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Chapter 1: Friday Night Frights
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A pair of locked, windowless doors stand silent sentry at both ends of the darkened hallway. An unremarkable beige carpet lies upon the floor, threadbare and worn. Dead, dark, recessed lighting fixtures above form pools of black that seem to float atop the heavier darkness of the hallway. Flickering, blood-red tendrils creep out from the EXIT sign, ready to seize their prey the moment its back is turned.

Dave stands, trembling, before the elevator. A stale cheese-doodle slips from his fingers. He stares at the shadowy outline of his reflection. Washed out and distorted, it gazes back at him from the polished steel doors. It’s ridiculous, and he knows it, but that thin black crack running down the center of the doors is one of the reasons he hates elevators so much. No matter how many times he watches those doors open, how many times he witnesses himself being torn in two, he grows a little more certain that something of his self will not survive the reassembly.

He stands as far to the side as possible. It doesn’t help. He always ends up losing an arm, or a foot, or some other equally cherished part of his anatomy. The only way to escape is to stand far down the hall, out of both range and reach. More often than not, though, that means missing the elevator, especially if somebody inside is quick on the close button.

“Hate this. Really hate this.” He shuffles to the side. The lost cheese-doodle crunches underfoot. “Don’t want to do this.”

He takes a deep breath and presses his finger against the ‘down’ arrow. The button is cold and slick beneath his touch. It feels like death. Quickly, he stabs at it, already plagued by second thoughts.

Nothing happens.

No ding, no illumination, no tearing asunder.

He slumps against the wall, exhausted. He had forgotten. After six-thirty, once the public areas closed for the day, you had to swipe if you wanted to go anywhere. No pass, no ride. No swipe, no entry. No exit. He never understood how that would stop a terrorist who was already in the building, but that was paranoia for you. The tower had undergone—was still undergoing, in fact—millions of dollars in renovations since a doomsday cult was discovered in the abandoned subterranean mall less than a block away. 

Dave fumbles for his security card. Sweaty fingers find it stuck in the back of his wallet. He waves it at the little gray box to the left of the elevator, which immediately bathes his hand in a comic-book wash of green radiation, an effect he is sure will one day prove to be just as fatal as the threatening EXIT tendrils.

He has precisely thirty seconds to shuffle to the other side, exposing himself fully to the perils of bisection, to hit the elevator button to the right.

“Hate this. Really do. Wish I didn’t have to.”

The trembling index finger of his right hand hits the button an instant after the light dies.

Timed out.

He will have to do it again.

And again.

And again.

XxX

With a muffled screech of metal on metal, the elevator jolts to a stop. Steve scowls his frustration. For fuck’s sake! How many people could be left in the goddamned building at nine o'clock on the Friday night of a long weekend? Didn’t they have happy little families to escape to? Invitations to dinner parties with friends? Plans, even non-committal ones, to meet coworkers for drinks at the bar?

For that matter, with six elevators to choose from, why did they all have to choose his?

Bing!

The doors slide open on a darkened floor to reveal a lone, gangly figure. Average height, androgynous, and skinny as hell, its orange-rimmed glasses not only match its crooked orange bowtie but the powdered cheese stains on its chest. 

No-name cheese-doodles, if he had to guess. 

"This stop, twenty-second floor." Steve forces a smile he does not feel. "Ladies fashions and lingerie!"

Outside the elevator, the figure just stands there, a warped swipe card clenched between its orange, trembling fingers. Its head swivels slowly, as if analyzing the four people inside. It takes a half step forward and then freezes. It barely seems to be breathing, much less making eye contact.

"Are you coming, buddy?" Steve tilts his head to read the card. "Dave? You coming? What say we get a move on here, huh?"

Dave’s arm drops to his side and flops there, like a dead eel. Steve watches as he clenches and unclenches his other fist. Two, three, four times. There is sweat glistening across his forehead and a wild look in his eyes that the Coke bottle lenses only serve to exaggerate. His head rises slowly, awkwardly. Blood is welling where he had been chewing his bottom lip, slowly dribbling down his chin.

Steve is getting impatient. "Come on, buddy. I've got dinner plans, and she does not like waiting."

Dave still does not move.

Shit! He really does not need this. Not tonight, of all nights. He had allowed himself an extra half hour in case Kimberly wanted to bend him over–and she usually did–but he certainly does not have time to be dicking around with some nutcase software geek. “Look,” he tells the kid, “get your ass on the elevator, or wait for the next one.” The solid gold Rolex on his wrist mocks him with its unstoppable sweep of wasted time. “Your choice, Davey-boy, but you damned well better make it a fast one."

Dave takes a deep breath. He takes another half step forward. He jams the swipe card in his pocket and wipes his sweaty palm on the front of his khakis. A dark streak plows through the powdered cheese stains on his thigh.

Steve can’t help but notice it matches the still-damp cum stains on the kid’s crotch.

By now, the other occupants of the elevator are starting to get annoyed as well.

"Come . . . on." That’s the fat, hairy guy in the back corner, barely five feet tall, but well over three hundred pounds. He sounds winded by three simple words. Then again, maybe he’s just salivating over the evidence of powdered cheese snacks. Steve wouldn’t have been half-surprised to find the fat bastard licking the guy’s fingers before they reached the lobby.

"What? Do you need mommy to give you a push?" This, from the severely dressed businesswoman in the other corner. As obscenely slender as the other guy is fat, she looks to be keeping her puffed, powdered, pristine self as far away from anything and anyone as possible.

Before the fourth member of their impromptu little club can comment, Steve snaps. "That's it. You can grab the next one, my friend." He punches the close button hard enough to rattle the panel. 

Nothing happens.

He looks down to find the toe of Dave’s ten-dollar Wal-Mart dress shoe has fallen just far enough across the line to trigger the safety sensor on the doors.

“Son of a bitch.” He really doesn’t need this. Dinner was his last chance to see his perfect piece of ass before she jetted off to her Caribbean vacation–a vacation his visits had undoubtedly paid for. Dinner for two at The Zero, a blowjob, some expensive holiday gifts from Beckleff’s Jewelers, and—if she absolutely insisted—a bathroom ass fuck, as raw and dirty as the setting. It was far more than he’d be getting at home but, even after all this time, the knowledge did little to alleviate his guilt.

“Look, if you don't get on this elevator, or out of the fucking way, I'll drag your nerdy ass in here myself.” Steve shifts his weight forward. Kimberly–never, ever, just Kim–was not known for her patience. If he was even five minutes late, she might very well follow through on her teasing pattern of threats. Not that he actually believed she’d call his wife or send those videos to his Board of Directors, but she knew how and where to post pictures with just enough revealed to get his heart racing.

“Get your ass inside. Now!”

Dave jumps. He flinches. "I hate elevators," he whines. He looks up and to the side. Steve follows his gaze around to the sloppy, mousy-looking woman in the corner—the only one who hadn’t yelled at the kid yet. "I really hate elevators."

The fat guy lurches away from the wall. "Then take . . . the goddamned . . . stairs!"

"Can't." Dave shrugs, more a nervous twitch than a deliberate movement. His head jerks to the side. "They're closed. Painting. Both sides." Steve can see him visibly swallowing. “Can't. Closed. Locked. Gotta take the elevator.”

Steve hears the scrape of shoes as somebody shies away from the door.

“Thought they'd be done.” The nut job at least looks apologetic for
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