly felt like it
weighed a hundred pounds.
Rosa put a hand on my arm and repeated her question. “Jack? Are you
okay? What’s going on? Why are your lips purple?” She put her other
hand against my forehead. “And why do you feel so cold?”

I
wonder if this has anything to do with… I unzipped the front of my hoodie to see just how bad
the damage was. Rosa gasped—a little too dramatically, if you ask
me, although I could see why she might have been freaked out. The
entire front of the “Pug Life” t-shirt had been ruined, soaked in a
big wet circle of blood.

“OHMYGOD!” she
screamed.

“Look, it’s okay. I’m just a little
woozy. It’s probably just the new
leg. I haven’t really broken it in yet.”

“We need to get you to a
hospital!”

“No, really. I’m okay. Trust me. I’ve almost bled
to death so many times
by now that I’m practically an expert. I’ve got at least another
liter left in me before we need to get worried.”

“I’ll grab the med
kit!”

Ah yes, the med kit.

During that tour, Jerry also showed us the emergency-bunker
hidden beneath a trap door by
the refrigerator. Inside, the Mathmetists had stored several crates
of dehydrated food and clean water, as well as ample medical
supplies of the non-narcotic variety (or at least, those were all
that were left).

This must have been what Rosa was thinking about when she rushed to open the front
door, but in the heat of the moment she completely forgot what Love
had told us. Before I could get out the words, “Wait! Don’t!” she’d
already grabbed the handle and pulled it open.

The
giant hairy pig launched out
of the entryway like a cannonball, narrowly missing Rosa as it came
bounding towards me. I didn’t have the reaction speed to do more
than brace myself before a collision that sent me spiraling back to
the ground again.

My
back hit the dirt, knocking the wind right out of me before a line of six tiny piglets
bounced out of the door behind the sow, jumping on and over me as
they chased their mother into the woods.

I
sat up to see that my prosthetic had taken the brunt of the impact,
with a large tusk-hole torn
into my pants leg. I considered myself lucky that the pig attacked
the one part of my body where I couldn’t feel pain, and for the
briefest of moments, I wondered how much worse this situation would
have been if I still had my original leg. There was a beautiful
irony in the thought that Spencer may have indirectly saved me from
a serious injury.

Rosa asked, “Was that…?”

“Yeah, it was adorable.
But we should probably keep moving.” 

“No, I mean, did one of those piglets look like a
baby elephant to you?”

“No time to worry about that. We’ll ask Jerry
when we find him.” Rosa pulled me back up and let me lean on her as we cut
straight through the compound, stopping briefly for some medical
supplies before leaving through the rear exit.

Out
back, under the string canopy
of Christmas lights, surrounded by the perimeter of Christmas
mannequins, things felt a lot less grim. In fact, things almost
felt safe back here. By the time we made it to Jerry’s bus, I’d
almost forgotten why we were even here in the first place. I was
feeling light-headed and strangely warm.

Rosa dropped me onto
the mattress inside the bus and I fell onto my back and let the
world spin.

“Jack, focus.”

I
sat up and looked into Rosa’s big, brown, worried eyes. She was
crouched down in front of me
with the med kit. She took a breath, put a hand over mine, and
said, “You have to take off my shirt now.”

That caught me off guard.

“Oh. Um. Look, Rosa, I
don’t know if this is really the time—”

“OH MY GOD! I meant the one you’re wearing, you
big idiot!” She held
the med kit up and shook it. “Did you forget what we’re doing right
now?”

“Oh!” I blurted, “I
thought you meant…”

“I know what you thought!
I get it! Okay? You’re not into me! Let’s move on!”

“I’ve lost a lot of
blood.”

“Uh huh.”

“Okay then.”

I
went ahead and peeled off both layers of blood-drenched shirts. I
had to rip them free from the
chest wound where the scabs had already started to adhere to the
fabric. I’ll admit, it hurt like hell, and I may have let out a
pathetic squeal or two in the process.

Rosa stared at the wound for a few seconds like she was
in a trance. I took a look
myself and realized it might have been slightly worse than I’d
originally assessed. I knew Aggie’s claws had gone pretty deep, but
I didn’t realize just how bad it was until now.

“So…” I started, “It looks worse than it is
because of the blood.
And the… depth. And the… you know… skin that’s missing.”

Rosa snapped out of it, and opened the med
kit, taking out a rag and alcohol. “How are you even alive right
now?”

“Fantastic question.”

I
did my best to hold in my blood while she cleaned the wounds and applied all the butterfly
sutures the med kit had.

“Did this guy have Freddy
Krueger gloves? How does something like this even
happen?”

I
tried to think up another smart answer, some sterile version of the truth. Close enough to
the real story to satisfy her questions, but palatable enough to
keep her in the dark, as usual. But then I decided that enough was
enough. Why was I still keeping secrets? Maybe it was the insane
amount of blood loss playing tricks with my mind, but it was that
moment, with Rosa literally getting her hands dirty cleaning up my
monster attack wounds, that I decided she needed to hear the truth.
No more secrets.

“Listen, Rosa, there’s something I
need to tell
you.”

She
stopped what she was doing and looked into my
eyes. “Yeah?”

“Actually, there’s a lot I
need to tell you.”

“Okay. I’m here, and I’m
listening.”

“There’s something weird
going on at the gas station.”

“Yeah, I already knew that. I worked
there,
remember?”

“No, I mean, something really weird. I’m
talking end-of-the-world levels of seriousness. Monsters and ghosts and demons kind
of weird. And the crazy thing is, you’ve seen it for yourself. That
first night you spent at the gas station, you had a vision and
started floating off the ground and announcing prophecies of some
ultra-mega-demon that’s supposed to come and bathe the world in
pain, but then a shapeshifter wiped your memories and then Spencer
Middleton harpooned her and dragged her off, and I think he’s the
guy that talked Beaux into opening a portal to hell, and I think
he’s helping someone collect monsters and it’s all part of this
invasion somehow, and now there’s a bunch of people in town who
might be unkillable slug vampires.”

She squinted at me
for a second, then said slowly, “Oookayyy.”

“I know it sounds crazy.”

She smiled and used a voice that was equal
parts motherly and patronizing. “No, no, not at all. Is there
anything else you want to get off your chest?”

“Yeah, sometimes I talk to dead people and I have a pet dragon.” It
was coming back to me now—the reason why I didn’t want to tell Rosa
the truth.

She
laughed. “Cool.” I couldn’t help myself. I laughed, too. “Now, do
you want to tell me what really happened last night?
Because these cuts look
borderline life-threatening, and if I have to pry the information
out of you, I will. I don’t care who they are, I’ll go kneecap the
sons of bitches that did this to you right now.”

The
image of Rosa attempting to go Liam Neeson on my
hypothetical attackers gave
me some much-needed comic relief.

“I can’t be sure, but I think it’s that guy who’s been trying to buy
the gas station.”

“He did this to you? Did
he have a bagh nakh with him?”

“First, I want to point out how cool it is that
you know what a bagh
nakh is. But no, not him. He’s been sending people to come out
while I’m working and intimidate me into selling him the gas
station. It’s been relatively low stakes thus far, but now I think
he’s decided to step up his game.”

“Stupid question: Have you gone to the police?”

“Yeah, that’s not gonna work. O’Brien might
be the only one who
isn’t… let’s say ‘corrupt.’ It’s a whole other story.”

“So what’s your
plan?”

“Plan?”

“You do have a plan, don’t
you?”

“I figured I’d just wait it out
until he forgot about
me and moved on to another town, but now that I’m saying it out
loud, I can hear why it’s not a very good plan. Honestly, I’ve been
so busy playing defense and losing that I never actually had time
to come up with an offensive strategy.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out together.” Surprisingly,
her words did make me feel better. Like sharing some of the mental
load could make this whole thing more bearable. I was beginning to
let myself hope that this whole thing could have a positive outcome
if I just relied on my friends. I had no idea how badly I was
playing into that old trap and setting myself up for utter
disappointment…

Ah well…

Rosa told me to stay put while she left me alone and went
back into the compound to find a spare blood-free
shirt. I took the opportunity to
search the bus for any clues about Jerry’s whereabouts. He’d set up
a hookah table near the back. Underneath, I was upset to find his
cell phone, but no wallet.

On
the wall next to the mattress, he’d hung a dozen or so
photographs with kitchen
magnets. There were some of me, Rosa, and O’Brien. There were also
a few people I didn’t recognize. And of course, there were several
of Vanessa. It dawned on me that Jerry was absent from all of these
photos because he was the one who had taken them, but I tried not
to read too far into that. I caught a glimpse of something metallic
poking out from under his pillow.

Interesting…

I
flipped the pillow over to reveal a small tape player, just like
the one he had left me. This must have been the remaining tape of Russian radio names. I told
him to get rid of this. I told him it was poison. I should have
known he wouldn’t be able to do it. How could he resist, when it
was so irresistible?

I
ran my finger over the play button. Maybe I should listen to it for him. Maybe it’s the
responsible thing to do. Maybe the Russian radio can tell me where
he went. What’s going on, what I’m supposed to do next.

I
knew, logically, that I could contort my thoughts to justify just
about anything. I was thinking like an addict now. The radio might be divine or
malevolent. It may have saved my life, or it might have set me up.
I could never know, but the only safe and responsible thing to do
was to destroy the tape and pray nobody ever rebuilt the radio
again.

I hesitated.

And then, I pressed play. 

I
could blame the stress, or the blood loss, or I could pretend that I did it to help find
Jerry, but we all know the truth. I did it because I was addicted
to the poison now, too.

Soon, the familiar Slavic voice of the man on the radio began to speak his forbidden
prophecies aloud. “...replaced. Georgia Earhart has been replaced. Amelia
O’Brien has been targeted.”
Oh shit! Why did I do this? “Jeremy Pascal has been targeted.” Oh shiiit! I should turn it off right now!
“Jack Townsend has been
targeted.” OHHH SHIIIT! What
is happening?! “Leland Cruz
has been replaced." Oh... Oh,
I don't know who that is. "Rosa Vasquez has b—”

“Jack?”

I
nearly jumped out of my skin. Her voice was coming from just
outside the bus. I quickly
pressed the stop button, ejected the cassette tape, and stuffed it
into my pants pocket.

This was why Jerry was so desperate to figure out what the
names on the radio meant! This is why he needed my help. He was
trying to figure out what “targeted” meant because he knew. He knew that we were all targeted.

“Yeah?” I said back nonchalantly. Rosa stepped onto the bus holding a
green long-sleeve that looked like it might actually fit me. She
had a confused look on her face. I tried to smile. “Something
wrong, Rosa?”

“What was that noise just
now?”

“What noise?”

“Sounded like a voice talking.”

“Oh, I didn’t hear any
radio. Probably just the wind.”

“The wind that sounded
like a guy with a heavy accent saying our names?”

“Yep.”

Standing there, all I could do was wonder what the next part of the sentence I
interrupted was going to be. “Rosa Vasquez has been…”
what? Is it possible she was replaced? Could she actually be
one of those things? If so, why hadn’t she killed me yet? Unless
she was using me for information. Trying to figure out how much I
already knew. But
why?

Why
anything? Why do they want to
kill me? Why does the doctor want the gas station? Why am I still
alive? Why couldn’t Rosa have
been just a little slower finding me a shirt?! All I needed was two more seconds to hear what
the radio was going to say.

“You’re acting weird,” she stated.

“Well that’s not news. I’m
always acting weird. You know that.”

She narrowed her eyes at me
and—amazingly—didn’t ask any more questions.

“You should try this on and
see if it
fits.”

It
did. And I had no qualms wearing a dead person’s
shirt. In fact, it seemed
oddly appropriate.

“We should get back to the
gas station before the raccoons take advantage of Old Bob’s
inexperience.”

 


***

 


The
ride back was uncomfortably silent. She didn’t say much, and I was busy trying not to let
her know that I suspected she might have been replaced. In this
confined space of her car, I’d never be able to use my bat if it
came down to another attack. And even if I could…
Was I capable of attacking something
that looked just like Rosa?

About a mile onto the main road, she broke the silence. “Did something happen
back there?”

“What?”

“Did I say or do
something?”

“No, Rosa, it’s just that...” I searched for the
right words, “I’m worried about Jerry.” That part wasn’t untrue.

She
turned to me and said, “Me too, but I’m sure he’s probably—”

“OH MY GOD LOOK OUT!” I
screamed, pointing at the man standing in the middle of the road up
ahead.

Rosa jerked the steering wheel to the side, tires skidding
against the pavement as we
missed him by a foot. She jerked the wheel back to correct, and we
went off the shoulder for just a second. The car dipped into a hard
angle as two wheels ate dirt. She held the wheel steady and pulled
us back onto the road. 

That guy had appeared
out of nowhere, and was walking right down the middle of the street
like he wanted
to cause an accident.

“What the hell is wrong
with him?!” Rosa shrieked as we drove away. “Who was
that?”

I
watched the figure shrink in my side mirror as I answered, “I have no idea.” It was a lie, of
course. I recognized him the second I saw him. Our eyes made brief
contact, and I watched him smile before we narrowly jerked out of a
head-on collision.

“Should I go back and see
if he’s okay?”

“Absolutely not. I’ll call the cops when we get to the station.
Let’s keep going.”

We
continued on, and I considered myself lucky. Lucky that we’d missed
him. Lucky that Rosa didn’t insist we go back. Lucky that she
didn’t recognize that the man walking in the street
was Farmer Junior, back from
the dead.

 


***

 


We
pulled into the gas station
parking lot a minute later, and I was out the door and rushing
inside before the car had even come to a complete stop. The plan
was for me to get to my tape recorder ASAP, snag it, and hide out
in the bathroom until I could listen to the cassette in my pocket
and find out what the Russian radio had said about Rosa.

If
she had been targeted like the rest of us, cool. If she had been
replaced, like Evil-Aggie Sistrunk, then… Well, I didn’t really want to think about that
what-if.

But
as soon as I crossed the
threshold, I froze.

Rosa was close behind me, and when she saw
who I was looking at, she also froze.

“Yo, nerds!” Jerry called out from behind the
counter. “Hey, did we hire Old Bob as a new cashier? Because if not, that guy is getting
a little too comfortable around the cash register.”

Rosa ran up to the counter and dove across
it, wrapping him in a big hug. He shot me a confused expression and
asked, “Did I miss something?”

I
wanted to allow myself that
same sense of relief that Rosa was feeling, but after what I’d
seen, I couldn’t. Obviously, this might not be the real Jerry. Or
the real Rosa. I’d need to study them closely.

The
first thing I noticed about this man presenting
himself as Jerry was how he
looked like somebody had recently used his face as a punching bag.
His left eye was red and bloodshot, with several deep-purple
bruises on either side of his head and a cut above his brow not
quite covered by two Hello
Kitty Band-Aids. He also had
a tampon stuffed up one of his nostrils.

He patted Rosa on the
back, but she wouldn’t release the concern-cling that easily. As I
approached the counter, Maybe-Jerry took the words right out of my
mouth.

“Dude, what the hell
happened to you?”

“I got into a fight. What
happened to you?”

“Same.” He lifted a bottle
of tequila to his lips and took a generous swig. “Do you want
some?”

“No, I’m good.”

“I’ve got some other
medicine, too. Quick question, am I covered in spiders right
now?”

“Not that I can see.”

“Oh boy, that’s a relief.” He put
the bottle on the counter, then
wrapped his arms around Rosa and said in a soft voice, “Rosa,
sweetie, I’m glad to see you too, but you’re squeezing me really
tight and I think I’ve got a broken rib or three, so if you
wouldn’t mind—”

She
disconnected, grabbed him by
the shoulders, and shook him violently, screaming into his face,
“What the hell is wrong with you two?!”

Jerry (I’d concluded that this must have been Jerry) looked
at me, then at her, then muttered defensively, “Nothin’.”

“Today was supposed to be my day off! I had plans! I was going to
make French toast and drink a bottle of wine and binge-watch
Game of Thrones! Did this whole world go to hell after I left?
I have never been more scared in my entire life! You two are giving
me gray hair! Did you know that?!”

We both offered her our sheepish
apologies.

She was now on the verge of angry tears.
“Will you please tell me what’s going on?”

He
took another swig, then announced, “Okay. Gather ‘round. Make
some coffee and get
comfortable. I’ve got a story to tell.”

Right then, the door opened and a customer
stepped inside—a young guy with thick red glasses. Jerry
immediately screamed, “Hey! You! Get the fuck outta here! We’re
closed!”

The
guy turned and looked at the
door, then back at us, “But the sign says—”

“I don’t care what the
sign says! I said get the fuck out!” Jerry grabbed a handful of
pralines and threw them at the guy, who promptly turned and ran out
the door.

“Did you know that guy?” I
asked.

“Nope. I just didn’t feel like dealing with any
customers.”

I
winced at the thought, that
might have been our only chance to make any sales today.

The
story, if you were to believe Jerry’s account, was pretty crazy,
even by our standards. However, this was Jerry talking, so take it with a pound of
salt.

While I was battling to the death with Mrs. Sistrunk, Jerry
was busy getting kidnapped by two mercenaries in body armor. They
were both “six and a half feet tall, covered in face tattoos, and
built like Stone-Cold Steve
Austin’s angrier big brother.”

They ambushed him at
the Mathmetist compound in the middle of his daily weapons training
(which consisted of cutting pumpkins in half with a katana).
Unlucky for them, this meant he was ready to defend himself. When
he saw that they were both carrying machine guns, he used his sword
to slice the weapons in half, then when the bigger guy tried to
pull a can of mace on him, he chopped it with the katana, causing
it to explode into a fireball. (I tried to explain to Jerry that
neither of those things made any sense, but he calmly instructed me
to hold my questions until the end.)

After an epic battle where Jerry very nearly won, and
probably would have if he wasn’t so tired from all the
pumpkin-slicing, the bounty-hunters got lucky and managed to subdue him. Once he was tied up
and on the ground, they took turns punching and kicking him into
compliance before dragging him to the back of their truck (I think
this part was actually true).

Once he’d regained consciousness, he realized that these men were obviously working
for an old nemesis of his from his days in the CIA, and they were
taking him to a torture-dungeon for experimentation.

Jerry proceeded to jiu-jitsu his way out of the situation,
and after the truck crashed and sank into a swamp, Jerry fled into the everglades in an
attempt to lose the men. (Quick note, we aren’t located anywhere
near the everglades.) Look, I’m not going to waste your time with
all the details, but let me just say there were sharks and a ninja
and several more explosions. In the end, the important takeaway was
this: the men weren’t going to be bothering him anymore, and there
was a Waffle House somewhere out there that Jerry was no longer
welcome at.

He
ended his tale with, “And that’s exactly how it all happened. Feel free to applaud
now.”

Rosa clapped, but I wasn’t in the mood. All
I wanted to know was if the danger had passed, or if there was
something else I needed to stay on the lookout for.

I
pointed at the line of blood trailing down from
the gash above his brow and
told him, “Your head wound is bleeding.”

He looked at me with a drunken eyes and
asked, “I have a head wound?”

Rosa exhaled loudly in annoyance before announcing to the
room, “I guess I’ll do what I do now. Let me go get the med
kit. It’s not like there are any
hospitals or emergency rooms in this stupid town. Nooo, let me just
be the designated gas station nurse. It’s not like I—” She
continued talking to herself the whole way out of the building to
the car.

Now
that I had a moment alone
with Jerry, I needed to ask him a few things. And in a hurry, too,
because Rosa was surprisingly time-efficient when she was
distressed.

“Level with me, dude. What
really happened last night?”

“What I said.” He looked away and trailed off
with “Basically…”

“You fought a ninja using
a shark as a weapon?”

“Oh, no. I guess that part might not have
actually happened. Or maybe it did. Who’s to say?”

“How did you really get
away?”

“It was easy. Once I realized that my captors
were doing all of this for the money and not for honor or sport, all I had to do was
pay them more than my parents so that they’d leave me alone. It’s
amazing how many problems you can solve with nothing but a shit-ton
of cash.”

“Yeah, I can
imagine.”

“It probably won’t work a second
time, though, ‘cause they made me
drain my account and took every penny there was.” He tried to take
another swig from the bottle until I snatched it away from his
lips. He handwaved me and pretended not to care. “Actually, they
turned out to be pretty cool. They even dropped me off here on
their way out of town. Don’t tell Rosa what really
happened.”

“Why not?”

He
said this next part like I
was stupid for even asking, “Because it’s embarrassing.”
So that’s what it takes to embarrass
Jerry? Good to finally know
where the line is. “What about you?” he asked. “What really
happened to your face? Because I know you didn’t get into a fight.
You wouldn’t fight a fly, you pacifistic little
cupcake.”

“I was attacked by Agatha Sistrunk. I had to beat
her to death with a
fire extinguisher. Then again with a Louisville
slugger.”

“Oh. Nice.”

“It gets worse. Brian Locke saw me do it and got
the wrong idea because
the next thing I know he’s shooting at me. But then she came back
from the dead as a freaky slug-monster and ate him. And now he’s
back from the dead, too!”

“Man. Isn’t that just the
worst?”

“They both got away. I wanted to warn you, but
when you didn’t answer
your phone I panicked. We went out to your place and—”

“Wait!” he interrupted. “You didn’t go inside,
did you?”

“Yeah, we did.”

“Was Milton Friedman okay?
That’s what I named my attack boar.”

“It’s an attack sow. And
it’s a mom now.”

“Whoa. This is a lot of
info coming at me. Did you find my porn stash?”

“No.”

“Really? It was right there in the open. Did
you even look?” The
doors opened and Rosa walked back inside, carrying the Mathmetist
med kit. Jerry’s eyes lit up like he hadn’t seen her in ages. “Hey
Rosa, welcome back! We missed you. And now that you’re here, you
never have to leave again.”

She
peeled off Jerry’s band aids
with a noncommittal, “Sure.”

Jerry looked at me while she cleaned his head gash. “No
really. I talked with Jack
and he said you can come back to work as soon as you want. Right,
Jack?”

What a cheap move, putting me on the spot like
that. 

Rosa made that noise she makes whenever she doesn’t want to
give bad news. That high-pitched, loud inhale. Then she
explained, “Actually, I found
another job. The owners of Cooter Brown’s had another restaurant
near my apartment. I make good money waiting tables. Plus, I kinda
need a job where I know I’m not gonna get fired every few
weeks.”

Jerry pulled away and gave her a look that
expressed a whole different kind of hurt. “But you’re still gonna
be around, right?”

She
made a wince face and shrugged. Of course she wouldn’t. She had a new job. She was moving
on. We should all be so lucky.

Rosa finished her
work in silence. When she was done, Jerry had a brand-new head
bandage and teary eyes. She took off her bloody latex gloves and
tossed them into the trash can, then said, “Well, I guess that
about does it.”

“What do you mean?” asked
Jerry.

“This has been a long
day. I still need to do laundry before I can go to
work.”

She
gave him a gentle hug, then walked past me to the door, saying,
“Please stay safe. No more
fights, okay?”

It hurt to say it. “Bye, Rosa. Thanks for
everything.”

“Bye, guys.”

“Wait!” Jerry exclaimed.
“You’re still coming to my birthday party next week, aren’t
you?”

She
looked as confused as I felt. “Birthday party? Happy birthday!
This is the first I’ve heard
of it.” 

Same here, I
thought.

“Oh yeah,” he explained. “We’re
going to throw a big party right
here at the gas station. Everyone’s coming. It’s gonna be a real
hootenanny! We’re gonna play poker and smoke cigars and drink
gin.”

“I don’t do any of those things,” she said. “But
I wouldn’t mind seeing everyone one last time. When is it?”

“Friday,” he
answered.

“I can’t. I work Friday
night.”

“I meant,
‘Saturday.’”

“I work Saturday,
too.”

“I meant
‘Sunday.’”

“Oh. Well then, yeah, I can totally swing by Sunday night.”

“Great!”

“Great!”

She
left with a smile on her
face, and Jerry passed out in the supply room hammock before I got
a chance to yell at him for making plans on my behalf. As soon as
he was soundly unconscious, I put another frozen burrito in the
store microwave and popped the cassette tape from my pocket inside
the recorder. I rewound it a few seconds and hit play.

“Georgia Earhart has
been replaced. Amelia O’Brien has been targeted.
Jeremy Pascal has been
targeted. Jack Townsend has
been targeted. Leland Cruz
has been replaced…”

“...Rosa Vasquez has been replaced...”


Chapter Twenty-Six




That week was the longest of my
life. 

Each day dragged worse than the last. I knew that every
customer that came through those doors could have been a precious sale, or one of those
things in disguise. Jerry offered to take over driving duties as
penance for planning a party at the gas station without my
permission, but I couldn’t risk taking any more breaks. Instead, I
let him run errands. He picked up laundry and food. He watched the
counter whenever I needed to take a hobo bath in the bathroom sink.
Otherwise, I stayed at my guard post, sitting in front of the
register. 

Howard never let up the pressure. Any time I started
to think I was getting a
handle on the situation, he’d send another goon to the store
(always when I was alone) to steal and break things.

O’Brien wasn’t much help. She wasn’t much of anything. Ever since her super-secret
assignment started we barely saw one another, save for those brief
moments when she’d stop by to check on me and drink a cup of free
coffee. But even those visits were getting noticeably shorter. I
tried asking, just once, what she was working on, but she let me
know that she wasn’t able to talk about it and that I needed to
leave it alone for my own good.

Once upon a time, I would have been happy to leave it
alone. The old Jack wouldn’t have even needed to
have been told. But not anymore. Now
I was fighting old-lady-monsters and listening to the Russian radio
tapes on repeat, searching for clues. The thought hit me one cold
and lonely night that I was different, and maybe,
just maybe… I had been replaced.

“Amelia O’Brien has
been targeted. Jeremy Pascal has been targeted. Jack Townsend has
been targeted. Leland Cruz has been replaced. Rosa Vasquez has been
replaced...”

I
listened to the tapes a thousand times, but nothing ever changed.
On one particularly desperate
low, I even attempted to rebuild the radio, but whatever dark magic
possessed Jerry to piece together this keyhole to the other side
wasn’t reproducible. Maybe that was for the best. The radio was a
liar, after all. I’d already concluded as much.

Suspiciously, nothing
unexplainable happened that week. No new phone calls from Beaux. No
more slug-monsters. No creepy salesmen or cameos from my long-dead
friends. It was terrifyingly dull, like the calm before the storm,
as if every terrible thing that ever wanted to hurt me was
rallying, readying to attack all at once the second I let my guard
down.

I
tried to occupy my mind with things other than the impending doom.
I read a couple books about how to run a small business and quickly
realized how much we were
doing wrong (turns out, a
lot!). Unfortunately, I never
did figure out the whole “paying taxes” thing. As a workaround, I
stopped making bank deposits and stopped recording sales. All of
our money went straight into the safe.

The
credit card processing
companies picked that week to finally hit me with their final
“final” notices. When they said “payment due immediately,” they
were using the traditional definition of all three words. At
midnight on Tuesday, the credit and debit card machines stopped
working altogether. For a business like a gas station, that’s what
you might call a “major inconvenience.”

I
had to purge the payroll of all non-vital employees. Most of our
part-timers were very understanding (only a couple of death
threats). Even Jerry didn’t
seem to mind the fact that I wasn’t able to pay him anymore. By the
end of the week, I was the only one officially working
there. 

Our
stock and supply vendors were next in line to complain about what I
was trying to pass off as a “small payment
hiccup.” They put up a big
fuss until I promised to pay them in cash, too.

Just like that, the
gas station was a cash-only establishment, just like the
speakeasies in days of yore. It would have been a fine setup,
except for the fact that we had way more dollars going out than
coming in, and once we ran out of the real stuff, I had to try
bartering with IOU’s.

That idea might have stood some chance of working if Doctor
Butthole Howard hadn’t started threatening each of my suppliers.
Very soon, word got out that our business wasn’t worth the trouble. The vendors stopped
vending, the suppliers stopped supplying, and the customers stopped
customing. Another nail in the coffin. In no time, we were running
on the ghosts of fumes.

Whenever I wasn’t on the lookout for monsters or driving the business into the ground,
I was planning that birthday party for Jerry. It was actually a
welcome distraction in this trying time, but I still did a
piss-poor job of it. He gave me a guest list, and I did what I
could to track down and invite everybody on it, but in my defense,
I think most of the names were stretch goals at best, including:
The Bathroom Cowboy, Old Bob, Young Bob, Gumble, Deputy Arnold, The
Rat King (whoever the hell that was), Brick Roscoe (but only the
blind one), “the handsome guy who threw up all that blood that one
time,” Rocco, any remaining Kieffers, and Chris Pratt. In the end,
I had exactly two RSVP’s not including myself: Rosa and O’Brien.
All in all, I considered that a success.

 


***

 


On
the morning of Jerry’s
birthday party, Doctor Howard graced me with his presence once
again.

I
was by myself, filling out
that day’s batch of predatory loan applications when Howard walked
up to my counter like he already owned the place. I hated him so
much. He’s such an enormous
dick!

“Well, well, well,” I
said. “If it isn’t Doctor ‘Huge Dick’ Howard.”

He
furrowed his brow. “Excuse
me?”

God! Why am I so bad at insults?!

“Nothing! Stop trying to
make it sound like I’m saying stupid things.”

“What are we doing here, Jack?
What’s the point of all this? You’re
clearly in over your head. You’re not just hurting yourself
anymore. Your friends are worried about you, you know? And to be
quite frank, it’s ruining their lives. Now is the time to get over
your pride and do the right thing.”

He
put a contract in front of me, little yellow post-its marking the
places where I should sign to
legally hand the business over to him. He’d made a point to
highlight and even circle the proposed sale price: more money than
his first offer. More money than I had earned in my entire life.
(Sure, that’s not saying much, but this was truly an absurd
amount.)

“I’m doing just fine. In
fact, business is booming.”

The
doctor raised his eyebrows and slowly turned in a complete circle,
looking the entire place over
again with a smile before saying, “Is that why all the shelves are
empty?”

“Yep,” I answered. “We just had a huge rush of college kids.
They’re our biggest new demographic. I sold a million fidget
spinners this week. We’re swimming in financial liquidity
here.”

He
shook his head like a disappointed father. “What is it with you gas
station clerks and your
complete inability to tell the truth? You, Jeremy, the other guy.
What was his name? Antonio?”

“Hey! Leave them out of this. You can’t get in
my head. I already
know all about Jerry’s past.”

The
doctor laughed. “No, you
don’t.”

“Yes, I do! I know he’s
secretly rich and ran away to join a cult and his parents are
looking for him.”

“If that’s what you think his big secret is, then
I’ve got news for you. You don’t know your friend nearly as well as
you think you do. Use your brain for once, Jack. Why do you think Jerry—of all
people—never talks about his brother?” As he laughed in my face,
something about him changed. His eyes were darker. His clothes
became looser. His teeth, once so perfect, now looked sharp and
yellow. “Perhaps I’m being the hypocrite. After all, I haven’t
always been honest with you. Maybe I didn’t think you deserved to
know the truth. Or maybe it was a courtesy, to spare you the
pain.”

He
was standing next to me now. He hadn’t moved though. He was just
there, behind me, pointing at
the contract with a long, boney finger. His nail was sharpened into
a point like a claw as he tapped at the paper where it said
“Seller’s Signature.”

“You see,” he whispered into my ear like fire. “I
am a doctor. I’ve always been a doctor. Just not the kind you think.”

I realized we weren’t in the gas station
anymore. I couldn’t tell where we were. There were no lights, but I
could still see the only thing that mattered. The contract in front
of me.

His
voice had changed. The fake southern charm drained away. The new sound was like tearing
paper. His words were venom. His tone uncompromising.

“Time for one last story. When I was a young man
in my first life, no older than yourself, my village gave me a most
grave and solemn task. It was upon me to decide a just and decent punishment. This was the
burden of the doctor. You see, a man had committed crimes so
heinous, they can’t be spoken of. But no amount of torture could
ever equate to justice for what he did. So I communed with the
elders—the doctors who had already passed on to the other side.
They explained to me that this man couldn’t feel pain appropriately
because he’d never truly felt joy. And so, we hatched a plan. We
started by giving him a beautiful, loving wife. Then we showered
his family with riches. We made him fat with food and wine. We gave
him everything he could have ever dreamed of and more. Then, when
he was happy, when he truly knew what joy was, we were finally able
to destroy him, piece by piece.”

I
felt the heat of the room like we were inside a fire. Sweat stung my eyes as I
strained to move my neck but failed. The only thing I could see was
the contract. It was enormous. And I was small.

The
doctor continued, “Then came time to enact the punishment. His
beloved children died at the
very hands of his most precious wife. She then took her own life in
front of his eyes. Before he could mourn, his fortunes vanished.
His closest friends soured into enemies. His home, the one he built
with his own hands, stayed the same. That was the cruelest part. A
mansion with empty beds and no visitors. A table with no food. And
when he inevitably tried to end his own life, I was there to stop
him. Over and over. No matter how he begged, I made him live. His
greatest punishment was yet to come. When he couldn’t move from the
grief anchoring him into the earth, that’s when I came to his side,
along with everyone he had wronged, and we told him the truth. None
of that was real. He was never loved. His wife was a conjuring. His
children, his home, and his happiness were phantasms of my
creation, put in place to show him exactly what he never deserved
to have.”

The
invisible flames burned through my skin until I was nothing but a
presence, same as the doctor. I tried to scream, but I had no
voice. The only voice in this
place was his.

“When he finally died, not one person in my
village had any worry that he escaped from this life without paying
the price for his sins. I tell you this story not to scare you. I
simply want you to know what I am capable of. I need you to realize how far I’ve already
gone. This is something I did to my own brother. Do you believe for
one second I won’t do worse to you?”

And then, just like that, it was over.

I
was sitting behind the counter by the cash register. The
doctor stood across from me
with his white suit and dapper haircut. A middle-aged, rich, white,
southern gentleman. The perfect vessel for a being such as this. He
smiled and gestured at the contract. He used his fake voice. His
human voice. “Do we have an understanding?”

I balled up the papers and bounced them off
his face.

He shook his head and said, “It didn’t have
to be this way. I pity you over what comes next.”

The
front door opened and Rosa rushed inside. (It was definitely Rosa,
no matter what any stupid
omniscient radio had to say about it. She waved at me and ran
around the counter to give me a hug.)

“Hey, Jack! How are your knife wounds? I brought
stuff for decorations for tonight! Oh, and there’s a cake in the
car. It’s funfetti! I baked it myself!”

I looked around, confused. The doctor wasn’t
there.

“What’s happening?” I
asked.

“I came early! I had the
whole day off and wanted to help you get everything ready for the
party tonight. How are you at blowing up balloons?”

“Average, I
guess.”

“Great! You’re on balloon duty. I’ll do colored streamers. But first,
let’s get the music bouncing so we can get this party started
right!”

She danced all the way out to her car while
I tried to stifle my panic attack.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




As
soon as night had fallen, I
hung a poster board in the front window that read “Gas Station
closed for private event.” It seemed highly unlikely that we’d have
to worry about any customers, but I wanted Jerry to see the sign
and feel special.

I
almost forgot to wrap my
present, but Rosa came through and helped at the last second. And
by helped, I of course mean she did it all by herself. His gift was
a three-month supply of nicotine gum. I promise, I’m not just the
worst gift-giver in the world; that was actually what he asked for.
He’d been trying to quit smoking ever since the bounty hunters beat
some humility into him. It ended up being the last thing I
purchased before the bank shut down my overdrawn debit card, but I
didn’t care. It was a worthwhile investment if it meant Jerry would
be stealing less of our tobacco products. (Also, Jerry’s health or
something.)

As she wrapped the present, I tried to make
small talk. “Hey Rosa?”

“Yeah?”

“Weird question: Is there
anyone else in your family named ‘Rosa’?”

“Yeah. My grandma.”

“Paternal or maternal?”

She looked up from the present with an
inquisitive eyebrow raise. “Why?”

“No reason. Just
curious.”

O’Brien knocked and walked through the door, wearing a
black dress with a purse on one shoulder. I came around to greet
her and found myself at a
complete loss for words. The best I could muster was a simple,
“Hey.”

Her
hair was down around her shoulders, and she was wearing a pair of
dangly earrings. She looked good, if not a little out of place. It
was strange. I’d literally
never seen her in a dress before, and until that point, I didn’t
even know she owned any jewelry.

She smiled back at me and said, “Hey
yourself, stranger. Do you have a place for this?”

She
was referring to the six-pack of beer she’d brought and
wrapped in ribbon with a bow
on top. Jerry was going to love it. He loves anything with a bow on
top.

I
reached to take the drinks, but O’Brien mistook my gesture as me
going in for a hug. She leaned in and wrapped an arm around me and
squeezed. I went with it and
hugged her back. Then she said, “I missed you,” before letting
go.

I didn’t know how to react, but I’m sure
laughing nervously and saying “Thanks” probably wasn’t the right
thing to do. Still, that’s what my brain decided on.

She
laughed back and said, “It’s
been so long, I forget how weird you are.” Then she brushed past me
to say hi to Rosa, and I caught myself smiling and thinking how
nice it was to finally have everyone back together in one
place…

...but then another thought struck me…

Isn’t it weird
how O’Brien is dressed?

Isn’t it a little out
of character for her to be so
relaxed right now?

And where has she been, anyway?

Does any of this make sense?

Maybe something’s
wrong here. It’s been a while since the last attack. My guard is
down. The store is technically closed so there’s not even a good
chance of a random passerby stopping through and
interrupting.

Maybe things are
seeming a little too good to be true because they are.

Maybe they’re both
changed. Replaced by those things. And now I’m a sitting duck.
Outnumbered and ill-prepared for a fight.

O’Brien popped open a beer and handed it to
Rosa, and I snapped out of it. My senses came back to me all at
once and I had to laugh.

Of
course they haven’t been replaced. If they had, I’d be dead by now, and they’d be fighting
over my delicious blood. No, I was right to be cautious, but this
was my paranoia attempting to take the wheel again.

We
all took seats around the folding table I’d placed in the center of
the gas station. A brand-new
pack of playing cards and poker chips were already set up in the
middle, and we went ahead and dealt a few hands to get warmed up
before the guest of honor arrived.

Except he never did.

Our
collective mood went from excited to confused to nervous to
worried in the span of an
hour.

I
tried to keep from freaking
out, telling myself that Jerry was probably just pregaming at his
place. No reason to panic. Worst case scenario, maybe the bounty
hunters came back for him. I
knew we should have installed a tracking device on him when we had
the chance!

All
of our calls went straight to voicemail, and soon O’Brien announced
that she was leaving to check on him. She opened her purse and
pulled out a handgun. At this point I didn’t even flinch. Of
course she brought a firearm with her to a birthday party.
But then she handed it to me and said, “Take this. I’ve got more in
the car. If anything happens before I return, shoot first and ask
questions later.”

“Amy, I really don’t think
you should leave me with a gun.”

“It’s okay. I’ll be right back. Stay by the phone just in
case.”

She started for the door, but before she
reached it, somebody else opened it from the other side. 

It
was nothing short of a miracle that I didn’t drop the gun on the
ground. I could feel the blood drain from my face and for a moment, I forgot how to
breathe.

No
way. No fucking way.
It can’t be
her.

“Hey y’all!” she said with a big grin as she
walked through the door. “Sorry I’m late. Is Jear-bear already
drunk? Because if not, I brought something
to take care of that.”

O’Brien eyed her
suspiciously as she walked past and put a bottle of scotch on the
counter next to the cake. “And who exactly are you supposed to
be?”

She
turned and sized up O’Brien. “I’m Calista. And you must be
Amelia, right? Or do you
prefer O’Brien?”

“O’Brien’s fine,” she answered.

“Jerry’s told me a lot
about you.” She flashed me a look next, then said “Hi, Jack. Good
to see you again.”

I
was still trying to wrap my mind around this. As soon as the
ability to breathe returned,
I attempted to speak. All I could get out was, “What are you doing
here?”

She
laughed, then closed the distance to me. I almost put a bullet in
her right then, but decided to hold off until I knew
what the hell was going on. She threw both arms around me and
squeezed me into a hug, whispering softly into my ear, “If you try
anything, I’ll kill them first.” When she released me, she looked
into my eyes and said loud enough for everyone to hear, “You and
your funny brain. Don’t you remember inviting me? I was the first
one to RSVP.”

This was crazy. How
was this happening? How was I the only one that recognized her? I
looked over at the bulletin board by the coffee machines to see if
her missing-person picture was still visible, but then I remembered
that it hadn’t been there in months. We took it down shortly after
they found her body. But here she was, alive and well.

“Calista” wasn’t Calista. Sure, she’d cut her
hair into a pixie cut and dyed it jet black, but I knew who this
was. Well, no, that’s not true. I had no idea who this was, but I did know whose
body she was using. The woman standing here in front of me was an
exact physical copy of my late friend Vanessa.

Rosa, completely unaware of the present danger, walked up
to us and introduced herself.
“Hi, I’m Rosa. Nice to meet you.”

Vanessa, or Calista,
or whatever the hell it was looked down at her and said, “Hi.
Calista.” She reached out and shook her hand awkwardly, then added,
“Do you work here too?”

“Um, no, not anymore. I’m friends with
Jerry.”

“Oh,” she replied, “He never mentioned
you.” Then, with a
big, silly laugh, she added, “He probably didn’t want to make me
jealous. You know how he is, Jack.” She nudged me in my chest,
right on top of my claw wounds. Even though it was just a gentle
pat, it felt like I’d been hit with a sledgehammer. Her tiny hand
packed one hell of a punch.

“Hang on,” O’Brien said,
“Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

She
was catching on. Calista grabbed one of the beers from the pack
O’Brien had brought for Jerry and twisted it open, saying, “You probably knew my cousin,
Vanessa Riggin. I get that a lot around here.”

O’Brien looked at me as I mouthed the words “Casper Van
Dien” and tried my damnedest to send a telepathic message to
O’Brien. WARNING! WARNING!
RED ALERT! This is not Calista! Hell, this probably isn’t even
human! I need help! Go get your other guns!

I
couldn’t tell if O’Brien saw my signal or not, but I knew she knew
something wasn’t right. Calista took a spot at the folding table
and sipped her beer. Rosa took a seat right next to her and asked, “How do you and
Jerry know each other?”

Calista said with a proud smile, “He’s my boyfriend.” A
loud country song started playing out of nowhere, and this time I
did flinch. Calista reached into her jeans and pulled
out the source of the music—her cell
phone. “Speak of the devil. That’s him right now. If you’ll excuse
me—” She stood up and walked towards the exit, answering with a
“Hey sexy,” before opening the door and heading outside.

A
beat passed before Rosa said, “Well… she seems nice.”

O’Brien snapped me out of my daze. “Hey Sleepy, you alright? You don’t look so
hot.”

Tell them, Jack. Tell them right now. 

“I—” What are you waiting for?! “—I’ll be right back.” I stuffed the gun into my inside
jacket pocket, then went outside.

The
cold air hit me hard, sending
a shiver down my spine. At least, I think it was the cold. I wasn’t
sure what I was doing or what I was going to say, but I knew one
thing—I needed to get her alone and away from the others. I scanned
the front of the store and the parking lot, but somehow, she had
vanished.

“Hey there,
handsome.”

Oh shit!

I spun around to see that she was standing
right behind me.

“What do you want!?” I yelled.

“Easy, keep your voice down. I’d hate for O’Brien
to come out here and get hurt just because you got your
panties in a
twist.”

“What do you want!?” I
whisper-screamed.

“That’s better.” She put a cigarette to her lips
and lit it. After a drag, she offered it to me.

“No, I’m good.”

“Life’s too short to miss out on the little
pleasures. I do hope you’ve got some vices, Jack.” She turned and looked over her
shoulder at the gas station. Inside the store, O’Brien and Rosa
were talking, and I caught them looking at us through the window.
Calista turned back to me with that evil smile on her lips. “Remind
me again: which one of them were you fucking? I can’t keep
up.”

“Where’s
Jerry?”

“In a better place,” she answered, flicking her
half-spent cigarette
into the lot. “Now why don’t we go back inside? I’m freezing my
tits off out here.” She turned to head in, but I caught her by the
arm. She looked back at me with hate in her eyes. “Take your
goddamned hand off of me before I take it off for you.”

I released my grip,
“You never answered me. What do you want?”

“You really are slow, aren’t you? Isn’t it
obvious? We want the gas station.”

“Why?”

“None of your
business.”

“Play me for
it.”

She squinted at me. “What?”

“Play me for the gas station. We’re
already set up for a
game of poker. If you want me to sign the gas station over, let’s
play for it. If you win, the gas station is yours.”

She shook her head like she couldn’t believe
what I was saying. That made two of us.

“You’re
serious?”

“Yes. But if I win, you tell Doctor Asshole to go fuck himself back to
hell and leave me and my friends alone.”

She
threw up her hands, “Alright.
Let’s play.”

The door opened and O’Brien stepped outside.
“Everything okay, you two?”

Calista answered before I could,
“Everything’s great! Jerry
says he’s going to be a little late, but he wants us to get started
without him.”

 


***

 


I
sat across from Calista. Rosa
was on my left, O’Brien on my right. Calista glared at me with
Vanessa’s eyes as I shuffled the deck. Rosa tried to fill the
intense silence between shuffles.

“It’s been a really long
time since I’ve played.”

Nobody answered. Calista studied the cards while I studied Calista.

Rosa tried again. “Quick question. How old is Jerry anyway?
Does anyone know? I just grabbed a whole bunch of candles.”

I
broke the deck, shuffled, broke it, shuffled. Calista began loudly
tapping the table with her fingernails. She knew I was stalling. This was her way of telling
me to hurry it up.

Rosa tried again. “Boy, I sure hope Jerry
gets here soon. Starting to feel like a real clamboree up in
here.”

I
straightened the cards and got down to the rules. “The game is
old-fashioned five-card draw.
Nothing wild. Bet, draw, bet, showdown. Any questions?”

Calista announced, “I’d like to cut.”

“Well you can’t. You’re
out of turn. Amy, would you do the honors?”

I
pushed the deck in front of her. She took her time trying to
decide what to say, but in
the end, she kept quiet and split the deck.

I
dealt five cards to
everybody, then watched as Calista looked at hers. She smiled big
and winked at me.

Rosa started the betting, Calista raised, O’Brien folded. I
looked at my cards. I had a
pair of twos and nothing else. Still, I called. Rosa asked if it
meant anything for all of her cards to be the same color, and
O’Brien told her to fold, which she did.

Now
it was just me and Calista playing heads up. She drew one card. I
threw away everything but the
twos. My new cards were a two, king, and jack unsuited. I was
sitting on three of a kind. Not terrible for a first hand. Calista
made a large bet, and I responded by pushing the rest of my chips
into the middle.

“I’m all in.”

Calista pouted. “You
know it’s not going to be any fun if you’re going to play like
that.”

“What can I say? I think
I’ve got a winning hand.”

Calista studied my face for a moment, then
she looked to Rosa, then O’Brien, then back to me.

“I think you’re
bluffing.”

“Then call me and find out.”

Rosa rubbed her hands together and said, “Ooh, this
is intense.”

“Fine!” said Calista.
“I’ll call.”

She flipped her cards over. Two queens and
two aces.

“Ha!” I yelled, flipping
my own cards over. She looked at them, then laughed.

“Tough luck, Jack. You
barely missed the straight.”

“What?” I looked down to see
that my cards were completely
different than they were just a moment ago. I had an eight, nine,
ten, and two jacks. I couldn’t believe it. I screamed across the
table, “HOW DID YOU DO THAT?!”

“Whoa, calm down!” Calista said. “You lost fair
and square. And you
know what that means, right?”

She stood up and reached into the center of
the table to grab the chips.

BANG!

I
didn’t even have to think about it. It was the only possible
choice left for me. No matter how
many times I fire a gun, I will never get used to how insanely loud
those things are, and by the time the ringing in my ears went away,
all I could hear was screaming. Once the situational blinders wore
off, I realized that the screaming was coming from Rosa.

“Jack. JACK!” O’Brien was
yelling at me, too.

I took a deep breath and looked over at her.
“What?”

“Put the gun down, okay?
Here, hand it to me.”

I
didn’t want to do that, though. Not yet. I was about to need it.
They were both about to see.
This thing sitting lifelessly in the chair across from me was about
to come back, and we needed to be ready. Blood and brain matter
dripped from the hole in the back of Calista’s head, her eyes wide
open and pointed at the ceiling but seeing nothing. Any second now,
she’d reconstruct and molt and then, well, then we were in
for a hell of a fight.

“Jack,” O’Brien repeated as she reached out and
took the gun from my
hand. As I released my grip, I could see that my whole arm was
shaking. That was one hell of a shot. Way more luck than skill. I
hit the thing right between the eyes. And now, I knew it was going
to be pissed. “Jack, LOOK AT ME!” She grabbed my face and pulled my
gaze away from Calista’s body.

“What?” I asked. “She’s not
really a human. She’s
a monster. Watch, you’ll see!” I looked back at the body and said,
“Any second now.”

My heart sank.

Oh god.

Oh god no.

Noooooooo.

She wasn’t coming back.

Rosa jumped up from
her chair and ran out the front door. I got up to try and run after
her, but O’Brien pushed me back into my seat and said, “Let her go,
Jack.”

She was right. As usual. I needed to let
Rosa get as far away from here as possible.

O’Brien shook her head and looked back at the body of the young woman I had
just murdered in front of her. With O’Brien’s gun. Worst birthday
party ever.

“Okay,” O’Brien said after
a minute of thinking. “Here’s what we’re going to do. First, I need
you to get a tarp...”


 


 Chapter
Twenty-Eight

 


She
helped me move and bury the body, all the while wearing her black dress. We worked in silence,
speaking only when necessary. When we were done, she fell asleep in
her car for an hour. When she woke up, she drove away without
letting me know she was leaving. I spent the rest of the night
cleaning up the mess from the party.

 


***

 


The
next day, a delivery man showed up at the gas station with a
package made out to “Mel.” Where the return address should have
been, there was only the name
“Jeremy.” I tried to accept the package, but the delivery man was
adamant that he could only leave the package after it was signed
for, and it had to be signed for by the named recipient.

At
first, I couldn’t understand why Jerry would send a
package to Mel. Unless he was
trying to be too clever for his own good. Maybe this was his way of
circumventing any postal demons set to intercept my packages. I
fought and begged and even tried to bribe the guy, but he insisted
he’d lose his job if he didn’t see an I.D. to match the signature
for someone named “Mel.” I asked if he’d do me a solid and wait for
me to get Mel to come down to the gas station. He said he’d give me
half an hour in return for free sodas for life.

I
called O’Brien and told her to meet me at the gas station. I kept it brief, but I let her
know it was an emergency.

She
got there ten minutes later, and I explained to the postman that
this was actually “Mel.” It was short for “A-MEL-ia.” He looked at
her I.D., then at her badge, and let her sign for it.

“That was the emergency
you called me out for?” 

O’Brien seemed
pissed.

“Yeah, I worried you might
not come if I didn’t call it an emergency.”

She
shook her head at me and gave me the worried look of disappointment
that I was getting all too
familiar with.

“Listen, Jack, I looked
into Calista.”

I
put the package under the
counter. It could wait until after this conversation.

“Why?”

“I wanted to see. She’s got a birth record, you
know? Calista Malloy grew up here. She went to school. Her
photo is in the
yearbook. She had library books that were overdue. And now she has
friends that are missing her.”

“So?” I said. “That just means that they are
really good at building a fake identity. They went the extra mile
so that anyone who looks closely won’t see. I’m telling you; Calista Malloy didn’t
exist a week ago.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“What are you asking, Amy? Are you asking if I
accidentally murdered somebody? I didn’t. Are you asking if we
buried an innocent girl last night? She was a
monster. She was one
of them. I don’t know why she didn’t regenerate. Maybe I hit her in
the exact right spot. Maybe she just didn’t feel like coming back.
I don’t know. But I’m not crazy! Okay?”

O’Brien walked up and gave me a hug, then
said, “I’m sorry.”

Before I knew it, she
was gone. I didn’t have time to waste. I didn’t have time to mourn.
I had to keep moving.

 


***

 


Inside the box were two things. On top,
there was a note.

 


Hey Jack, 

By
now, you’re probably aware of what’s going on. They’re everywhere.
They can look like anyone.
And they want you dead.

I
told you already, you don’t deserve to die. You shouldn’t be so lucky. You should see
what happened, and know that this was all your fault.

I
didn’t want to kill him. I didn’t want any of this. But I’d
be lying if I said it didn’t put a
smile on my face.

This is for you. Figure out what to do with it. You’re good at digging holes,
right?

 


The
severed head inside the box hadn’t been dead long. I don’t know
what compelled me to do so, but I immediately reached inside and took it out. I wasn’t in
control of my own actions anymore. Something else had taken over.
All I could do was watch.

What?

What is this?

Why?!

Why would he send me this?!

I
held the head in my hands and inspected it. The feel
of the loose, cold skin… the wet
hair… the way the bottom jaw fell open… these images will forever
haunt me, but none more than that look in its eyes. I wish to God
the eyes weren’t open. I wish he weren’t looking back at me… I wish
I didn’t recognize whose head this was. The dark blonde hair, the
scraggly beard. There was no mistaking it; Jerry was dead, and I
was standing here frozen, staring into his lifeless
eyes.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




I
grabbed the box and my trusty shovel, then started into the
woods behind the dumpster in search
of a good spot to dig a shallow grave. Normally, I’d avoid the
forest at all costs, but after everything that had happened, I
found it almost impossible to care. The only thing on my mind was
getting rid of the box (and its contents) for good, and I needed it
to be somewhere far enough away from the gas station that I’d never
have to see it again.

I
found a small clearing with minimal roots and vegetation and
started digging. My mind raced through the memories of all
those times I’d been forced
to use this shovel in the past. When I had to bury a box of mice.
When I was forced to dig my own grave. When I was hypnotized under
the will of a dark god. 

Spencer was right. It’s a strange thing to be proud of, but
I was really good at digging
holes. Before I knew it, I was standing in a grave about three feet
deep. This was already more than adequate, but some part of me was
dreading the finality of filling in the hole and leaving behind
what was left of my last friend.

I
climbed out and picked up the
box. This was it. No reason to keep putting it off. The sun would
be setting soon, and I needed to give myself enough time to get
back to the gas station before the nocturnal forest dwellers began
to wake.

I
thought about saying a few
words first, but I knew that the whole purpose of funeral
ceremonies was to offer some kind of closure to the ones we leave
behind, and nothing I could do was going to leave me with any kind
of closure, so it was pointless.

On
the other hand, now that I
was standing here, holding the box, I couldn’t help
myself.

“Alright, bud. It’s been a crazy
ride and I know you
deserve better, but this is the best I can do. If there is an
afterlife, I’m sure you and Vanessa are saving me a spot at the
cool table.”

I knelt down onto my
good knee and placed the box inside the hole, but before I could
get back up, I heard someone say, “Man, this is seriously effed
up.”

I grabbed the shovel and jumped up to my
feet (or foot, whatever) as fast as I could.

“Hello?” I called out. “Somebody there?”

I waited, but there was no response.

Why did I think this was a good idea?

I backed away from
the hole and searched the perimeter of the clearing, keeping both
hands on the shovel. “Look, whoever’s out there, this isn’t what it
looks like.”

As
soon as I said it, I realized that I probably should have kept my
mouth shut. For all they
knew, I was just burying a dead pet. But nothing screams
“suspicious” louder
than me standing here holding my shovel like a weapon and saying,
“This isn’t what it looks like.”

But
then I realized that if someone else were out here with
me, there was approximately a zero percent chance they were
innocent themselves. Just to be safe, I tightened my grip on the
shovel and held my breath to see if I could figure out where that
voice had come from.

I’d
almost convinced myself I’d imagined it when he spoke
again. “Oh snap! You can hear
me?”

“Maybe,” I said, turning slowly, trying not to
panic over the fact that I still had no idea where the voice
was coming from. “Who
wants to know?”

“Dude, I’m not trying to freak you out or
nothing, but you should prepare yourself because things are about to get hella
weird.”

The
voice didn’t sound like it was coming from anywhere. And at the
same time, it was everywhere.
Inside my head. Impossible, but completely real.

“Where are
you?”

“Over here.”

“I don’t know what ‘over
here’ means. I can’t
see you. Are you pointing or something?”

“Dude. Walk straight ahead.” I carefully took a
step forward, and the voice started to sing, “Cooolder.”

“Then why would you even tell me to walk
forward?!” He didn’t answer. After a second passed,
I yelled out, “I’m not playing your
game, creepy forest voice!”

That’s when he started humming. The sound was just as loud
and clear and omnidirectional
as his voice had been, and I hated that I recognized the tune. He
was humming the Jeopardy theme
song.

Whatever was going on here, I knew that the person behind
that voice had the upper hand. I sighed and accepted that I was
going to be playing the
creepy forest voice’s game after all.

I
took a step backwards, and the voice stopped humming just long
enough to say
“Warmer.”

I took another step. 

“Waaarmer.”

I turned around and walked right up to the
hole.

“Burning up!” he
sang.

“Well where the hell are you?!” 

“Down here.”

I looked down at the hole in front of me. At
the box sitting at the bottom.

“Oh come on.” I pleaded. “Don’t do this to me.”

The voice was completely silent now.

“Please don’t fucking do
this to me.”

I
stood there for way too long,
staring at the box. I’m not sure how long I was standing there, but
the next thing I knew, it was pitch black. I’d missed the sunset
altogether. I was stuck inside this moment while time passed on the
outside. The sound of forest insects had filled the cold night air,
and I hadn’t moved in who-knows-how-long.

I
dug my phone out of my pocket and turned on the
flashlight to see that the
box was still there at the bottom of the hole, right where I’d left
it.

Had
I imagined everything? Maybe.
Probably. But I had to know for sure. 

I dropped down to the ground, pulled out the
box, and took off the lid.

“It’s my head in a box!” Jerry sang as soon as the light hit his
pale-white skin. I gagged reflexively before Jerry went on with the
next verse. “It’s my head in a box, giiirrrlll…” I dropped him to
the ground, and he bounced and yelled, “Whoa Nelly!”

“What the hell is this?!” I screamed. “Jerry! You’re supposed
to be dead!”

“Look dude,” said the disembodied head of my old
friend, “I’m just as confused by all of this as you are. Trust me.”
As he spoke, his jaw moved up and down. His lips pressed together
to form the words, and
his tongue moved around inside of his mouth. But it was all
impossible. There was no way he could be talking. “I never signed
the permission slip to get turned into a zombie head. I don’t even
remember how I got here. Last thing I know, I was cooking fish
sticks over an open fire and trying to decide which suit to wear to
my birthday party.”

I forced myself to look at him. He turned
his milky-white eyes to meet mine.

“I don’t know how to tell you this,” I said, “but
you got decapitated by
Spencer Middleton.”

“Aw man! That guy is such
a jerk!”

“And now I’m pretty sure
I’ve lost my mind.”

“Oh, dude!” he exclaimed.
“I know what this is.”

“I seriously doubt
that.”

“No, really! I read about this in a book once.
This is your mind’s way of giving you a chance to say goodbye.”

“Wait. So you’re actually
agreeing with me that you aren’t real? That you’re just a figment
of my imagination?”

“Ha. That’s such a funny word, isn’t
it? Figment. It’s like a
piece of a fig.”

“Alright, fine. How does this
work? I tell you how
mad I am that you weren’t more careful? But that would make me a
hypocrite, because there’s nobody else in this God-forsaken town
who plays faster and looser with their own safety than me, huh? So
I’m pissed at myself. Doubly so for letting you go off and get
killed. And while we’re at it, I should go ahead and say how sorry
I am for letting this happen in the first place. I messed up and
it’s all my fault. I let Spencer get away. I let Howard get away. I
let Aggie get away. Not anymore, though. Starting now, I’m going to
fight like hell and make damned sure that nobody else has to get
beheaded against their will.”

“Whoop whoop,” he yelled.
“If I could clap right now, I would. Did that help? Do you feel
better?”

“No. Not particularly. But
as a weird bug-eyed guy once told
me, help don’t always feel good.” I stopped once I realized what
I’d said and gave off a short laugh.

“What are you laughing
at?” Jerry’s head asked.

“Bug-eyed.” I laughed again. Then he laughed.
“What are you
laughing at?” I asked.

“‘Figment.’”

We both laughed a little too long, and then
I closed the lid and picked the box up to drop it back in its final
resting place.

“Wait!” he screamed from
everywhere.

“What?”

“You can’t just leave me
out here like this!”

“Well I can’t take you back
with me. You’re a
severed human head. If someone finds you, I’m going straight to
jail. You know, plus, you’re an abomination of nature.”

“Aw, come on, man. I’ve got like
a hundred head-based puns I’ve been
waiting to try out. Let me stick around. I can help! I can totally
help. You can let me be in charge of, like, inventory or
something.”

“You’re a disembodied head in a box.”

“You’re being racist!”

“What?! No it’s—” I caught myself. “Why am I even arguing with
you?”

I
dropped the box into the hole in the ground and started to bury him. With each shovelful, I
muffled his screams. Everything that was left of Jerry became
dimmer and dimmer, until I couldn’t hear him at all. Finally, after
everything he’d been through, my friend Jerry was no more, and once
again I was all alone.

I barely made it out of the woods and back
to the gas station before my phone battery finally died.


Chapter Thirty




“There really wasn’t anything I could have done differently,” I
explained.

Tom
stood on the other side of the counter, that same sad look in his eyes. He wasn’t answering me
back, he just let me ramble on and on. About how I’d done my best
and lost. About how I’d failed. About my fears of what was next.
What the radio meant about those of us who were replaced. About
where O’Brien went, or why she refused to answer my calls now.
About how my best friend died because I was too sloppy, stupid, and
lazy to prepare for war when I was supposed to.

I must have talked to him for hours. Tom
always was a really good listener.

But I didn’t need a
good listener right now. I needed guidance. I needed help. I needed
saving. “Well?” I asked. “Where’s your fatherly advice? Aren’t you
going to offer me some kind of cryptic solution? Where’s your
justification for even being here this time?!” I realized I was
shouting. I also realized that I didn’t care.

Tom
stretched and took a breath. He took all the time he needed. And
when he finally spoke, it was
with the voice of a man who couldn’t hide his pity.

“I’m so sorry,
Jack.”

“Is that it? That’s not helpful in any way.”

“I ain’t here this time to
be helpful. I told you already, you have to figure this one out on
your own.”

“Why?! Why
me?!”

“There comes a point in
every man’s life when he sees the world for what it really is:
cruel and uncaring. That’s what defines what kind of man you’re
going to be. How do you react in the face of such darkness and
hopelessness? Do you keep on fighting, knowing that we’ll all be
dust one day? Or do you give up and call it someone else’s problem?
I have faith you’ll make the right decision. But like I said, I’m
not here to help you.”

“Then why are you here,
Tom? Please tell me!”

The
front door opened. I turned
to see the most nauseatingly beautiful person I had ever seen in my
life. She floated into the room, walked up to me, looked me in the
eyes, and said nothing.

“Oh,” I said. “It’s you again.”

The
fox lady turned her head to Tom and held out her
hand. I could hear the words
before she said them.

“Will you come with
me?”

Tom
took her hand, and together
they walked out the door. I never saw either of them
again.

 


***

 


It
didn’t take long for the gas station to turn into a ghost town (not
that it had that far to
fall). I couldn’t stay on top of the upkeep by myself, and I
couldn’t afford to pay somebody to mow the grass or fill the
rapidly expanding potholes in the parking lot. We should have been
up to date on trash removal payments, but apparently Howard called
in a favor or bribed somebody, because the weekly dumpster pickups
came to an end without even considering their I.O.U.
options.

Pretty soon, even the raccoons were giving me the pity eyes
every time they saw me dragging bags of trash into a
burn pile behind the
dumpster, as if to say “Man. You’ve really let this place go,
haven’t you?”

There wasn’t much I
could do in the way of strategic planning when all of my efforts
were focused on treading water. When the day arrived that a
potential ally came into the store, it was all I could do to keep
from breaking down and crying tears of joy.

“Hey, is this shit-hill still open, or what?”

I
was in the supply closet when I heard his voice, searching for
anything worth pawning. Times were tough, and
people weren’t exactly
knocking each other over to get inside and spend money, so if this
were a potential customer, I’d need to charm the pants off of him
and upsell like our lives depended on it.

But
when I raced out of the room, already in salesman
mode, I could see that the man
standing next to the counter was not a potential
customer.

“Oh shit, thank you, God.”

The man gave me his usual glare and scowl
combo, then said, “That was not the reaction I was expecting.”

I
laughed a little too hard, probably coming across as a complete maniac in the process. But
I couldn’t help it. Hope was here, and it had come in the form of a
giant, tan-skinned man with a thick black beard. The man who, I was
certain, had access to enough firepower to start (and probably end)
a war. A man who they
didn’t know anything about. A man
who had already taken on both Spencer Middleton and a dark god
within a twenty-four-hour span.

I
ran up to Benjamin and, without thinking, gave him a hug. He was
such a big guy that my ear hit his chest and my arms didn’t even fit all the way around
him. Admittedly, this was not the smartest thing for me to do. The
next thing I knew, I was on the ground.

He spat the words down at me, “What the
hell, Jack?”

“Sorry! My bad.” I picked myself up
and tried to temper my
excitement. “I was just so happy to see you! Things have gotten bad
around here. So, so bad! I’ve been forced to do terrible things.
And the monsters, holy cow! The monsters! I should be dead, but now
you’re here and everything’s gonna be okay again, right? You’re
just gonna blip bloop
and do whatever you do and kill them
all and then things will go back to normal, right?”

He took a second to study me, then a minute
to study the gas station. Finally, he asked, “What have I
missed?”

“It’s such a long story.”

“Hey, Jack!”

“Well, why don’t we start
at the beginning then?”

“Jack! Hey! Psst! Over
here!”

“Okay, let me start a pot
of coffee real quick.”

“Hellooo? Are you
seriously going to ignore me like that?”

“Good. Something tells me
we’re gonna need it. Is there anyone else besides you and me inside
the building right now?”

“Casper Van
Monster-Trucking Dien!”

“No. Just us.”

“Make your coffee. I’m going to check the
perimeter. I’ll be right back, and we can
get
started.”

He
watched as I measured out the grounds for a new pot of coffee, then
he pulled a gun out of a holster by his boot and checked
the magazine. Satisfied with
what he saw, he clicked it back into place, chambered a round, went
out the front door, and hooked left. As soon as he was far enough
away to not see me, I ran straight back to my spot behind the
counter, bent down, and pulled the ice chest out from where I had
hidden it all those days ago. After the loneliness finally broke
me. After I freaked out and went back to that spot in the woods.
After I dug up the head I had buried.

I
braced myself for the smell, then pulled the lid off
so I could look him in the eye
sockets, immediately wishing I had not.

“What the hell do you
want?” I asked him.

The bloated, severed
head of Jerry smiled (if you can call that smiling). The state of
decomposition made it difficult to say. One night underground does
a lot more damage than I expected. “Look, bro, thanks for keeping
me around. I promise I’m not trying to be an asshole or anything.”
As he spoke, his jaw went up and down, and what was left of his
tongue wiggled around in his mouth, sloshing in the melted ice
water that had almost completely submerged him.

“What is it,
then?”

“I just wanted to warn you.
That isn’t
Benjamin.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I mean what I said. That’s not really Benjamin.
I don’t know how I know, but trust me. I can tell.
One hundred percent.
That’s not the real guy. Hell, that’s not even a human. It’s a
mimic, and it’s here for you. You’re going to have to kill
him.”

“Prove it.”

“Dude, I can’t prove it. But you gotta trust me.
I swear! He’s going to pretend to care, to get
you talking and see
how much you already know. Then he’s going to find out who you’ve
talked to and how much they know. Then, he’s going to kill you and
everyone that suspects anything.”

“What am I supposed to
do?”

“You can start by getting him away from
his guns.”

“I don’t even know how
many guns he has!”

I
heard the door open, and quickly put the lid back onto the
Styrofoam ice chest before sliding
it onto the shelf below the register.

“Jack,” boomed Benjamin’s
voice, “Where the hell did you go?”

I
stood up slowly, “Hey, sorry,
I was tying my shoelaces.”

“Behind the
counter?”

“My leg got cut
off.”

He stared at me and, for a second, looked
like he was going to question it, but then he shook his head and
asked, “Coffee ready?”

“He’s going to kill you
to death. Don’t let him. Stay alive long enough to kill him first.
Also, we should buy some scented candles. It’s dark and smells like
decayed head in here.”

I
walked to the coffee station as he turned the deadbolt, trapping us
inside together. I poured out two cups of strong coffee and carried them over to the booth
seats under the window. I sat first. He took one last look around,
then sat across from me, keeping the gun firmly gripped in his
right hand the entire time.

I
thought fast, and took a sip from the cup in my right hand, thus claiming it under the ancient
rule of “my germs.” Then, I extended the cup in my left hand
straight across the table. He would have to put his gun down to
take the coffee from me, and that’s where he left it, on the table,
right between the two of us, as he sipped his drink and eyed
me.

“Alright then,
Jack—”

“He only has two guns
on him.”

“—Let’s get this
started—”

“The other is behind
him in a small-of-back holster.”

“—Tell me everything you
know—”

“He can’t get to
it.”

“—From the beginning.”

“Do it! Do it now! Grab
the gun!”

I closed my eyes, put
both hands on the table, and shushed the voice in my head.
Unfortunately, I’d gotten way too used to being all alone and
didn’t realize until after that my shushing was out loud. When I
reopened my eyes, Benjamin was scowling again.

“Something I said?” he asked.

“No,” I responded. “I just
had to sneeze. Don’t worry about it. Where should we start? Oh
right, the monsters!”

He
took another sip of coffee as I started from the beginning and
told him almost everything. I
left out the part where I found out that Jerry’s head was somehow
not as dead as it should have been. And I left out the part where I
went back into the woods the night after I buried him, dug the box
back up, took him to the gas station, and transferred him into a
small Styrofoam ice chest. I definitely didn’t tell him how I’d
been keeping him on ice and talking to him off and on ever
since.

When I started my story, the sun was up. When I finished my
story, the sun was gone. Benjamin grunted. “That’s it? What happened next?”

I waved at our
surroundings. “You’re looking at it. This happened
next.”

“That doesn’t make any
sense.”

“You’re telling
me!”

“What about the other girl? Rosa? She never
called the cops or followed up or anything?”

“Who was she going to call? I
killed somebody right
in front of a deputy sheriff. No, she’s not going to tell anyone
anything.”

“And the lady cop? Did she
believe you when you told her what was happening?”

“DUDE. He’s asking
about witnesses!”

“O’Brien? No. She’s convinced that I’m crazy. Neither of them have
any reason to suspect a thing.”

“It’s only you, then?
You’re the only person left who knows about the mimics?”

Something clicked when he said that. A weird little piece
of familiarity that registered almost too subtly to notice, but when it did, I realized
how fucked I was. That word he used. “Mimics.” I’d intentionally
never used it before now because I thought it sounded too silly.
Mimics are characters from video games or Dungeons and Dragons, and this was real life. Sure, the word “monster” wasn’t a
whole lot better, but that specific word, “mimic,” was not mine.
I’d heard it before, though. Recently, and repeatedly. That was the
word Jerry’s head kept using to describe those things.

He
put down the rest of his
coffee in one big gulp, then set the empty cup right next to his
gun.

“Dude!” Jerry’s head
was positively screaming at me now. “It’s now or never. He’s going to kill you and then who’s
going to take care of me?!”

“Actually,” I said, “there
is one more person who
knows everything.”

He glared even harder. “What’s his
name?”

“I don’t know. But I do
know how we can get in touch with him.”

“Alright. How?”

“Sit tight. I just need to
go find my journal.”

I stood, and he matched my movement.

“I’ll go too. In case what you say is real, I’m not letting you
out of my sight for a second. Can’t take the chance one of those
things replaces you when I’m not looking.”

He
grabbed his gun and followed closely all the way to the counter.
I’ve never been the best
liar, but he’d have to be blind to not see that I was behaving
suspiciously. I needed to think up something smart and fast, but
usually my thoughts are only one of those at best, so I leaned into
the second option.

I
turned, looked him in the eyes, and said, “Hey, buddy, you know what we need right
now?”

He gave me the requisite glare before
answering, “What?”

“Some more coffee. Would
you mind fixing us some fresh cups while I grab my
journal?”

With some hesitation, he turned and moved towards the
coffee station.

I
already accepted the fact
that I was crazy a long time ago, and I certainly wasn’t about to
let that fact escape me here and now. There was a significant,
unignorable chance that Jerry’s severed head was exactly as dead as
it should have been, and that monsters are not real, and that
everything that has happened up to this point was, to some degree,
a fabrication of my own making.

Even after all I’ve seen, it’s comforting to think that
maybe I’m wrong. After all, the alternative was pretty
insane, and it would have
been irresponsible for me to simply assume that Jerry’s
head was telling the truth. I needed proof before I could act, so
as soon as Benjamin had his back to me, I tested out the accuracy
of Jerry’s assertions.

Thankfully, the words poured out without my having to think about them
first.

“Hey, nice ass. Have you
been working out?”

He
made a noise that sounded like, “Huh?” and I smacked the top of his
rear with a wide-open palm. His automatic reflexes were faster than
my brain could process. The
next thing I knew, I was on the ground again, with Benjamin
standing over me and screaming.

“WHAT THE HELL IS WRONG
WITH YOU?!”

“So many things,” I
answered.

“Get up. I’m gonna pretend that didn’t happen, but if you touch me
one more time, I’ll rip off the rest of your limbs and feed ‘em to
you. Got it?” He didn’t wait for my answer. He just knelt down,
grabbed me by the shirt collar, and yanked me to my feet. “Now go
get the damn journal!”

As
he went on to the coffee station, I raced behind the
counter, crouched down, and
started looking for weapons. That ass smack was a gamble, but it
might have paid off. Now, at least, I knew. Jerry was right. Benjamin had another gun, tucked into a holster in the
small of his back. Now I needed something to defend myself in case
the rest of Jerry’s warnings were true. My eyes landed on the ice
chest.

“Dude! Let me out of
the box and throw me at him! I’ll bite his fucking face
off!”

But
I ignored it. There was
nothing down here that could take out even an unarmed mountain of a
man like Benjamin, and I wasn’t about to bring a severed head to a
gunfight. There was only one option left.

I had to get one of those guns away from
him.

I
grabbed the journal from the
space on the shelf above Jerry, then took it back to the booth
seat. Benjamin was right behind me, drink in one hand and gun in
the other. He placed the tall cup of steaming black coffee in front
of me, but didn’t sit right away.

“That it? Your friend, the information about how to find him, it’s in
there?”

“Not
exactly,” I responded, trying to buy some time. “It’s in a code. I
need to decipher it first.”

“Oh, for crying out loud!”
Benjamin slammed into the seat across from me.

“Sorry, are you in some kind of hurry?” I asked.

“No. We got all the time in the
world. Now get to
cracking.”

“I will, but first, I
wanted to ask you a couple questions.”

“Me?” he said with a loud
laugh. “Why the hell should I tell you anything?”

“It would make me feel a
lot better.”

His
laughing face went right back into a grimace.
“Alright. Shoot.”

“The day you first met me,
do you remember anything about it?”

“Yeah, you were staring at the clock when I came
in. You thought it was morning time, but it was the
beginning of the
night.”

“The first time you met my
coworker, Jerry.”

“Was that the sack of corn guy, or the one who took my piece and
tried to off himself in front of us?”

“Where’d you get the
C4?”

“An associate made a supply drop on my third day
of the hunt. I never
met him, I just got the coordinates and picked up the
gear.”

“Are you a Dale, or a Brennan?”

“I have no idea what that
means.”

“Boxers or
briefs?”

“Depends on the combat
scenario.”

“Where’s your car parked?
I don’t see it outside.”

“I walked here from town. Didn’t want a repeat of last time. Vehicles
like mine are hard to replace.”

“That does make
sense.”

“Did I pass your little
test?”

I
relaxed, then let out a short laugh. “Sorry. I don’t have to tell
you why I can never be too careful. If you want to know who else knows about this, you just
need to look at the journal like this.” I opened the book to my tic
tac toe page and leaned forward to show him. He leaned forward,
too, just like I expected.

But
then my journal “accidently” hit the cup of hot coffee and knocked it over, spilling it out all
over the table and onto his lap.

I jumped out of my seat. Benjamin did the
same, leaving behind his handgun. I dove for it, snatched it, then
straightened up and pointed the weapon right at him.

He laughed.

“Easy there, killer. You
know that’s a deadly weapon, right?”

“Don’t move, Benjamin! I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Well ain’t that
convenient, considering you still got the safety on?”

“Don’t screw with me,
dude. I know how to use this thing.”

“Yeah? Why don’t you prove it then?”

He
took a big step forward. I made a quick decision
and reached for the safety
button with my left hand, keeping my eyes on the huge man. I knew
it was a button thing on the side by the trigger. My thumb found it
right away, and I pressed…

...and the magazine fell onto the floor with a loud
clack.

Benjamin laughed
again. Actually, it was more like a villainous cackle. Then he
pulled the gun from behind his back in a single smooth motion,
saying, “Alright there, hot shot. I’ll give you one chance. Put the
gun down now and all will be forgiven.”

The
idea crossed my mind, that
maybe I could drop to the ground, grab the bullet clip, load it
back into the gun, and shoot him before he had enough time to shoot
me first or—more likely—crush me under his giant feet. But I didn’t
love my odds.

I
started to lower the gun, and
in the process must have accidentally tightened my grip. That’s
when I learned two things: First, some weapons have what is known
as a “hair trigger,” where even the slightest pressure can result
in a pin firing. Second, Benjamin had already cocked the hammer and
loaded a round into the chamber some time before I managed to steal
the weapon. With the amount of disregard he showed for gun safety,
it shouldn’t surprise anyone that he was bluffing about the safety
being on. And yet, it surprised the hell out of me when the gun
exploded in my hand.

“Fuck!” I yelled as the
weapon fell and hit the floor.

“Fuck!” Benjamin yelled as a spray of blood
erupted out of the wound right below his collarbone.

“Fuck!” yelled Jerry
from inside my head. “That
was fucking awesome! Now fucking run!”

Benjamin’s right arm hung at his side and wobbled like he
was trying to get it to move. The bullet must have hit some kind of
important muscle group, because try as he did, he couldn’t manage to lift the weapon.
His left hand was pressed against the spring of blood flowing down
his torso, but once he realized his right arm was effectively
useless, he made an instant decision to release pressure on the
wound and grab the gun with his left hand.

I
sprinted into the closest aisle. There was no time to go around the shelves, and I was never
acrobatic enough to jump over them, so I plowed into the metal
racks of ramen and potted meats hard enough for the entire section
to give way and fall over.

Benjamin fired.

The
bullet went over my head, and
I pulled myself up and started crouch-running down the aisle. A
single row of groceries separated us. He was blind-firing with his
off-hand straight through the shelves, and some of the bullets were
coming too close for comfort. Especially the one that grazed by
near enough to leave two bullet holes in the slack of my favorite
hoodie.

I
wasn’t counting shots, but even if I were, it’s not like I knew how
many bullets his gun could
hold. All I knew was that I needed to keep moving. I emerged from
the end of the aisle and tried to go for the front door, but as
soon as I turned, he was already there. I couldn’t believe it. How
fast he’d moved. It was absolutely impossible.

He
smiled, lifted the gun, and
pulled the trigger three times.

Click, click, click.

He
had already blown his load. My temporary relief was short-lived,
though. Before I had a chance to celebrate not being dead, I
realized that something was coming from the bullet wound on his collarbone. Something long,
black, and wriggling. It split into two pieces. The bifurcated
tendrils began to spin and break into smaller pieces, writhing,
crawling, stitching Benjamin’s skin back together.

“TOLD YA
SO!”

I
turned and sprinted (or at
least, my version of “sprinted”) towards the front counter, and
dove headfirst over. Upon my not-so-majestic landing, Jerry was
already screaming instructions to me. “Behind you! Under the smokes case! The bat! Get the
bat! Mimics hate bats! That’s a bat fact!”

I
was done questioning anything he had to say. On my hands
and knees, I crawled over to
the cigarette case, reached under, and found the baseball bat that
Howard’s goon left behind.

“JACK” growled Benjamin as he stalked ever
closer, “Come out and
face me! I promise I’ll make this quick.” I gripped the weapon with
both hands, took a breath, then rose to meet him. “Now I’m sure
you’re probably wondering—”

THWONK!

I
cracked him across the face with everything I had. The impact felt
like it should have been
enough to decapitate, but he didn’t even go down. He just turned
his broken face back to meet me, spat a few teeth onto the counter,
and smiled to show off the black worms wiggling out of the wounds
in his gums while a line of blood and drool spilled out of his
mouth.

I
pulled back and swung again, but he was ready this time. The bat landed square in the middle of
the outstretched palm of his right hand. Apparently, his slugs
worked faster than old Aggie’s, because his range of motion was
already back to normal. He yanked the bat out of my hands, and I
shoved the entire cash register off the counter onto the floor at
his feet.

He
jumped back, and I lunged forward, over the counter. My attack had
failed, and the only thing left for me to do was run. I aimed for the back door and booked it
as fast as my body would allow.

“Where ya goin’, Jack?!”
Benjamin roared. I assumed he was being rhetorical, so I didn’t
bother answering. I just grabbed the door, yanked it open, and fled
into the night.


Chapter Thirty-One




I
went for the closest cover—the overfilled dumpster. Right
as I turned the corner behind
it, my good foot hit something on the ground and I went face-first
into the dirt. Benjamin was already outside, screaming, “Where do
you think you’re gonna hide, Jack? Don’t you know that we own these
woods now?”

I
looked around for any kind of
weapon. The only thing nearby was the pile of store garbage I was
waiting to burn, but in a situation as desperate as this, I wasn’t
going to be too picky. The best thing in arm’s reach was a Coke
bottle, which I grabbed and pulled closer, just to realize that it
was only plastic. While still technically better than nothing, I
couldn’t see myself winning any monster battles with it.
I guess this is what I deserve for
putting plastic in a burn pile, I thought.

But
then I thought, wait a
second… burn… pile??? I
looked at my feet to see what it was I’d tripped over. Then I
formed another quick dumb plan. It was the gas canister. The one
I’d been using to jump start the garbage bonfires. And it was
almost completely full. But not for long.

Benjamin calmly
walked over to where I was hiding. By the time he emerged on my
side of the dumpster, he looked perfectly normal, save for a single
hole in his bloodstained shirt. He smiled, showing off his perfect
pearly whites, then said, “I thought you were going to make a run
for it.”

Part of me wanted to make a snarky comeback like they
always do in the movies, but a bigger part of me wanted to get this
over with while he was still
standing in a fresh and flammable puddle of death. I flicked on the
Zippo lighter and dropped it to the ground, where I had run a short
trail of gas to the puddle at his feet.

As usual, it did not go quite how I was
expecting.

The
thing about gasoline fires is
that, even with the extensive amount of experience I’ve had with
them, one can never really predict what’s going to happen. Maybe
the gas is old. Maybe it sank into the dirt too fast and there’s
nothing left to catch fire. And maybe, the fumes had already
settled onto the ground everywhere in a ten-foot radius, and you
didn’t even need to leave a fuse because the entire earth around
you was about to turn into a fireball before the lighter even
touched the ground.

In
an instant, everything turned orange, and then the FWOOM blasted
into me. I was certain that
my pants and shoes, at the very least, were on fire. And I couldn’t
breathe. All of the air was sucked into the fireball blasting
upwards into the night sky. I fell to the ground and began
violently coughing. I coughed and hacked and gagged way longer than
I care to admit, but then the ability to breathe came back, and I
rolled over to see the damage.

My
pants and shoes were not on fire. But the man leaning against the
dumpster was. The ground around him was solid black, and a swirl of
flames danced up his body. It
was difficult to watch for more reasons than one, but I forced
myself to. The thing was burned down to almost nothing but a head,
torso, and four limbs, all solid black. Then, thousands of spikes
erupted from all over, inches long and thin as nails, wriggling and
dancing and burning right up into nothingness. And then, when it
looked like it had to be over, the creature pulled its hand away
from the dumpster and took a step towards me.

Oh shit.

And then another.

Ooohhh
shiiit!

And
then it fell forwards and
didn’t move again.


Chapter Thirty-Two




After my encounter with the Benjamimic, all I wanted to do
was curl up in a cave somewhere far away from the rest of humanity
and wait the whole thing out. I’d done my part, pressed my luck to
the breaking point, killed a
professional killer, and somehow survived. It was someone else’s
turn to pick up the slack in this monster war.

Unfortunately, there was nobody left but me, so I couldn’t
take any breaks longer than the one I allowed myself while
the body out back burned
itself out. I started with another tall cup of black coffee, then
began the impossible task of setting the gas station to
rights.

The
sun had risen by the time I filled the first contractor bag with
the remaining evidence of our firefight. The head in the box laughed and joked sporadically,
really hammering home the “I
told you so”s. Normally, I
might find that kind of thing annoying, but I was relieved to be
alive and happy to have finally managed to kill one of those things
before it had the chance to heal itself. Now I knew what the
limitations were. Now I knew they could die.

I
was taping garbage bags over the bullet holes in the drink case
when I heard somebody walk into the store. I turned around, ready
to play good worker and assure whoever it was that we were in the midst of minor
improvements, but totally open for business. But the fake smile on
my face vanished the moment I saw him standing there, glaring at
me. His body had completely healed, and there was no evidence
whatsoever that I had set him on fire and burned him to a crisp
only a few hours earlier.

“Wow,” Benjamin said.
“This place is a real dump.”

I
dove behind the nearest shelf and started army crawling towards the
counter. If I could get to the guns, I might stand a chance.
Why, why, why, didn’t I keep one of
the guns on me?!

 Of course, I knew it was
a desperate plan before it even started.
Benjamin could walk
much faster than I could crawl, and before I even reached the end
of the aisle, he had already stepped between me and the counter.
With an annoyed grunt, he asked, “What the hell are you doing down
there?”

I
dropped my face onto the floor and closed my eyes. It was too much to hope for another
miracle. The only thing left to hope for was a quick, clean death.
Of course, I had shot him and set him on fire, and it was not
unreasonable for a person to feel a little pissed off over
that.

But
then another thought
registered: He’s wearing
clothes. I lifted my head and
saw the same dirty black combat boots he had been wearing earlier.
A pair of dark cargo pants, those might have been the same. A heavy
black coat… 

This didn’t make any sense. Even if he had slug-glued his burnt body back together,
where did this new outfit come from? Do the mimics have the ability
to recreate clothing as well?

“Can
you hear me?” he asked, a little louder this time.

I
pushed myself up awkwardly, “Oh, yeah, sorry, I
dropped my…
quarter.”

“I was starting to think
this place was shut down. You have some kind of attack?”

The
situation became clear. This was not the same Benjamin currently smoldering out
back.

Glitch in the Matrix. Something was supposed to happen, but didn’t. Now the
powers-that-be are rerunning the scenario in hopes of a different
outcome.

“Yeah,” I said. “I had a nasty monster attack
last night. It’s cool,
though. I took him down with my bare hands. Anyway, enough about
me, what brings you back to town?” I walked around him and made a
straight line for the counter. He watched me closely. Too closely
for me to risk grabbing the gun tucked away on the shelf below the
register.

“I’m on assignment. By the
looks of it, I came to the right place.”

“Sounds super cool. Where’s your car?”

“I walked here from town.
Didn’t want a repeat of last time. Vehicles like mine are hard to
replace.”

I
leaned on the counter and
tapped the ice chest with my knee.

“What happened? Where
am I? Who turned out the lights? Oh, right, I forgot. Sorry Jack, I
fell asleep for a second. What’s up?”

I
pretended I couldn’t hear the voice in my head, and carried on the
conversation. “Makes sense.
So, what kind of monsters are we hunting today?”

He
walked up to the other side of the counter. “Why don’t you start by telling me exactly what
happened here?”

“Oh
shit!” screamed the voice of
Jerry. “Jack! That is another
mimic! You know what to do!”

“I’d love to talk, but I gotta get this place
ready for business again. Why don’t you come
back later? I’ll pencil you into my
schedule. We can do lunch. You like lunch, right?”

He backed up and looked at the mess around
us.

“You want some help
cleaning? You can talk
while we work.”

He
walked over to the toppled display shelf and lifted it back
into place with so little effort it
might as well have been made of paper.

“Get rid of him. He’s
trying to find out what you know!”

I
tucked the gun into the front
pocket of my hoodie, then walked back to where the alleged
“Benjamin” was making short work of shoving groceries into an empty
garbage bag. As I got closer, I said, “You really don’t have to do
any of that. It’s my job.”

“Well, I need information so I
can do my job. If it gets you
talking faster…” He trailed off once something on the floor caught
his eye. With a grunt, he bent down and picked it up, then showed
it to me. “This yours?”

He
was holding a gun. The same gun his predecessor had fired at me
the night before.

“Oh that’s where that thing ended up? Silly me, I
keep forgetting where I put my stuff.”

“That’s a Taurus Raging
Bull.” He looked up from the weapon and added, “Good
gun.”

“Yeah. You don’t have to
tell me. I knew that. Because I bought it.”

He held the gun close to his nose and
inspected it.

“Did you also file off the serial number
and remove the
safety?”

He was putting things together way too
fast.

“SHOOT HIM! SHOOT HIM,
JACK!”

“Yes. Yes, I did. So
what?”

He
took a whiff of the weapon, then asked, “What kind of gun oil do you use?” It sounded way
more like a cross-examination than friendly gun banter. (Not that I
would know what friendly gun banter sounds like.)

“Do it now, Jack! Aim
for the head! The round part right on top of the
torso!”

“You know, just the
regular store-bought kind.”

He
knew something was up. But
did he know I killed another Benjamimic? Was the head in the box
right again? Was this another monster? He reached behind his back,
under his jacket, and pulled free his own gun, then held the two
identical items side-by-side. He gave them a couple bounces to
compare the weights, then locked eyes with me.

“Wow,” I said. “What a
coincidence! I guess great minds something or other.”

“This ain’t a coincidence. You want to tell me
what a civvy like you
is doing with a cannon like this? And don’t play like you don’t
know—”

BANG!

This time, I was ready for the overly sensitive
hair-trigger. I aimed for the collarbone, same place I hit him the
night before, but despite all of my recent practice, I wasn’t very good at landing a shot when
my target was any further than a few feet away. The bullet hit him
in the right shoulder. He screamed and barrel-rolled over the same
grocery shelf he had just put back up, and I completely lost sight
of him.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

Now he was shooting at me for some
reason! 

I dropped below the
counter, held my own gun close, and waited for him to make the next
move. Was he going to monster out? Crash through the counter like a
wrecking ball? Or simply walk around the side and shoot me
execution-style?

Turns out, he had a different idea altogether. After letting me stew in my own panic
for a minute longer, he yelled out from behind his cover on the
other side of the store, “Jack. I know you’re hiding behind that
counter, and I assume you’re more or less in your right mind. I
want to talk to you.”

“Okay,” I yelled back.
“Talking is fine.”

“There are two things you
need to know right now. First, you see that cigarette
case?”

I looked at the wall above me.

“Yeah?”

“Salems, third row up, four over. You see them?”

I
found the pack of smokes he
was referring to.

“Yeah?”

BANG!

The
case exploded, showering me with glass and plastic and tobacco
bits. The entire shelf that the Salems were on was now in pieces on
the floor around
me.

“Well,” he yelled, “I know you can’t really tell
now, but I hit the
pack of smokes. Point is, I’m a dead shot. I won’t miss from this
close.”

“I believe you!” I yelled.
“What’s the second thing I need to know?”

“The second thing is that my Bull is
loaded with .454
Casull. I know you’re not a gun guy, so let me explain what that
means. If I were to shoot the counter you’re hiding behind, the
bullet wouldn’t stop until it had already gone through the counter,
through you, liquified your insides, then probably keep going until
it hits a tree. My point is, you’re a sitting duck, and if I wanted
you dead, you’d be dead. So how about we both put away our guns and
talk face-to-face like civilized human beings?”

I
took a breath, then reached over and tapped the ice chest a couple times, whispering, “Is he
telling the truth?”

“About the gun thing? I
mean, technically, yes. He can kill you right now if he wants to.
The only reason he’s left you alive is so he can find out what you
know.”

Benjamin screamed, “What do you say, Jack? Do we have a deal? Or do I kill you now?
I’m not a fan of option two, but I certainly won’t lose any sleep
over it.”

“Okay!” I yelled back.
“You first!”

After a few seconds, a gun slid across the store and hit
the wall behind the counter next to me.

“And the other one!” I
yelled.

A
moment later, the other gun
hit the wall, too.

“Alright, Jack. It’s your
turn.”

“What about your other
gun?”

“What other
gun?”

“The one in your leg
holster!”

I
waited for his response, staring at the two
identical guns against the
wall only a few feet away and wondering how hard it would be for me
to reach them. Of course, they were both empty. Benjamin wouldn’t
throw me a loaded weapon. What was his plan here? Was I supposed to
throw my gun into the same pile? Then what?

“Oh snap! Jack! He’s
sneaking up on you!”

Before I had any time
to ask Jerry what he meant, a giant hand reached over the counter
and wrapped its meaty fingers around the gun. He yanked it up, and
took me with it. I clung to the weapon like it was my only
lifeline, and when he pulled it over to the other side of the
counter, I went along. I kept my grip until he slammed me onto the
ground and pinned my chest under his knee. He squeezed his hands
over mine, keeping the barrel pointed away from both of us and
protecting the trigger at all costs. As he leaned his weight onto
me and evacuated every last molecule of air from my lungs, he
looked me in the eyes and said, “Let go of the gun.” I didn’t have
a choice. I relaxed my hold, and he yanked the weapon free. “How
the Sam Hill did you know I had a gun in my ankle holster?” he
asked.

Like an idiot, I tried to answer, only to remember that I
was seconds away from suffocation. He stood, removed all of the
bullets from the gun, and gave me time to gulp in some fresh air.

“It’s…” I coughed. “...a long…” I
coughed again.
“...story.”

 


***

 


An
hour later, I was sitting in the supply closet. My hands were tied
behind my back to the wooden chair Benjamin had dragged in there.
He was sitting across from me on a milk crate and silently stitching up the gnarly bullet
wound on his right shoulder using stuff from around the store. We
depleted our medical-grade supplies long ago, so he made do with
fishing line, a sewing needle, a lighter, and a handle of
highly-potent grain alcohol. Making me watch him do it was
definitely a hardcore power move.

His
shirt was effectively drenched in blood now, but he barely even
reacted to the pain. He just duct taped over the mess and said at
long last, “Time to come clean. What the hell is going on in this town?”

I
sighed. “Do I really have to
do this again? I mean, I just told this whole story a few hours
ago, and it took forever.”

“Then be more conservative
with your words.”

Before I could start, something caught our attention.
Someone else’s voice from the
front of the store called out, “Hellooo? Anyone here? Is this place
open?”

Really? Now of all times, I get a
customer?!

He
gave me the shush sign, put his jacket back on, and zipped it up to
hide the bloodied mess underneath. Then he reached over and took the name tag off my hoodie and
pinned it onto his coat. As he stood, he gave me a solid warning,
“I don’t want to kill anyone, Jack, but if you make a scene, I’ll
do what I have to do.” He put the gun in the holster on his leg,
covered it up, then walked out of the closet, flicking the light
off behind him.

I
tried to listen, hoping for a clue. Anything I could use to get out
of this. The ropes around my wrists were expertly tightened, and I
was neither strong enough to break free nor mobile enough to move the seat. The best I could
do was maybe rock back and forth until I fell over, but there
wasn’t enough meat on that idea to even consider it a
plan.

There had to be some way out of this. If I had to break my
bones to do it, I would. But
another opportunity suddenly presented itself. One much worse than
breaking my own bones.

It
started as a tiny green dot floating in the darkness. Then, in a
blinding flash, it expanded to fit the size of the wall to my
right. An enormous, massless,
otherworldly void. No describable shape nor dimension, just
furiously swirling light. A portal, like the one that pulled Beaux
straight to hell.

A figure emerged. And then another. And
another. And another.

They all looked the same to me, about three
feet tall, scaly gray skin,
giant oval eyes, pointy ears, and pointier teeth.

“Ak yak! Ak yakka yak
yakka ak!”

“Akyakyak yak.”

“Akyakaka? Akyak?
yak!”

“Ak yak! Akka yakka… ‘Jack.’”

Translation:

“We did it! At long last, we crossed the border
and found the treacherous villain!”

“Don’t celebrate so soon,
Yak.”

“Is this it? Is this the
one we were sent to find? It looks so weak and
pathetic!”

“This must be him! The one they call...
‘Jack.’”

“Oh my God,” I said, keeping my voice low enough
not to alert the people outside the closet. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

“Ak-yak!” Don’t be!

“Akka. Ak yak!” We came to bring you to justice.

“Akkaka kakaka kakakaya…”
Wait a second, are you guys sure we
have the right human?

I
seized my opportunity. “You guys are here for Jack,
right? The one who killed
Akyak the Brave?”

“Akka.” Yes.

“Well that puts us all on
the same side. See, I want Jack to die, too! He also killed my
entire family before trapping me in this closet. If you let me go,
I’ll lead you right to him.”

The
akyaks debated amongst
themselves. The one calling the shots, I soon learned, was named
“Akyak the Smart.” When pressed, he admitted that he couldn’t be
certain that their coordinates were perfect. And maybe I wasn’t the
intended target. They agreed that humans all look “so much alike.”
And I was, after all, tied up inside a pantry. And the stories of
Jack’s fearsome strength had been passed down for generations. He
must have been a titan and a warrior to dispatch the Akyaks the way
he did.

“Ak?” Food?

“What?”

“Akka ak.” Are you
food?

“Yes, of course I am. Jack is planning on eating me.”

They began a short debate over whether or not they could
trust me, or if they should just eat me themselves. But the debate
was interrupted the moment the door to the closet
opened. Benjamin’s eyes
widened.

“What the f—”

I screamed, “THERE HE IS! GET HIM!”

“AKKA YAK! ‘JACK!’” Look on his chest rectangle! Those are the human
letters of ‘Jack!’

With Akyak the Smart’s seal of approval, the others dove
into ak-tion. The two closest to the door landed on Benjamin’s torso with hand and feet
claws tearing into flesh. Benjamin pulled his gun and fired. One of
the creatures exploded into chunks of pink matter. Akyak the Smart
launched onto Benjamin’s gun arm, grabbed hold with his teeth, and
piranha-shredded it down to the bone. Benjamin palmed him by the
head with his remaining hand and smashed it against the floor like
an overripe cantaloupe. Then he pulled off the creature digging
into his innards and flung it into a wall. The remaining akyak
darted behind my chair. I thought he was going for a strategic
retreat, but then I felt my binds release with the sound of
a snik.

The creature freed me, then galloped towards
Benjamin.

“Jaaack!” Benjamin screamed as the two akyaks
tore his flesh from
his bones. “What have you done?” He was barely more than a skeleton
from the chest to the pelvis. The akyaks gnawed at his bones until
the black slime emerged like tentacles. They wrapped around the
unluckier of the two, squeezing the creature into a cocoon of
horror and gore until it popped like a balloon, spraying red all
over the walls and ceiling.

The
final akyak managed to dodge the black goo. It dropped to the
ground, barrel rolled under Benjamin’s feet, and joined me inside
the supply closet, watching
as Benjamin’s arm and body stitched itself back together. Organs
exploded in black slime, new flesh stretched over the muscle and
bone. Benjamin laughed until the gags hit him. He doubled over and
expelled a long stream of blood from his mouth all over the
floor.

“Akka yak yak? Ak yakka yak?”
What is this
thing? How can we possibly win?

I
had one idea. While Benjamin was still projectile vomiting, I bent
down, picked up the remaining akyak, and lobbed him onto the
mimic’s back. Benjamimic shot upright and said, “What the hell?”

The
akyak wasted no time biting
and clawing into him, starting at the back of the neck. In a matter
of seconds, Benjamin’s head had been removed and flung messily from
the rest of the body. It landed on the ground with a
sickening thunk, followed
immediately by the rest of him.

The
akyak cheered triumphantly, but stopped the moment it saw the slimy
crawlers extending from the head to the body and from the body to
the head. They connected, intertwined, and began pulling both
pieces back together. The
akyak shrieked and ran away, diving into the swirling portal on the
wall.

I
walked up to the quivering mass of Benjamin on the floor. He was
covered in the black slime, almost entirely one giant slug of gore,
bones, and tattered clothing.
The skull melted and Terminator-crawled into the rest of the body.
The mouth squealed in an unnatural voice, “Jaaack. You cannot win.
We cannot be killed.” 

I
reached down and pulled my nametag off the scrap of fabric that was
fusing into a rib cage. This
blob creature was already done, even if it didn’t know. Bones
cracked and muscles squished as it tried and failed to reform. I
bent down, picked up the bloody gun, and fired into the mass. Bits
of it splattered, but the mass didn’t stop moving, or trying to
speak. “Jaaack…”

A
roar came from the portal behind me. I turned to see a green chain
covered in spikes flying out of the swirling void. The device
wrapped itself around the dough-blob Benjamimic, who hissed and
jerked and fought against it. I took a step to the side and watched as the akyak weapon slowly
dragged the monster across the floor, into the closet, and through
the green void. There was a sound like a crack of thunder, and then
the void disappeared again.

Wow, I thought as I
pinned my name badge back onto my hoodie. I really lucked out that time. I looked around at the mess. Three akyak bodies.
Some black slime. And a shit-ton of blood. Well, it certainly could have been worse.

I
put a burrito in the microwave and went to grab my shovel. As I
buried the evidence, I worked
out how to avoid mishaps like this in the future. I came up with a
short new list of rules:


	
Always listen to the head in the box.



	
To reduce cleanup, try to kill all mimics
outside (preferably on the burn pile).



	
Fight dirty.





As soon as I finished
burying the last of the mess, I came inside hoping for some rest.
Instead, I saw Benjamin, standing at the counter, waiting for
me.

“Wow,” he said. “This
place is a real dump.”

“Yeah,” I answered. “I’ve been meaning to do
something about
it.”

Jerry screamed, “Casper Van Dien!”

I took a moment to stretch, then said, “Hey,
as long as you’re here, would you mind helping me with something
out back?”


Chapter Thirty-Three




That night, as I sat behind the counter, I found myself
wondering how much more of
this I could take. The thought arrived out of nowhere, with no real
catalyst to speak of. Just an empty, quiet gas station, and me in
my seat with the baseball bat by my side, waiting for the next shoe
to drop. 

Waiting.

Waiting.

Little did I know, I
was moments away from having a brilliant idea, one that would
change the shape of the battlescape, ever so slightly, in my
favor.

I
picked up the bloody bat and stared at it. For no real reason, I
felt compelled to scratch a smiley face into the dried blood. (This was not the brilliant
idea. Just an impulsive decision that made me laugh.) The bat
looked just like Wilson the volleyball. Only not quite a
Wilson.

“Hey Jerry?”

“Yeah man?”

“What’s a good name for a
baseball bat?”

“I think Lucille is a popular choice.”

“No, no, this one isn’t a Lucille. This one isn’t
putting off Lucille vibes at all.” I leaned forward, brought myself
face to face with the bat, and waited until it spoke to me. Soon, I
knew. I held the bat in the air and announced, “I christen thee ‘Ricardo’!” (This was also
not the brilliant idea, but trust me; I’m getting
there.)

I
gave Ricardo a good wave around, then explained to him that he was
going to have to start pulling double duty. I couldn’t do
everything on my own, and
Jerry was still just a decomposed skull in a Styrofoam ice chest.
If I needed to step away for a moment, I explained, Ricardo was
going to have to man the register.

He
didn’t put up any fuss. Ricardo was already turning out to be a
great new employee.

I
snapped back to reality fast
enough to get mental whiplash. What am I doing? I need to focus and quit playing
around. I was still in the
middle of a war, poorly trained and even more poorly armed. The
enemy had everything on me. Numbers, time, resources, the ability
to rest and recharge. The only thing they didn’t have was the
home-field advantage, but my meager advantages meant nothing if I
couldn’t force myself to stay focused. 

Attention, however, is a fickle mistress, and as soon as
the mouse scurried out from
beneath the frozen drink machine, I instantly forgot all about the
army of mimics and concentrated solely on the newest problem at
hand.

He
was a small rodent, a couple ounces at best. I kept one eye on him
as I snuck up, stopping briefly at the drink machine to grab a Styrofoam cup to scoop him
into. I briefly thought about reaching for a box of those
extreme-duty mouse traps, but decided they weren’t worth the risk.
(The warnings on the package were written in Korean, but the
accompanying illustrations drove the point home clearly enough:
improper usage could result in loss of fingers, and I definitely
didn’t need any more of that happening.)

Besides, he didn’t look like he was causing any trouble.
Granted, he had jumped up onto one of the grocery shelves, and he was chewing through a bag
of trail mix, but he didn’t do anything wrong. He just
wanted to mind his own business, steal some crumbs, and hang out
inside where it was warm and safe. How could I judge him for
that?

The
moment he noticed me sneaking
towards him, he spun around to face me. I froze while he gave a
look that seemed to say, “Where you going with that cup,
Jack?”

I
tried to communicate to the mouse that nothing was improper and he
could go right back to his own business. I smiled, pointed at the cup, flipped it over and
placed it on top of my head, then held out my open hands to show
him that it was just a fancy new hat and nothing for him to worry
about. But the mouse wasn’t buying it. He jumped down from the
shelf and made a mad dash towards the other side of the store. I
snatched the cup hat and gave chase, yelling, “Ricardo! Stop
him!”

Before the mouse could disappear into a crack in the wall
by the coffee machine, he flipped over and fully reversed course
like he’d bounced off an
invisible wall. It was so abrupt that I nearly stepped on him. I
didn’t have the time to wonder what caused this strange reversal,
because as soon as I realized the mouse had reversed course, I saw
what else was chasing him.

The
mouse dove between my legs.
Behind him, a black snake emerged from a hole in the wall. It was
smaller than most of the snakes I’d seen in there. Thicker than a
pencil, thinner than a finger, just shy of a foot in length. Eyes
and skin and darting tongue were all solid black, and it was
pursuing the mouse with singular purpose, running right after him,
following the same path between my legs, skittering silently on its
six shiny black legs.

It
took me a second to realize what was wrong with this situation.
When reality clicked, I
dropped the cup onto the ground and screamed, “Spider snake!”

On
some level, I knew that the six-legged snake creature was not a
spider. I knew arachnids have eight legs. Logically
and rationally, I got that. But whatever subconscious vestige of my
caveman brain that evolved to automatically detect and react to
certain threats was blowing up in that moment, calling to me with
the collective screams of my ancestors, “RUN! DO NOT TOUCH! DO NOT
ENGAGE! SPIDER SNAKE BAD!” And so, I decided that for my own
purposes, I would call that thing skittering
around inside the store a “spider snake.”

I’m
sure some of you are thinking to yourselves, “A snake with legs?
Isn’t that just a lizard?” Simply put, no. The legs on
this animal were long and skinny like angel hair, bent in two
places to keep it low to the ground. And it was fast. But
the mouse’s reaction to it was every bit as primal and focused as
my own. 

The
rodent parkoured under and over tables and displays, with the
abomination close behind him every step of the way. I wasn’t able to keep up; it was all
I could do to keep them both within my line of sight, ignoring the
red-hot urge to simply leave and burn the gas station to the ground
and start over only after the entire place was a smoldering
crater.

When the mouse
finally made a last-ditch effort to double back and climb me for
safety, I didn’t even consider stopping him. I was solidly
Team Mammal in this fight, and if he wanted my protection, then he
must have been truly desperate. I braced for what was next to
come.

By the time the mouse reached the top of my
head, the spider snake had already begun climbing, focused only on
its target and completely apathetic to my presence.

Without thinking, I plucked the spider snake from my shirt
and held him out in front of
me. (This was not the brilliant idea. This wasn’t even a
good idea.) It angled its head, looked at me with its six solid
black eyes, and flicked its forked tongue in my direction. The body
felt prickly and cold, like a fresh piece of okra. I wanted to drop
it, but I had my fingers wrapped around the base of its neck, and I
feared letting go would give it the mobility necessary to bite me.
Assuming, of course, this thing even had teeth.

It
went on the offensive, feverishly scraping at my hand with
each of its sharp feet, coiling its
body around my wrist, then hissing wildly and baring a pair of
needle-fangs. (Yep. It has
teeth!) The mouse must have
seen enough, because it chose this moment to dive off my head with
a shrill squeak that probably meant “Fuck this, I’m out” in mouse.
I instinctively karate chopped the air, flinging the monstrosity to
the other side of the room. As soon as it landed, it bounced back
in my direction. This time, when it reached me, it took a different
route, slipping inside
my pants leg. Its pointy feet
digging into my skin with each step as it climbed
upward.

Without thinking, I unzipped and dropped my pants, just in
time for the spider snake to come darting over my underwear. The next thing I knew, I
was on the ground with my eyes shut, repeating the mantra
“Stop, drop, and
roll” as I turned over and
over, putting out an invisible fire. When I opened my eyes again,
the snake was gone.

As
soon as I got back to
standing, the door opened behind me. I spun around to see Old Bob
Hoover standing there, staring.

“What?!” I
yelled.

“I, um,” he stammered,
“came to get my peanuts?”

“Not now, Old Bob! I’m busy!”

I
found my pants where I left them, checked for spider snakes before I put them back on, then
jumped over the counter to grab the baseball bat. When I looked
back, Old Bob was still hovering in the doorway. I screamed, “Close
the door! You’re going to let it out!”

He
stepped inside and waited for
the door to close behind him before asking, “Do you still have
cracklins? I was going—”

“Jesus, Old Bob! Can’t you see I’m working on
something?! Come back
later!”

He
looked at the bloodied baseball bat in my hands, then offered these
parting words: “This is
exactly why no one shops here anymore.”

With Old Bob out of the way and my prior hesitations completely evaporated, I went
ahead and grabbed those Korean overkill mouse traps. I spread them
out around the store, baiting them with chunks of our most pungent
chorizo sausage. After about ten minutes had passed, I found myself
sitting behind the cash register where the whole thing had started,
wondering if maybe, just maybe, this was all in my head and there
was no spider snake and I’d simply imagined it all. But then the
fucker fell from the fucking ceiling and landed on the fucking
counter in front of me.

It
hissed and I screamed and it jumped at me and I swung the bat. Luck
was on my side. The bat connected and sent the spider snake flying
across the room. It hit the
glass of the cold drink case with a thunk and fell to the
ground. As soon as it saw me coming to finish the job, it skittered
away in the direction of the drink machine.

That was its last mistake.

I
caught up with the spider snake where it had fallen victim to one of the gas station's
dumbest unnatural hazards—the tar pit. As I watched the thing struggle to free itself, only
to fall deeper into the sticky crater of drink machine syrup and
cold case runoff, I almost felt sorry for it. But only almost. It
looked at me and flicked its tongue, like it was trying to tell me
something. It could have been a “Help me” or a “Fuck you,” but my
response to either message would have been the same. There was no
point in letting it suffer.

I held Ricardo above
my head, told the spider snake I was sorry, and brought it down
with enough force to insta-kill, splattering me and the surrounding
walls with a green and red mix of blood, guts, and syrupy
residue.

It
was dead, but I wasn’t about to take any more chances, so I swung again and again until the
entire thing was a flattened, two-dimensional Rorschach test where
there was once a living entity. My work done, I allowed myself a
tiny moment to revel in the savage victory before I heard the sound
of a loud snap
somewhere close by, and instantly
returned to hunt mode, tiptoeing around the grocery aisle with the
bat ready to strike. When I came upon it, I breathed a sigh of
relief. It was just one of the traps.

The
mouse must have mistaken my distraction as an opportunity to steal a piece of sausage. The
trap had done its job (a little too effectively), and now the poor
rodent was snapped in twain. But at least he didn’t die for
nothing. I reset the trap using the top half of the mouse as
bait.

That’s when the
brilliant idea hit me…

Traps. Of
course!

That’s what I’ve been missing this whole time!

I needed to set some mimic traps.

 


***

 


I
could hear the man screaming from outside long before he reached
the front door. “Hellooo?! Is anyone there?!”

I
grabbed Ricardo and put the weapon in the ready position. There
were four guns within reach
in case Ricardo wasn’t up to the task. (At this point, no matter
where I stood in the gas station, there were almost always four
guns within reach.)

The young man opened
the door and staggered inside. When he saw me, he cried, “Thank God
you’re here! I thought from the outside that this place was
closed.” He took a second to examine the destruction around him,
then asked, “Is
this place closed?”

“That depends,” I answered, noticing how this teenager wasn’t even
wearing any socks or shoes. “Do you have any money?”

“What? No! I… You remember
me, don’t you?”

I shook my head. “Should I?”

I
was just in here a few days ago. But things looked a lot
different then. You remember!
I was with my friends. We came in a camper van! We were going on a
trip to Landon’s uncle’s cabin! You remember, don’t
you?”

It
slowly came back to me. A few
days ago? No, that was months
and months ago. But somehow, he was still wearing the same clothes.
They were, of course, covered in bloodstains now, but that was to
be expected. “Oh yeah. Which one were you again? The jock, the
artistic guy, or the stoner?”

He
smiled and nodded excitedly. “Yeah! That was us! I’m the stoner!
Liam! I brought the Ouija
board! You do remember!”

“I remember warning you not to go to that cabin.
And I
distinctly remember telling you not to come waltzing back in here
looking for free phone calls.”

“I’m… I’m so sorry, but they’re dead! They’re
all dead! I need your
help, man. Please?”

I
tapped Jerry’s box. A second later, his voice responded, “Yeah,
what’s up?”

I whispered beneath the counter, “Tell me
this is another mimic.”

“Oh, that guy? Sorry,
dude. That guy is the real deal.”

“Are you sure? Are you absolutely positive?”

“Yep. He’s not a monster,
just a stupid teenager.”

Liam fell to his knees, crying, “Please, you gotta help me! It was horrible! It
was so, so horrible!”

I saw the opportunity. “Well, you’re in
luck.”

“I am?”

“It just so happens I need a favor. You agree to stay here and watch
the gas station for me, and you can use the phone all you want
until I get back. Do we have a deal?”

He wiped his tears and snot off on his
sleeve. “Yeah! Yeah, of course!”

I
grabbed my backpack and
started stuffing it with guns until it was nearly too full to zip
shut. Then I grabbed the ice chest and made my way around the
counter, shouting over my shoulder, “Ricardo! You’re in charge
until I get back. Make sure Liam doesn’t do anything
stupid.”

Liam looked at the baseball bat propped up in my seat
behind the counter. The sole survivor seemed to be
having second thoughts.
“What… Where are you going?”

“Gotta go prepare for war. It should take a few hours.”

“And, uh, what’s in that
box?”

“It’s the decaying severed head of my best
friend. I need him for his monster-detecting abilities. I’ll see
you tonight. Try not
to die.”

With that, I left the gas station property for the first time in ages. The sun was
hotter and brighter than I remembered. That would be sure to come
in handy. I had a long way to go on foot, and the woods are always
so much scarier in the dark.


Chapter Thirty-Four




Jerry sang the entire way to the Mathmetist compound, making the ridiculously
long walk that much more ridiculously longer. It blew me away how
he used to make this trek on a daily basis. By the time we reached
my car, I was ready to collapse. Sadly, collapse wasn’t an
option.

“Where are the keys?” I
asked, tossing my backpack on top of the hood of the locked
Nissan.

“I left them in my room. I
didn’t want anyone stealing your car. This is a bad
neighborhood.”

I
was so ready to be done
walking. My old leg was cramping. My stump was bruised all the way
up to my thigh. But the finish line—the first of many—was right
there. I set the ice chest on the roof of the car and started
towards the front door of the compound.

“Hey!” Jerry yelled. “Aren’t you gonna bring me
with?”

“Do I have to?” I asked. “Your head is a lot heavier than you
might think.”

“What if something happens
and you need my help?”

“What could possibly
happen that I would need your help?”

“Do you really want me to
answer that?”

I
sighed, returned to the car, and picked up the ice chest, which I
lugged through the compound, past the rows of bunk beds, out the
back door, past the fire pit, and up the steps into his
school bus room.

Once I’d gotten the keys from his hookah table, I prepared to do the whole walk over
again in reverse, but Jerry stopped me halfway to the
firepit.

“Uh, dude. How many
Christmas statues are there?”

I looked around and counted.

“Eight. They’re very horrifying. Why? Is one
missing?”

“No, no, one’s not missing… But I’m a little concerned.”

“Why?”

“Because I only built
seven.”

I
closed my eyes and cursed the darkness I saw. Are you kidding me? Can’t I catch a break? Just
once? Just once can’t I catch a break? IS THAT TOO MUCH TO
ASK?!

“Okay,” I said, reopening my eyes and scanning the perimeter one
more time, counting again, hoping against all hope that I had
miscounted. Turns out, I did!

There were nine of them.

At
least two didn’t match the rest. Instead of Christmas clothes and
Santa faces, these two were
wearing clown masks. Also, they weren’t facing the forest. They
were facing me. Also, they were walking slowly in my
direction.

“Drop me and make a run
for it,” Jerry ordered.

“I wish I could do that.
But I still need you.”

“Well that’s a little harsh, but—Whoa nelly here we go!”

I
ran as fast as I could. I plowed through the back door of the
compound and slammed it shut behind me. Then I continued to run
until I came out the other side. I didn’t stop running until I
reached the car, where I
focused on doing each linear task as quickly as possible, leaving
no mental room to wonder how much time I had left before those
things reached me. I unlocked the door. I tossed Jerry into the
passenger seat. I jumped inside, cranked the engine, and hit the
gas.

But
we didn’t go anywhere. The
wheels turned, but the car remained in place. One look in the
rearview mirror showed why. A behemoth clown, too tall for me to
see his face, was standing there, holding the car. I’m no physics
expert, but that didn’t even seem possible. I turned ahead and
noticed my next mistake. The bag of guns was still on the hood.
There was only one thing for me to do.

I
let off the gas, opened the door, and grabbed my backpack by one
sling. The clown watched, but didn’t let go. His hands were wrapped around the back bumper.
He had no idea what was about to happen.

I
walked up to him, swung the bag of guns like a medieval morning
star, and smashed it across his face so hard his mask turned
sideways. The clown released my bumper, stepped back, and reached up to realign his eyeholes.
By the time he could see again, all he got to observe was my car
speeding down the path away from him.

A
second later, I noticed the smell. When I turned to make sure Jerry
was okay, I realized that, in
my hurry to toss him into the car, the ice chest had fallen open,
and his head was currently rolling around the floorboard. I’d done
a terrible job of keeping him iced. And that time underground was
enough to jumpstart advanced decomp. His head was a disgusting
mixture of flakey and rotted meat stuck to a skull. The odor
was distracting, to say
the least. I almost didn’t realize that there was someone standing
in the middle of the road until Jerry yelled, “Watch
out!”

I
looked up to see him standing center lane, facing me. I slammed my brakes. Rot-water from
the ice box slushed and Jerry’s head ricocheted off the glove box
as we skidded to a stop just a few feet in front of Farmer
Junior.

I took a few breaths and gagged at the
smell.

“Jerry?”

“I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”

“I meant, is
that…?”

“A mimic? Yes, definitely.
Get us out of here.”

I
put the car in reverse and gunned it, slammed the brakes once I had
a running start, then put it in drive and gave the gas everything
it had. The look on FJ’s face was priceless as I plowed into him, sending his body flying
over the roof of the car. Jerry yelled “Whee!” as I stomped the
brakes again, put the car in reverse, and backed up over the
crumpled body. Then, I put us in drive and drove over him again.
Just for good measure, I backed over him and drove over him a few
more times, until he was nothing but a splattered painting of red
and black goo in the middle of the road.

With that out of the way, I started driving again. As far
as I could go before I couldn’t handle the smell anymore. A couple miles from town, I
pulled over to put Jerry back into his box and throw up a couple
times. Maybe I should just
boil the rest of his skin off… A human skull is, after all, a lot
less suspicious to carry around.

“Hey Jack,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“You’re not thinking about
boiling me, are you?”

“No,
of course not. Now shut up.”

 


***

 


I
unzipped my backpack and dropped the contents in front of the
heavyset man at the pawnshop. He had huge forearms, comically small
glasses, and more hair on his
knuckles than his head. I’d seen him around the gas station a few
times which, sadly, meant he knew who I was.

He
looked at the mountain of weapons, silently left his post to lock
the front door, then came back and made me a pretty decent
offer. I probably could have haggled
for more, but I was in a hurry. He handed over a lump of
cash.

“Anything else I can do
for you today?”

“Car
freshener?”

He grabbed a green one from a stack by his
register. “Anything else?”

“I know this is a
stretch, but do you
guys sell bear traps?”

He stared at me with an emotionless resting
face. Eventually, he asked, “How many you need?”

“I don’t know. Like, maybe
six?”

He opened a cabinet, then handed over a
clipboard and pen.

“Local ordinance requires us
to record the sales of
all bear traps, complete with name, address, and reason for sale.”
I broke the wad of cash in half without counting and handed it
back. The man put the clipboard away. “Or I could just do that part
for you.”

 A minute later, I was
back in the Nissan.
Six heavy steel traps in the trunk, a minty mojito-flavored car
freshener dangling from the rearview mirror, and Jerry’s headbox
secured by seat belt and riding shotgun.

“Alrighty!” he said. “Back
to the gas station.”

“Not yet. There’s one more stop we have to make.”

 


***

 


It
was a Mexican restaurant named “Que Pasa.” I didn’t go in, of
course. I couldn’t let her see me like this. She might cause a
scene. But I had to know. I had to know if the Russian radio was
telling the truth. If it were, if Rosa had been turned into one of those things, it
could change everything. I sat in the driver seat, trying to get a
good look. Trying to see if she was even working today. If she
wasn’t, I didn’t have a backup plan.

“I told you already,” Jerry
explained, “you were
right! The Russian radio lies. I noticed a few inconsistencies
myself. I think it just says whatever you need to hear to get you
to do what it wants. You can say it. You told me so. The radio was
poison and I was an idiot for believing. I just couldn’t handle the
thought of Van being gone, and the radio used my grief against
me.”

I
don’t know how long he was talking, but it was already dark by the
time the front door of the restaurant opened and I saw her. Rosa
walked outside, and I shrunk
down in my seat. But she wasn’t coming towards me. She was walking
around to the edge of the building. I turned on the car, backed up,
and slowly followed from a distance.

What is she doing?

When I saw the answer, my heart sank. She was leaning
against the side of the
restaurant, smoking a cigarette.

“Jerry?”

“Yeah?”

“Are we close enough? Can
you see her?”

“Yeah.”

“And?”

“I suddenly realized why
you hated me smoking so much. Ugh, and she’s a menthol girl. I
should have known it.”

“Jerry!”

“What?”

“Has she been
replaced?!”

“Oh. Sorry, I didn’t mean
to keep you in suspense. I was just so shocked about the smoking
thing, but now I realize why you probably just wanted the answer
and not my opinion on—”

“JERRY!”

“No, Jack. She hasn’t been
replaced. That’s our girl,
Rosa.”

A
laugh escaped my throat. A weird, creepy, Joker-style laugh. I
couldn’t help it. I was just so relieved. I hit the gas and sped
out of the parking lot. As soon as I hit the main road, I rolled
down all the windows and blared Louis Armstrong as loud as my eardrums could handle
until we got back to the gas station, where we found what was left
of Liam’s body torn to pieces behind the register.

Ricardo couldn’t explain what happened, but judging by the
wounds, I think it was safe
to say that Liam went fast. I got the wheelbarrow and a contractor
bag and set to work burying the poor, stupid teenager before laying
out the perimeter traps.

All in all, this shaped up to be one of my
better days.


Chapter Thirty-Five




I’d
just finished burying the
most recent Benjamin. This one was a real squirter, and I ended up
with blood in my eyes again. He went down easier than some of the
others. He went down harder than some of the others. I guess you
could say this one was about average. They didn’t come every day,
but they came often enough that I’d gotten very good at the
routine. Kill. Burn. Bury. Rinse. Repeat.

The
only real problem was how the back of the gas station was like the
only litter box at the cat sanctuary. There just
weren’t any more places to bury
anything else. Half the time I start digging, I find another
skeleton I’d forgotten about. It was getting ridiculous. But as
long as the bodies kept coming, I had no choice but to keep burying
them.

It
wasn’t all about the Benjamimics. Sometimes, they were just random people.
Sometimes, they were locals. Even one guy pretending to be a
“health inspector.” Not always adults, either. It was the kids that
were the hardest to kill (figuratively speaking, of course—in
practice, they were the easiest). But any time the head in the box
told me I was dealing with a monster, I dealt with the
monster.

Now
you’re probably wondering what happens to all the vehicles, right?
Well, that’s a great question. And I have no idea. One time, I
caught a glimpse of a group
of men in red and yellow robes emerging from the forest and driving
away in a minivan. Whoever they were, I thought of them the same
way I think of vultures. They’re doing a necessary service,
cleaning up messes, and as long as they stayed on that side of the
gas station door, they weren’t my problem.

I had a system. It was good. And then, I
received a special visitor at the gas station.

One whose presence was, let’s face it, long
overdue.

I
didn’t see or hear him come through the front door. He simply appeared on the other side of my
counter. First red
flag. He wore dark sunglasses
inside at night. Second red
flag. He had a pair of
snakeskin gloves and a black leather jacket covered in rhinestones.
His hair was black as night and down to his shoulders. A short
goatee on his face. And every time he spoke, the lights in the room
flickered. Third red
flag.

“Hello, Jack.”

“Hi.”

“I’m impressed you made it
this far. After everything they threw at you.”

“Thanks. Who are
you?”

He
laughed so hard the lights
almost went out for good. “Oh, I have many names. There are some
who call me Light. Some call me Master. I believe you would know me
best by the human name—Lucifer.” Biggest red flag yet.

“Okay. What can I do for you, Lucifer?”
Don’t judge me. A sale
is a sale.

“I’m actually more concerned about what I can do
for you. See, you may not know it, but this gas station is a
crossroads. And I’ve been known to visit crossroads from time to
time to offer deals to those who need them. I
can help you with
everything. I can heal your pain. I can make you rich. I
can—”

“One moment. I just need
to check your credentials.”

“Excuse me?”

I bent down and thumped the ice chest under
the register. “Hey, Jerry.”

He
yawned (somehow) and said, “Sorry, what did I miss? I fell asleep again.”

“How do you fall
asleep?”

“How do you not?” Touché, Jerry.

“I got this guy here who’s
saying he’s the literal devil. Care to weigh in?”

“Oh. Oh snap! You’re not going to believe this,
Jack, but yes! He’s telling the
truth! This is the honest-to-God Judeo-Christian devil!”

“Alright, that’s all I
needed to know, thanks.”

The devil cleared his throat and said, “What
exactly are you doing, Jack?”

I
grabbed the baseball bat from behind the counter and cracked
Satan across the skull. For an
omnipotent super-deity, he sure went down like a bitch. He tried
crawling away, but two more whacks with the bat were enough to lay
him out for good. I finished my coffee before getting to work,
wrapping him up in a tarp, putting him inside the designated corpse
wheelbarrow, and taking him out back to the grave site. I could
have him underground in less than an hour, if I could just find a
damned spot that wasn’t already taken.

I guess I need to start digging deeper.


Chapter Thirty-Six




I
burned through the pawn cash
way faster than expected, but on the bright side, I had plenty of
fresh food. Well, no, scratch that; I had plenty of
food. The army rations I ordered off the internet tasted every
bit as bad as the website reviews assured me they would, but they
were the only company willing to accept cash on delivery, and they
didn’t seem to mind the fact that one of their delivery guys never
returned.

Every now and then, I noticed that I was singing to myself.
With no reason not to embrace
the crazy, I created a little ditty that ran on repeat during those
bleaker moments:

Going crazy, how bout you? Doot dee doo,
doot dee doo.

Kill a Benjamin or two, doot dee doo, doot
dee doo.

(There were more lyrics, but most of them were just nonsense noises, so I’ll spare
you.)

Real entertainment was hard to come by these days. Work and
survival took up way too much time. I couldn’t remember the last
moment I was able to relax and actually get lost in a good book, so
when a box of them showed up
unexpectedly one evening, I didn’t know how to react.

“Hey there, kiddo!” called the man struggling
through the door with a big cardboard box in his arms. I stood, but
he said, “No, don’t get up. I’ve got this. You stay right there.”
Brother Riley lugged
the box over to me and dropped it on the counter with a big, proud
smile. “Long time, no see!”

I
tapped the ice chest twice—a code we’d developed so Jerry would
know to do a mimic-scan for me. He spoke excitedly, “Oh no way!
It’s Brother Riley! I love
that guy! I used to buy weed from him.”

That was enough for me to relax and take my
hand off the gun in my hoodie pocket. “Hey yourself. What’s all
this?”

“Well,” he explained, “I know this day has been a
long time coming, but ole Riley is finally giving in to that siren call of retirement.
This rich fella in town offered to buy New Pages. The dummy paid me
twice what it’s worth. There ain’t much reason for me to be around
now. Thinking about Florida for the beaches and bikinis. Or
Colorado for the… well, you know.”

This was devastating news. My last living
vestige of friendship—the last person in town who remotely
understood me—was about to leave. “I’m happy for you,” I said. “You
got out of this place alive. Most of us won’t.”

“Thanks.” He tapped the cardboard box, “I donated most of our
inventory to the library, but then I had these new releases come in
with the last shipment, already bought and paid for. Seeing how I
don’t do all that much readin’, I thought I’d ask if you wanted
them. Call it a goodbye present.”

“You’re… offering me
books?”

“I knew you’d appreciate
them the most.”

“I would. That’s… Oh my
god…” Like I said, I didn’t know how to react. I ended up
surrendering to my primal urges and hugging the box. “I love
it!”

“Well, I’m glad. How’s business
going, by the
way?”

“Bad.”

“Sorry to hear that. I know how it is, though. I
had to learn it the hard way, just like you. Too bad you never
signed up for one of those small business grants. Those things were
real life-savers when
I was first starting out.” He looked around at the destruction that
used to be a gas station convenience store and grimaced. “Well,
maybe it’ll work out. Maybe it won’t. Either way, I hope you enjoy
the ride. These are the best years of your life. I’ll miss you,
Jack.”

He
held his hand out for me to
shake it, and a crazy thought (crazier than normal) popped into my
head.

“Hey, BR?” I took his hand but didn’t shake it. I
chose to hold it still, to squeeze it tight, just in case he tried
to leave before I told
him my idea.

“Yeah?”

“Would you buy the gas
station from me?”

“What?”

He
tried to pull away, but I held him in place. “I can’t keep it open
much longer, and I don’t want Doctor Howard to get his mitts on it.
Would you buy the gas station?”

“Come again?”

“You know all about running a business. You know how taxes and insurance
and stuff work, right? You could buy this place. It doesn’t have to
sell gas. Hell, you could sell books and records here if you wanted
to!”

“I know I said I got a lot of money, but—”

“I’ll sell it to you for a dollar! Or less! I don’t care. My only
condition is that you never, ever let Howard get it.”

I realized I was still python-gripping his
hand. I released him, and he made a sour face.

“I don’t know. I mean, yeah, it sounds like an idea, for sure. Tell
you what, why don’t we both sleep on it. Okay? Then we can talk in
the morning.”

I laughed deliriously. “Sure, yeah, let’s
both sleep on it. That sounds… yeah.”

The
store phone started ringing. I picked up the receiver and dropped it back into the cradle. It
was probably just Beaux or another bill collector. Customers don’t
call. They never call.

Brother Riley left the store, and then the
phone rang again.

With nothing else to do, I answered.
“Whaaat?”

“Now, that’s no way to answer the
phone, but I must say,
I love it.” This was a voice I’d never heard before.

“Thank you. Now what do
you want? I’m, like, super busy.”

“I can see that, Jack. But trust me when I say
you’re gonna want to talk to
me.”

“Trust ain’t cheap, stranger voice.”

“Oh, after all this time, I would hate for you to think of us as
strangers. I might even go so far as to say we’re very good
friends. You just don’t know it yet.”

“What do you want then,
‘friend’?”

“What I really want is to help. I’m so excited that we’re finally
having a real, proper conversation. Unfortunately, this phone is
bugged. They’re listening. They’re always listening.”

“Duh.”

“I can’t tell you how badly I’ve wanted to be
able to meet with you, face-to-face. I’m sure you won’t believe this, but I truly am
your biggest fan.”

I
waited for the chill to run down my spine, then felt momentarily
surprised that it didn’t. No hairs on my neck raised. No real
surprise or wow-factor to speak of. I guess, at this point,
there weren’t really any more
big reveals worth caring about.

“So you’re my biggest fan?
The one who’s been sending me all the free stuff?”

“Indeed. Please. Call me
Roger.”

“Well, Roger, if you really want to help, I could
use some money. I just got rejected for a Walmart credit card. Do you know how bad
your credit has to be to get rejected for a Walmart credit
card?”

“I know a lot of things. I know the answer to the
question you ask yourself more than any other. I know exactly
what’s wrong with this
town. And it’s time you learned the truth.”

“Oh. Okay. Cool. So
we’re just gonna put a pin in the money conversation for
now?”

“This story starts a long time ago. Trillions of
years ago, in fact. Before the creation of this universe, in a
plane of reality far
away.”

“Hold on,” I said. “Before you
get started, I’m gonna
need to grab a cup of coffee. This sounds like it’s gonna be a long
one.”

 


***

 


The
story, as told by an individual calling himself Roger, with
questionable intentions and suspect credibility:

 


Many eons ago—a stretch so far into the past that capturing it in a metric of time would
be a fool’s errand akin to measuring the loudness of an atomic
explosion with a yardstick—there was a vast nothingness. Within
this nothing lived a horrible something. A being
more chaotic than pure chaos, more evil than pure evil, more
hateful than current politics.

It
had no name. It had no need for one. It was alone. Until the
pressurized rancor of an unaging and incomprehensibly powerful god
could no longer be contained
within the confines of infinity. And so this being sought life in
the nonexistent elsewhere with one
hope—that it would find someone or something worthy of its
exquisite hatred.

It
exploded in every direction, sending pieces of itself
forward, backward, up, down,
and side to side in the void. It sent pieces into the future and
into the past. It sent pieces in other directions,
in other dimensions. It created entire new concepts of
dimensionality, just so it could spread itself and continue its
quest beyond the borders of eternity.

One
of those pieces landed here,
in what we conceive of as our world, which did not exist yet, until
it did. An infinitesimal impression of the goliath itself. An
infant god, with the DNA of its parent, slowly infecting our
universe in preparation for the harvest. And the wound from this
entity’s arrival became an invisible hole.

And some opportunistic beings from other
realities started using the hole as a crossroads.

And
eventually, the traffic led to a rock forming in the space around the wound.

And
ironically, that rock
sprouted the first original life within its universe.

And over time, that life became
self-aware.

And
finally, that life began to absorb the powers of the infant god
buried at the center of their
planet, with childlike naivete and gleeful ignorance to the fact
that they were an astronomical microsecond away from waking the god
under their feet who wanted nothing but their pain.

It
was inevitable. One day, the god would metamorphose into
its true form. But until
then, our planet was a novelty. A tourist attraction. A resource
hub. A dumping ground. A landfill. Whatever it needed to be for
those with the ability and desire to move through the hole and
enter into our reality. And for many of these wanderers, fugitives,
and other travelers, the first place to stop and rest, relax, and
use the bathroom was the shitty little gas station at the edge of
my town.

 


***

 


“I didn’t understand any
of that,” I said.

Roger chuckled, “That’s fair. It’s not terribly important right now anyway. Maybe
we’ll touch more upon it in the fourth book.”

“The fourth
what?”

“Never mind. Here’s what’s important for right
now: Someone from another reality has come to your town. I’ve been
doing my best to keep him in check, but that was before he began collecting gods. Now,
the Collector has an army. He’s building his war machine. And soon,
not even the shadows will be safe.”

“Okay?”

“Well try not to sound too
impressed!”

“I just don’t know what this has to
do with
me.”

“But you do, don’t you? I’ve been watching
you for decades.
You’re not that stupid. You can fill in the blanks on your own.
However, there is one thing you don’t know but need to. One thing I
can’t tell you. One thing you must see for yourself if it is to be
believed.”

“Alright. What is
it?”

“Jack, you moron. I just said I can’t tell you. Were you even
paying attention?”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“But I can show you.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven




An
hour later, a man I’d never seen before came into the gas
station. He had dark skin, a
thick brown coat, a machine gun strapped over one shoulder, and a
sheet of paper in his hand. I tapped the ice chest
twice.

“Whoa, that dude is mad strapped, and he has a
lot of weapons!” Jerry said. “But it is, in fact, a
dude.”

I
rested my left arm on the counter, but I kept my
right hand wrapped around the
gun in my pocket. It was going to stay like that, with my finger on
the trigger, until I knew who or what I was dealing
with.

The
man with the machine gun locked the door behind him. He wasn’t moving aggressively. He wasn’t
pointing the weapon at me. He looked like he was running an errand.
With a tired expression on his face, he walked up to the
counter.

“Who are you?” I
asked.

“I’m Roger’s guy. He told me to bring you
this.” He set the note
in front of me. I didn’t look down. I knew better than to take my
eyes off of him, even for a second.

“What does it
say?”

“I don’t know. For your eyes only. I’m just
delivering.” He looked down, saw my hand, and cracked a smile.
“Oh shit. They almost
got you too, huh?”

“What?”

He
broke into a wide, toothy
grin and lifted his gun hand. With a twist of his wrist, the
fingers closed and reopened. It took a second for me to realize
that this was a high-end prosthetic made of metal and plastic. The
man looked from his hand to mine. “You were luckier than me if all
they took was one pinky. I had to cauterize my own wounds. Almost
didn’t make it.” 

I
dropped my eyes to his other hand. It was the same kind of
prosthetic. “What the hell happened? Does this Roger guy eat hands or
something?”

He
seemed surprised by my
question. “You don’t know Roger? The way he speaks of you, I
thought you’d have met before.” He looked me up and down, then
asked, “You Army?”

This time, I
was surprised. “No. Obviously
not.”

“I knew a guy. He was a Ranger in the
Army. You remind me of
him.”

“Really?”

The guy shook his head and said, “No. Not
really.”

He
clearly had instructions not to say too much. And I refused to look
away. Neither of us knew what to do next, leading to an awkward silence that was cut mercifully
short by his cell phone ringing. When he pulled it from his coat
pocket, I managed to catch the name on the screen. Two familiar
words: “ANSWER NOW.”

He
put the phone to his head. “Yeah?” He looked at me, nodded, and said, “I understand.” A second
later, he held out the phone for me to take. I kept my attention on
his weapon, but accepted the cell phone.

“Hello?”

“Jack, this is taking far too
long.” Roger.
Of course. “I hope you don’t mind,
but I’m going to speed things along here. I need to show you
something, and this was the only way to do it.”

The
man standing across the counter showed off the impressive
functionality of his after-market fingers by unzipping his jacket.
As soon as it was open, I took my hand off of my gun. Sadly, I recognized the bricks
of material this vest was covered in. I’d seen those same plastic
explosives the night Benjamin blew up a god. Only this time, there
was a lot more of it. A
lot a lot.

“You’ve got my attention,” I
said calmly.

“Standing before you is one of my best men. He is
going to watch the
store while you do me a favor.”

I
didn’t bother with the old “What if I refuse?” routine. I could read between the lines. Instead, I just
asked, “Will it take long?”

“That is entirely up to you and circumstances out of either of our
control. But this needs to happen now. On that sheet of paper, I
have written detailed instructions. Follow them, and then you will
understand.”

The
line went dead. There was no point in fighting now. I handed the man his phone, then I reached
into the junk drawer and fished out an old name tag for the newest
part-timer (who would be assuming the identity of Guillermo for the
remainder of the night). When I went for the ice chest, “Guillermo”
put his robot hand on the gun and barked, “No!”

“Why not?!”

“Boss says you gotta leave everything and go alone. That includes the
hand cannon in your pocket.”

“Oh. You knew about that,
did you?”

“We know a lot more than
you’d think.”

Under threat of death, I caved to Roger’s requests, laid down my weapons, and left the
gas station with nothing but the piece of paper not-Guillermo
brought. There were way more shadows in the parking lot than I
remembered. I read the note beneath the retreating light of the
setting sun. It was much shorter than I expected—only two
sentences:

“Go to the place where
you had your first kiss. The truth waits for you
there.”

 


***

 


The
one-lane bridge (as we called it) was the perfect place for those
seeking isolation. Commissioned by a drunk city planner for his drunk brother-in-law
contractor, it attached two dead stretches of road with leftover
timbers and was never up to code. Many years full of humidity and
rot ago, the bridge was too small, too weak, and too dangerous to
be anything but a foot bridge and local ghost story magnet. Nothing
had gotten any better since then.

The
bridge was a hell of a walk from the gas station. The fact that I
was making the arduous trek without a flashlight or cellphone sure
didn’t help. By moonlight and
dumb luck, I managed to navigate the woods until I reached the
creek (thankfully, nobody had moved it since the last time I was
here). The hardest part was over. Now all I had to do was follow it
upstream until I came upon the rickety wooden deathtrap that once
served as Sabine’s and my favorite hangout spot. This was our
place, where we would go to avoid people and skip rocks and talk.
Sometimes, we would… You know what? I don’t really feel like
talking about this part and honestly it’s not really that important
and frankly it’s none of your business. Hey, let’s talk about
something else, okay? How about an abrupt flashback?

 


***

 


“Hey, I just remembered I still have
that thing,” Jerry said
out of the blue. We were at work, sitting behind the counter on a
slow day playing a Chinese knockoff video game called “Super Hit
Siblings.” This was a couple weeks after my amputation, shortly
after the burning hobo
incident. Simpler times—the
kind that you don’t appreciate until they’re gone.

“Sorry,” I said as soon as my character (Karate
Panda) fell off a cliff and exploded. “What are we talking about?”

He
guided his own character (Robot cop) to the secret health cheese
before answering, “Your foot.
I got it.”

I
waited until he’d destroyed the A.I. competitors Pirate Joe Pigeon
and Super Jesus. The victory screen popped up,
declaring, “Congratulation!
You the Hoe!” while a midi track of the French national anthem
played in the background.

I asked, “Is that some kind of
euphemism?”

Jerry looked at me, eyes wide with
excitement, and dropped his remote. 

“Oh,” he said. “You forgot
already?”

“Twilight amnesia. I don’t
remember a lot of things.” 

“Okay, here’s what happened: Right
before your surgery, I
loaned you like a hundred bucks.”

“Jerry…”

“You asked for it in all
singles, too. Said you wanted to ‘make it rain’ on the
surgeons.”

“If you have a point,
please get to it.”

“So, there’s this form you can fill out for
religious exemptions
to organic waste ordinances, right? And you needed some help with
the paperwork on account of how you were about to die and screaming
about being ‘covered in roaches,’ so I assisted with the boring
parts. You totally signed it and everything.”

“Signed what?”

“The request to let us
keep your amputated foot on religious grounds.”

“What?!” I grabbed my
crutch to hit him with. “What religion?!”

“Mathme—”

“That’s not a religion, Jerry! It’s a defunct murder
cult!”

Jerry stared at the ground and mumbled,
“Tomato Clamato.
OUCH!”

After a satisfying (and totally justifiable)
smack to the back of his head, I calmed down and asked, “Well,
where is it?”

Jerry held up a
finger, then bounded towards the walk-in cooler.
Oh God please don’t tell me he
brought it here. A few
seconds later, he reemerged holding a large, clear plastic bag with
the words “Caution, Medical Waste” written on the side with black
marker in Jerry’s own handwriting. Inside, a human
leg. 

My human leg. (Hopefully.)

“Tadaaa!” Jerry
sang.

I
insisted we get rid of it
immediately. He begged for us to keep it. We haggled until a deal
was made. I gave him until the end of my shift to prepare a funeral
ceremony, one to “blow them all out of the water.” I was not
expecting him to go quite so literal with it.

Several hours later, Jerry and I were standing atop the
one-lane bridge. He brought a duffle bag full of supplies for a
legendary Viking funeral. The foot was laid gracefully inside a boat, ready to drift off to
its final resting place. However, this was back when the creek had
frozen over, so Jerry had to adjust plans
accordingly. 

He
duct-taped the foot-coffin-boat to the top of a remote-controlled
car, lowered it to the ice
with a fishing pole, then drove it a distance somewhere between
“too close for safety” and “too far to hit with roman candles.”
After shooting at it with fireworks for a few minutes, the gas
finally ignited, taking the foot, car, and a generous crater of ice
along with it. All in all, it wasn’t the worst funeral we’d been to
together.

 


***

 


I
walked along the creek. To my left, the water flowed past, carrying
the occasional bit of garbage and muck. Over time, the water
widened out. The edges on
either side began to rise. Soon, the forest was above me. Several
feet to my right, a steep dirt wall climbed up to the wood’s edge.
I stayed at the bottom, stomping through the wet sands hard enough
to leave me a trail to follow in case I should have the opportunity
to walk back. Intermittent clouds rolled across the sky, casting
moon shadows and making the long hike to the one-lane bridge that
much more difficult. 

I
knew that somewhere at the bottom of the streambed was a foot
skeleton fused to a toy car
that might one day baffle an unlucky fisherman. But that wasn’t the
worst thing under these waters. Somewhere, much further upstream,
there was a sunken moving truck with the bodies of two enormous men
in clown masks. One could only imagine what else lurked below the
surface.

Somehow, I didn’t notice the bridge until I was already
standing beneath it. A pair
of spray-painted cement columns jutted from the center of the
water. The rotten, water-logged boards were suspended about four
feet over the top of my head. Burnt beer cans and fish skeletons
decorated the ground. This was the place Roger wanted me to
be, but
why?

I
looked closely at the graffiti on the columns. Lots of dicks. Lots
of swastikas. Taggers in my town were never the most
inspired or original
individuals.

Waaaiiittt… The
thought slowly dawned on me… How can I even see right now? I’m underneath the bridge…
Where is all this light coming from?

I
turned and froze. Ten feet away, a giant, glowing, green racoon
monster stood at the edge of
the water, on the same side as me. Nothing between us but air. She
hadn’t noticed me yet. Her head was down as she drank from the
creek with a loud laplaplap. Her tail
flicked back and forth. Her wings were tucked tightly against her
body. Her figure bioluminesced bright as day. I knew that this was
Rita. Sure, it’s totally possible that there were multiple
butterfly/raccoon/dragon hybrids in this town. But this one was
undoubtedly my
butterfly/raccoon/dragon hybrid. I
could tell from the lumpy X-shaped wound on her hip where I’d
pulled the arrow from her. Was this what Roger wanted me to see? I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of it
all.

I
must have forgotten that laughing makes noise. Rita quickly lifted
her head, bounced her ears, and turned her face in my direction. It seemed that she had, just
as suddenly, taken notice of me.

I
waved at her from my spot below the bridge, but before I could say
anything, the wood above me creaked. I could hear someone moving on
the bridge. Rita’s eyes snapped up, to the person or thing walking across. Her mouth
transformed into a snarl. Her wings expanded. And then, a series of
deafening explosions filled the night. Louder than the kind of
gunfire I was used to. I fell to my knees in the mud and covered my
ears. I couldn’t do anything but watch as Rita’s wings were blown
to shreds, replaced by green blood and white bones. She cried out,
and tried to lunge forward, but the weapon hit her legs next. She
collapsed where she stood.

The
noise stopped, replaced by a painfully loud ringing in one of my ears. Rita uselessly
flicked what remained of her wings. She tried her legs next, but
there wasn’t enough strength to even crawl. Her head hit the wet
ground. In one final, desperate attempt to save herself, she looked
at me. I willed Rita to get up and run. To escape. But that was all
I could do before another weapon shot through the dark. A shiny
metallic pole, covered in serrated hooks, impaled the poor animal
straight through her back, pinning her to the ground.

Dust fell from the
underside of the bridge. Whatever did this to Rita was on the move.
I didn’t have the luxury of time to think. I needed to hide. And
so, like a grade A coward, I crawled into the icy cold creek and
waded through the black waters until I was standing between the
cement columns. I disturbed a network of spiderwebs, but didn’t
dare wipe the pissed-off arachnids out of my hair. The ground
beneath me sucked at the bottoms of my shoes, and I knew I might
not get out of this with my prosthetic (if I got out of this at
all). Thankfully, it hadn’t rained in a while, so the water only
reached chest level, and whatever the fuck that was coiling around
my good leg seemed to give up and slither away without too much
trouble.

I
could hear Rita whimpering as I slipped out of view. And then I heard the voice of
Spencer Middleton. “Hey, it’s me. I got another one for your
collection, but I’m gonna need some help hauling her out of a
ditch. She’s a heavy one.”

I
stopped a garbage bag as it was flowing
downstream, then
ever-so-carefully drew it close to me. I dipped under the water’s
veil, and reemerged wearing the black bag as a cloak. Was it a
perfect disguise? No. Did it scare away all those spiders? Also, no
(it just pissed them off more, really). But it provided enough
concealment for me to feel comfortable peeking out from the edge of
the column. That’s right.
Nothing to notice over here. I’m just a floating pile of
garbage.

Spencer had already made it to the bottom of the
creek bed. He was right there, a
stone’s throw away, with a machine gun slung over one shoulder, the
harpoon gun in his left hand, and a cell phone to his
ear.

“No,” he said to whoever was on the phone. “She’s
still alive for now, but I can’t promise anything. Get here fast,
and you’d better bring
some band-aids.” He put the phone away, snuck up to Rita, and
crouched at her side, taunting, “You’re an ugly bitch, aren’t
ya?”

Rita flailed, whined, and fell limp. “Now, now, don’t fight
it. That arrow’s a tungsten silver alloy. You ain’t getting
free until I allow it. I own you,
bitch. Understand?”

Rita whimpered loudly, as if to say, yes, I understand.

 


***

 


Spencer never left Rita’s side, and despite the cold
seeping into my bones, I never moved from my hiding spot. The three
of us stayed right where we
were. Every now and then, I felt Rita’s eyes on me. I wanted to
help. But Roger sent me here with nothing on purpose. By the time
the truck arrived, I was relieved.

They parked off-road at the edge of the creek bed above Spencer. From Rita’s green
illumination, I could see the back of a nondescript moving truck.
Spencer stood upright and waited as two enormous figures came to
the top of the creek wall. These were familiar monsters, the same
kind that chased me back at the Mathmetist compound, wearing clown
masks and jumpsuits. One of them had a heavy chain coiled in his
arms. He tossed one end of it to the ground in front of Spencer,
then leapt down to meet him.

The
monster was every bit as nimble as I expected (so, not at all). He
effectively executed a belly
flop that sent a literal shockwave through the water. In the time
it took for that clown to pull himself back up, the other had tied
off the chain to the truck and climbed down the steep wall nearly
as gracelessly as his predecessor, crashing into the earth like a
meteor. He righted himself and joined his partner next to Rita. The
two mammoth clowns dwarfed him in size, yet seemed to be
consciously keeping a safe distance from Spencer. Almost like they
respected him. Or feared him.

Spencer started
giving orders, and in a flash, they were working together. One held
Rita down as the other removed the spear. Blood sprayed, Rita
screamed, and the giants wrestled her into submission and wrapped
her in the chains. Spencer shimmied up the dirt wall to the truck.
A moment later, he started driving. Rita slid across the muddy
earth. The clowns each gripped the chain with one hand and allowed
themselves to be towed up the wall and out of sight.

That was it. Rita, Spencer, the truck, and the clowns were
all gone. Nobody knew I was
there. I could crawl back to the water’s edge and follow my
footsteps home. Hell, I could be lazy and let the water carry me
most of the way. So why did I feel this ridiculous urge to do
something stupid? To try and find a way to save Rita? Why was I
shivering, standing at the edge of the creek? Why was I walking up
to the steep dirt wall? Why was I searching for snake holes and
tree roots to climb up the edge? I must have been absolutely
crazy.

The
climb wasn’t so bad. Forcing my body not to shiver as I lay on the ground, tangled in
tall grass and covered beneath my garbage bag cape was another
story altogether. The monsters were close, in the back of the
moving truck with Rita. Now that she was gone and locked away, I
could barely see a thing. But I could make out the two dark
silhouettes standing on my side of the truck, backlit by cabin
light. They were talking. One was Spencer. The other was shorter,
rounder, and angrier.

“I hired you to catch her! Not
kill her!” His voice felt familiar, yet somehow
warped.

“She’s still
alive.”

“Barely! What am I
supposed to do with her if she dies before we get back?”

“Feed her to your dogs.
Not my problem.”

I
heard the keys in his hand jingle a half-second before the
spotlights turned on, tearing
away my cover of darkness. I held my breath and remained motionless
as Spencer walked across the street towards the new source of
light—his car. He must have turned on the headlights remotely, and
now I could see everything. The key fob in Spencer’s hand. The look
of pure delight on his face. And most unsettling of all, I could
see the man Spencer was working for.

Nooo.

No no no no no fucking way this is
happening.

It’s not possible!

He
screamed Spencer’s name with the authority of an angry parent. Spencer stopped halfway across
the street and turned around. “What do you want?”

“I want you to show a little more respect, but
I’ll settle for this.” The Collector walked up to Spencer and
handed him a manilla envelope as my mind
screamed,
I know him!

But
then I realized that I was wrong. I didn’t know him. I only thought
I knew him. Roger was right. I needed to see this to believe it.
The man ordering around Spencer… the man collecting gods… the man I
thought I respected... was the same one I’d talked to only hours ago. The one I almost
sold the gas station to. How
could I have been so stupid?!

Spencer opened the envelope and thumbed
through the cash. With a soft laugh, he said, “Damn. I almost
forgot I get paid to do this.”

Brother Riley stroked
his beard and said, “You’ll find the information for your next
target in there as well. This time around, try to leave more of it
for me to collect.”

“I’ll do what I can,
boss.”

The
back of the moving truck slammed shut. Brother Riley got
into his vehicle, followed
closely by his clown-faced monstrosities. As they drove off,
Spencer started back across the road to where his car waited,
stuffing the envelope into his pants and whistling
“La Vie en
Rose.”

At
the last moment, Spencer turned around, locked eyes with me, and winked. But it was just that
and nothing else. He wanted me to know he knew I was there. He
probably knew the whole time. Rather than finish me off for good,
he climbed into his Mustang and drove away, leaving me all alone in
the dark.


Chapter Thirty-Eight




The
walk to the one-lane bridge wasn’t exactly great, but the walk back
was absolutely brutal. The mud sucked at my shoes with each step. I
hugged myself the whole way even though it did next to nothing to
contain my shivering, and my
left side was numb from the hip down. The prosthetic leg was not
built for this kind of abuse, but then again, neither was the rest
of me.

Before I left, I smeared the garbage bag in the puddle of
Rita’s phosphorescent blood and tied it around my neck as a makeshift cloak of visibility. I
kept my eyes down, focused on the footprints in the sand. At a
certain point, one set of footprints became two. I didn’t
understand how this could have happened unless someone followed me
for a portion of my initial journey. But then I realized that some
of the footprints were facing the wrong direction, and it occurred
to me that—somehow—I had turned myself around and started walking
back towards the one-lane bridge.

I
finally got myself pointed the right way before the rain came. It quickly transformed into a
thunderstorm. The glow-blood on my garbage poncho washed off,
leaving me in true darkness. During cracks of lightning, I could
see that all of the footprints were melting away, and I had little
choice but to climb up the creek wall and take shelter in the
forest.

I
remembered one rule of survival, a piece of trivia from many years
ago. If you ever get lost in the wild, the best thing to do is stay
put. Eventually someone will find you. However, I
didn’t think that advice was
wise if nobody had any reason to look for you. So I made up a new
survival plan: Pick a direction and plow forward until… (there was
no second half of that plan—just until).

I
walked into a few tree branches. And a few trees. I
tripped and fell over a few logs and
down a few hills. At one point, I landed on something furry, but
rather than eat me, it just squealed and ran away. I took mental
snapshots each time the lightning graced me, then hiked from memory
until I was fumbling over logs and kissing branches
again.

Eventually, the storm got bored and went home, and the
cloud cover thinned enough for me to see. I even found a trail.
Although I didn’t know where it led, I knew it had to lead
somewhere, and somewhere was better than nowhere, so I carried on. I picked up a decent
walking stick and walked for hours. I picked up a second walking
stick and walked for hours. Once I came upon a garbage bag in the
middle of the path, I realized that I’d dropped mine somewhere far
behind me… I left it be. When I came upon another identical garbage
bag in the middle of the path, I started to wonder just how many
garbage bags were out here in these woods.

The
hike turned into another kind of constant background noise. I
allowed the autopilot to take over. My body had this down—one step in front of the other, try
not to freeze to death. My mind went to other places. Theories,
memories, explosive emotions, sometimes all three at once.
Brother Riley sat next to me at
Vanessa’s funeral… Did he orchestrate her death?!

A voice from the
forest snapped me out of it and stopped me dead in my
tracks.

“See?”

I
gripped both of the walking sticks. They weren’t much
for weapons, but if I had to,
I could make whatever or whoever killed me regret it first. But as
the seconds ticked away, I began to wonder if I imagined that voice
altogether. I mean, who else would be out here at this time of
night? Standing just off the trail, watching me? I almost convinced
myself that it was nothing when another voice came from the other
side of the trail.

“Oh!”

I
dropped one of the sticks and gripped the other with both hands
like a baseball bat. I was dealing with multiple enemies,
and I couldn’t see
them.

“Who’s there?” I yelled. “I have to warn you! I
have a bazooka! And I know how to use it!”

“OKAY!” I couldn’t
tell which voice called it out. But they were nearby. Maybe just a
few feet beyond the path.

“Okay?” I repeated. “So we
have an understanding? We aren’t
going to fight?”

The
next voice came from the forest on the opposite side of
the path. It sounded like a war
call. “AYEEEEE!!!”

I swung my stick in a futile attempt to
appear intimidating.

“SEE?” The first
voice. There were at least two of them out here. Two distinct
callers, flanking me from either side of the path and drawing
closer.

“Ohhhhhhh!” I couldn’t
tell if I should run or keep swinging or try to dart up a
tree.

“OKAY!” That voice was
right behind me. Inches from my ear. I spun around to see
nobody.

“AYEEEEE!!!” Right
behind me again! I spun around. Same dance. Same result.

But
then the voices were further away. And now they were speaking
together, at the same time. “See? Oh! Okay! AYEEE!”

A
figure emerged from the woods
into the path. She stopped, raised herself up on one leg, did a
twirl, then leapt into the forest on the other side.

“See? Oh! Okay!
AYEEE!

A
second later, her brother emerged, repeated the graceful dance
maneuver, and followed her into the woods.

“See? Oh! Okay!
AYEEE!”

And
then she emerged again from the same side, like she’d somehow
teleported back to her
original starting line. This time, she was dance-twirling a giant
flag. Emblazoned across the top was the emblem for the Goose Scouts
of America. “See-oh-okay-ayee! That is how you spell ‘cookie’! This is a song for you and
me, to celebrate the…”

Someone behind me clapped twice. I turned to see both of
the cookie twins, standing together, screaming at me,
“COOKIE!”

I
tumbled backwards but missed
the ground. My ass hit air and kept falling. The world whooshed
past me as I lost all connection to the planet. Dancing silhouettes
in the distance bounced in time with the cookie cheer.
“C-o-ok-i-e! That is how you
spell ‘Cookie’! This is a song for you and me, to celebrate the
(Clap Clap) COOKIE!”

I
landed on a giant pillow in the center of an ocean.
I bounced and landed in a field of
daisies in the center of a giant bowl of cereal. Morgan, the cookie
brother, performed tricks on a unicycle while Elizabeth rested my
head in her lap and smoothed my hair. I didn’t understand who was
even singing still, but I was way beyond caring.

“Shush now,” said Elizabeth, her hair braids
tickling my face as she leaned forward. “Sometimes life is
like a raisin cookie.
It looks like it’s going to be chocolate chip, and then you’re full
of disappointment, but that’s only because you’re focusing on the
raisin part and forgetting that the entire rest of the cookie is
still made out of cookie. Quit focusing on the raisins, Jack. You
need to eat. You need your energy.”

“I don’t have any money,”
I said.

“Shhhhh,” she responded. “The first one is always free.”

Elizabeth proceeded to feed me cookies while Morgan danced
around us, spinning a baton made of fire, and then, quite suddenly—

 


***

 


It was daytime.

I sat up and felt every bone in my body
protest.

The
path wasn’t there anymore.
I’d been moved, and now I was leaning against a mossy tree. To my
right, there was half of a baseball-sized white mushroom covered in
teeth marks. To my left, there was a pile of fur surrounding a tiny
animal’s foot (if I had to guess, I’d say it was the remnants of an
unlucky chipmunk).

I hiccupped.

Then I forced myself up, found a walking stick, and
continued straight ahead for about
twenty feet before the forest ended and I emerged near the
overflowing dumpster of the gas station. Rocco was sitting atop the
garbage pile, gnawing on cardboard. When he saw me, he shook his
head, as if to say, “Rough night, huh Jack?” I flipped him the
bird, and he jumped down and raced back to his nest behind the
grease trap.

I
was so relieved to be back, that I almost didn’t notice how somebody had
spray-painted the words “GO AWAY!” across the front of the gas
station in my handwriting. That might not be great for business,
but it wasn’t nearly as bad as the fact that the front door was
locked. I could have just crawled through the shattered glass, but
somebody had nailed up a barricade of pallet wood on the other
side. In an interesting twist, I was now trapped
outside the gas station.

I
circled the building twice. The back door was equally locked, and
nobody had blown any new
entrances into it since I left. I leaned against the dumpster and
wracked my brain. How do I
get inside?

There was an answer. I could feel it. It was right there, I
just needed to work it out on my own. Spencer did it! Spencer used to get inside the locked
gas station like he was walking through walls! What did Spencer do?
Think Jack. Try and think like Spencer.

I
turned the corner of the building and found the spot opposite the
wall where we found him leaning against the cold drink
case during the night of the
Sagoth incident. There was something here. The grease trap. And
then, I felt a sickness in my stomach, like someone punched me in
the gut. All I could do was hate myself for being so
slow.

We
don’t sell any kind of fresh food. We sure as hell don’t fry anything. So why
do we have a grease trap? If not grease, what the hell’s in there?

I put both hands on
the black, metallic bin and pulled. It didn’t budge. I pushed and
heard a click. Once I
released, the rectangular bin separated from the wall and rolled to
the side, revealing half-empty rows of canned sodas. I pushed, and
the entire cold drink case door swung open. I was dealing with a
genuine secret passageway. I crawled through, pulled the fake door
shut behind me, then went to find Jerry’s head.

First, I found not-Guillermo, sticking a gold-colored pin
inside the plastic explosive over the front door.

“Hey,” I said.

He spun around. “Jack?! What?! Are… are you
a ghost?”

“Not yet.”

“Oh… Wow. I was not expecting… You
know what, man? I need
to make a phone call.”

While he dialed a number on his cell phone, I walked around
the gas station to see that
he’d spread the C-4 far and wide into every nook and corner like he
was hiding Easter eggs.

“Hey, it’s me. I don’t know how
to tell you this,
but... Jack’s here… I know, right?! Me too… No, I asked. He says
he’s not a ghost... Are we still going to… Okay… I’ll get on it.”
He hung up, then said, “Well, shit.”

“What’s up, robo-hands?” He glared at me, and I
regretted ever thinking I could wade into the nicknaming game.

“Boss says I gotta help
you clean up.”

We
spent the next hour prying off pallet boards and collecting plastic explosives. Then we
rearranged the shelves, swept, mopped, changed the burned-out light
bulbs, and bagged up all the debris. 

While we were at it, I found the ice chest where Roger’s
man had left it in the walk-in cooler. He explained that the smell was starting to get to
him, and swore to me that he didn’t look inside. I told him I
didn’t care if he looked. It was just Jerry, and Jerry was never
shy. But if he really smelled that bad, I needed to take action. I
replaced the water with sawdust and coffee grinds all the way up to
his eye holes.

Before Roger’s man left, I asked how sure he was that he
didn’t forget any of the
explosives. His hesitant answer of “pretty sure” inspired very
little confidence.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




Brother Riley was wearing a wool pullover
and tie-dye t-shirt when he came into the gas station that
night.

“Hey, man,” he said with
a wave. “I been thinking about your
offer a lot. You know what? I’m in. Let’s do it.”

I’m
sure my reaction was not the
one he was hoping for. “Oh, I’m really sorry, Brother Riley. I
meant to call, but I’ve been so busy it didn’t occur to me until
now. I can’t sell you the gas station.”

He made a sad face. “Why not?”

“Well, I remembered all the
lawsuits attached to
the place. I couldn’t do that to you.”

“Aw, shoot man. Don’t worry about none of that
stuff. I have a lawyer who can straighten out those
knots
lickity-split.”

“Yeah, but I just remembered, the health
inspector gave us a failing grade. We’re shutting down.”

“Aw, that ain’t nothin’
but a bit of paperwork. I got a guy who can smooth things
over.”

“Yeah, but the CDC ordered us to close our
doors until we do
something about all the mold in the walls.”

“I know a mold guy. Top in the state.
Not a
problem.”

“Yeah, but…”

“But what? What is
it?”

I took a deep breath.

“We don’t sell fresh
cookies.”

He
looked around the room before asking, “What do you mean?”

“I’m finally seeing things for what they are. I’m
finally looking at the big picture and noticing what’s wrong with it. I ignored the weird
stuff for so long it became second nature, but now that I’ve
stopped, I feel like an idiot for never questioning. We don’t sell
cookies, so why would we have cookie dough in the cooler? We’re not
a restaurant, and we don’t fry anything, so why do we have a grease
trap? There are things that don’t make any sense in this town. The
closer you look, the wronger they are. How could a bookstore even
exist in a community with single-digit readers? But the biggest
mystery of all is you. People don’t
come to this town unless they have to for work or family, so what
the hell is a hippy like you doing here?”

He
narrowed his eyes at me and
asked, “Do you really want to do this?”

“No. But what choice do I
have?”

He pulled a lawn
chair out of… well, absolutely nowhere,
placed it in front of the counter, and fell into it. He got
comfortable, took a deep breath, let out a loud fart, then said.
“You got me.”

That… was unexpected.

I
chose my words carefully and kept my finger on the trigger of the gun in my pocket. “I don’t
suppose you feel like coming clean and telling me everything, do
you?”

A
smoking pipe appeared in his
hand. He stuffed it with marijuana as he spoke. “Sure, why the hell
not? I’ve got some time to kill.”

That’s when I realized the gun in my hand wasn’t a gun at
all. I pulled it out and confirmed my suspicion—I was actually
holding a live hamster. It bit my thumb, jumped onto the counter, and scurried
away.

“What the
hell?”

He
laughed to himself as he lit the pipe, took a few deep tokes, blew
a few smoke rings, and answered, “That’s just a little trick I
learned from one of my collected. Good for entertaining people at parties, but not so useful
when it comes to escaping.”

“Escaping
what?”

He
flicked his pipe into the air, where it turned into a dove before
flying into a window and falling to the ground with a broken neck.
“This place. Do you have any idea how long I’ve been stuck here? I hate it. I’m trapped,
just like you.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“I’m a prisoner, Jack!
That’s what this town is. It’s a punishment for beings like
me.”

“Huh?”

He
leaned forward as he spoke. “I was a king once, a long time
ago. But I made one tiny little
mistake. I started a war I shouldn’t have, and it cost me
everything. My world was destroyed. My people wiped out. And I was
sent here to face a punishment befitting my royalty. Something
worse than death. As you may have heard, there is an ancient evil
destined to destroy this place. It’s only a matter of time before
it wakes up, and everything in its presence will suffer untold
horrors. That’s why I’ve been doing everything I can to escape
before it’s too late.”

“Does ‘everything you can’ include killing my friends?”

He
showed teeth… I wouldn’t quite call it a smile, but it was close.
“Oh, you don’t understand anything, do you? I can’t hurt you. That
was part of my punishment. My powers were stripped away, save for a
little magic here and there.
But they couldn’t let me have any fun in exile. The final act of
torture was removing my ability to harm humans. I could point a gun
at you, but I could never pull the trigger.”

I
shook my head and yelled, “But Spencer has killed so
many people! And what about Beaux?
What about everyone who’s died in the last few months?!”

“Well, that’s the thing. As long as there are
rules, there will be loopholes and workarounds. Sure, I hired
Doctor Howard and Spencer knowing their...
predilections. But I never specifically ordered them to hurt
anybody.”

“That sounds like a
bullshit technicality.”

“Pretty clever,
right?”

“What about the people you
replaced?”

“Now, now, I didn’t ‘replace’ them. I upgraded
them. I make better versions of them. I can
make them more like
me. I can make them indestructible. And if they choose to thank me,
if they choose to pledge undying fealty to me, if they choose to
attack someone on my behalf or kill in my name, well, that’s the
problem with free will, isn’t it?”

“You’re just turning them into monsters and mind-controlling
them. That isn’t free will, that’s manipulation and
weaponization.”

“You’re so much smarter than you look, Jack. My
biggest regret is that I couldn’t recruit you, but the process only
works on those with—how do I put this?—normal brains. People
like you and Spencer are damaged canvases.”

“Why are you telling me
all this? I mean, your honesty is quite refreshing, but I can’t
help but feel like you should know better than to reveal the master
plan.”

He laughed. “Maybe I
just felt like getting it off my chest for a second. But it doesn’t
matter. I still have some magic left in these old bones. By the
time I leave this building, you won’t remember a thing. When I come
back inside in five minutes, you’ll happily sell me the gas
station.”

“Well, as long as you’re
planning on wiping my memory anyway, can I finally get an answer as
to why you want this dump so badly?”

“I don’t. This place smells like a demon’s taint.
What I want
is the ground beneath you. The soil
that grew the handplants. You see, those roots are what I need to
create my own army from nothing. No more collecting humans one at a
time. I can just grow them from scratch. And once I finally have
enough power, I will destroy Roger for making my existence a living
hell. And then I’ll let my children do what they want, and what
they want is to upgrade the rest of the world. At the end, everyone
will love me, obey me, worship me... or they
will perish. I will be a king again. And with the combined power of
this entire planet, I will finally be strong enough to tear a hole
through time and space and escape this active volcano before it
erupts. And I owe it all to you. Without your silly little blog, I
would never have known where to look.”

He
stood, signaling the end of
this overwhelming information dump. His chair evaporated into a
cloud of smoke and he held his hand in front of my face. With an
evil grin he snapped his fingers.

I
blinked a few times, and his grin disappeared. He snapped again.
Then again.

“Why are you West Side Storying me?”

“Why are you still
awake?”

“Great
question.”

He
snapped again, harder than before. Then, as the same realization
dawned on both of us, his eyes grew wide with worry. He said it
himself, my brain was messed up. Now we both knew just how messed up. He can’t erase my memory.

I
said the only thing I could
think of. “Well, this is awkward.”

“Certainly.”

“You just revealed an
awful lot of really important secrets.”

Brother Riley took a step back. “Yep.”

“Including the fact that you are physically incapable of hurting
me.”

He
stepped back again. “Yes, I am aware that I royally fucked the bed on this one.”

I scratched my chin and thought, “You know,
Brother Riley, I can’t really think of any reason not to kill you
right now.”

He gave me the prayer
hands and a pathetic smile. I opened the receipt drawer and pulled
out the spare gun. As I pointed it, Brother Riley waved his hand.
The gun transformed into another hamster, which I promptly lobbed
at his head as hard as I could. As it bounced off his face, I
grabbed the next thing in arm’s reach—a hardcover book about
Android Ninjas, and threw it at him. He waved his hand, and the
book turned into a cluster of yellow butterflies.

I
grabbed Ricardo and jumped across the counter. He
waved his hand at me, and the
bat turned into a meter-long king snake. I clutched the tail with
both hands, swung it around my head a couple times to bring it up
to speed, and whipped Brother Riley across the face hard enough to
knock one of the lenses out of his glasses. He fell over, the snake
hardened in my hands and reformed into a baseball bat. The book
fell out of the air and slammed to the ground. Presumably,
somewhere in the walls, a hamster transformed back into a
handgun.

“Please!” he screamed. “Have
mercy!”

I
stood over him with the bat. “Are you serious right now? You just
told me the whole evil plan.
Remember? Why would I be merciful?”

“I can’t really think of a
reason, but hey, it was worth a shot.”

I
swung the bat down as hard as I could. Brother Riley blocked with his arm and howled once the
weapon connected. I could feel the bone break before pulling the
bat up for another swing. A single headshot was all I
needed.

He
crawled backwards, towards the door. I went to take a step, but
froze. Brother Riley laughed
just out of my reach. I looked down and saw exactly what he was
laughing at.

My
new leg was gone, replaced by an oversized anvil. I tried pulling
free, but it was attached to the skin. Brother Riley stood, took a
bow, and declared, “I guess
we’ll both live to fight another day.” I chucked Ricardo at him
like a spear, but it turned into a red balloon halfway to its
destination and floated to the ceiling. As he left, he said, “I’ll
be back, you know. And when you see me again, I’ll have friends
with me.”

A
moment later, my anvil-leg returned to its original form. I caught
Ricardo as soon as he turned
back into a bat and fell from the ceiling, then I started to search
for where my guns had scurried off to. 

An
hour later, the lights cut out. I guess the electric company was being serious when they said
“Final Notice.”


Chapter
Forty




I
sat on the ground behind the counter, warming a pot of water over a
trashcan fire in hopes of making myself another cup of coffee when
I heard the door scrape open.
Not the front door, though. Someone was coming inside—sneaking
inside—through the back entrance.

I
tossed a packing blanket over the flames, smothering out the fire
in an instant. Then I grabbed Ricardo and waited. By scattered
candlelight, I could see the
monstrous shadow creeping across the walls. Whatever cast it was
big. It walked softly, but I could hear it breathing. It didn’t
come to buy groceries. It was hunting. Luckily, I knew how to hunt
back. As soon as it passed the other side of the counter, I snuck
out and readied for my attack.

It
was enormous and hairy,
standing on two feet with its back to me, scanning the room for any
signs of life. This was my chance. I lifted my bat and went for the
kill.

But
somehow, in the time it took for my bat to come down as fast as I could swing it, the man spun
around and caught it in the palm of his gargantuan hand. I froze.
That was so incredibly cool that I couldn’t even come up with the
correct reaction. Before I could find the words to say, the man
yanked my weapon away from me. He towered over me, and the look on
his face made it clear that he was royally pissed off, and
rightfully so.

“Oh,” I said once I
realized what kind of monster this was. “It’s you.”

“Jack!” screamed Benjamin as he tossed my
baseball bat behind
him. “What the ever-loving hell is wrong with you?!”

“Sorry, you had a
mosquito. I was trying to get it before it—”

He
grabbed me by the neck with his gigantic monster-killing hands and
proceeded to drag me into the bathroom, where he filled
the sink with cold water and forced
my face under. I assumed this was it. He found a way to kill me
without even wasting a bullet. But like so many other near-death
experiences, this one ended just a few seconds after I’d determined
I was certain to die.

He
yanked me from the water like a magician pulling a rabbit
out of a hat, then tossed me
to the ground. I hacked and spat and coughed until my throat was
cleared enough for me to breathe normally, then I asked,
“Why?”

“I needed to get your blood flowing
again. Look at you.
Your brain is mush, and I can’t work with you if you ain’t got any
sense left.”

He
crouched down next to me on the ground and smacked me across the
face. Hard. Definitely harder than he needed to, I think. (But who
am I to question his methods?
He’s the expert.)

“Ow.”

“How long have you been moping
around this place all
by yourself?”

I
tried to think, but couldn’t exactly nail down an accurate
estimate. I’d been without electricity for months, at least. I was
rotating through the same small box of clothing for longer than I cared to admit,
washing them in the bathroom and hanging them out back to dry. (At
least, until that guy in the bear costume stole my favorite pair of
pants. Since then, I’d been leaving wet clothes on a drying rack in
the supply closet.)

I
looked Benjamin in the eyes and answered, “A while.”

He grabbed me by the collar, stood up, and
yanked me to my feet.

“Alright, kid. Do you
still have any coffee in this dump?”

“As a matter of fact, I was just about to make
some when you showed
up.”

“Good. Make sure you use bottled water. I’m
going to go lock the
doors, then you can tell me what the hell happened. Sound
good?”

In
typical Benjamin fashion, he didn’t wait for me to answer. He
pulled out a handgun and went to secure the perimeter. I made the trash-fire coffee extra
strong. Something told me we were going to need it.

In
ten minutes, we were back in
the booth by the door. Benjamin’s idea of “locking up” involved
chains and actual locks and pushing the frozen drink machine flush
against the front door so nobody could see in or out.

Something about this
Benjamin didn’t feel right. He was different. Not just because this
was the first time one of the Benjamins ever snuck in through the
back, but he also looked different. He had a gnarly scar below his
left eye that looked like someone got him with a lightsaber. I’d
hate to see the other guy.

I
sipped my coffee. Benjamin gulped his down in three loud swallows.
“Alright you mentally unstable son-of-a-bitch, let’s get on with
it. What’s going on this
time? I got alarm bells going off left and right. All these reports
keep tying back to your shithole of a town. I try calling and no
answer, so I book a flight. I arrived yesterday and you know what I
found? Nothing out of the ordinary. Place looks perfect. Full of
happy Stepford wives and smiling children and folks mowing their
lawns. What am I missing?”

I
tried taking a bigger sip of coffee just to see how hard that must
have been for him to down it like that, but I ended up burning
the roof of my mouth and
instantly dropped it all back into the cup with an awkward
blagh.

Benjamin narrowed his eyes at me.

“If you’d seen this town before everything
started, you’d already know what’s wrong. People here don’t mow.
They don’t smile. And they sure as hell can’t be described as happy or perfect unless
you’re aiming for ironic.”

“Okay,” he said. “So what
are we dealing with? Something in the water?”

“I wish it were that
simple.”

“Then what is it?” He was
growing more impatient by the second.

“It’s an invasion. Those people you saw in town are not
real.”

Benjamin laughed. It ended as abruptly as it
started once he realized I was being serious, and the look of
bemusement slid right off his face.

“Elaborate on ‘not real’
for me, please.”

“Shit got weirder than usual, and now all the people in town have been
replaced by something else.”

I could hear the sound of the seat beneath
him creaking loudly as Benjamin leaned forward to ask, “Well then
what happened to all the originals?”

“I honestly don’t know,” I answered. “I didn’t quite get that detail.
I assume they’re all dead now. But that might just be my irrational
optimism.”

Benjamin looked around the store. “Where are
your friends?”

“Gone.”

“Gone!?”

“Yeah.” I looked out the window and noticed the
black SUV parked by
one of our empty pumps. “Hey Benjamin?”

“Yeah?”

“Is that your
vehicle?”
“Yeah,
why?”

That’s strange. The Benjamin mimic never
drives here. He always walks from town.

“No reason.”

He
scratched his beard as he thought for a second, then
said, “Alright. I’m going to
need you to dig real deep. I need you to pull yourself together for
a little bit longer, and I need you to tell me exactly what
happened here. Can you do that?”

I
turned and looked at the back door. He followed my gaze and
asked, “What is
it?”

“You didn’t hear
that?”

He
raised his handgun and pulled
back the hammer. For the first time I noticed that this wasn’t one
of his usual guns. It looked newer than the two he always brought.
We sat in silence, him staring at the door, me staring at the
unfamiliar gun, until he looked back at me and mouthed the word
“What?”

I whispered, “I think we might be in
trouble,” before getting to my feet, grabbing Ricardo, and slowly
starting towards the exit with the bat on my shoulder.

Benjamin caught up
and blocked me off.

“Just where do you think
you’re
going?”

“I was going to check it
out.”

“I should kill you for
being so careless, but I’m sure that’ll self-correct on its own as
soon as I leave.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You’re
probably right.”

He
let out a long, irritated
breath and held out his weapon in front of me, “Here. Take
this.”

This was unexpected… Plenty of people have tried giving me
guns in the past. But why would a mimic do something like this?
What kind of bold new strategy was he trying
here?

“Are you serious?” I
asked.

“Just keep it pointed at the ground and try not
to shoot either of us, okay?” With the sound of a
shink he pulled a knife from his belt that was big enough to make
even his giganto-hands look delicate by comparison. (If we want to
get technical, it might have actually been a small sword.) Benjamin
gave the blade a couple test swings, then turned to me with a cocky
smile and said, “Stay close.”

I
propped Ricardo next to the wall and held the unfamiliar pistol
with both hands as we stepped
out back into the sticky night air. Benjamin used a heavy-duty
Maglite to scan the area before gesturing that it was safe for me
to follow. I walked up next to him and gazed out into the
darkness.

“See anything?” he asked, waving the
flashlight back and
forth at the tree line.

“No, but—” I raised the
heavy gun and pointed it at the dumpster, “I’m pretty sure I heard
something.”

I took a few steps before Benjamin clamped
onto my shoulder and yanked me back.

“Stay,” he barked. “If there’s
something in there,
what are you going to do? Hope it chokes on you?”

I took a step to the side and waved my arm
towards the dumpster. “After you, then.” With a withering side
glance, Benjamin raised his sword-knife and took slow, deliberate,
quiet steps forward.

My heart was pounding
loud enough for me to hear it. It was like watching a train wreck
in slow motion. This was going to suck.

Right as he got to the dumpster, he reached
his hand out, and I closed my eyes.

SHUNK!

A blood-curdling scream and then…

SHUNK!

Another, just as loud
and grizzly as the first.

As much as I would have loved to keep them
shut, I opened my eyes because I had to. I had to see the damage
and make a plan.

The
light was on the ground by my feet. When I went to grab it, my
fingers touched warm blood. I
aimed the light at the ground by the dumpster. The first bear trap
snapped around his right leg, the teeth digging into the meat just
south of his knee. The second trap went off after he hit the
ground. He must have used his knife hand to catch his fall, because
the blade was a few yards away in a pile of high grass and the
second trap was clamped down around the middle of his right
arm.

He
instinctively tried to crawl away from the traps with his good
limbs. I yelled out, “Don’t! You’re not going to want to do that!” But then—

CLANG.

Another scream.

The chain attaching the traps to the
dumpster had abruptly run out of slack. He fell onto his back and
grunted loudly as I stepped closer to him.

“FUUUCK!” he screamed into
the sky.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know that must hurt like all holy hell. I’m really
sorry about it.”

He was bleeding like crazy, turning the area
into a puddle of blood mud. Through gritted teeth he forced out the
words, “You KNEW about the traps?”

“I planted
them.”

“I’m going to fucking kill you.”

Where have I heard
that before?

“Okay.”

“Help me with this!” His
right arm was clearly broken, but that didn’t stop him from trying
to pry open the trap with his free hand. It was a valiant effort,
but ultimately an impossible task.

“That’s not going to work,” I said in my most soothing
voice.

“Then give me the fucking
gun so I can shoot the chains free!”

He reached for me, but I was careful to
stand just out of range.

“That’s not going to work,
either.”

“Don’t just stand there like a
dumbass! Do
something! Help
me!”

I
lifted the heavy gun and pointed it at the center of his chest.
From this distance, it would be nearly impossible to miss. But
leave it to me to mess up something this easy. I didn’t want
to do it at all, but it was
way better than leaving him to wail and thrash and hurt himself
worse until he completely bled out.

“I’m sorry.”

He screamed at me, “What the fuck are you
doing?!”

“Just close your eyes. It’ll all be over soon.
Not to brag, but I’ve
gotten pretty good at this.”

“Wait! Jack! Hold on a second! Talk to me. You’re confused, right?
Let’s not do something you’re going to regret.”

“Look, whatever you are, I know you aren’t the
real Benjamin, so drop the act! Frankly, it’s a little
insulting.”

He
screamed wildly, calling for help.

I
started screaming, too, mimicking him. We both screamed at the top
of our lungs, calling loudly, desperately, begging anyone who could
hear us to please god send
some help. After our voices
had both nearly given out, I explained it to him:

“Nobody can hear you out here. Nobody will hear the gunshot either.
We’re just too far away. This isn’t the first time I’ve caught one
of your kind. Heck. I’ve buried dozens of you by now.”

I
pointed at the rows of raised dirt lined up outside the back doors.

“Okay kid. Listen to me, you don’t know what’s happening. You
have mental problems.”

“I don’t disagree. But the
head in the box clocked you as soon as you came in.”

“The what?!”

“The head in the box. Behind the counter.
He talks to me. And he
can tell when somebody is real and when they’re… like you. The
second you walked through the doors, he told me you weren’t
real.”

“Take a fucking second and reflect on what you
just said. A severed head in a box told you that I’m a
pod person and that’s
good enough for you to kill me?”

I chuckled softly. “Wow, when you put it
like that, it really does sound crazy, doesn’t it?”

“Let’s think about this. If I were one of those
copies, I had a hundred chances to kill you already. Why
wouldn’t I have done
that?” So weird that this one
won’t use the word “mimic.”

“Sure, you didn’t kill me. But I’m starting to
think that you can’t kill me. I’m
starting to wonder if maybe nothing can kill me.
After all the times I’ve been in death’s mouth and had him spit me
back out, I’m starting to think that either you can’t get me, or
you aren’t allowed to hurt me, so this is the new plan. Drive me
crazy, and try to get me to do it myself. I don’t know why. I’m not
the evil mastermind. I’m just a guy. I don’t want to be the last
line of defense against a world-ending Borg assimilation, but
everybody else is gone now so I have to stay here and do this all
by myself. Which means I have to make the bad decisions because if
I don’t, you guys will finally get the gas station. But as long as
I’m alive, anyone that tries to take it from me is going to end up
in a shallow grave out back. Do you understand now,
‘Benjamin’?”

He
pushed himself upright and looked me in the eyes. “I understand.
You’re all alone here. Hey, it’s enough to make anybody lose their marbles, and you
weren’t exactly starting at the same baseline as the rest of us.
You need a friend. Help me out of this and I’ll stay with you.
We’ll get through this thing together. I promise.”

I
pulled my cell phone out of
my pocket and crouched down just out of arm’s reach.

“It’s a nice
trick.”

“What?”

“Mixing things up. The new clothes. The new gun.
The new car. Oh, and that scar under your eye, a stroke of pure
genius. I see exactly what you’re going for. Send a
hundred identical clones, then send
one that’s just different enough to notice. Oh, I want to fall for
it. Trust me. But I’m terrible when it comes to judging character.
And right here, right now, it’s better to err on the side of
caution, isn’t it? After all, Benjamin (the real Benjamin) did once
make a really good point about war. You can’t make peanut butter
without smashing a few nuts.”

He
held up his good hand in a pose of surrender and said, “Okay, okay,
I see what’s going on. I believe you. Those guys—those other Benjamins—those were
clones. But not me. I’m the real deal. They must have set this
whole thing up to trick you into killing me. They’re fucking with
both of us.”

I pulled the trigger.

He
coughed and shook and in a few seconds, he was on
his back, completely
still.

I
got to work quickly. I had
to. Just in case he was one of the fast healers. I grabbed the can
of gasoline hidden behind a tree nearby and soaked the newest body,
then I set it ablaze. While it burned down, I dug another hole next
to the other graves, just deep enough to hide the charred corpse,
and when I was finished, I went inside. The body could wait until
morning, and then I’d drag what was left into the hole to be
buried. It was such a simple routine.


Chapter Forty-One




Some time passed. It's hard to say how much, exactly.


Chapter Forty-Two




I
rolled over onto my back, staring at the ceiling while my mind
lazily caught up with the moment. A quick look in the direction of
my bedroom windows told me that it was still dark outside, and in
my sleep-drunk state, I
couldn’t understand why I had woken up before the alarm.

I sat up slowly, carefully, trying not to
wake the woman sleeping next to me, but she was a much lighter
sleeper than I was, and I heard her groan with annoyance, “What
time is it?”

I
looked at the digital clock
on the bedside table, the green numbers glowing bright enough to
light the otherwise pitch-black room.

12:04.

“It’s just after
midnight,” I said, to which she let out another groan.

“I’ll go see what he
wants.”

Right then, I realized what had happened. My movement wasn’t to blame for her
interrupted sleep. She and I were both awakened together by the
same thing: that voice calling to us from the room at the end of
the hallway.

“Mom! Dad!”

How long had he been calling to us?

“Where are my house shoes?” she asked, groggily.

“No, don’t worry about it.
I’ll go.”

The relief was evident in her voice as she
fell back into the bed. “Really?”

“Yeah, of course. It’s my
turn.”

Was
it my turn? I couldn’t
remember, but it didn’t matter. She needed her rest, and I was
already up and moving towards the door. As I passed the writing
desk, I spotted my old jacket draped over the chair and
instinctively grabbed it to throw on before stepping out into the
hallway.

By
design, our home wasn’t nearly as dark out here. We had set up a row of night lights in
the hall’s outlets shortly after moving in—a safety precaution to
ensure our son could make it from his bedroom to the bathroom in
the middle of the night in case of a potty emergency. Or at least,
that’s what we told him. In reality, it was just one more tool to
combat his increasingly frequent nightmares, but his mother
insisted that we not bring any more attention to our motives than
necessary.

A
shiver ran down my spine. We were deep into the part of winter when
cold snaps hit without
warning, and now that I was out from under the covers, my
subconscious lizard brain was screaming at me to go back and crawl
into the warm bed. I stopped at the thermostat to dial up the heat
by a couple of degrees, but the voice broke into the silence again,
loud and urgent, “Mooom! Daaad!”

“I’m right here, buddy!” I called out in a
calming but exhausted voice. The heat cut on, and I continued the
rest of the way to his
bedroom door, knocking twice to announce my presence before pushing
it open. “Hey, kiddo.” I said as I entered. “What’s the
matter?”

“Dad!” he screamed
tearfully, as if he wasn’t sure it was really me.

I
flicked on the Avengers lamp sitting
on his dresser so he could see that it was, in fact, his father,
and not someone he needed to be afraid of. I knew he was scared. He
was scared by everything. Shadows, noises, imaginary enemies. He
got that paranoia from my side of the family, and I could empathize
a lot better than his mom.

He
was sitting in his bed with his knees pulled up to his chin, all but his face wrapped in
superhero-themed bed sheets. I took a seat on the mattress and put
my hand on his head, unhappy to find that he was covered in
sweat.

“What’s wrong?” I asked again, offering a smile.

He
swallowed loudly, then looked
past me at the door on the other side of his bedroom.

“There’s a monster in my
closet.” I followed his gaze and nodded. “Is it okay if I come and
sleep with you and mom?”

I
looked him in the eyes and
tried to reason with him. “You know if there’s a monster in your
closet, it won’t do any good for us to simply leave it in
there.”

He
shot back, “It would make more sense to let him stay where he is
for now and then do something about it in the morning after we’ve all gotten a good night’s
sleep.”

He
had clearly thought this
through.

“Why do you think there’s
a monster in your closet?”

“I saw it go in
there.”

The
fear in his eyes was real, and I was convinced that he believed
what he was saying. I would
never hold his fear against him. He had every right to be afraid.
“Look, I’m not going to lie to you, okay? Monsters are real. Don’t
tell your mom I told you this, but I’ve seen them. On plenty of
occasions. They’re huge buttheads most of the time, too. But a
monster isn’t going to sneak into your closet just to hang out.
That doesn’t even make any sense.”

“I don’t know why he’s in
there, Dad! All I know is he’s scary and I don’t want to be in the
same room with him!”

I
stood up. “You know you have
nightmares, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And sometimes it’s hard to tell
what’s real and what’s
not?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you think is
more likely? That a monster came all the way down here, to our
neighborhood in the suburbs, snuck past everybody—the cops, the
neighborhood watch, that snoopy old Mrs. Churchill across the
street—got past the deadbolts and both of our dogs without being
noticed, came all the way into your room, and then went and hid in
your closet? That? Or maybe you
just had another one of your bad dreams?”

“The first
one!”

I
walked over to the closet. “Well, there’s one way to know for sure, huh?”

“Wait!” he
screamed.

I turned. “Yeah?”

“Don’t open the
door!”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s a monster
in there!”

“So you said. But if that’s true,
if there’s a monster,
maybe we should talk to him, huh? Ask what he’s doing in there.
What if he’s lost?”

“What if he kills you!?”

I
made a mental note to dial back the television before bedtime. My
child clearly had the same imagination and anxious
tendencies that I’d had at his age,
and I knew that he needed some reassurance that everything was
going to be okay. But I wasn’t really in the best state of mind to
properly answer a question like that. “Well, let’s think about
this. If he wants to kill me, what’s stopping him from doing it
right now?” As soon as I said it, I regretted it.

He glared at me and answered in a
matter-of-fact tone, “It’s a monster! It can’t open doors from the
inside.”

“Ah,” I replied. “My mistake.” Then I turned and
gave the closet door a
few loud knocks. “Hello? Any monsters in there?”

Obviously, there was no response.

“Dad, please! Leave him
alone. You don’t want to make him angry!”

“If he can’t open the door from the inside, then
what do you even have to be afraid of? He
can’t hurt you if he’s
trapped in there, can he?”

“I don’t like what he says when
we’re alone. He talks
to me through the door. He says weird things. He tells me stories
about you and the gas station.”

An
icy chill surged through my veins, and suddenly I was
on high alert like I’d just slammed
ten shots of espresso.

“What did you say?” I
asked, hoping against
all hope that I had misheard him.

“He tells me about the gas
station. And you.”

I
looked back at the closet. “And you’re saying he’s on the other
side of this
door?”

I
reached out to touch the handle, but my son shrieked, “NO!
DON’T OPEN THAT
DOOR!” But this time,
somehow, his voice sounded funny. Like it wasn’t him who was
speaking.

I
pulled my fingers away from the handle. “What did this monster look
like, exactly?”

“Oh, so now you believe
me!?” This time, he sounded annoyed.

“Let’s just say I’m open to the idea of the possibility that there
could be something in there. But I remain convinced that there
probably isn’t. Is that fair?”

My
son scoffed. “Now I feel like
you’re patronizing me.”

“Sorry, kiddo.”

“I’m just saying, let’s leave
the monster in there
for the night. Maybe you can get a hammer and nail the closet shut
while I go and get into bed with Mom.”

“You know we’re going to have to open that
door eventually,
right? That’s where we keep your school clothes.”

“We can buy new ones! Why risk it? Tomorrow, we burn the house down
with the monster inside! It will be fun! Come on, Dad!
Please?”

I
took a deep breath and sighed, then crossed the room again,
taking my seat next to him on the
bed. I gave him a hug and said, “Look, we can’t just keep burning
houses to the ground every time there’s a problem. You know that,
right?”

“I know.”

I
released him and looked into his eyes. “Don’t tell your mom this,
either, but I’ve killed a lot
of monsters in my day. Like, a ridiculous amount of monsters. Some
of them were bad guys. Not all, but a lot of them. What do you say
we look and see what’s in there, and if it’s a bad monster, we take
care of it together?”

“I feel like this might end up causing me some serious
psychological harm in the long run. Are you sure I can’t just come
sleep in your bed?”

Wow. He really was my son.

“Yes, I’m
sure.”

He
leaned over to look past me at the closet door. “Okay. Then let’s
see what he wants. But can I
have a weapon or something first in case he eats you?”

I
laughed to myself. “Afraid
I’m fresh out of weapons. Unless I have a—” I patted at the pockets
of the jacket, then caught myself… Something heavy and metal...
“Wait, no, you’re right, actually. I do have this.” I reached
inside the jacket... The inner pocket… Somehow, I’d already
forgotten… the pistol was still there from earlier...

I
pulled it out and looked at it. How the heck could I have forgotten?

“Cool!” my son yelled, looking at the firearm with excited, wide
eyes.

“No, it’s not.” I corrected him.
“This is a deadly
weapon. You can permanently disable someone with this thing. You
can literally kill somebody by accident if you’re not careful. Do
you understand?”

“Yeah,” he answered. “I’m sorry.”

“Okay then,” I said, handing him the gun. He took
it from me with a big
smile. “The safety is already off, and there should still be a
bullet chambered, so all you have to do is point and squeeze the
trigger. Got it?”

“Got it!!”

“And for the love of God, please don’t shoot me
by mistake. If the monster comes at you, be ready. Don’t get fancy and try for any
sideways aiming or trick shots. And don’t bother with headshots.
You’re a seven-year old, not John Wick. Statistically, your best
bet is center mass. You know what that means?”

“Aim for the
middle?”

“Right. Chest and torso shots should be enough to incapacitate most
humanoids. Now, are you ready?”

He pointed the gun at the ceiling and
nodded. “Ready!”

“Okay. Let’s see what this guy’s problem is.”

I
stood up and made my way back to the closet door, reached out,
and grabbed the handle. Then
I looked over my shoulder to see my son pointing the gun in my
direction. We were all set. I yanked the door open and nearly fell
over backwards when I saw who was standing there.

“Hey bro!” said Jerry
excitedly.

“What the fuck! What the fucking fuck, Jerry!? What the fuck are you
doing in my son’s closet!?”

He
was holding a forty-four-ounce Styrofoam container and lifted the straw
to his lips for a moment, gulping each swallow loudly and staring
at me. When he was done downing half the drink, he smacked his lips
and said, “I really don’t know what that’s supposed to mean. Is it,
like, a metaphor? I can’t keep up with you kids and your slang
these days.”

“Uh, dad?” I turned to see my child trying to
find his shot. “Can you take a step to the side or something?”

“Don’t shoot him,” I
relented, “He’s not that kind of monster.”

My son let out a long, disappointed
“Awww.”

“And don’t tell your mom
I said the ‘F’ word!”

“So, Jack?” I turned back to face Jerry. “I can’t
help but notice the changes you made to the place. Gotta say, I really don’t like
them. Maybe we should clean up or something? Right? Hey, is there
any cake left over?”

“Where the flip did you come from? How did you find me? How did you
even get in here?”

He
stared hard into my eyes for
a long time before asking, “Are you drunk?”

Well this was rich. Jerry was asking
if I was drunk. It felt like such an insulting accusation.
“I haven’t had anything to drink in…” I tried to remember the last
time. “It’s been years now. Never mind that! You’re supposed to be
dead!”

“I am!” he responded happily. “But right now I
gotta piss like a frat house moose. I’ve been driving for the last
eight hours straight
and holding it in the whole time and I’m about to pop and not in a
good way. Hold that thought, I’ll be right back.” He shoved his way
past me, out the bedroom door, and down the hall towards the
bathroom.

My
son was still pointing the gun at the open doorway. I walked up to him and took it from his
tiny hands and tossed it onto the counter next to the cash
register.

“Who was that?” he
asked.

“Just this guy I used to
know,” I answered. “Don’t worry about him okay?”

“O… kay... I guess. But, I
still need a signature.”

I
looked inside his closet, wondering to myself how the hell Jerry
managed to get in here in the
first place. I wouldn’t put it past him to have picked our locks.
He probably bribed our dogs with some jerky or something. But how
on earth did he find me way out here after all this
time?

“Just go to bed, son. I’ll
take care of him.”

“Come on, dude, all I need
is a signature.”

I
looked at the bed, but he wasn’t there anymore. And neither was the
bed. Nothing was there, and all of a sudden, the world started spinning. Except that wasn’t
exactly right, was it? The world had always been spinning, this
whole time, and I had only just now become aware of it. It was
spinning faster than I thought possible, like the planet was trying
its damnedest to get rid of me by flinging my body off its surface
and into space. I was sick to my stomach and could feel my dinner
preparing to make a surprise reappearance.

“I need to sit down,” I
said as I collapsed onto the sticky floor behind the
register.

The
postman walked around the counter and looked down at me. “Look,
this is getting really weird. You’re my last stop, and I just need you to sign for this
package so I can go home.”

I
tried sitting up, and the back of my shirt made a disgusting
fwack noise as it pulled away from the floor. Somehow, even that
was too much and I fell over and hit my head against the shelf next
to the empty safe. This wasn’t my proudest moment, for
sure.

The
man walked right up to me and knelt down at my side, dropping a
thick envelope onto the floor
and reaching into his pocket while muttering to himself.

“All of my friends are dead or turned into monsters or both,” I told
him.

“Yeah, I know the feeling,” the guy replied. “You
look like you really need a fix bad, huh? What’s
your poison?”

“Reality.” Suddenly, I realized that something
about this guy was not quite right. “Hey!
How did you get into my son’s
bedroom?”

The
guy pulled out a prescription bottle and emptied its contents into
the palm of his hand. “Look, dude, I was saving this for the weekend, but I can tell you need
it way more than me. Make a deal with you? I’ll hook you up, but
then you have to sign for my package.”

He put a small, white pill into my hand.

“What is this?” I
asked.

“Don’t worry about
it.”

If
I had been in my right mind,
I probably would have simply said “No thanks.” But I wasn’t, and I
hadn’t been for a long time, so it never even registered that I
might not want to accept this strange man’s gift. I popped it into
my mouth with nary a thought and dry swallowed. Next, I signed for
the oversized envelope and watched as the guy turned and walked
back around the front of the counter.

I
didn’t get up right away, instead I stayed there on the dirty
ground, staring at the discolored gas station ceiling
tiles. In time, I started to
feel almost normal again, but then the vehicle I was riding missed
its exit, and I kept riding in the wrong direction. Soon I was
sweating, and then I felt like I was on fire, like I was about to
erupt into flames. Wet, disgusting, bloody flames. And I was
convinced that this was how they’d finally find me. As a smoldering
puddle of red goop behind the gas station counter. Nothing left but
a fake leg and pain gravy.

And then, all of a sudden, I felt fine.

I
had no idea how long I’d been
down there, but I was done. For now. I was in a period of lucidity
and finally able to make an assessment of my
surroundings.

My
name is Jack. I’m a gas station clerk who can’t fall asleep. This
morning I killed a man and buried his body in a shallow
grave out back, and after that, my
brain started going off like a box of fireworks in a
supernova. I searched the
area around me until I found my baseball bat. What the hell was that just now?

It
took me a second to realize the answer. That was a dream. Or, at least, my brain’s best attempt at one. Like a
flower growing out of the crack in an asphalt parking lot, my
subconscious was finding a way to break through and express itself,
and I hated it.

This was a long time coming. Vivid hallucinations. Memory
loss. The periods of missing
time. My body and brain were in a continuous state of missed
connections, all signaling the unavoidable reality that my troubles
were almost over for good. But until then...

“Hey! Jack!”

I
looked at the Styrofoam ice
chest on the shelf below the cooler, where the noise appeared to be
coming from.

“What do you want?” I
asked.

“You okay, dude? You’re not looking so hot.”

“You’re one to talk! At
least I’ve still got most of my body.”

“Touché.”

I
stood up and immediately fell over, smacking my face against the
counter in my descent. My front teeth cut into my upper lip and
when I hit the ground, I spat
out blood.

“Gross!” laughed the
severed head from all the way inside the box.

“Shut up!” I screamed back.

What was his problem, anyway? Why was he
always laughing? Turning everything into a big joke?

I
tried again, slower this time. Standing and pushing the bat into the ground to brace myself. I
stood in place until the vertigo had left, then I began to stretch.
My muscles ached like I hadn’t used them in ages.

Whatever drug the postman had given me, it appeared to have
temporarily stabilized my
brain chemistry. I was wide awake now, but that didn’t stop me from
feeling the need to eat another handful of coffee beans—a habit I’d
gotten far too comfortable with as of late. What the hell was that hallucination supposed to
mean anyway? Was that a vision of my life in another reality? A
possible future? Or was it simply a side effect of improperly
firing neurons?

“You should open your
package,” Spencer Middleton said from his spot on the other side of
the counter.

Yeah right. I’m not falling for that one again.

“Why would I do
that?”

“You never know. It could
be something useful.”

“Yeah? Or it might be
another one of my dead
friends!” I screamed.

Wait a second. Who the hell was I talking
to?

I
looked around the empty gas station. There wasn’t
anyone here but me. So why
did it feel so damn small? Why did I feel like I was running out of
space?

I
went and retrieved the ice
box and placed it on top of the counter, then tapped it a few times
to get the head’s attention.

“Hey, Jerry, you see anything
weird going
on?”

For
some reason, he didn’t answer. I went to open the top of the box to
make sure he wasn’t up to anything in there, but right as my fingers touched the lid,
I heard the voice right behind me and jumped.

“You seem crazier than
normal.”

I
spun around to see Spencer
Middleton once again. He was standing within striking distance, but
Ricardo was still propped up next to the coffee machine. I grabbed
the gun off the counter and pointed it at him, but he flicked his
hand out and relieved me of my weapon in a single, effortless
move.

“Wow!” I exclaimed. “Are
you that cool, or do I just suck?”

“Get it together, man. You’re embarrassing both of us.”

He
was wearing a dark three-piece suit with a red tie. His hair was
freshly cut and combed. His face cleanly shaven. And he was looking much healthier than I had
hoped. He stood straight and tall, staring down at where I was
leaning against the counter. In short, he looked like the exact
opposite of me. He smiled a little wider, no doubt thinking of all
the ways he was about to torture me. God, I hated him so much.

“You look different. What happened? You get
promoted to vice
president of Hell or something?”

“One of these days, you're
going to finally learn, I'm not the bad guy. You are.”

“Ha! Shows what you know. I’m already aware that I’m the bad
guy.”

He
shook his head, and then, he wasn’t there anymore. I can’t
exactly say that he vanished,
because I don’t think that’s what happened. One second, he was
standing there, holding me hostage. The next, he was long gone, and
I was sitting behind the counter again.

My
face hurt like hell from where I had just taken a
counter to the teeth, and the
blood was steadily filling and refilling my mouth, making me more
and more sick to my stomach with each swallow. Finally, I got up
and went in search of paper towels. I grabbed the last pack off the
shelf, used a wad to temporarily stop the bleeding, and fell into
my seat in the booth where I’d left that empty tequila bottle from
the night before. Just the sight of it was enough to make me gag,
and I made a silent resolution to give up alcohol for the
foreseeable future. I turned my head away, looking out the window
at the front lot. That’s when I noticed something
strange.

Wait… Whose car is that?

Somehow, until just now, I had missed that shiny black 1960s-style Chevelle Malibu
double-parked by the front doors. I took the paper towels out of my
mouth.

“Hey, Jerry!” I yelled in
the direction of the head. But he didn’t answer.

How long has that car been there?

I
got up, grabbed Ricardo, and
walked up to the front doors to see if I could spot anybody in
front of the building.

Alarmingly, there was no one out there, but I went ahead
and turned the deadbolt, just to be safe. Never hurts to put the
gas station into lockdown mode, right? I went to check the back door, but right as I
passed the bathroom, I heard something I should not have been able
to hear. Running water. Had I
left the sink on and forgotten about it?

I knocked a couple times.

“Occupied!” sang the voice of
someone on the other
side of the door.

I
quickly ducked (like that was going to do any good), then
scurried back into the front of the
store, where I dove behind the counter. Once there, I leaned up and
smacked Jerry’s head box, whispering loudly, “Jerry! Put your game
face on! Code red! Who is that in the store?”

But he didn’t say anything.

“Come on, Jerry! Now’s not the time to play around! Is that a mimic or
not!?”

Still no answer. I was beginning to
panic.

The
bathroom door opened and the man who had been
inside came out whistling.
Jerry was no help, so I was going to have to assess this situation
all on my own. Another judgment call; another great chance for me
to get it all wrong. The whistling was getting closer, closer,
until it was coming from the other side of the counter. I gripped
the bat and stood up to see who it was.

“Yo,” he said with a smirk. “Nice bat.”

I screamed.

He screamed.

“What the fuck!?” I
yelled.

“Why are we yelling!?” he
yelled back.

I
swung the bat at him, just in case, but missed
completely before losing my
balance and collapsing onto the floor all over again.

Jerry calmly walked
behind the counter and looked down at me, saying “Weird question,
but, did I miss something? This place seems… a lot
worse.”

I
patted my pockets to try and find one of my guns, but they weren’t there right now. I threw
the bat at him, but he managed to duck it at the last second before
it went bouncing off the wall on the other side.

“Who are you?!” I
screamed.

He
looked up at the ceiling for a moment and said,
“I guess it’s a pretty good
question. I never really thought about it.” He shook his head like
he was trying to get a bug out of his hair, then looked back at me
with a smile. “Anyway, sorry it took me so long. Y’all miss
me?”

I
didn’t even want to say it. I
was so pissed at this moment, so tired of all the close calls and
the hope that shows up just to disintegrate before my eyes. But
there was something more than just the fear of death forcing me to
continue, so I stood up, faced the man in front of me (if he was a
man), and asked, “Jerry?”

The
smile on his face faded, and suddenly he looked
different. Like I’d never
seen him before. He actually looked worried.

“Yeah, man. Are you okay? What the hell happened
while I was gone? This place looks like y’all
played indoor hockey
without me. And you look like shit. Like, really bad. Like, just so
so bad. No offense.”

I
could feel the tears streaming down my face as the words fell out
of me, “I didn’t know where you’d gone and I thought you were dead.
Everybody left me and I’ve
been here by myself this whole time and I’ve killed people,
Jerry, oh God
I’ve killed so many people. It’s
crazy how many people I’ve killed!”

“Okay, look who’s
bragging.”

“I’ve run out of places to bury all of the
bodies! Rita’s probably dead and Brother Riley’s a fugitive god and either the cookie
twins are secretly fae or I ate a whole chipmunk. I don’t even know
how I haven’t been caught yet! I have a box of wallets and guns in
the cooler. I eat coffee beans by the handful and they won’t even
deliver pizza here anymore and the others all think I’m
crazy.”

I
would have probably kept
talking for much longer, but at this point I started
hyperventilating. Jerry walked over, put a hand on my shoulder, and
said, “Dude. Take a breath. Calm your tits. It’s going to be
okay.”

“HOW?!” My breath was back. “How is it going to
be okay? You haven’t
been here. You don’t know how bad it’s gotten. And where the hell
were you, anyway?”

“I told you, I had to go
and fake my own death.”

“What?!”

“We talked about this. Extensively. A couple bounty hunters showed up
on my birthday, and I got tired of paying everyone off. This was
your idea, remember? I go and fake my death so that my family
leaves me alone once and for all. You said no communications until
I got back, not even WhatsApp.”

“When did we talk about
this?”

“On the phone. It was an
extremely detailed
conversation. I didn’t want to leave until after the party, but you
insisted. Come to think of it, you sounded a little off, but I just
assumed you wanted the cake all for yourself.”

Another puzzle piece fell into place. Or did it? Did
any of this make
sense?

“That wasn’t me,” I said. “Whoever you talked to
on the phone. It must have been one of them screwing with us again.
We can’t trust phones. They must have figured out a way to mimic voices.”

“Can they sound like Robin
Williams?”

“I don’t know. Probably.
Look, a lot has happened since you’ve been gone.”

“Yeah, I can see that. Honestly, I’m a little
impressed at how much you managed to destroy in so
little time.”

“Jerry, I’ve been fighting monsters for months
now. It’s been
non-stop ever since the day you left.”

“Uh, dude?”

“Yeah?”

“I left last
week.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“My birthday party was six
days ago. How much time did you think had passed?”

Six.

Days.

It’s only been six days?!

I
gave up on keeping track of time after O’Brien left. When my phone died, I saw no point
in recharging it. Plus, it’s hard to know when days end or begin
when you don’t sleep. But it must have been longer than six days,
right?

“You mean to tell me I’ve done all of this in
less than one
week?!”

Jerry looked out at the wasteland of a gas station and
whistled. “Alright. Here’s the plan. Are you familiar with the
Japanese organization method of Konmari? Where you take
everything in the building,
look at it, and ask yourself, ‘Does this bring me joy?’ That’s what
we’re going to do. And if it doesn’t bring you joy, we’re going to
throw it in a giant bonfire, because bonfires bring me joy. We’ll
start with the bills and go from there. I’ll go find some
kindling.”

He
walked down the hallway, stepped over a gnome, and pushed open the back door. I
waited until it swung shut behind him to grab the ice chest on the
counter and shake it.

“Dude!” I screamed, “Are you in there? It’s
not funny anymore, if
you’re alive, I need you to tell me what the hell is going on! Is
that the real Jerry? Or is it a clone?” He wasn’t answering. I
ripped the top of the lid off and gagged. The sawdust and coffee
grounds had done an okay job of muffling the smell of rotting meat,
but it also had an unintended adverse effect, absorbing all of the
moisture remaining in the skin. I’m not sure what I was expecting
to see, but the only thing in there was a mummified head with
empty, hollow sockets. Had I
somehow killed him?

“Dude, please, talk to me!” I closed my eyes.
“Don’t do this to me
now, of all times. I need to know, is this real? Were you ever
real? Are you going for some kind of noble thing where you try to
let me think the mimic is the real Jerry and you pretend to be dead
so that at least I have a real friend to talk to before the world
ends? Or was I legit nuts this whole time?”

“Hey, uh, dude?” I opened my eyes and looked at
the head in the box, but it wasn’t the one talking. The voice was
coming from the real
Jerry, standing on the other side of the counter. He looked at the
ice chest, then at me, then asked, “Sorry, I came in to get a fresh
lighter, and, uh… What ya got there, buddy?”

“Nothing.”

“Looks like you’re talking to a
jerkified skull like a
crazy person. And it sounds like you named it after me. Pretty
weird.”

“Yeah.”

He
grabbed a handful of butane lighters from the display next to the
ice chest and said, “Well, I’m not gonna tell you how to live your
life.” Then he turned to leave again, but I stopped him.

“Wait. Jerry. I think this
has served its purpose. It’s… time to let go.”

“Alright, cool. Do you
want to do another Viking funeral, or—”

“No. No more funerals.
Just get rid of it.”

He
nodded, then, to my surprise, reached into the ice chest and scooped out the raw head up with his
bare hand. I followed him as he walked out back with it, then
watched as he gave himself a running start and drop-kicked the head
into the trees. As soon as it went airborne, a swarm of raccoons
raced out from under the crawlspace, chasing the head to wherever
it landed in the woods.

Jerry wiped his hand in the dirt and said,
“Okay, now that we got that out of the way, let’s talk about the
others.”

“The others?”

“Yeah, O’Brien and Rosa. Where the
hell are they, anyway?
Something tells me we’re gonna need to go rescue them before we do
the fire. I’ll go grab some weapons and snacks. You go change into
a shirt that isn’t covered in blood and sweat. Then we go straight
to the nearest KenTacoHut because I am starving. Then
we go save Rosa first. Sound good?”

I
took a deep breath. Deep down, I knew this was all working out a
little too perfectly. I knew that “Jerry” was just luring me away
from the gas station. I knew that something else was going
on, but I didn’t know what it was.
Only that things were looking too positive. It felt just like a
trap. And I didn’t care.

“Hey, Jerry?”

“Yeah, man?”

“It’s good to have you
back.”


Chapter Forty-Three




I
powered up my phone for the first time in what felt like forever (but in all likelihood was
probably just a couple of days). Jerry was kind enough to let me
use the car’s phone charger. He filled the drive with lots of
questions, most of which I didn’t have valid answers to. Like,
“What kind of god is Brother Riley?” “Who is Roger and what’s his
angle?” “What happens to the original bodies when people are
replaced?” “Do foreskins grow back?”

I had to ask for some elaboration on that
last one.

“Well, think about it. If the mimics grow back
severed body parts,
does that mean they automatically grow back everything? Like, would
you grow back your leg and pinky? This could be a great way to
check and see if someone is secretly replaced. Just ask for a
picture of their penis from before, then compare it to now. If they
regrew a foreskin, you know they’re a monster!”

“I hate how much sense
that makes.”

“Or,” he added, “you could just check and see if
they have belly buttons. Scars probably would go away as part of
the regeneration process. Right? And a belly
button is nothing but a fancy
scar.”

I thought back to the last Benjamin I
killed—the one with the scar under his eye, and hoped Jerry’s new
theory was wrong.

As we pulled into the parking lot, I took a
deep breath and asked, “You ready to do this?”

“Oh, actually, I have to go
get some
gas.”

“You what?!”

“Trust me. I know you, and
I know Rosa. This needs to be a one-on-one kind of conversation.
I’ll be nearby if you need me. Oh, and if you get the chance, try
and seduce her.”

I
sighed. “Why would I do that?”

“So you can see if she has a belly button. Duh!”

 


***

 


I hadn’t figured out exactly what I was
going to say yet. 

This, of course, was not the most urgent of my concerns.
After all, there was probably a good number of monsters, demons,
and serial killers who would
be very curious to know why I had chosen now to finally leave my
post at the gas station.

Interestingly, the fact that my heart was about to pound
its way out of my chest had nothing to do with any of those things
trying to kill me. It had
everything to do with me figuring out what I was going to say. But
what could
I say that would make any sense? The
truth? Not a great idea.

I
took a breath and tried to center myself. Here I was, standing on
the second floor of Rosa’s apartment complex, staring at her door and trying to work up the
nerve to reach out and knock. But I didn’t want to do that until I
knew what the hell
I was going to say.

I
could have stayed outside her door all day, but I was acutely aware
that the more time I spent anywhere outside of the gas station, the greater my chances
of another run-in with one of those things. I’d have to
do this the hard way and improvise the conversation once Rosa let
me inside where it was safe… that is, if she let me
inside.

I
rang her doorbell, knocked
with my free hand, then waited. All around me were signs of life,
which meant ever-present danger. A bird landed on the railing
nearby and gave me a suspicious look, and I began to wonder if
those things were capable of mimicking animals. 

Wait a second.
“Free hand”?!

I
suddenly remembered that I
was still holding the baseball bat turned murder weapon currently
stained with the dried blood of several of my victims.

Crap! I can’t let her open the door and see
me holding this!

I
flung it to the side just in
time. As the door cracked open, I formed an innocent smile… which
disappeared about a second later.

 “Can I help you?” asked the man standing on the other side
of Rosa’s door. He was a little taller than me, about my age, dark
eyes locked in untrusting-glare mode, and wearing a UFC t-shirt and
red boxers. He smelled like expensive cologne and cheap marijuana,
and I couldn’t help but feel like I’d discarded my weapon a little
prematurely.

“Hi, I’m looking for my friend Rosa,” is what I
meant to say right
then... But for some reason, my brain misfired again and all I
could get out was, “Who the fuck are you?!”

The
guy jerked open the door and took a big step outside, forcing me to
step back. With his chest thrust forward, he looked down at me
and sneered, “You best check
yourself, motherfucker. I’ll fuck you up.”

He
wasn’t exactly a big guy. Bigger than me, sure. Faster than me,
probably. Stronger than me, almost definitely. But not nearly as
much of a threat as he was presenting. I mean, he was
no Benjamin, and I’d already killed
that guy tons of times. Still, though, I didn’t come here looking
for a fight.

“Sorry!” I yelled, holding up my hands and
shrinking away, trying to look as pathetic and nonthreatening as
possible. “I didn’t mean anything. I’ve got Tourette’s real bad.”

“Oh,” the guy responded, softening his eyes and backing down.
Apparently, that was all it took to defuse the situation. “Sorry,
my dude. I didn’t realize.” He laughed.

“Hey, no worries. I
didn’t—marbles!—mean to
scare you. I’m actually here looking for my friend, Rosa. Is she
around?”

“You from the
restaurant?”

“Yep. The restaurant.” I’m still not a great
liar, but this guy wasn’t exactly a professional interrogator. “I
needed to ask her some restaurant-related things. You know, for work.”

The
guy turned and yelled inside,
“Hey Rosa!”

An annoyed voice came back from the end of
the hallway, “What!?”

“You got a
visitor!”

He
walked inside, and I followed closely behind. As I closed the door
for him, I took note of the
pink canister of pepper spray hanging from the key holder on the
wall.

Rosa yelled again from her bedroom, “What’d
you say?”

The
guy hopped over the back of the oversized sofa and fell into a
well-worn spot on the cushion next to a bowl of chips and a 2-liter of off-brand green soda. He
picked up an Xbox remote and headset. He put it on, and yelled one
more time before turning all of his attention to the first-person
shooter on the big screen, “I said you’ve got a
visitor!”

Rosa’s door opened, and she stepped out of her room wearing
her work uniform and a pair
of thick glasses. “Well, who is it?” She saw me, then
froze.

I
waved and said, “Hey.” Her eyes looked past me, to the can of
pepper spray on the wall. Right. That makes sense. I showed her my empty hands and asked, “Is it okay if we
talk for a second?” 

I
fully expected her to dart back inside her room and lock me out,
but instead, she walked slowly up the hallway towards me, eyes
locked with mine until we were in the same room together. Then she turned to the couch and
screamed, “Lee! What did I tell you about letting people in
here?!”

“Calm down!” the guy (Lee,
apparently) bellowed back. “He said he’s from your
work.”

“Anyone can say
that!”

“Hey, I’m not your bouncer.
I’m not about to check
his driver’s license! Besides, the game’s about to
start.”

She sighed, then looked back to me. Her
voice cracked as she asked, “What do you want?”

“I... well, it’s kinda
awkward, but... I need to talk to you.”

She
was very direct with her next
question. “Are you going to try and kill me?” 

“No, of course not!” I answered, hoping that was the truth.

Rosa looked at the ground for a moment. When she raised her
eyes to mine, I could see that she was holding back tears. “Lee,”
she said, “can you give us a
second alone, please?”

He
didn’t answer. He was engrossed in his video game, completely oblivious to either of us. She
shook her head.

“I have to be at work in half an hour. If I don’t
show up, people are going to start looking for me,
and they’ll suspect
you first.”

“That’s fair.”

“Do you want some coffee or
something?”

“No, I’m okay.”

“You look
awful.”

“I feel awful.”

“Good.”

Ouch.

“Do you mind if I sit?” I asked. “I haven’t
climbed stairs in a while, and I’m a bit out of practice with
the whole
prolonged-standing thing.”

She
gestured to the table nearby. The “dining room” shared an open space with the kitchen and living
room, so I didn’t have far to go. Her place was small, to put it
kindly—one of those economic efficiency apartments, where
everything was crammed together and the walls were
paper-thin.

I
pulled out a chair and took
my seat. Rosa immediately darted past me and grabbed the canister
of pepper spray. I closed my eyes tightly and braced for the eye
burn, but after a few seconds I heard the sound of the chair across
from me scratching against the ground as she pulled it out. I
opened one eye to see her sitting there with the spray in hand.
Presumably, her weaponry was just a precautionary measure, and I
got the message loud and clear. No funny stuff.

“Okay,” she started, “You wanted to talk. Go
ahead and talk.”

I
took a deep breath. Here goes
nothing.

 


***

 


To
her credit, Rosa didn’t interrupt or ask any questions or anything
the whole time I was talking. It seemed quite out of character for
her. To be fair, I didn’t tell her everything. I could
get her the whole story eventually, but if I unleashed the entire
thing right here and now, it might be too much. I did not mention
the amateur graveyard behind the gas station. Nor did I mention any
of the other mimics I’d eliminated since Calista. And I sure as
hell didn’t mention the head in the box. 

She
waited patiently to make sure
I was done talking before forming a response. “So, let me see if I
follow. You have a mental disorder that causes you to hallucinate
things.”

“That was your takeaway
from all of this?”

“Let me finish. You
hallucinate things. Right? And also—a pure coincidence—aliens or
whatever are taking over the people in this town and turning them
into monsters and the only thing they seem to want is your shitty
little gas station?”

“Well, that’s a very generous use of ‘or whatever.’
But basically, yeah, I guess you have the gist of it.”

“And you knew Calista was a monster
because…?”

“She told me
so.”

“She told you… when? When nobody else was around
but you, the guy with a long and well-documented
history of
hallucinations?”

“Well, these things are
pretty
clever.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Can you prove
it?”

“Huh?”

“Where’s the proof, Jack? If you’re going to take
things this far, surely you have a mountain of irrefutable evidence
to back up your actions. Right? I mean, I had jury duty last year and we spent two
weeks in deliberation over whether or not a guy robbed a bank, and
we actually got to watch a video of him doing it. You were so
certain that there’s a mass conspiracy out to get you that you went
straight into execution mode. I think I’m going to need a little
more to go on than just your word. But surely, if you’ve been
fighting this battle for this long, you must be up to your eyeballs
in evidence, right? Or is it just another bonkers coincidence that
none of these monsters have ever shown up on a security
camera?”

That was an excellent point. I couldn’t just ask her to
just take a leap of faith this huge. If I wanted her to believe
what I was saying, I’d need to put up the goods. But what could
I show her?

Well, there are those bodies buried out back. No.
That is the very definition of “bad idea.” But what else was there? In all my years of living in this town and working at
that stupid gas station, is it really possible that I’ve never once
gathered a single piece of evidence I could show her to prove that
the crazy shit here is really real?

I
was just starting to think that maybe Rosa had the right idea.
Maybe I was crazy, and maybe I deserved to be locked up. Maybe I
was a danger to myself and everyone around me. But then I remembered one
thing.

“The Russian radio!” I exclaimed. Rosa gripped
her pepper spray a little tighter. I elaborated, “That’s my proof
right there! The Russian radio couldn’t be something I hallucinated
because we got it on tape! I can play it for you. It’s got the names of people in
town that were replaced and everything. How would that play into my
complex mental delusion and still be real audio on
tape?”

“I don’t know; maybe it’s just some kind of
elaborate hoax. This is a small town, you know. People here get bored. I one time
watched a group of kids hit a tree with a golf club for half an
hour. I don’t even know what’s more pathetic: them for doing it, or
me for watching.”

“It mentions us all by
name.”

“It also said I was ‘replaced,’ remember?” I really should have left that part out.
“If you believe what the radio says,
then doesn’t that mean you’d want to kill me before I hulk
out?”

“No… No, of course not.
Look, I know it sounds like—”

“Oh crap!” she interrupted. “What
time is it?
Crap! I’m going to be late again. Ugh, I have to go call and
let them know I’m on my way.”

With that, she jumped up from her spot and
ran down the hall into her bedroom.

I
took a deep breath. This wasn’t going super great, but it certainly could have been much
worse. At least she was listening to me. And I didn’t even have to
resort to plan B yet. I reached into the inside pocket of my hoodie
and wrapped my hand around the gun, just to make sure it was still
there.

Yep. I’m still all set in case things go bad.

“You know, Jack,” said the
guy on the couch, “I couldn’t help but overhear.”

I
yanked my hand out of my pocket. “Oh! Hey. Lee, right? Sorry, I
didn’t know you were listening. Actually, I totally forgot
you were even
there.”

He
was on the other side of the
couch, facing the television. The only thing I could see from where
I was seated at the table was the back of his head, which he slowly
started to turn around—very slowly—as he spoke. “I thought it was a
really good story. Really entertaining to hear it all laid out like
that.” At this point, I could see the side of his head, and the
growing grin on his face. But somehow—this was really starting to
creep me out—his head kept turning. “I’ve got to say, I read a
bunch of comic books when I was a kid and that’s what this all
reminds me of. Some of those comics. You know, the invasion
stories. Where at the end, there’s a big, bloody battle and
everyone gets replaced anyway. I always liked those stories,
especially when the bad guy wins.” By now, his head had turned an
unnatural amount. Nearly twisted an entire 180 degrees. His eyes
met mine.

“Okay.”

“May I make a suggestion?”
he asked.

I
wanted to scream at him “How
is your head twisted all the way around like
that!?” But I didn’t want to
be rude in case it was some kind of medical condition, so I acted
like it wasn’t the freakiest thing I’d seen all day and said,
“Sure, I’m open to suggestions.”

His
eyebrows went high as he declared, “I think you should
probably kill
yourself.”

With that, he started turning his head back around to face the
television…

Except…he wasn’t turning his head in the
opposite direction.

He
was twisting his head the same way, all the way around, a full 360
degrees, to the sound of bones crunching underneath the stretched wrinkles of neck skin
tearing themselves into bloody ribbons until once again all I could
see was the back of his head. He stared at the television screen
and continued to play his game, as if nothing had
happened.

A
few seconds passed, and then
Lee started to slide down into the couch, disappearing from my view
altogether.

Well that’s not good.

I pulled the gun out of my pocket and
pointed it at the floor. “Hey, Lee?”

No response.

I
took a few deep breaths, stood up, and walked into the living room, circling the couch as
carefully as I possibly could.

But
he wasn’t there anymore. Now, there was nothing but an empty spot
next to the bowl of chips. It was like he had vanished into thin
air. I looked at the television screen to see that, wherever he was, he was still playing his
game. I watched through the eyes of his character as he darted
around the map fast enough to induce seizures, popping off
headshots left and right. With each kill, the leaderboard at the
top of the screen blinked and updated the stats of the first-place
player, someone named “CruzMissile.”

I
walked backwards until I felt the wall behind me. Wherever he was,
if he wanted to sneak up on me, he was going to have to break
through the wall to do it. Once I remembered that this was a very real possibility, I started
moving, sidestepping into the hallway, keeping the wall at my back
and the gun in my hand until I reached Rosa’s bedroom.

I
didn’t bother knocking. No time for that. I just opened the door
and stepped inside. Her room
was about how I imagined it. Small. Way too much pink. A twin-sized
bed in one corner with a load of laundry piled on top. And Rosa,
with her back to me as she looked out the window and spoke into her
phone.

“...I’ll see you in a few.
Okay. Thank you. I
really appreciate it.”

She ended her call and turned around, giving
me just enough time to pull my gun hand behind my back before she
could see it, but that was not enough to stop her from jumping and
screaming at the sight of me.

I
stuffed the weapon into my
waistband, then held up both hands and tried to calm her down,
“Rosa! Wait! Don’t freak out!”

She screamed at the top of her lungs, “GET
OUT OF MY BEDROOM YOU MANIAC!”

“I will! I want to! Trust me! But we both need to
get out of here!”

“You first!”

“You don’t
understand.”

“No, you
don’t understand!”

“What?”

She
reached into her pocket, but the look on her face told me that she
couldn’t find what she was looking for. Then her eyes got wide and
she looked at the dresser where she had set down her pepper spray. The dresser that was right
by the door. Right next to me.

She closed her eyes, smacked herself on the
forehead and muttered, “Stupid Rosa.”

I
went ahead and took the pepper spray and stuffed it into my pocket.
“Look, I know this looks bad,
but I need to ask you about that guy out there. Lee.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m pretty sure he’s one of them. And
I’m just now realizing that he was listening to me the whole time.
And I’ve got a really bad sneaking suspicion that he’s probably
about to kill
us.”

She
took a second to respond. “And why would you think that?”

I
wanted to tell her about what I’d just witnessed in the living
room. Lee twisting his own head around. The sound of bones cracking
and tendons snapping still fresh in my mind. But
even I could see that the optics
here were bad. Once again, the monsters had shown off just for me,
and if I told anyone else what had happened, I ran the risk of
widening this credibility divide even further, and if I wanted Rosa
to trust me, I needed to slow down with the bombshells.

“Oh. No reason.” Not surprisingly, she wasn’t buying it. She crossed
her arms and glared as I continued, “But real quick, can you tell
me if Lee has done or said anything weird or suspicious
lately?”

“You’re one to talk about weird and suspicious! No, he’s just like
any other shitty roommate. He smokes too much weed and spends all
day playing video games and filling up the apartment with farts,
but I can’t do anything about it because I don’t make enough to
afford the rent on my own.” Her voice got softer and her eyes
drifted to the side as she added, “Although…”

I waited for her to continue, but she seemed
to be lost in memory.

“Although
what?”

She turned her attention back to me. “It’s
probably nothing.”

“What’s probably nothing?”

“Well, a couple months ago, he got
sick. Like,
really sick. Out of nowhere. One second, he’s fine, eating
pizza and watching football. Then the next, he’s on all fours
throwing up. Like, really throwing up.
Like, firehose-pressure, all over the living room. And guess who
had to clean it up? Only, the thing is, it looked like his throw up
was all blood. Gallons of it. More blood than a human should
probably have in them.”

Something about this sounded way too
familiar. 

“Did you call an
ambulance?”

“You think if we could afford an ambulance,
we’d be living
here?”

“Good point.”

“I tried to take him to urgent care, but he
wouldn’t let me. He just pushed me down and ran into his bedroom
and locked me out. Ten minutes later, he walks back into the
living room where I’m
cleaning up his mess and announces he’s feeling much better. And it
was like nothing ever happened. I didn’t know what to think. I just
assumed he’d eaten a bunch of Tide pods and now that they’d worked
their way out of his system, he was too embarrassed to admit
it.”

“You didn’t follow up?”

“I wanted to! But Leland is even more secretive
than you are. It’s not like he was going to say ‘Hey, I drank a
bunch of spoiled blood an hour ago just to see what would happen.’
Besides, even if he did—”

“Wait.” I had to interrupt her. My mind had
just latched onto
something important. With a single word from Rosa, one of the
bigger pieces to this puzzle finally fell into place.

Leland. His name was Leland.

Plus CruzMissile…
Leland Cruz?

I’d
heard his name so many times and never could understand why
the Russian radio would mention him
in such close proximity to the rest of us. It was because he
was physically in such close
proximity to the rest of us.

The
radio was talking about the man living in Rosa’s apartment this whole time, trying to warn
us, and I kept it to myself until it was too late to do anything
about it.

“What is it?” she
asked.

Before I had a chance to answer, the lights
cut out.

 


***

 


“Does your window open?” I
asked.

“Yeah, but we’re on the second story.”

“Open
it.” 

I
turned around and reached for
the lock on her door, but my hand went right through the spot where
the knob should have been. The thought registered a moment too
late. The bedroom door is
wide open!

“Jack!” 

Her voice was barely
a squeak. When I looked back, my heart sank.

Leland was standing right behind her, his
hands resting gently on both of her shoulders. He glared at me as
he said in an even tone. “Is this guy bothering you, Rosa?”

“Um, actually,” fear had crept back into her voice, “is it okay if we
all leave my room, please? I didn’t know anyone was going to see
it, so I didn’t have time to clean. Plus I didn’t invite either of
you in here, and I’m getting a little bit freaked out.”

“Sure, sure,” he said. “Jack, why don’t you go first? We’ll be right
behind you.”

Rosa was staring
straight ahead at me, which meant that she couldn’t see the
smattering of half-dried blood caked all around his neck and the
collar of his shirt. Apparently, the wounds caused by going
full Exorcist
on me had already healed themselves,
confirming what I already knew. The last thing in the world I
wanted to do was turn my back on them.

I
screamed, “Casper Van
Dien!”

The
still silence that followed only lasted a few seconds, but
those seconds felt agonizingly long.
That’s when I learned that no matter how crazy the situation is, no
matter how dangerous or life-threatening the moment, it is always
possible to embarrass yourself.

Leland chuckled softly and said, “Bless you.” As
luck would have it, I had
already established a cover story before ever coming into their
apartment. He thought I had some exaggerated movie-world-version of
Tourette’s Syndrome. It made sense that he wouldn’t suspect I was
desperately trying to send Rosa a message.

A
moment later, she shouted, “Oh!” Well, better late than never. “Oh, sorry! I get it now! Do it again!”

The confusion was evident in Leland’s voice.
“What?”

“No, the moment’s passed,”
I explained. “You missed it.”

She
insisted, “No really! I’m ready now! Do it again!”

He
repeated himself, a little more aggressively this time. “What?”

I
yelled, “Casper Van
Dien!” As soon as I got the
words out, Rosa hit the floor. While Leland was still trying to
figure out what was happening, I reached into my pocket, grabbed
the pink canister of pepper spray, yanked it out, and hurled it as
fast and hard as I could. It flew through the air and met its mark,
smacking Leland right in the face.

He
staggered back, put a hand over his eyes, and yelled, “OW!
Fuck! Really,
Jack?”

I
was very proud of the throw for all of about half a
second before I realized what
I did wrong. But rather than waste precious time worrying about
should-haves, I sprang into action. I reached out and grabbed Rosa
by the arm, and in an instant we were flying out the doorway into
the dark hall.

The
living room was on the other
end. Enough natural light from the front windows gave us a clear
view of where we were running. Escape was in sight. We were more
than halfway there when the world fell out from under me. My face
hit the carpet, blood rushed to my head, and everything went dark
again.

“Not so fast!” Lee’s voice was in front of me
now. “That was a nice try. But we can’t let you leave.”

I
tried to move. I kicked and thrashed and realized that I was upside
down. Something had grabbed and pulled me back into the
dark hallway, turned me around, and
now it was dangling me in the air by my bad leg. 

“Rosa!” I screamed
desperately. “Run! Go
without me, I’m right behind you!”

I
pulled myself up and reached for the shuttle lock to detach my leg,
but my hand pressed into the
warm, wet, sticky tendrils covering my prosthetic, squirming,
crawling, squeezing tightly around my thigh and wrapping circles
further up my body towards much more tender real estate. Another
tendril caught me by the wrists and started pulling me in the
opposite direction. Meanwhile, my bottom half stayed locked in
place.

I
needed to do something before
that thing ran out of slack and tore off my arms. In the dark, I
could barely make out a small fixture protruding from the ceiling
nearby. Without thinking, I used my free leg and gave it a wild
kick.

Immediately, the fixture let off a loud HISSSSSS alongside icy cold torrents of pressurized water spewing
out in every direction. I was completely soaked before I even hit
the ground.

I
coughed and spat and wiped
the water from my eyes. Once I realized I was free, I tried to sit
up. Only then did I feel the strangely delayed reaction. An
incredible amount of pain reverberated all the way up my spine. The
water must have startled the creature long enough for him to drop
me onto the floor, where I landed right on top of the handgun that
was tucked into the back of my pants.

Ohhh… That’s right. I still have a gun!

I
rolled over onto my side, forcing the pain out of my mind long
enough to retrieve the weapon. Maybe I had the upper hand this time. Maybe Leland was just as
blind in the dark as I was. Maybe the water had distracted him.
Maybe he was confused. Maybe he didn’t even know I was armed, and
he wouldn’t see this coming. 

That was a hell of a lot of maybe, but maybe was all I had, so I clung to the hope,
closed my eyes, and listened for movement. But instead of the
monster, I heard something else. Something that scared me far worse
than any monster or demon could have.

It was Rosa’s voice.

“Jack! Where are you?”

She’d come back. And she was right next to
me.

“What are you doing?!” I
screamed.

“I can’t see
anything!”

I reached out and felt her hand. She pulled
me to my feet and we tried running again.

“I told you to
run!”

“I know, but—”

She
froze, then screamed,
“Casper Van
Dien!” 

It
was him. Leland. Standing in
front of the front door, blocking our only safe exit. He was just a
dark shadow in the room, but I could feel his smile on
me.

This monster was different. He was faster than Aggie.
Stronger than Benjamin. And
his reach was game-breakingly overpowered. There was no way we were
going to get past him.

“Bathroom!” I yelled,
grabbing onto her arm and pulling her with me. 

We
fell into the small, dark deathtrap of a room. I slammed the door
shut and locked it. Well, I thought to
myself. That may have bought
us an extra second or two.

We
were now in complete pitch blackness. There were no windows in
here. The bathroom was small, even by efficiency-apartment
standards. Rosa climbed into the tub. I sat on the
floor between her and the
toilet.

The
only sounds were our heavy
breathing and the simulated rainfall from the destroyed sprinkler
system just outside. As much as I wanted to take a breather, this
was not the time. That thing out there was fast. Too fast. And
there was a very real chance he could have slipped inside the
bathroom with us before I closed the door. 

I
dug the phone out of my wet pants pocket. Before I turned it on and
shattered our possible
illusion of safety, I took a moment to say what I might never get
another chance to say.

“Hey, Rosa?”

“Yeah, Jack?”

“I’m sorry I got you
involved in all of this.”

A
beat passed, then she
responded, “It’s okay. I mean, I don’t really know what’s going on
right now. But I want you to know I trust you.”

“Really?”

“Well, mostly. Like,
let’s say eighty percent.”

Despite the fact that we were probably both
about to die, I couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks. That means a
lot.”

With that, I flicked on the phone’s screen, illuminating
the cramped space and revealing that she and I were, in fact, alone. Still, that flimsy
wooden door and the cheap bathroom lock wouldn’t be enough to keep
out a determined child, much less a fully-grown homicidal monster.
We couldn’t wait here forever.

I
turned my attention to the phone’s cracked screen long enough to type out a text message and
hit send. The message was short, but it conveyed all the urgency of
Casper Van Dien in only three letters: “SOS.”

Next, I turned the phone into a flashlight, leaned up, and
set it onto the sink below the mirror, giving the room enough light that I could plainly
see the fear on Rosa’s tear-stricken face.

“WHAT THE FRICK?!” she
screamed. “IS THAT ANOTHER GUN?!”

I
totally forgot that I had a gun in my hand. And now, unfortunately,
Leland knew that I was armed. So much for the
surprise.

“I can
explain.”

“You’re down to seventy
percent, now!”

“Look, all things
considered, I think it was pretty smart of me to bring this thing.
We may have to shoot our way out of here.”

“The walls are air-thin. I can hear my
neighbors when they
chew loudly. If you shoot that gun, the bullet is going to go
through ten people’s apartments! People here have children, Jack!
And pets!”

“Oh,” I said, looking at the gun. All of a
sudden, I didn’t feel so smart for bringing it with me.
“Well, let’s hope we
don’t have to use it. If all hell breaks loose, this can be the
backup plan.”

“Oh, ‘backup plan’?!” she
asked somewhat sarcastically. “So you’re saying you actually have a
plan-plan this time?”

“More or less.”

“Well that’s
progress.”

Without any warning,
the lights cut back on. Rosa sat up and grabbed a shampoo bottle,
clutching it like a weapon. I pulled myself into a standing
position, keeping the gun aimed at the door. I didn’t know what the
creature was planning, but I knew he wasn’t about to give up and
leave. These things were clever. 

I
was expecting something big. A fire. Explosion. Thousands of
leech-like tentacles smashing through the wall and tearing me to
shreds. What I wasn’t
expecting was a gentle knocking at
the door.

Tap
tap tap.

“Hey, is somebody in there?” It was
something using
Leland’s voice. It sounded confused, but these things were
excellent actors.

I responded, “Go away. I’m naked.”

“Dude, Jack, right? Hey man, I don’t know what
happened but the sprinkler is going off out here in the hallway.”

“You don’t say.” From the sound of his voice, he was standing right
there on the other side of the door, a matter of mere inches from
the barrel of my gun.

“Yeah, man, the water is destroying everything!
Do you know how to turn it off? I’m kinda freaking out because we don’t have
renters insurance. Do you know where Rosa went? I can’t find her
anywhere.”

I
grabbed my phone off the sink, turned off the
flashlight, and read the text
message that had just appeared on the screen. A response to my
distress call. Just as communicative in just as many letters:
“OMW.”

“Come on, ‘Leland.’ Why are we
playing games?” Help was coming. All I had to do was keep him
talking and run out the clock. “We all know what’s going on
here.”

“I don’t know what’s happening!” He sounded genuinely offended.
“Look, man, the last thing I remember is letting you inside and
going back to playing video games. I must have blacked out or
something. Next thing I know, the apartment is flooded. Did I miss
something?”

So
that’s the play he’s going with, I thought to myself. He’s trying to trick us into thinking he overcame the
demons long enough. Make us believe we have a shot at getting to
the front door. It was an
okay plan, but something about it just didn’t add up.

“It’s pouring out here,”
he continued. “Quit being weird. Open the door so I can get some
towels already!”

I
looked towards Rosa to see if she was buying any of this, but as
soon as I turned to face her,
I realized what was really going on. Leland wasn’t trying to trick
us into opening the door. He was trying to distract us so we didn’t
see the long, black, slimy tentacles snaking their way down the
wall from the open air vent.

There were four of
them stretching in jagged lines towards the bathtub. The closest
one was just a few inches away from Rosa, creeping out from the
wall, extending towards the back of her head. I didn’t have time to
hesitate. I pointed the gun at the vent and fired.

I’m
pretty sure I hit at least one of them, but I’ll never know for
certain. As soon as the shot
rang out, Leland went full Kool-Aid man, crashing through the
bathroom door like it was made out of Legos. His arms wrapped
around my waist and I was pulled into the hallway before I had a
chance to scream. He slammed me into a wall with enough force for
it to break under me. As soon as I hit the ground, he was flinging
me again. I crashed flat against the wall on the opposite side,
leaving another Jack-sized hole upon impact. 

Luckily, the walls in this cheap apartment were
barely more than painted
drywall. Had Rosa lived in a building where the surfaces didn’t
have the structural integrity of wet graham crackers, I might not
be alive right now. As it stood, these collisions were doing more
damage to the apartment than to me. It didn’t quite hurt, but what
came next sure as hell did. 

Before I could cough up all the wall crumbs caught in my
throat, I felt myself flying through the air with no memory of
becoming airborne in the
first place. I landed on my back in the living room, just a few
feet from the exit, hard enough to knock all of the wind out of
me... or so I thought, but then the creature landed on top of my
chest and squeezed the very last bit of air I didn’t know I had
from my lungs like a spent tube of toothpaste. 

“Damn, Jack!” he howled. “You almost got away that time, didn’t
you?”

His
ass was square on my chest,
his knees pressing into my arms just above the elbows, pinning me
in place as the oxygen deprivation filled the air around me with
sparkly dots. It was a pointless question. I couldn’t answer him
without air, and his heavy ass wasn’t about to let me have any of
that. 

I
tried thrashing and kicking and squirming, but none of that was
going to work. I didn’t even
know when or where I’d lost the gun. I was at the mercy of the
moment, and it felt terribly hopeless. But, as I’ve learned time
and time again, things can always get worse.

Leland leaned in close to my face, and for a brief moment I
thought he was going to kiss
me. But then his face went blank, and his eyes rolled back into his
head. Far enough to expose all white, then lines of red. His eyes
kept rolling back more and more until all the veins ripped open,
and soon I was looking at bloody protruding eye muscles prolapsing
from either socket. As if that weren’t enough, he opened his mouth
wide enough for me to hear the pop of his jaw unhinging. I watched
as a giant glob of slimy black matter welled up from his throat. It
wiggled out past his teeth like a sentient water balloon and then
stretched down from his lips, slowly inching closer and closer to
my face.

Of all the ways I thought I might die, being
smothered to death by monster-loogie had never even crossed my mind
before now.

Rosa screamed like a
banshee and flung herself onto his back, somehow hitting him hard
enough to break him free from monster mode. His eyes unwound to
normal, and the black blob sucked its way back into his throat with
a sickening “Ffffwopt!” Once his
face had returned to human, he stood up, allowing me a chance to
breathe. I gulped up as much air as my lungs would allow before I
had to cough up drywall and water and blood onto the carpet next to
me.

Leland turned around to look at Rosa, revealing the real
reason he’d abandoned me
mid-murder. Rosa hadn’t just hit him with her fists. She’d buried
an eight-inch kitchen knife into his spine halfway to the hilt. He
reached behind himself to grab it, but couldn’t quite get there
with either hand. In a truly impressive display, she’d nailed him
right in the center of his back in the one place where he couldn’t
reach.

“You shouldn’t have done
that,” he said as he stepped towards her. She took two steps back
before falling on her ass. 

I
rolled over and forced myself back up. Everything ached, but I was already accustomed to that.
I could live with the pain. What I couldn’t live with was seeing
this monster hurt Rosa.

“Hey!” I
yelled.

But
he didn’t turn around. He kept moving towards her. She tried to
crab walk backwards away from
him, but he was much faster than her.

“HEY! LELAND!” He still
didn’t look at me. He
was focused. Closing the distance between them. Reaching out to
grab her.

The
engine revved to life right outside the front door. Finally, Leland
stopped going for Rosa, and
shifted his attention back in my direction. The words escaped my
mouth as soon as I realized what that noise was.

“Oh nooo…”

The
blade of the chainsaw ate through the front door, cutting an
angular line from above the handle to the frame. Then
it pulled away and came back in at
another angle, slicing a nice, clean wedge into the door right
around the locks. The engine grumbled and went silent, and then
Jerry kicked the remainder of the door inwards. It slammed against
the wall as he marched inside with the chainsaw dangling from one
hand, a katana sheathed on his back, and an insane smile on his
face.

He surveyed the scene in front of him,
nodded, then said, “Alright, now which one of you three is the
monster?”

Rosa screamed, “Why did you do that to our door!? It was unlocked!”

Jerry was quick to reply, “And now it
never won’t be.” With that,
he dropped the chainsaw onto the ground by my feet and
winked.

Leland sized him up before taking a large step in his
direction, saying, “What the hell do you want, bitch?”

Jerry took an equally large step towards him, answering,
“I came here today to eat
birthday cake and kick ass.” He drew his sword, squinted his eyes,
then added, “And you guys didn’t save me any cake.”

Leland held up his hands and tried to play innocent. “Look man, put down the sword,
okay? I don’t know what drugs you guys are on right now, but there
are no monsters here.”

“There’s not?!” Jerry responded. “Well that’s a
relief. But how embarrassing, I already drew my blade, and the
Samurai code states
that I cannot put it away until it has tasted the blood of my
enemy.”

“The head, Jerry! You have
to cut off the head!”

“Okie-dokie!”

Jerry swung the katana without hesitation, but Leland
jumped back at the last second. There was a barely
audible thwack as
the sword connected with something, causing Leland to scream and
fall over onto the ground. 

“Dude!” Jerry yelled,
turning to me with a smile. “Did you see that? I got his
fingers!”

“Look out!” I screamed a moment too late. Leland
had already lept up
and tackled Jerry to the ground, knocking the weapon across the
room. He was on top of him now, squeezing the life out of Jerry the
same way he’d done to me. I picked up the chainsaw, pulled the
starter, and ran up to them as the engine rumbled to life. Leland
saw me coming and held up two fingerless hands to protect himself.
I closed my eyes and swung.

The
blade connected. I kept it running, held it in place as warm liquid
sprayed out. I kept it running until I felt it eat through to the
other side. Then I let go.
The engine shut off instantly. I heard the sound of the machine
hitting the ground. A loud clack! Next, I heard
something else hit the ground. This one made more of a wet
splat! I didn’t have to look to know that it was the top
section of Rosa’s newly pluralized roommate. 

But
I did look. Because I needed to see if he was really dead. Thankfully, all signs pointed to
the affirmative. The thing that had nearly killed me was now
nothing more than a head, shoulders, and two long arms.

Rosa screamed.

“It’s okay!” Jerry assured her as he sat up. “No
reason to scream. I’m fine.” His words were at direct odds with his appearance,
his face coated in blood and a heap of Leland’s innards rolling
down his chin. “Hey, did you guys see where my sword ended
up?”

Rosa pressed herself against the wall as she walked into
the living room on her
tiptoes.

She managed to get out the question, “Is… Is
he… Is he... dead?”

Jerry answered, “God, I sure as hell hope
so.”

Rosa fell to her knees with tears pouring down
her face. Or, at least I think they
were tears. To be honest, the sprinkler system was making it really
hard to tell. “I don’t believe it. Why did this happen? He was a
huge asshole, but nobody deserves this. You guys just killed him?
And for what? I mean really? That’s a
serious question. What was he trying to do? I am so confused right
now!”

I
moved over to her and knelt down so that we shared our eye level.
This was a delicate moment. This was going to be the memory that
replayed over and over in her mind for the rest of her life as she struggled with the
inevitable PTSD. Anything I said in this instant would never be
forgotten, so for once I needed to be certain I didn’t fuck it all
up.

“Rosa, listen to me. That collection of blood and
body parts, that isn’t
Leland. That was never Leland. It was a monster pretending to be
him, and if we didn’t do what we did, it would have killed us all.
You saved my life, and I am eternally grateful for your strength
and courage.”

That’s what I wanted to say. That’s
what I wish I had said. It sure would have been a comforting memory
to add on to the end of this clusterfuck of a nightmare. But I
didn’t say that. I didn’t get the chance. Before I could say the
first word, Jerry blurted out “Aw, gross, I got that dude’s guts
all up in my hair! Oh, shit! Some of it ended up in my mouth. Ah,
fuck me right in the ass. Gross! It tastes sweet. You guys, his
blood tastes like syrup and energy drinks. Was this guy diabetic or
something? Fuck a duck, this is messed up. Hey, Jack, help me take
off his pants so I can test out my theory about their foreskins. By
the way, Rosa, you may want to put on a dry shirt because I can
totally see your bra right now.”

I sighed, telling myself that it could have
been a lot worse.

Right then, it got a
lot worse.

Leland’s eyes shot open to the sound of a
repetitive wet gagging.

Jerry jumped away from him. “Oh snap! He
ain’t dead.”

Like something from a bad science fiction film, the top
half of Leland slammed his hands onto the ground and pushed
himself up, then—using his
arms as legs—he skittered around to the other side of the couch. I
knew I couldn’t let him out of my sight or he might start to
regenerate or slip through a crack in the wall or something, so I
sprang into action. I reached for the closest weapon, the knife
sticking out of Leland’s back, and yanked it free before running
and diving over the back of the couch.

I
landed right on top of the head-and-shoulders creature, and wasted
no time stabbing and cutting and breaking him into chunks.
With each cut, tiny slugs
emerged from the knife wounds, trying to rebind the flesh, but the
more I stabbed, the slower they appeared, until finally, they
weren’t there anymore. The skull broke easier than I was expecting,
exposing an inky black brain covered in the sticky goo. Next, I
went for the neck... 

Hey, you know what? You don’t need to know all the details. Let’s leave it at this:
When I was done, there wasn’t a single piece of him left that was
big enough to pose any threat.

I
stood up and turned back to
the others, somewhat startled to see that they were both right
there, watching me from behind the couch. Rosa lost all color in
her face and barfed onto the couch cushions.

Jerry broke the silence, “Oh, check it out. This is Rosa’s
first time witnessing
something paranormal. Let’s see how she reacts.”

Very much in line with my expectations, Rosa fainted. Jerry moved to catch her, but
he was a little too slow and missed her completely, so she hit the
ground at a weird angle. After we checked to make sure she was
still breathing, we came up with a plan. A bad plan. But given the
current situation, it was the only plan that made any sense. We
needed to get her to someplace safe. Which meant we needed to carry
her out to the car.

There is something
about the sound of gunfire, chainsaws, and blood-curdling screams
that really brings the bored tenants of a small apartment complex
together. I assume every single person who lived there had come
outside to see what all the fuss was about.

By
the time we had carried her
out to the stairs, Jerry with his arms hooked under her armpits and
me holding up her legs, at least half of her neighbors had their
cell phones out filming. I would assume this was the first time
most of them had seen two men drenched in blood carrying an
unconscious woman out of the apartment. Thankfully, nobody made any
effort to stop us, but that might have had something to do with the
fact that Jerry had a freaking katana strapped to his back. As we
made our way to the car, the crowd of people slowly followed us
from a safe distance.

Jerry kept a big, innocent smile on his face and announced as we walked, “Don’t worry
everybody. Nothing to see here. We’re her doctors. She’s having a
bad reaction to gluten, and now we have to take her to the
hospital. You can all go back to what you were doing.”

As
soon as we reached the vehicle, her eyes popped open, and for a second, I felt a
sense of relief. But then something happened that made all the
relief vanish. Rosa was not at all a heavy person. Of all the human
bodies I’ve ever had to move, hers was the easiest, by far. But out
of nowhere, she had become even lighter. Too much lighter. I could
see from Jerry’s face that he was noticing it, too.

The
center of her body began to rise into the air. We were no longer holding her up. Now, we were
holding her down. I knew that the second we let go, she would start
floating again.

Her
eyes rolled back and she started to speak in a voice that wasn’t
hers. “Do not open the door.
You mustn’t allow him to find your world. The god of suffering is
unquenchable. The agony of untold numbers will be your fault alone.
An inconceivable hell waits for all who fall beneath his unholy
gaze.”

Jerry opened the back door. I went in first, pulling her
into the backseat with me
while he screamed at the crowd of people gathering around us, “It’s
the devil’s drug, I tell ya! Let this be a lesson to all of you.
Never do gluten. Not even once!” With that, he hopped into the
front seat and drove the car out of there like a maniac, speeding
us away from that place as fast as possible. Rosa kept on for
another ten minutes or so, vowing her prophecy of unimaginable
horrors while lying flat against the roof of the car. And then,
quite abruptly, it all ended and she fell back down onto the seat
and woke up screaming.


Chapter Forty-Four




Thankfully, I’d
already changed clothes before Rosa’s dramatic return to
consciousness. Jerry’s suitcase was on the floorboard in the back
seat, and a new pair of poorly-fitting brown pants and an oversized
“Friendship is Magic” t-shirt were a huge step up from the
blood-soaked rags I’d been wearing moments earlier.

“WHAT THE HECK IS GOING
ON?!” she screamed.

“Oh hey,” I said. “You’re awake. Now, try not to
freak out, but we just saved you from a monster attack.”

She
closed her eyes and grabbed at her hair. “Oh my God! Did we kill
Leland?”

Jerry, now shirtless and covered in blood and goo, answered
from the driver’s seat, “Well, technically, Jack was the one who
killed Leland. We were just there when it happened.”

“How does that help?” I
asked.

“Distinction is important!” he
answered. Then, he
screamed something that sounded like “SHOOP!” before
slamming on the brakes. None of us were wearing seatbelts, so Rosa
and I bounced out of our seats as the car skidded to a stop. I
climbed up and looked out the window to find out what made Jerry
freeze in his tracks. Rosa was still stuck on the floor when I saw
it.

“Oh shit,” I said. “Is
that… Is that who I think it is?”

The
creature standing in the middle of the road, grinning like a complete idiot, was part
man, part beast, and from the look on his face, was ready for the
final boss battle.

I
opened the door and stepped out. Jerry did the same. We stood our
ground as the chimera monster scratched the asphalt with one hoof, snarled, and said,
“Hello, shitheads!”

“Beaux?” I
asked.

“That’s right!” he squealed. “Your greatest enemy is finally here
to finish you off for good. The transformation is complete! I am
now one with the beast, and you will rue the day—”

Jerry interrupted, “Is that a goat’s
body?”

Beaux’s final form, it seemed, was a reverse Baphomet. Instead of having the body of a
man and the head of a goat… well, you get the idea. His plump face
grinned above a two-foot tall brown pygmy goat body.

Rosa appeared behind me, and her reaction was pure gold.
Starting with an “Awww,” then, as soon as she noticed the head, morphed into a
horrified “Ewww.”

“I see you brought me another snack!” laughed
Beaux. “All the better. I shall feast on
all of your hearts,
one at a time. My power is far greater than anything you can
imagine.”

I
looked at the others. Jerry
was trying not to laugh. Rosa was covering her mouth with both
hands. I returned my attention to the goat-man (man-goat?) and
asked, “Have you actually looked at yourself recently?”

“I see everything through the eyes of a true
god!”

I whispered to the others, “How do you guys
want to handle this? We can’t just leave him out here.”

“Why not?” Jerry
asked.

“Well, I kinda feel sorry for
him.”

Rosa yelled, “OHMYGOD look out!”

I
turned just in time to see Beaux charging at full
speed up the street towards
us. He slammed into my good leg face-first, then bounced off and
fell over. I’m not going to say it didn’t hurt, but it felt about
like being hit by a kickball thrown by a first-grader.

Beaux scrambled back to his feet with a
bloody nose and laughed,
“Suffer my wrath you assholes!”

“Beaux! Knock it off!” I said in a stern voice.
He didn’t listen. He just charged into me again, then
fell over, then scrambled back to
his feet.

“Never!” he yelled. “You will rue the day... HEY!
PUT ME
DOWN!”

His
legs kicked at the air wildly as Jerry carried him from behind,
walking over to the side of the road. He did a quick twirl, then
chucked Beaux into the ditch.
As Beaux cursed and bleated, Jerry ran back to the car.

“Quick! Let’s get out of
here before he gets
back up!”

As we sped away, Rosa asked, “Do you think
he’s going to be okay out there by himself?”

Jerry took the words out of my mouth. “Who cares?”

 


***

 


I
parked at the edge of the lot, close to the road. I wasn’t sure how
this was going to work out,
but depending on how much gas was left in the underground tanks, it
could be anywhere from an anticlimactic bonfire to a crater-making
explosion.

The
plan was simple. I do what should have been done long ago. I drench
every inch in gasoline, then
destroy the property with such completion and permanence that
nobody ever has any use for it ever again.

I
walked across the lot and into the dark building. It felt like I was an explorer stepping into
the mouth of a cave, knowing that there could be animals or
pitfalls around any corner. But I needed to salvage a few things
first. I found my backpack and loaded up my computer, medicines, a
few of those books from Brother Riley’s box (I’m an opportunist—sue
me), some chips, and bottled waters. When I was done, the bag was
only halfway full, forcing me into the realization of just how
little material of value I had left in this world. There wasn’t
really anything left to save. No precious heirlooms. No photos of
loved ones. No sentimental rocks. Not even enough stuff to fill a
single bag.

Then I saw the package. The one I’d signed
for earlier that day, after my dream.

I
picked it up and wondered if it was worth saving, or if this was another mystery that
should go away with the cleansing fire. There was no return
address, but stamps from all over the world. It felt heavy. Way too
thick for a birthday card, way too small for another severed head.
It was made out to the oddly specific “Jack, the guy behind the
counter at the gas station.” The envelope was so suspicious it may
as well have been made out of red flags. I set it back on the
counter. If there’s one thing I learned after all this time, it’s
that some mysteries are better left mysteries.

“Jack?”

I
spun back to see the man standing in the doorway. My hands reached for the gun in my pocket,
but found nothing. I’d left my firearms with Jerry and Rosa. I
looked towards the counter where Ricardo would have been, if I
hadn’t left him at the scene of my most recent
crime. 

“Hey, you,” I said in a voice that was supposed to be innocent but
came out sounding a little too flirty. “What the heck brings you to
my little place of business?”

The man standing in
the doorway with a look of bewilderment and fear was none other
than my old shrink, Doctor Vicedomini. The last time I’d seen him,
he turned out to be a demon-inspired hallucination trying to trick
me into opening my eyes so he could feast on my pain
buffet.

“May I come in?” he
asked.

“That depends,” I
answered. “Are you a vampire?”

With a soft chuckle,
he said, “If I were a vampire, could I do this?” and stepped a foot
inside the building.

“Okay, please don’t take any offense,” I
narrowed my eyes, “but
are you a ghost?”

His face was smiling, but his eyes and forehead wrinkles were
screaming, “WTF?”

I elaborated, “The way Doctor Weaver talked
about you... I guess I just assumed you were dead.”

“Doctor Weaver? Jack, that woman should
never have spoken to
you. She wasn’t familiar with the intricacies of your case. Her
influence may have contaminated an extremely complicated treatment
plan that already had nearly no room for error. I need you to
please try and forget everything she said to you.”

“Sounds like something a
ghost would say.”

He
looked around the dark room, then gestured at one of the
few places with any natural
lighting—the booth table under the window. “We’re long overdue for
this meeting. Do you mind if we sit and talk for a
moment?”

“I’m actually really busy
right now. Maybe you can come back tomorrow?”

“You’re the one who called and
invited me. Don’t you
remember?”

“I… what?”

“You called my office this morning. You sounded
delirious and desperate. You begged me to come here
right away. You called
it an emergency. In fact, your exact words were ‘world-ending
emergency of apocalyptic proportions.’ It sounded serious, so I
cancelled all of my appointments and drove here to meet you. Do you
not remember any
of this?”

I
crossed my arms. “I see what
you’re doing. You’re retconning my story. You’ve been planting
seeds since our first meeting, trying to make me doubt my memory.
All so you could do this right here. You’re telling me what you
want me to think happened. Well, I got news for you—”

“Jack,” he interrupted.
“Metagaming.”

“Yeah, I don’t think I’m
okay with your rules anymore.”

“I’m not your enemy. If you’d please just give me a few minutes of
your time, I think I can straighten this whole thing
out.”

“Alright, fine. Let’s get
this over with.”

The
man squeezed into the booth seat, kindly ignoring the bullet holes
and blood stains. I took a
spot opposite him. He continued to show off that fake smile, but
didn’t say anything right away. Behind those eyes, his brain must
have been overclocking. When he finally spoke, it was an innocent
introduction. We were avoiding the deep end of the pool for
now.

“I must say, I like your
new look.”

“What?”

“When I first met you—how do I put this
kindly—you looked like you’d given up on
appearances. Now, I
see you’re experimenting with different styles. The prosthetic is a
huge step, but also the fashion choice, the hairstyle, very
becoming.”

He
was confused. I was dressed like a hunter—camo pants, shirt, and
jacket. As for the hair, I hadn’t had time to wash the blood out yet. I guess dried blood
acts a lot like hair gel (there’s a life hack for you). I
definitely wasn’t about to correct him, though.

“Thanks. You look exactly
the same.”

He
looked down at the table. His smile slowly faded. With a
deep breath, he began the hard part
of the conversation, “Jack, I want you to know that I’m worried
about you.”

“Thanks. Don’t be.”

“You don’t understand. I’ve poured a lot of time
and effort into researching your case, trying to build the perfect
system to help you.
Not just to help you cope, but to help you thrive. Yet it all
depended on a crucial breakthrough point, and given the events of
previous months, I’m beginning to worry that you’ve pivoted in the
wrong direction. Everything I’ve said, everything we’ve done, all
the progress we’ve made may not just be a loss. It might actually
be causing more damage. When the treatment becomes worse than the
ailment, we discontinue treatment.”

“Are you breaking up with
me? Because that would be great.”

He
removed his glasses, set them
on the table, and rubbed his eyes, saying, “This is not going to go
the way you think it is.”

“Story of my life so
far.”

He
returned the glasses to his face and said, “I work on a lot
of interesting
cases. I’ve written books on the
theoretical potentials of the most diseased minds. When necessary,
I offer my services as a consultant for law enforcement
agencies.”

“You don’t always have to
flash your credentials every time we speak, Doc. To be honest, it
reeks of desperation.”

“I just need you to know that I am uniquely suited to manage your
case. I had a patient once, who after radical brain surgery began
suffering from delusions of grandeur. He told me that he’d died on
the operating table, and the new being controlling his body was
some kind of ageless god. I did what nobody else would do. I
listened to him, and he had one hell of a story. Epic, even.
Spanning millennia and planes of reality. He knew the names of all
these old god families from which he said he descended. He told me
about how he escaped hell by possessing this body. He also told me
about his powers, telekinesis, pyrokinesis, divination. After a few
months, he and I developed a professional relationship close to
mutual respect. Then, when he knew he could trust me, I sat him
down and confronted him with the truth. He fought, of course.
That’s the problem with delusions. If you don’t come at the problem
with just the right finesse, the patient will regress and become
even more trapped within their fantasy. It’s called the
Nyhan-Reifler effect. Helping a truly delusional individual
recognize their illness is like removing cancer with plastic
cutlery. It’s possible, but extremely difficult.”

“Did you ever think that
maybe he was telling the truth?”

“Oh, I allowed him a chance
to prove his claims of course. I
took him to a place where he was comfortable and felt in control,
then I gave him a sheet of paper and asked him to burn it with his
mind.” The doctor leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Do you
know what happened?”

“No.”

“He couldn’t do it. Instantly, he hit me with
excuses. I knew he would. I knew those excuses were there, under
the surface all along,
ready to snuff out any doubts. So I asked him to make a feather
lift into the air. I asked him to use his powers on me. And
finally, I stuck him in the finger with a pin. Once he bled, I
asked him to use his godlike powers to stop the bleeding. He
couldn’t. That was what it took to finally get through to him, to
finally make him see that he was not a god.”

“That sounds cruel and unethical.”

“No, what’s unethical is enabling a delusion.
There was a man not long ago in a small town in
Japan. He claimed to
be a master of Kaia martial arts. He built up a following of
hundreds of ardent supporters, men who believed his ludicrous claim
that he had mastered his chi energy and could deliver a technique
called the ‘touchless knockout.’ People travelled far and wide to
study under him. They followed him like a cult leader. Allowing him
to demonstrate the ability to any who dared challenge him. He
claimed to have an undefeated fight record of two-hundred and zero.
Newspapers and videographers showed him taking on ten or twenty of
his supporters at a time. With a single handwave, they’d be
rendered unconscious. The sensei became so overconfident, so cocky,
that he offered a cash reward to anyone who could beat him in a
fight. Stop me if you’ve heard this story before. Or if you saw the
YouTube video with ten million views and counting.”

“I haven’t.”

“A famous mixed martial artist took
him up on the offer,
and then, in a truly humbling five seconds, the man learned that he
was not a chi expert. It was utterly embarrassing for all parties
involved, especially the Kaia master, who had to convince not just
his followers, but also himself, that his abilities were real and
this was some kind of fluke. These followers, or at least
some of them, knew before the fight that he was going to get
humiliated, and yet they said nothing. Who’s the victim in this
story? And who’s the villain?”

“Alright,” I said. “You’ve laid the groundwork. I’m trying not to
metagame, but I can’t help but feel like this is the part where you
tell me… what? The things I’m seeing aren’t real? That Spencer
isn’t trying to kill me? That I never got sucked into an alternate
dimension?”

He
steepled his fingers and said, “No, Jack. I think, on some level,
you already believe that none of that is true. I’m here because I need you to know that
you’ve made up a fatalistic mental condition as a drastic coping
mechanism. You’re not dying, Jack. Not any faster than the rest of
us anyway.”

“What?”

“When we first met, you were suffering from two
life-altering events:
a traumatic brain injury caused by a car accident, and your
childhood girlfriend falling into a coma.”

“What?!”

“You don’t have fatal familial insomnia, but you were so worried about
the time you lost to the recovery process, about underachieving,
about never living up to your potential, that you created this idea
as an excuse for your bleak future and complete lack of life
achievements. You forced yourself to live in the moment. It’s not
the strangest delusion I’ve ever encountered, but you were such a
hyperrational subject that I couldn’t understand how you managed to
continue believing the lie.”

“What lie? Are you saying I
don’t have FFI? That’s preposterous!
If I don’t have it, then how do I know so much about
it?”

He
shrugged. “I assume you read
about it for five minutes on the internet.”

“Okay genius, riddle me this: If I don’t have
insomnia, then how is it possible that I can work twenty-four hours a day?”

“Jack, you are sick, but not fatally so. You were
initially brought to my attention for suffering a combination of ailments, including
narcolepsy and REM sleep behavior disorder. You do sleep. If I had
to guess, you probably sleep more often than an average person, but
your sleep is extremely shallow, and often intertwined with
hyper-realistic dreams and sleepwalking so convincing that those
around you would have no reason to believe you’re not awake. It’s a
very specific form of trauma-induced parasomnia. The symptoms
include long periods of lost time, advanced drowsiness, occasional
dreamlike states, unexplainable episodes that don’t make any sense,
often worse at night. Any of this ringing a bell?”

I
laughed, “So you’re saying I
have been sleeping this whole time without knowing it?”

“That’s
correct.”

“And I’m supposed to believe you?
Why?”

“This is not the first time I’ve told you this,
Jack. But your mind keeps rewriting the truth, because it’s always
been easier to take
comfort in self-pity. This is why I modeled your entire treatment
plan off of the patient who thought he was a god. Build your trust
slowly over time before dropping the incontrovertible evidence on
you. Unfortunately, recent revelations have forced us to accelerate
plans.”

I crossed my arms. “Okay, Doc. You say you
have proof. Let’s see it.”

“The proof is all right
there in your head.
Think about it, Jack. You know the average lifespan of an
individual with FFI is only a few months after symptoms present.
You’ve been visiting me for years.”

“I’m just a lucky
outlier.”

“Tell me about your
father.”

“What about him? He’s a drunk, abusive asshole who lives by himself in
a trailer in the woods.”

“Tell me more.”

“He took me to my first Klan rally
when I was three.
Broke my arm and three of my toes when I was seven and refused to
take me to the hospital so I had to hitchhike. He threw me out of a
speeding car one time because I couldn’t stop hiccupping. The guy
was a total piece of shit.”

“And how did he die?”

“He didn’t. That’s just the shitty way the shitty
world shitty works. Guys like him live on to be a hundred while
people like Vanessa
don’t even reach the age where they can legally buy
alcohol.”

He
said this next part slowly, “Do you know what the ‘familial’ part of fatal familial insomnia
means?”

“Yeah, it’s hereditary. That’s why I could never
have kids. If I had a son, he would—”

A
meteor the size of Texas crashed into the earth at the speed of
light, focused right where I was sitting. Or at least, that’s what it felt like. The follow-up
feeling was a lot like being skinned alive from the inside. My
heart didn’t know what to do, so it just gave up on beating and
took up EDM music while my mind struggled to catch the thoughts
that just exploded into confetti all over the place.

I
can’t have Fatal Familial Insomnia if my dad is still alive.
Which means I don’t have fatal familial
insomnia. Which means
I’m not dying.

All
at once, the world became a much bigger place. The possibilities
presented themselves in front
of me like countless paths in infinite directions.
Now I had something that was never really a factor
before. Now
there were very real stakes involved
in staying alive. If something killed me, they weren’t just robbing
me of a few shitty months in a hospital where my mind unraveled.
No, they were robbing me of my chance to visit the pyramids or go
feed pigeons in Central Park or swim with dolphins or—dare I even
think it—have a family. I’d wasted all this time waiting for death
when I could have been learning another language or training to be
a painter. I felt sicker than that time I barfed on a bunny
rabbit.

“Jack,” Doctor V continued, “I need to know you understand what
I’m saying. Don’t fight this. Don’t regress again. There are two
possibilities now. Two paths you can take. You can accept what I’ve
revealed to you and let me help you. We can begin the actual
recovery process. Or, you can lie to yourself, make up some insane
theory to temporarily safeguard yourself from the truth, but that
option will destroy you. If you give up again, you will never have
another chance. Tell me you understand.”

“I understand… I understand how you just planted that thought of
some deadbeat father into my head. Didn’t you? That’s what this is,
right? Just like the witch doctor implied, you’re making up a fake
family to torture me. Well, it’s not going to work! Fuck you and
the horse you rode in on. I’m not selling the gas station, I’m
blowing it up, and if you don’t want to get ‘sploded along with it,
you should go beat your feet right now.”

I stood and pointed at the door.

“Jack, if there’s any way I can—” He froze. His
eyes went wide, and
the color drained from his face. Before I could ask what was wrong,
he lurched forward and vomited all over the floor. It was long,
forceful, and painful looking. And everything coming out of him was
dark red. When he was finally done, he gasped desperately for air
and leaned into his seat.

“You okay?”

“No, I… I don’t know what that was. I must have
the flu or some—”

The
blood exploded out of his mouth, all across the table. Another
liter, at least. When he was done, the doctor slipped down
into his seat breathing
heavily. I would have tried to help, but right then I saw the
flashing lights and heard the cars screeching to a stop in the
parking lot. I left the doctor writhing in his seat and went to
investigate the two sheriff’s cruisers parked outside. O’Brien
stepped out of one. Deputy Love exited the other.

“What are they doing
here?” I asked nobody.

“I called them.” I turned around to see Doctor V standing a couple of
feet behind me. He was suddenly looking a lot healthier. A lot more
confident. A little taller, even.

“Why?”

“You contacted me first, Jack. You called my
office and told me to come meet you. You said it was ‘an emergency.’ I got to town an
hour ago, but couldn’t find you anywhere. I tried your house. I
tried that bookstore you love so much. And then I spent some time
here, looking around the gas station. Of course I found what was
buried in the backyard. The rain washes away topsoil so quickly,
and you didn’t bury the bodies nearly deep enough. Our
doctor/patient conversations are protected, but when I find a DIY
graveyard, I have no choice but to call the
authorities.”

I
had my back turned to the
door when O’Brien called out to me. “Hey Sleepy. Everything okay in
there?”

“WAIT! STAY BACK!” Doctor V ordered. “NOBODY COME
IN HERE!”

“What’s going on?” she
asked.

“Yeah,” I repeated.
“What’s going on?”

Doctor V yelled back in a nervous voice, “HE’S GOT A GUN!”

“What? No I
don’t!”

The
doctor’s hands snapped out faster than I could comprehend, wrapping
around my hands and holding
them up, aiming them at him. Somehow, he’d put a weapon in them. A
pistol I’d never seen before. The fear in Doctor V’s voice didn’t
match the smile on his face. “Please, everyone calm down. I’ve got
this under control! Jack, listen to me—”

“DROP THE GUN, JACK!” O’Brien was screaming from behind me.

“I’ve got a clean shot,”
Love offered loud enough for me to hear.

“NO!” the other three of
us yelled together.

The
Doctor’s hands squeezed around mine with an incredible strength,
bruising me down to the bone.
“Jack, please listen to me! You’re having another episode. Do you
understand? Whatever you think you’re seeing, it isn’t real. We can
still help you! Just let go of the gun, and this will all be
okay.”

O’Brien couldn’t see his smile. She couldn’t see
him wink at me before pushing my
finger over the trigger. The gun exploded in my hand, and “Doctor
V” fell lifelessly to the floor. That son of a bitch had
won.

A
microsecond later, my face was on the ground, my arms pretzeled
behind me as the cuffs went into place. For good measure, Love whacked me in the back
with a billy club until O’Brien yanked it from his hand.

The
body of Doctor V was bleeding on the ground nearby. A single bullet
pierced his skull, in through the mouth, out through the back of
the head. Another pawn
sacrificed in the name of victory at any cost. The only real
question was this: why all that mind game stuff beforehand? Was he
killing time until the cavalry arrived?

O’Brien spun me around to look at my face. I couldn’t help
but say, “Hey
Amy!”

“It’s ‘O’Brien.’”

“Well I’m super glad it’s
you and not one of the infectees.”

“What happened, Jack? He was begging you for his life, and you
killed him!”

“I know how it looks, but there’s a perfectly
good explanation for what just happened.”

“And that is?”

“He’s been replaced. Just like Calista. And he
physically forced me to pull the trigger so
you guys would freak
out.”

Love offered his opinion. “It worked, Jack.
We’re seriously freaked out.”

“Well, maybe you should be. Because
things are a lot worse
than just a bunch of dead bodies.”

Love picked up on the word and repeated, “A ‘bunch’? How
many’s a bunch?”

O’Brien grabbed me by the arm and pulled me
towards the door. “That’s enough. Time to go.”

I
held my ground. “No, it’s time to stay and finish this place off once and for all. I’m so
sick and tired of pretending everything’s hunky-dory. Don’t act
like you’re all of a sudden drinking the Kool-Aid too. I know you.
You actually pay attention. When things weren’t adding up, you
started looking for help. You found Roger, didn’t you? I don’t
exactly know what his deal is, but I know he’s in charge of the
counter-revolution. Which must mean you’ve already seen some
unbelievable shit. So maybe I’m right. Maybe, just maybe, this
isn’t what it looks like. Maybe they’re still trying to turn us
against one another in one last attempt to finish what they
started. If we don’t work together right now, that’s it. That’s
game over. The sheriff and his crew win, and then what
happens?”

She
let go of my arm. “Alright,
Churchill. Nice speech. What exactly are you proposing?”

“Just trust me. Just a little bit longer. I can
feel it. The end is in sight, and when we get to that
final battle, we’re
going to need to be together.”

A
second later, I felt the
cuffs being removed. Love was even more surprised than me. “Is that
a good idea? He did just kill a guy.”

“Maybe. But I trust
him.”

The
sound of laughter came from below us, on the floor. A broken,
guttural noise, emanating from the wounded mouth of
Doctor V’s lifeless body. His
eyes popped open, and he leaned up. The laughter grew louder as he
began to clap his hands.

Love freaked, shouted something that sounded like
“Not again!”
then ran out the door to his car and
sped away.

The
doctor’s laugh evolved into
words as he rose to his feet. Blood, brains, and teeth fell out of
both ends of his head. “You had one job, you stupid bitch. All you
had to do was arrest the bad guy, and now, because of your
decision, we have to kill you and Love. It won’t be hard to pin a
couple more murders on the boy.”

I
searched the floor for the gun, but couldn’t find one. O’Brien stepped between me and
the slowly regenerating corpse. “Careful,” I warned. “They’re
extremely hard to kill.”

“Oh Jack, you have no
idea.”

Black scales started
to sprout from his pores, covering his arms and face in a reptilian
facade. Blood erupted from the holes in his gums where the rest of
his human teeth fell out, clacking to the floor, pushed out by new,
longer, jagged fangs filling his mouth like a trap of needles. His
chest swelled to the point that his shirt burst open, and razor
thin protrusions extended several inches through his nail beds.
This creature seemed much less innocuous than the monsters I’d
dealt with before.

“Run?” I whispered.

O’Brien nodded. The monster laughed, and then his head
exploded into a black and
pink mist, splattering the walls and ceiling. It stood awkwardly
for too long as a few final spurts of blood made their way out the
top of its shredded neck stump, then the body crumpled to the
ground.

I
never even heard the gunshot. But I noticed the window over the booth table was gone now. As
in, nothing left of it but the shattered debris on the floor. And
another hole had appeared at eye level on our back door. I didn’t
even know I was in danger until O’Brien grabbed me and yanked me
behind the counter.

Some time later, the door opened up, and a familiar voice
screamed out my name. I left O’Brien on the floor and stood with my
hands up. “Hey there, Benjamin. What brings you around?”

He
looked absolutely terrible. Cuts all over his exposed
skin. Clothes ripped apart. His head
was shaved, but poorly, like he’d done it himself with a Bowie
knife in the rain without a mirror. His beard was the longest I’d
ever seen it. And for some unknown reason, he was wearing a collar
around his neck.

“Did it have time to regenerate?” Without waiting for my answer,
this newest Benjamin walked over to where the doctor’s body had
lost its head. “Ha. I guess that settles it. A .50 cal to the
noggin is enough to stop the healing process. Good to know. Good.
To. Know.”

O’Brien popped up and aimed her weapon at
the man, screaming, “Put your hands where I can see them.”

“Calm down,
woman.”

“Do it! Or I’ll
shoot!”

“You don’t want to do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because if you try to kill me, I’ll turn into
one of those
things.”

“What?!” I
asked.

“Sorry to tell you this, Jack. But I’m not
Benjamin. I’m just another fucking mimic. And if you got some
coffee laying around, I’ll be happy to
tell you all about
it.”


Chapter Forty-Five




The
day Benjamin came back to town, he didn’t really pay a lot of attention to the
details. If he had, he may have noticed all the things that were
off. Like how he couldn’t remember the previous week, no matter how
hard he tried. But a bottle of whiskey and a night in a cheap hotel
room were enough to reboot the care factor.

He
arrived knowing that something was wrong. His local contact was
dead, so he came prepared. A gun, a backup gun, and enough cash for
two boring weeks or two
interesting days.

He
studied the town, but found nothing out of the ordinary. On day two, he went out to the gas
station where he’d last seen Jack. If something weird was
happening, there was a pretty good chance those weird clerks would
be tied up in it somehow.

The
thing he didn’t know yet was that this was a well-worn path. He wasn’t the first Benjamin to
do exactly this, and he wouldn’t be the last. He wasn’t even the
first Benjamin. He wasn’t even a Benjamin. He was
one link in a chain, and if the timing had been slightly different,
he would have gone the same way as the others. Or maybe he would
have gotten lucky and finished me off. We’ll never know.

He
arrived at the gas station to find it empty, but the sound of
screaming from outside by the
dumpster alerted him. He drew his weapon and crept around back,
taking refuge behind the trees and watching in silent horror as I
murdered a man chained to a dumpster in cold blood. Rather than
intervene, he stayed put to study me, to see exactly what kind of
monster I’d become.

It
wasn’t until the next day that his stakeout paid off. This time, he saw himself walk out
the back door. He watched his own body step into the bear trap,
scream, curse the world and beg for help before I finished him off
for good.

He
stuck around long enough for his emergency contact
in Iceland to arrange a
supply crate drop in the middle of the woods, at the exact latitude
and longitude of the coordinates where he had formed his basecamp,
eating squirrels and fish and setting traps like Rambo. When his
backup gear arrived, he went on the offensive.

The
plan was to jump me during one of my garbage trips, but his attack
coincided with one of the few times I wasn’t around. Instead,
Benjamin encountered another Benjamimic. After a short talk, he quickly realized that both of
them were identical in every possible way. The other Benjamin had
just gotten to town the day before, and now he’d gone out to the
gas station where he’d last seen Jack. If something weird was
happening, he explained, there was a pretty good chance those weird
clerks would be tied up in it somehow.

Benjamin 1 was starting to put it all together, but he
needed more proof, so he wandered back into town, retracing his
steps. He found the hotel where he’d stayed all that time ago. After several days of
staking the place out, he realized that more people were coming out
of the hotel than going in.

He
picked one to follow, a small, scrawny man, one who would be easy
to shake down for answers. He followed him home, waited until the middle of the night, and broke
into his bedroom. It was supposed to be a short fight, but after a
few punches, the man turned into something else entirely. A
creature capable of healing its own wounds. A creature strong
enough to throw Benjamin around like a rag doll. A well-timed
grenade made all the difference between escape and death, and as he
watched his own wounds heal before his very eyes, this rogue
Benjamin finally figured out the truth. He was one of those things,
too. An inhuman sleeper cell, ready to trigger at any moment, sent
to destroy.

He
got in touch with some folks who owed him—the real him—a favor and
cashed in. There was an arms dealer, a demolitions expert, a famous
archeologist, and a massive church (he wouldn’t say which one, my only clue was that they owned
their own country so do your own math). Over time, supplies
trickled in. The most important was the dead man’s switch around
his neck, which was tied to his pulse. He knew he couldn’t do
anything if the powers-that-be were able to transform him into one
of those things, so if his heartbeat ever went too high or too low,
the collar would ignite with enough power to destroy his body
before it could be used as someone else’s weapon.

During his time living in the woods, he came across something else, completely by
accident. A weapon capable of shifting the tides of war, if he only
had the means to wield it.

“Was it the .50 cal
sniper?” I asked.

He
smacked his forehead. “No. I didn’t stumble upon a fucking
M93 Black Arrow in the middle of the
fucking forest.”

“Don’t act like that would have been the weirdest thing we’ve seen
out there.”

He elected not to respond with words,
instead pulling the burlap sack off his back and setting it onto
the counter.

O’Brien pointed with
her gun. “What’s in there, and is it going to kill us?”

“No, it’s going to help
us.”

He
opened the bag and pulled out a disembodied human hand. Actually,
it was an arm, all the way down to the elbow. But where the elbow
should have been, it was
buried in a black plastic flower pot and covered in soil. It took a
second for my mind to catch up. When it did, I pointed and
screamed, “HAND PLANT!”

“That’s right.”

“Where’d you find
it?”

“There are satellite
patches all over these woods.”

“I’m
sorry,” O’Brien interrupted. “But, what the actual
fuck?”

After I gave her a brief lesson about where Kieffers come
from (which she was surprisingly receptive to), Benjamin showed off
the absurd trick he’d learned in his time in the woods, giving the
handplant a pencil and sheet
of paper. We watched in morbid fascination as the hand slowly
spelled out a message for us in barely legible handwriting. It was
only four letters, but we understood right away what the
Kiefferling was trying to say.

“ROSA”

The Benjamin clone
explained how he put the pieces together and learned which Rosa he
needed to investigate. Our Rosa appeared innocent enough, until he
started digging into her past.

“Wait,” I stopped him. “I
don’t think I want to know this part.”

“Good,” he said. “I wasn’t planning on telling it to
you.”

“Oh.” I suddenly felt a
strange regret in the stance I took. “Are you sure?”

“I’m not here to spy on
your girlfriend for you, dumbass.”

“Rosa’s not my girlfriend. I don’t understand why
so many people keep
trying to make that a thing.”

“Here’s what I can tell you: Rosa is special. She has certain...
abilities. I assume you’ve already seen them for yourself. Have you
ever witnessed her speaking a language she shouldn’t know? Perhaps
in a voice that isn’t hers? Have you ever seen her rise into the
air under strength that isn’t hers?”

“Nooo.” I tried really
hard to sound convincing, but I don’t think he bought
it.

“Rosa is what we in the business call,
‘a
host.’ She has the rare
ability to serve as a vessel for non-terrestrial and non-corporeal
beings. Her body can hold spirits, cosmic entities, even gods.
That’s why the gas station owners wanted her around so badly. They
planned to exploit her power.”

“How exactly does one exploit this power?”
O’Brien asked. She had
been listening quietly without any interruption until now. She
wasn’t doubt-casting, and she wasn’t calling us crazy. It seemed as
if she’d already witnessed enough to be one-hundred percent on
board with the insanity. It was such a relief.

Benjamin stroked his
dirty, overgrown beard and said, “There are many ways for the
possession to take place, but only one way to control it. I need a
very special tool for a very special ceremony. It was with a
contact in Spain last week, but I got it shipped here.
Unfortunately, it’s not some gun or explosive collar. It’s
something way more valuable. I couldn’t take the risk of trusting
the delivery to a smuggler, so I sent it certified mail. Jack, did
you get a package this morning?”

I
looked back at the package
sitting on the counter. The Benjamin clone noticed right away and
crossed over to it, tearing it open and pulling out the contents—a
single ornamental dagger, cut from ivory and coated in jewels. With
a smile, he let the blade dance around his fingertips.

“Huh,” I said. “I feel like I’ve seen one of
those before
somewhere.”

“I sincerely doubt it.
This here is a D.E.M.—the single most powerful device you will ever
encounter. Now, let’s get on to business. Where’s your little
friend Rosa?”

“Far away from here. She and Jerry took his car and hit the road. I
told them to go someplace I’d never be able to find them. They’re
going to change their names, assume new identities, and never think
of this town ever again.”

Benjamin stomped up to me, put the bladeless
hand on my shoulder, looked me in
the eyes, and said, “If that’s true, we’re all doomed. That girl
was our last hope.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s
the truth.”

Right then, the front door opened and Travis staggered
inside, calling out, “Yo, Jack! Jerry and Rosa got bored and worried, so we came here to help
out. They’re waiting in the car until I give them the all clear.
WHOA! What is that on the ground?! Is that guy dead?! Great balls
of holy shit! Oh hey, Deputy! I know I’m not supposed to be here,
but you don’t have to worry about anything. Jack says we’re cool
now because I gave him and Jerry and Rosa new clothes and agreed to
let them all hide out at my place for a while. Don’t tell anyone
though. It’s supposed to be a secret.”

 


***

 


The
last time I performed a
ritual ceremony at the gas station, I ended up opening a portal to
the Akyak dimension. I was still dealing with the fallout of that
decision, and sure as hell didn’t feel like a repeat. But, as
Benjamin made it clear, this was our only option. This was our only
chance to stop the army of mimics. The least we could do was hear
him out.

He
described the process to the others in clinical terms, the same way
a surgeon explains a delicate medical procedure. But as he spoke, a
new thought swarmed my mind,
taking all of my focus and attention. If this Benjamin clone is
telling the truth, then that implies a whole new horrifying
reality, one so terrifying I hadn’t even given it any consideration
before now. 

The mimics don’t know they’re mimics.

At
least, not until they
mimicked out. The implications were myriad and awful. Every earnest
plea from a Benjamin about to be shot was genuine. Everyone in this
room who thought they were on the right side of the battle could be
a sleeper agent. There’s no way of knowing if Doctor Vicedomini
truly came out to the gas station with altruistic or sinister
intentions. There’s a chance I might not have insomnia.

“...any questions?” Benjamin asked, increasing
his voice enough at the tail end of his statement to pull me
back to the
moment.

“Will it hurt?” Rosa
asked.

“Hang on,” I said. “Start
over.”

“From where?”

“From the beginning. What
exactly is our plan?”

He angry-sighed. “Okay, try to pay attention
this time around. Our plan here is to resurrect the dark god.”


Chapter Forty-Six




I
hope this goes without saying, but just in case, here it is:
Please don’t try this at
home. For one thing, you need
a specific ceremonial dagger, one carved from the bones of a king
who fell in battle. I won’t go into all the other specifics because
I know if I do, someone out there
will try and recreate the process.

The
idea behind the host possession was simple enough. Step one
involved spilling the dark god’s blood. Step two involved using the
same bloody knife to fatally wound the host. At the point of death, the two souls would combine
in a single body. The god’s power would heal the host, and in
return the host would temporarily offer full physical control to
the possessing entity. Call me a worry-wart, but the part I had a
real problem with was the fatal stabbing of Rosa.

“No,” I said.

Rosa put up a fight. She had some strong arguments. This
was her decision to make, after all. I also had strong arguments.
Like how this Benjamin was admittedly a monster in disguise and how
even the original Benjamin
almost never knew as much as he thought he knew.

“Wait a second,” Jerry
interrupted. “You’re a clone?” Benjamin nodded solemnly. Jerry
could barely contain himself. “I would like to ask you a few
questions about your penis.”

A
truck barreled into the
parking lot. We all shrank away from the door, just to be safe. All
of us except for Travis.

I asked, “You didn’t tell anyone you were
bringing us here, did you?”

“No, of course not! That was the deal. I gave
y’all a place to clean up and lay low and nobody had to know but us.”

The
truck came to a stop on the other side of the gas pumps, and out
stepped Brian Locke, one of the few people in town who I knew for a
fact had been replaced. He had sunglasses on his face, an M16
assault rifle in his hands,
and a second strapped around his shoulders.

“Not even Brian?” I
asked.

“Oh, well yeah. I
definitely told Brylock what’s going on, but that’s just ‘cause
he’s my boy. I tell him everything, but don’t worry. He ain’t gonna
tell nobody.”

The
gunfire started, and we all
dove for cover. All of us but Travis, who took the full force of
the attack. The bullets ripped through his head and torso. He was
definitively deceased long before his body hit the ground. O’Brien
tried returning fire as the young man walked across the parking
lot, switching one assault rifle for the other. A few of her
bullets even landed, but the wounds closed up almost immediately.
We were, in a word, fucked.

Benjamin and I were trapped behind a shelf display with his
stupid potted handplant
between us. As far as cover goes, we may as well not have even
bothered. There were so many bullet holes already in the shelving
that we could see straight through to the other side.

Benjamin didn’t waste any time plunging the dagger
into the palm of the handplant. The
fingers curled inward like a dying spider. When he pulled the
weapon out, the plant skin down to the arms had turned gray and
ashy, while the knife itself was suddenly glowing hot
red.

“Now for step two,” he
said.

“No!” I yelled. “I don’t care if the world is at stake, I’m not
going to let you stab my friend.”

“Relax, I’ve done this
hundreds of times before. ROSA!”

She
looked out at us from her space below the booth table as a second
hail of gunfire lit up the room, sending her back underneath, hands over her ears and knees
to her chest. Benjamin crouch-walked to the edge of the aisle and
called out to her with his hand outstretched, “Rosa! Come to me.
It’s going to be okay!”

She
looked like she was about to take him up on the offer. I crouch-walked to the opposite edge
of the aisle, held out my own hand, and called out, “Rosa! Come
over here to me! Ignore that guy.”

She
turned her head to me. Benjamin stole her attention back with a
loud whistle. “Come on, Rosa! Come on, this way!” He patted his leg.

I clapped my hands, and she looked back at
me. “Come here, Rosa. I got you!”

“Hey, Rosa!” Benjamin
started waving a candy bar in her direction, beckoning her over.
“You want the candy? Come get the candy!”

“Hey!” I yelled at Benjamin. “That’s not fair!”

Rosa screamed, “I’M NOT A FUCKING DOG!”

“Sorry,” I said, looking down at the ground in
shame. That was all the distraction Benjamin needed. Before I could
stop him, he’d already rolled out of his spot, lunged at her,
and thrust the glowing
dagger into her chest.

There was a flash of light, and I was on my back looking up
at Brian’s evil grin. The holes in his neck and head were stitching
themselves closed with fine lines of shiny black. An ammo clip
bounced against the ground at
my feet as he loaded a new one into his weapon.

“Jack,” he said in a
growl. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

Unbeknownst to him, a twisted series of brown tentacles
were snaking their way up the ceiling towards him. The tentacles
grew and thickened and
sprouted green buds that rapidly blossomed into leaves. By the time
I realized that they were branches, they had already fallen down
and twisted around each of his limbs, pulling him into the air,
kicking and cussing. The branches pulled in every direction. His
arms snapped off first. Then the legs. A coil of branches wrapped
around his face and torso completely, blood and black goo squeezing
freely from either end.

Behind me, Rosa stood several inches above the floor. Her
eyes were pure white. Her
hair floating, as if she were under water. Her smile spread from
ear to ear. Her voice a thundering boom.

“I’m back,
bitches!”

 


***

 


With Brian out of the picture, we felt like it would be a
good time to take stock of our situation. The smells of
fresh death and old death
kindly invited us to have our conversation outside. The dark god
seemed absolutely elated to be alive again, but even more so to be
inside of a human.

“Aw jeez, this is incredible. Is this how humans
feel all the time? I can go anywhere I want, but I can only see where I point my eyes?
And what’s with only one heart? What do you do if something happens
to it? Actually, there are no backup organs in here at all. Oh man,
look how tiny my boobs are!”

He
cupped his breasts with both hands, and Jerry immediately smacked him across the
face.

“Owww! What was that for?
Is this what pain feels like?! How do humans live like
this?!”

O’Brien took the lead as our voice of reason, “What are we
doing here? What’s the plan? Because from where
I’m sitting, we’re not in a
better place than we were a few minutes ago. There are, evidently,
monsters hiding inside half the people in town and if I understand
properly, a god with access to an army. And we don’t even know
where they’re located.”

“I know where they are,” the
dark god answered. “I can
feel their presence from space. You can’t cluster that much power
into one building without making some noise.”

A
sheriff’s cruiser sped into the lot, followed closely by another,
and another, and then I lost
count. It looked like they were all here for the final fight. Doors
opened, men with guns jumped out, people started screaming at us to
“get on the ground right
now.” And above it all,
Rosa—or the dark god possessing her—cackled maniacally.

Tree trunks erupted
out of the concrete lot, overturning cars. Branches erupted through
men’s bodies. Giant vines picked up vehicles and used them to turn
deputies into human sandwiches with twisted metal crusts. Some
tried to run, but the branches caught up to them and ripped them
into bite-size pieces. In the span of a minute, the entire
sheriff’s department (Clyde included) was nothing but a writhing
collection of chunks and pieces.

Except for Deputy Love, who stood at a
distance with his hands in the air.

“Why didn’t you kill that one?” Benjamin asked.

“He’s not a mimic,” the dark god answered. “They didn’t want to waste resources on
him.”

“Aww,” I said. “That’s
kinda mean.”

O’Brien screamed to him, “Love! This is the
part where you run away!”

“Okay!” he answered before busting into a light jog straight into the
forest.

Once he was gone, I turned my attention back to the dark
god, who was now floating at eye level with me.
“You say you know where he
is. What are we waiting for?”

“I don’t know how to
drive a
car.”


Chapter Forty-Seven




“So this is a car, huh? Oh, man! I totally
understand the appeal now. These things are amazing! Wow! You just
push a button with your foot and it burns dead animals, and you
push it harder and it burns more dead animals to
go faster? Marvelous!”

Somehow, we decided it would be a good idea to let Jerry
drive the only functioning cruiser left in the lot. That gave
O’Brien the chance to keep her eyes on the dark god in the back
seat while I sat shotgun, reminding him how to get to the old school. The unactivated Benjamin
clone was following behind in my old Nissan (just to be safe, we
wanted the potentially explosive monster to stay in a separate
vehicle).

I’ll be honest, this war ended up being way more one-sided
than I expected. The
resurrected dark god was a true game changer, and overpowered as
hell. We left the gas station on heavy-duty lockup (inside a dense
cocoon of interlocking tree trunks spanning thirty feet into the
air). On a couple of occasions, mimics tried to block our way and
were immediately torn to shreds. Two of the clown bodyguards met us
at the front gates of the old school. The dark god used thorn vines
to pull their brains from their eye holes. This fight was a level
100 character doing a level 2 mission. It wasn’t even fair, and
despite the grotesque violence of it all, I loved being on the winning side for a change.

It
wasn’t a challenge. It wasn’t sportsmanlike. And I didn’t care. We
were going to keep going like this until we couldn’t anymore.
Benjamin kept out of blast
radius, but otherwise our group stuck together (no splitting up and
letting the bad guys pick us off one by one). In no time, we found
what we were looking for in the old school gym. We found…
the collection.

There were dozens of them crammed in here, each in a cage uniquely suited for their
forms. An old man, barely more than a skeleton and hair, sat in a
red recliner. He was hooked up to an IV and following us with his
eyes. I walked towards him, but O’Brien caught my arm before I
stepped inside the perimeter of the circle drawn on the ground
around him in blood. There were archaic symbols inscribed every few
feet along the circumference.

“Don’t go near that one.
He’s still got enough fight to consume your tasty soul.”

Close by, there was a
giant tank of water, longer than my arm span and at least ten feet
tall, but the only thing inside was a round, humanoid head the size
of a beach ball. It was connected to hundreds of metal wires like
hair. I touched the tank and suddenly felt it in my jawbone. A
Slavic voice. A signal. “They
have reached the old school… The final battle has begun… The end is
upon us…”

Next to it, a small cage of silver bars protected a child
with no hair, giant black eyes, and purple skin.
“Hello, Jack. You should have
wished for my help when you had the chance.”

There were more prisons. Cages, kennels,
boxes, some things I was physically incapable of looking at. We
passed them all, following the dark god’s lead, heading deeper into
the lion’s den.

I
froze momentarily once I
noticed the man in the cowboy hat and boxers doing Tai-Chi from
inside a giant steel cage. He smiled at me and said, “All we ever
see or seem is Betty Boop and Charlie Sheen.” With that, he pulled
a cigarette from behind one ear, a lighter from behind the other,
and offered them to me. I politely declined.

I was wondering where he went. 

As
we passed a giant box made of glass, the sole occupant looked up
from his chair and said, “Jack.” I looked at the old man, trapped
in a straitjacket, legs
harnessed to the wooden chair. He hadn’t shaved in at least a week.
His dapper hair hung messily in front of his eyes.

I approached the glass partition. “Doctor
Howard?”

“Go ahead and gloat, kid. I deserve it. I should
have known better than to trust any man willing to kill to be king. It was only a job,
Jack. I’m sorry.”

The
others were getting away from me, so I finished the conversation in
a hurry. “I have to go. Sorry you got double-crossed, but you did
kinda deserve it.” I jogged back to where the entity controlling Rosa was floating past cages and
said, “Hey, dark god?”

“I have a real name, you
know.”

“Oh. I did not know.
What’s your name?”

“Shhh.”

“Are you shushing me? Or
is that your real name?”

“That’s my real
name.”

“Okay then, Shhh, I had a
question. What is this
place?”

“The collector has been harnessing the powers of
these gods, absorbing each of their abilities. Experimenting on
them. Stealing blood. Squeezing them like orange juice from
whatever that fruit is called that you get orange juice from. Doing mad science.
Telepathy, immortality, time dilation, matter manipulation… These
are all powers he stole. Powers that don’t belong to
him.”

“And where are we
going?”

“To the only one who can help us.
The Guardian.”

At
the end of the gym, past the
basketball goals, there was another cage set apart from the others.
Four walls made of steel bars and a single door. In the center of
the cage, a hospital bed. In that bed, a tiny, frail old woman
hooked up to a respirator. 

I
knew her. Or, at least I’d
seen her before. This was the final form the shapeshifter had taken
before Spencer shot her through the torso, and now she was laying
comatose in a makeshift prison.

“Now comes the hard part.”
Shhh pulled the jewel-encrusted
knife from Rosa’s chest and announced, “We must transfer the Guardian’s consciousness into
another body.”

“Is that safe?” O’Brien
asked.

“The process will be like cramming an exploding
star into a plastic bag. The Guardian will feed off the spark
of energy left in its
host’s mind, but there aren’t any bodies strong enough to contain
the force of such a powerful entity.”

Benjamin, who’d been keeping his weapons trained behind us,
asked the practical question. “Why don’t we just put her inside
Rosa with you?”

“I’m afraid her capabilities as a vessel have been extended to their
limits.”

Jerry walked up to join us smoking a cigarette. Without
missing a beat, he declared, “I’ll do it. Always wanted to
intertwine consciousnesses with a deity. Number three on
my bucket list, right under ‘Pet a
capybara’ and ‘Pose nude for an art class.’”

“A kind offer, but not an
option. Your mind is, to put it nicely, unusable.”

I
sighed. I already knew where this was going. If someone needed to
sacrifice themselves to save the world, then there was only one obvious choice
here.

“It’s gotta be me,” I
said.

“Nuh uh,” Jerry snapped
back. “What about Benjamin? He’s a dead man walking anyway. We all
know it.”

Benjamin responded, “The boy says he wants to do it. We
ain’t got time to fight. Now
make your goodbyes fast so we can get out of here before the
Collector figures out a way to stop us.”

“He’s right,” I said. “I’ve spent years now
getting ready for death. I’m the only one here whose absence will
have nearly zero impact. It makes so much sense. It’s honestly like I was born for
this.”

Jerry shook his head, “No way, dude. There’s gotta be
another solution here. I mean, I’m just saying, Benjamin is
right freakin
here.”

O’Brien surprised me. “No, they’re both right,” she said.
“And we sure as hell can’t
waste any more time discussing it. In terms of lifespans, one of us
has the least to lose.” It hurt to hear her say it out loud, but I
agreed. She walked up to me, looked me in the eyes, and said, “I’m
sorry, Jack.”

“Don’t be. I’m just glad I got to spend this last bit of my life with
real friends. How many people get to be so lucky?”

She grabbed me and pulled me into a hug,
repeating herself again, softer. “I’m sorry, Jack. I’m really,
truly sorry.”

“It’s okay, I said, lifting my
arms to return her
hug. But my left hand snagged on something. Then I heard the
sound. Crrrnnnkkk.
Crrrnnnkkk.

She
let go and stepped back with tears running down her cheeks. I
looked down to see that she had handcuffed my hand to one of the
bars of the Guardian’s cage.
When I looked back at O’Brien, she was holding the key in front of
her face. I tried to grab it, but she stepped out of range, popped
the key into her mouth, and swallowed it.

I
pulled and pulled and pulled until my wrist was bleeding. I
screamed and begged for her to cough
it up. I called for the others to help me out, but they’d already
seen the reality, weighed the options, and moved on. While Shhh
handed O’Brien the dagger and explained what to expect, I shouted
at Jerry to “LET ME OUT OF THIS STUPID THING!” He looked at me, and
for once didn’t have a quippy comeback.

Shhh snapped open the cage door. O’Brien
followed inside, all the way to where the shapeshifter—the
Guardian—lay sleeping.

“You will have to focus hard. Once the
Guardian claims your
life force, you will have but a few seconds where your minds
coexist before yours is extinguished forever. The Collector hasn’t
yet stolen the Guardian’s powers, so we still have a
chance—”

“Hang on,” I interrupted. “The Collector already
has the same powers as
the Guardian.”

“No, he
doesn’t.”

“Are you sure? Because he
tried to use them on me back at the gas station.”

“Really?” I didn’t like the look on Rosa’s face. But I
really didn’t like what came next. “Oh fu—”

Rosa’s body collapsed to the ground, followed by the rest of them. O’Brien and
Benjamin dropped gracefully to the floor, while Jerry smacked his
head against the cage on the way down. Thankfully, his cigarette
rolled out of his mouth instead of falling down his throat. For no
good reason, everyone but me had passed out.

I
tugged at my chain. I stretched as far as I could, but none of them
were in range. And then I heard the clapping. It started from the
other end of the gym, slow and mocking, and continuing as the
Collector closed the distance
between us. He didn’t look so intimidating, standing there in his
“Margaritaville Resort and Casino” t-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops.
I guess the worst monsters are the ones you don’t see
coming.

“Dang it to heck, Jack. You guys almost
blew up my whole
operation here. I couldn’t believe it. You know how many of my
bodyguards that Mexican chick ripped up? Do you have any idea how
long it took to grow them? I guess it doesn’t matter. Now that I
have the dark god right here where I need her, I’ll just make my
own handplants. I’ll grow a whole new army. And there’s nothing you
can do about it.”

“Okay, seriously B.R., I get it. I understand why
you want to take over the world and all that, but what I don’t
understand is the gloating. You know what you are? You’re a sore winner.”

“Aw, don’t be like that.
I’m seriously gonna miss you. You always were an interesting
character. But now it’s time for you to die.”

I
leaned as close to him as the chain would allow. “Oh yeah? What are
you gonna do, talk me to death? I already know you
can’t hurt me yourself, and Shhh
wiped out every other creature in sight.”

“Not every other
creature.” With a wave of his hand, the explosive collar around
Benjamin’s neck turned into a black snake and slithered away into
the shadows. The Collector seemed awfully proud of himself. “When
he wakes up, he’ll have a whole new head of memories. And
unfortunately for you, those memories don’t paint you in the best
light.”

He laughed like a true villain.

Then he stared at me, waiting for a response. I didn’t
have one.

Then he stared at the unconscious
Benjamin.

Then he checked his watch while I sat down
and got comfortable.

A
moment later, he nudged the
unconscious man with his foot.

“How long are they going
to stay like this?” he asked.

“How the hell would I know? Last time this happened, they slept for like
six straight hours.”

“Six hours?! Are you serious?! I don’t have that
kind of time. I’m
trying to take over the world here.” He sighed, materialized a bean
bag chair, fell into it, and said, “Well, what do you want to talk
about? Ooh, how about this? How about I let you in on a terrible
secret? Do you want to know the truth about Jerry? It’s quite the
doozy.”

“No.”

“Do you want to know what
Mammaw and Pops were planning to do with Rosa?”

“I think I already figured it out.”

“Do you want to know which one of your friends
here isn’t really who they say they are? Here’s a hint,
it’s not the one
you’re thinking.”

“No, I don’t really care about that. And I assume
you can’t tell me without my permission
because you know it
would hurt me, right?”

“You are absolutely no fun. I’m bored. I’m so
bored right now. This is boring me to death.”
With a heavy sigh, he stood up and
said, “I know this might not be the best time to ask, but do you
think you could do me a small favor?”

“What is it?”

“When the Benjamin wakes up, before he massacres
you and your friends, would you ask him to give me a
call on my cell phone to let me
know?”

“Yeah, I think I can
manage that.”

“Great. Thanks so much, Jack. You’re the
best. I’ll miss
you.”

I
waited until he’d made it all the way out the door, then got to
work trying to figure out exactly how I was going
to cut off my hand.


Chapter Forty-Eight




There’s an art to self-amputation (or so I hear). I never
learned it, and figuring it
out on the fly under these constraints was not working out so great
for me. The clone-turned-Benjamin-turned-killer had started
snoring. I didn’t know how long it would be before he woke up
thirsty for blood.

I
pulled against the cuffs with every ounce of strength I could muster. I’d heard stories of
junkies snapping handcuff chains like they were Mardi Gras beads.
I’d seen those bodybuilder motivational speakers break out of
handcuffs before ripping phone books in half through the power of
Christ. I’d watched escape artists on television slide free from
shackles like they were made of hot butter. So why the hell did I have to resort to cutting
off my hand to get free?! It
just didn’t seem fair.

The
tools at my disposal were
worse than limited. A shoelace to form a tourniquet. A wallet full
of expired plastic cards I could break into jagged pieces sharp
enough to get through the first few layers. A heart pumping pure
adrenaline. Would it be enough? Probably not.

“You’re going to have
to act fast,” Spencer
taunted. “If you’re too slow,
the blood loss will get you first.”

“Shut up, Spencer! I know
what I’m doing!”

“That tourniquet
doesn’t look very tight. If your hand isn’t purple, the blood is
still flowing.”

“I said ‘Shut
up!’”

“I’m just trying to
help.” What an
asshole.

I pressed the jagged card up to my wrist and
slid it across as hard as I could stand. It didn’t even break the
skin. All it did was leave a dark red welt.

Spencer laughed and said, “Why don’t you use the blade in your
pocket?”

“I don’t have any
blades!”

“That isn’t your
jacket.”

He
was right. This was Travis’s jacket. One he let me borrow after
agreeing to let us use his trailer as a safe house until things
blew over. That felt like an entire lifetime ago, but it had only been a couple of hours.
He lived long enough to earn my forgiveness, then died in a storm
of bullets. I wondered if that meant he’d be more or less likely to
haunt the gas station.

My
fingers felt metal at the bottom of his inner jacket pocket. I retrieved the item and tried not
to freak out too badly.

It
was a box cutter. Spencer laughed his ass off as I clicked out the
blade and touched it to my skin. I closed my eyes, tried to work up
the nerve, and jerked my hand down. Searing pain shot up my arm. I clenched my teeth and
waited for it to go away or at least subside, but it did neither.
The pain was stubborn and steady. When I looked at the blood
flowing freely, I realized that Spencer was right about two things:
The tourniquet was not tight enough, and I was in a serious race
against blood loss.

I tried to line up my next cut exactly atop
the first. The pain I felt when I stuck the blade into the open
wound was almost as bad as the anticipation.

Spencer crouched in
front of me.

“Jack,” taunted my old
spectral nemesis. “If you’re going to do this, you have to think
ahead. A box cutter is great at severing soft tissue and blood
vessels.” He took a moment and rubbed the wound on his neck before
continuing. “But it won’t be enough to get through the bone. You’ll
have to break your wrist manually. And it’s going to be easier to
do that before the blood loss weakens you any more.”

He
made a lot of sense. I lowered my bloody arm to the ground, rested
my knee over it, put all of
my weight onto the spot where I needed it to break, and pulled. And
pulled. And pulled. The pain was excruciating, but now that I
actually wanted
to break a bone, I couldn’t do
it.

I
tried braiding my arm through the bars to use them as
leverage, but the handcuffs
made it impossible. I was already feeling the effects of the
adrenaline spike reaching its end. I was fatigued. No, I was
exhausted. I sat on the ground with my back to the cage and
watched Spencer laugh.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t
you?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” For a
hallucination, he sure
did look incredibly real. “Tell you what, I’m willing to help out.”
He pulled up his coat and retrieved a handgun. Then he held it out
to me, barrel first, and said, “The first shot will obviously be
the easiest. After that, your body is going to want to go into
shock. Don’t fight that. You’ll need it. It’s gonna take at least
two bullets at a minimum to break the bone apart, then you’ll need
to use the blade to slice through any remaining flesh and tendons.
It’s going to hurt. A lot. You’ll want to bite down on
something.”

I
took the gun from him and looked it over. This wasn’t like any that
I’d stolen from the dead Benjamins, but once you’ve fired enough
guns, they all start to look alike. I pressed the barrel of the gun into the steadily bleeding
wound on my wrist as Spencer rubbed his hands together in eager
suspense. Pulling the trigger would be the easy part. What happened
next was going to suck. And if I survived long enough to get to the
shapeshifter... then what? I’d have to find out when I found out,
but first, I needed to finish removing my own hand so I could
finally be free of these handcuffs and—

OH GOD DAMMIT YOU STUPID PIECE OF SHIT!

I
was so laser-focused on the job at hand that I almost missed the obvious. Spencer howled with
laughter, falling backwards to the ground and cackling, “You almost
did it! I almost made you shoot yourself!”

“Spencer, you’re a special
kind of dick.”

I
hated him. But I knew he was a necessary evil.
Spencer was self-serving. He
was conniving. He was the only reason I was still alive. The only
reason the Collector hadn’t already won. I knew Spencer better than
his boss did. I knew why he sent me the head in the mail. He was
playing both sides. A professional killer and saboteur, serving no
true god but himself.

I
put the barrel of the gun up to the middle link in the handcuff
chain and fired. It snapped free, and I fell over onto my side. An
instant later, the gun was gone, and so was Spencer. Almost like
he’d never been there in the
first place.

I
stepped inside the cage and
found the jewel-encrusted bone knife on the ground by Rosa’s body.
When I picked the weapon up, it felt warm and heavier than I
remembered the package ever being. Almost like there was something
else inside the tool now.

I
plunged it into the chest of
the elderly woman on the bed, driving the weapon all the way to the
hilt. The woman’s body writhed and shook, then went still. When I
yanked the blade back out, it was glowing yellow. Now, it was time
for the hard part. When I was done with this, my mind would be a
temporary vessel for a being of power beyond my comprehension. And
if we were lucky, maybe it would help. Or maybe this was all a
giant waste of time. Only one way to find out.

I
put the business end of the blade over my heart, closed my eyes, and fell forward, imagining that
I was diving off a cliff far above the water. I had plenty of time
before I landed. Time to think and reminisce and enjoy the ride.
But no time to second-guess. No time to wonder what was waiting
below the water’s surface. No time to remember how bad I am at
swimming. Only time enough to—

I
distinctly remember my face bouncing against the floor. I felt the
blade puncture my heart. I was hoping for an
instant death, but at least I
didn’t have to wait too long. The darkness crept in. The shadows
absorbed me. And at the very moment of my expiration, I felt
another soul enter my body. Then the whole world went off the
fucking rails.

 


***

 


I
fell into a realm that was
more idea than place. Causality was obscene, time was spaghetti,
and reality was a water balloon with a pin prick in its side in the
shape of a gas station. I was, all at once, the number
three-hundred-and-twelve, the color green, and a hat-obsessed ship
captain from 1717. These identities didn't remain long. The thought
of a clean slate manifested itself in the form of a grand
nothingness overwhelming all reality, soon replaced by a cosmic
ocean. But "soon" wasn't right. The span between one frame and the
next was a literal eternity, where I lived and grew old and ancient
and divine until I'd made it to the temporal singularity at the
terminus of time and instantly forgot everything I'd learned in
that pocket reality. Paradoxically, I could never forget what I had
forgotten, even as the new universe exploded in a big bang,
restructuring and reordering infinity to fit the minimum boundaries
of its own new requirements.

At
the dead center of the new everything, there was a live nothing. At
the center of that, a second
everything. At the center of that, another nothing. And at a small
island close to one side of that nothing, there was a
bookstore.

I
walked inside with newly corporeal legs and took a look around
while my sense of proprioception acclimated to the fact that my body wasn’t the correct
shape or state of matter for this plane of existence. The building
wasn't anything to write home about, but it was a bookstore, so I
took comfort. The smell of old pages lingered on whatever surrogate
this place had for air. A small table near the entranceway
displayed a stack of "gently used" pre-owned paperbacks. A
life-size cardboard cutout of a cartoon Nancy Drew pointed the way
to the “Mystery” section. Also, interestingly, everything was on
fire.

The
door shut behind me to the
sound of moons melting. It tasted like cherry. I took this as my
cue to approach the clerk behind the counter by the cash register.
Except that wasn’t how it went down at all. I’d already approached the clerk. I’d already done
everything, not after, not before, but together with the moment I
walked in. For the sake of formality, I excused myself and put
moments into order based on cause and effect. Pietro told me it was
fine. He was used to it. When I was already done, my energy ran
through the line and—

I
walked inside with old corporeal legs and took a look around. My sense of
proprioception had caught up to the edge of my skin but no
further. Good
enough. I wouldn’t be able to
move things with my mind, and if anyone asked me to, I’d have to
let them down. I noticed the cardboard cutout of Nancy Drew was now
a cardboard cutout of Stefan King (Stephen’s older and much more
talented brother who only exists above the Monadic plane). The
table full of discount used books was now full-priced, but that’s
to be expected when you try to rearrange things like this. The
walls and floor and carpet were still on fire, but as luck would
have it, the fire was burning in reverse. A halfway charred shelf
slowly reappeared as black ash converted into solid wood and paper.
Squiggles of melted plastic that were once fabric mixed with dark
smoke to become a green, shag carpet. Shattered glass reordered
itself on the burst window frames into a complete puzzle of solid
transparency.

I
walked up to the shop keep
behind the counter. They looked down at me and asked,
“Better?”

“Excuse me?” I
said.

“Right. Are you living this for the first
time?” They spoke with
the chorus of a thousand angels wailing in pain.

I
looked at their head on the right (my right, their left) because
that was the one that was
smiling. “Am I alive?”

“You want answers like
that, go find a doctor. I’m just a bookkeeper.”

They turned their
attention back to the two-dimensional circle in their
hands.

“Wait,” I said. “I’m a
little confused.”

“I’ll say!” They looked
back up. “You’re not supposed to be
here. I can tell that much.”

“Where is ‘here,’ anyway?”

“Wherever you
want.”

“Who are you?”

“I told you already, I’m
Pietro, the bookkeeper. Why do you keep asking?”

“My memory only goes in
one direction.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Would you like to go and put these events in order of your
memory?”

“Yes, I think that would
be lovely.”

“Go ahead
then.”

“I think I just
did.”

“What’s my
name?”

“Pietro?”

“Good. Perfect. You made it here again. Now ask
your questions.”

“Was I supposed to ask
questions?”

“Yes. You have five
more questions before this conversation is over.”

“Why do you have three
snouts?”

“One for each
head.”

“But you’ve got two
heads.”

“That’s not a
question.”

“How many more questions do I
have to ask before the conversation
is done?”

“Six.”

“How about
now?”

“Three.”

“How about
now?”

“Five.”

“Numbers don’t go in the
same order here that they do where I’m from.”

“Numbers aren’t supposed to go
in any particular order.”

“Wait.”

“I wait.”

“What?”

“What what?”

“Oh.”

“Oh what?”

“What?”

“Oh!”

“Oh no!”

“What? What’s
happening?”

“We’re getting too close
to one another.”

“How what?”

“I can’t remember. We’ve
been talking for so long.”

“You can’t remember? Or I
can’t?”

“Exactly?”

“What?”

“I can’t remember who I am. Am I me? Or am I you?”

“I could go back and dissect time and see who was talking.”

“Wait!”

“I wait. Why?”

“That was your last
question!”

“Oh good! This was getting
weird.”

I
took a step away from the counter and tried to shake my head. Surprisingly, my head stayed
perfectly still while the rest of the bookstore shook around me.
Books fell from the displays. The chandeliers swung wildly,
crashing into the beehives. Pietro clutched their desk tightly with
a dozen arms and a million claws.

I
stopped, and Pietro glared at me with all ten of their
eyes. “Please don’t do that
again.”

“Sorry,” I
said.

Pietro pointed their eyes
at a newly formed door near the back of the building.

“You
can go now,” they said. “He’s waiting for you.”

“Who’s waiting?” I asked, pushing my
questions-remaining tally into the negative.

“Who do you think?” They
answered my question with another question, pushing my total back
up to zero.

“Well, if I had to guess, I’d say it’s probably some sort of
metaphysical representation of God. It’s a bit of a trope in
stories like this. A way to shoehorn in some profundity by having
the protagonist meet God and have an abundantly pretentious
conversation. Is that what’s about to happen?”

They sighed. “It’s the
Guardian, Jack. That’s who you came here for. Did you
forget?”

“Oh!” I said. “Actually, I did forget. I’ve been tied up in the echoes
of eternity.”

“Yes,” they said with a chortle. “We were all
watching! That was quite hilarious.”

“This is dumb. This whole scene is dumb. It’s a
dumb scene pretending to be a smart scene.” Suddenly the
fires reached the end
of their reverse-burn and started reverse-reverse-burning. Which is
to say, they started burning. The air-equivalent was growing hot
and toxic, and my linear arrangement of moments was coming to its
end. I gave Pietro a hug goodbye. We laughed and cried and grew old
together and raised neighboring empires and became mortal enemies
and then reconciled over a common threat and died next to each
other in battle and resurrected as champion immortal saints and got
each other’s names tattooed on our backs (this, I came to
understand, was Pietro’s version of a formal goodbye—the equivalent
to a handshake or wave where I was from), and then I went to the
door at the back of the bookstore, pushed it open, and saw the
shapeshifter waiting for me. Now I knew without any doubt that I
was looking at the shapeshifter’s true form.


Chapter
Forty-Nine

  

The
shapeshifter looked my way
and threw a hand in the air, waving at me from the red couch
against the wall below a crooked painting of a sailboat. Judging
from the crushed empties scattered around the green carpeted floor,
he’d been drinking light beers and watching the small tube
television while awaiting my arrival.

 He smiled at me
and laughed. His empath powers weren’t necessary; anyone with half
a brain could read the surprise on my face once I realized whose
body the shapeshifter was possessing.

“Hey Jack!” he called
excitedly. “Come have
a seat. You’re just in time.”

I
crossed the small room and took my place on the couch to his right.
He slurped noisily at the
beer in his hand, then offered me one by gesturing at the ice chest
on the rug in front of us.

“I’m good.”

“Can I get you anything
else? Tea? Morphine?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘no’ to
some coffee.”

In
an instant, I was holding a mug of brown liquid that smelled like a mix between Heaven and
Central America (not sure why I knew what either of those things
smelled like, but I did). I took a careful sip and was pleased to
learn that it tasted pretty okay.

“Sorry about all that back there. The
hand-cutting and the
heart-stabbing. Pretty nasty business.”

He
looked ahead, and I finally realized what he’d been watching
this whole time. On the
television in front of us, our bodies were on display back where
we’d left them, laid out bleeding on the old school gym floor. The
angle of the events moved in accordance with my own thoughts,
showing me whatever I wanted to see as soon as I realized I wanted
to see it. Rosa was on the ground, unconscious but breathing.
O’Brien, same thing. Jerry was there too. I tried to make the
camera move to Sabine, but instead the screen went
blank.

“That’s probably enough television for now,”
the shapeshifter
explained, pulling himself up to cross over and switch off the box
manually.

Once it was off, I asked the question, “Is this what you really look
like?”

“You’re asking the wrong
questions. But more or less, yeah, this is me.”

“Are you aware that you look like—”

“Yes. I am aware.” (He
even sounded just like him, too. It was unnerving.)

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you look exactly like Bill Murray?”

It
was true. He was remarkably similar to the actor, save for the fact
that he looked to be in his
early thirties, the way he looked in his Ghostbusters heyday.

“I don’t,” corrected the shapeshifter. “It’s the
other way around. Bill
Murray looks like me. I’m the one who
had this face first. It’s not as weird as you think. Every
generation has at least one guy with my face. As far as I can tell
it’s nothing but a big coincidence. I wouldn’t think too hard on
it. There are much bigger things to worry about right
now.”

He
tossed back the rest of his beer, belched loudly, dropped the
newest empty onto the ground,
then went to the ice chest to find himself another.

“Okay,” I said. “I guess
that brings us to the reason I’m here.”

He cracked open the
beer. “You want my help stopping Brother Riley from taking over the
world?”

“If it’s not too much
trouble.”

“Well prepare to be
disappointed.” With that, he fell back onto the couch and propped
his feet up onto the ice chest.

“Why?”

“You’re missing the big picture. Sure, Brother Riley turning the
planet into another hive mind isn’t ideal, but it could be a lot
worse. In fact, it will be. I’m sure you’ve heard the prophecy by
now. There is an ageless being that survives on pain and suffering.
Recent events have notified him that there is something here, in
your world. Something tasty. Everyone in your universe is doomed no
matter what. It’s just a matter of time. Sure is a good thing we’re
here. I don’t know if you saw, but they have every book ever
written in the other room.”

“Where is here, anyway?
Pietro was dodgy when I asked
them.”

“A higher plane of existence where we’re good and
safe. If you want, we can chill and watch the world burn. Let
Brother Riley have his moment. Mimics will fry
up the same as humans, and in the
end, he’ll get exactly what he deserves.”

“How do I stop the
Collector? How do I help my friends?”

He
slammed another beer, tossed it into the corner, and
asked, “You’re serious?”

“Yes.”

“You really want me to go back down there and sort all this out?
You know if we leave here, you’ll die instantly.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m telling you again, all other intelligent
beings have already begun quarantining your universe for fear of
what’s to come. And you want to sacrifice yourself
for… what? A few more
cosmic microseconds with your weird little friends? Knowing full
well that soon your home will become a literal hell on
Earth?”

“Well we’ll just burn that bridge when we get to
it. I’m sure we’ll figure something out before it’s too late.”

“You won’t. Once he has you in his crosshairs,
all hope is lost. He
will maximize the pain output of every living creature on your
planet. He will rewire your brains on an individual level to make
sure that there are no limits to the amount of suffering you can
endure. He will use dark magic to make all of you immortal so that
even the great beyond cannot serve as an escape. And he will feast
on your pain for eternity.”

“I don’t care how bad the future looks. It’s
nothing new. My whole generation already
knows the planet is
headed straight to shit, but giving up is for chumps. We’ll find a
way to beat it, or we’ll die trying. Now, are you gonna sit there
and drink beers for the rest of eternity? Or are you going to nut
up and help me polish this planet-sized turd?”

The
room disappeared, and we were standing in nothingness. Our bodies
disappeared, and we were nothingness. A
message crossed over from the Guardian’s mind to what was left of
my own.

“This is what I can do. I can make everyone
forget. I’ve done it
before.”

I
called back to the void, uncertain if the communication would even
go through. “What about the
mimics?”

The
answer was instantaneous. “They won’t remember what they are. They’ll believe the same
thing everyone else believes. This is how we defeat the Collector,
by erasing him entirely. Nobody will know who he is or what he’s
done. His every achievement will be lost forever.
I can do this, but... there will be
a cost… and there may be some inconsistencies.”

 


***

 


The
particles of my body rematerialized inside a white room with four walls. Soon, I
discovered gravity didn’t work in this room, which meant there were
now six walls. I walked up and down and all around. After a
meaningless amount of time, I began to suspect that I was trapped
here. I was dead, and this was my everlasting
purgatory. 

But
then I remembered that the laws of physics didn’t apply anymore,
and I decided to make my escape. I couldn’t go in any “normal” direction, but that left so many
other options. I chose the easiest one, and went
in.

I
allowed my body to once again dematerialize. My essence left the
corporeal plane, and I began to shrink. Slowly at first, but then faster and faster. I saw
electrons and neutrons, and they looked suspiciously like planets
and galaxies. I saw quarks inside of nuclei. I saw the dead space
making up magnetic fields between elements of matter smaller than
what mankind has discovered. And inside of them, there was so much
more. Swirling connections of dots. As I shrank, the dots became
colossal networks of interacting matter. At times, there were
colors in wavelengths I’d never been able to imagine before. At
other times, there was a giant empty plane of nothingness. And
then, after a startlingly long voyage, I came across a creature,
smaller than the smallest building blocks to ever exist.

It
looked like a tadpole until I
got closer to the magnificent animal. I continued to shrink as it
turned into a whale. An enormous, black whale with no eyes or limbs
or features of any kind. Just inky black skin. I shrank and shrank
and shrank until I found a pore in its shiny hide, then I entered
it.

What I found inside the beautiful creature were trillions
upon trillions of voices. I could feel what they were without
daring to untangle any of them. I knew, somewhere in the noise, my own voices were filling up
this brain. They were calls for help, for forgiveness, for love,
for so many things. I was bathing in the echoes of every prayer
told by every human throughout all of history. I was swimming
through the mind of God. And then, it spoke directly to
me.

“Hey, Jack, is that
you?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“You going back down to
Earth?”

“Yeah. Trying
to.”

“When you get there, would
you do me a favor?”

“Okay, sure.”

“Send the humans a message. You can let them know
it’s from
me.”

“What message?”

“Please stop being mean to each
other.”

“They, uh, they don’t
really listen to me.”

“Okay, never mind
then.”

With that conversation done, I continued shrinking. Soon,
specks of cosmic dirt came into view. The dirt became moving
fragments, dancing around,
exploding and swirling and burning. I felt myself being pulled to
one collection of fragments in particular, and as I shrank, I
understood why. There was a collection of lights, gas, dust, and
dark matter all pulling away from a single black hole. In a
nondescript branch of this collection, a dim yellow star held a
tiny blue rock in its orbit. On this rock were more rocks. Some
above water, most below. I found the piece of rock that looked like
North America. I found the part of it that looked like my shitty
home state. And I fell down through the upper atmosphere, the lower
atmosphere, the clouds, and the roof of the gas station. There I
saw a skinny young man who looked a lot like me. His face flat
against the counter. Next to him, a man who looked like
Jerry.

I couldn’t slow down. I couldn’t stop. I
crashed right into my body.

 


***

 


I shot straight upright screaming.

“WHOA, bro!” Jerry said,
trying to calm me down.

“Where am I?! What’s going
on?!”

Jerry patted me on the back. “It’s okay, dude. Relax. You were just having a bad
dream, okay?”

“A bad… what?”

“You fell asleep at the
register again.”

“I WHAT at the WHAT?!
Again?!”

“Yeah, you do that every
now and then. I painted your nails for you.”

I
looked at the red polish on
my hands, then asked, “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

“Because!” He stood and
put his hands on his hips, then shouted, “YOU LOOKED ADORABLE!”
With that, he stomped around the counter and out the front
door.

Old
Bob watched him leave, then came up to the register with a box of nightcrawlers and some
boiled peanuts. With nothing else to do, I rang him up and gave him
his total.

“I’m glad you guys are back,” he said before
popping a peanut into his mouth and leaving me alone to unpack what
the hell just
happened.


Epilogue




“Hey, Boss. You got some
mail.” I looked up from my laptop to see the newest part-timer
standing on the other side of the counter, holding a letter in the
air. “You want me to open it?”

I
nodded. He removed the blade from the sheath on his belt and walked out the back door. He
was already proving to be an invaluable employee. Even if he made
most of the customers (and other employees) a bit nervous. But
there was no one else I trusted for mail duty. He knew to dispose
of any letter or “gift” from my secret admirer, Roger, right away.
Plus, due to his immense size, he’d probably survive a booby trap
or mail bomb with minimal injuries.

I
found him living in a makeshift tent behind the dumpster with no
memory of who he was or how he’d gotten to our town. I immediately offered him a job
and a nametag that read, “Benji.”

It
seemed as if things were back to normal. In fact, things had never
been so normal. But at the same time, a lot of things didn’t make
sense anymore. Whatever the Guardian (or the shapeshifter, or whatever you want to call
it) did to rewrite reality after erasing everyone else’s memories
left some unintended side effects. A few ghosts in the machine. The
occasional Glitch in the Matrix.

For
instance, that suspicious-looking scar on my left wrist that never properly
healed. Or the bearded man living behind the dumpster. Or the fact
that I suddenly had a new roommate.

Luckily, it wasn’t some crazy person I didn’t know. Just a
crazy person I know all too well. I came home one day to learn that Jerry’s been staying in my
spare bedroom for some time now—ever since, as he put it, “The
Mathmetists came back.”

Lots of people were no longer dead, it seemed. But
considering I was the only one who knew they weren’t meant to
be alive, it didn’t really
matter. Despite the fact that I’d watched them get torn to pieces,
Clyde and his deputies were still around, although the sheriff
himself had recently been stripped of his sheriffly
responsibilities. After an embarrassing public mental breakdown,
the County Board of Supervisors were forced to pick a new acting
sheriff. They unanimously decided on the most competent member of
the team, one Amelia O’Brien. (I learned a little more about the
man who put O’Brien in charge of the sheriff's department. It
seemed that the new Chairman of the Board of Supervisors was a
local, although nobody could remember anything about him except
that his name was Kieffer, and that he was a strange
man.)

Sheriff O’Brien, unfortunately, remembered very
little about all of the weird
and supernatural things she’d encountered as a deputy. This, in
effect, meant she remembered very little about me and the gas
station. It was going to be an uphill battle earning her respect
and friendship all over again, but I was up to the task. After all,
I had all the time in the world now.

My
new sleep doctor was a local guy. Not as impressive of a resume as
the late Doctor Vicedomini (who—I double-checked—was still dead),
but after one session he could tell that I was
grossly overmedicated for a
simple case of REM sleep behavior disorder. My new medicines were
working wonders. I was even getting real, honest-to-goodness sleep
for almost an entire hour a night!

The
gas station itself was back up and running, too. We weren’t
turning a profit, but without all
the pressure from Howard, we were at least able to keep the doors
open and the electricity on (for now). In fact, I found a money
order stuffed under the register. It was made out to “Cash” for ten
thousand dollars. I couldn’t tell if this was part of the
Guardian’s big rewrite, or if I’d really forgotten that I had been
sitting on John Normal’s bribe money for all these
months.

I
was learning new, crucial pieces of information by the hour. The
morning after everything did or didn’t happen, Rosa showed up at the gas station wearing
her name badge and ready to start her regular shift. But first, she
surprised me with a sad kiss, then proceeded to break up with
me. 

“I’m sorry, Jack. I can’t explain it. I just
don’t feel like we
should be dating anymore.”

I think I took the breakup better than she
was expecting.

I
wasn’t surprised at all when the news broke about Brother Riley.
The best theory anyone had was “robbery gone wrong.” He didn’t see
it coming. Whoever shot him got away without a trace. Nobody had any clue who did it, but
there was a theory that he might have known his killer.

I took time off of work to go to his
funeral.

 


***

 


Just when I finally thought I had a grasp on everything, on
all the damage that had been done, on all the weird that had been whited-out, the
universe threw me one last curveball. I was sitting behind the
counter one otherwise quiet night, restarting my blog for the third
(and hopefully final) time, when out of the blue, Jerry started
laughing to himself. I asked him what was so funny, but he just
kept shaking his head. Finally, after I’d given up, he looked at me
and asked, “Do you really want to know?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you really, really
wanna know?”

“Yes?”

He
lowered his voice to a barely
audible whisper, then said three simple words before running
outside, flailing his arms like Kermit the Frog. Those words
lingered after he’d gone, haunting the gas station. Those three
words that could only mean one thing—our patch-job on reality might
not hold as well as we’d hoped.

Those three words: 

“I remember everything.”
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