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WARNING! This book contains:


		Explicit Language: Profanity and street slang that would make even a hardened trucker blush.

		Graphic Violence: Flying zombie brains, dismemberment, and intense fantasy combat.

		High Levels of Dark Humor: Witty, sharp, and downright absurd situations.

		Uncontrollable Laughter: Reading this book may cause sudden fits of giggling.

		Wild Romantic Passion: Displays of intense desire (without the explicit bits, of course).



Suitable for readers aged 16+ (or preferably 18+) who possess a strong stomach and a healthy sense of humor. If you are easily offended - this book is NOT for you.

COPYRIGHT NOTICE

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the author.

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

Chapter 1

 

 

Halloween...

The night when evil breaks loose. The night it roams the streets completely undisturbed. Its day off, so to speak... or night. For some, this night was a prime opportunity to beg for treats from total strangers; for others, it was a chance to drag their dusty, useless rags out of the closet and go wild outside with their friends. And for a third group, it was just another perfect evening to get completely wasted. And it is exactly those people we are talking about here.

 

Inside Kiro’s house, the lights were blazing, and loud music was blasting. Normally, this wasn’t a common occurrence for him, but tonight, on Halloween, it was happening for the simple reason that his parents were gone. In fact, they had been missing for a few days, which was exactly why he had called his crew over.

 

First, there was the chubby, fluffy Ahmed, with his shaved head and button nose. There was something about him that attracted girls like ice cream attracts an overweight ten-year-old. Most guys thought it was because of his unusually bright, crystal-blue eyes, but Kiro highly suspected that his nose played a dirty part in the whole business too.

 

Then there was Bruno "The Long One" - a lanky, blonde, blue-eyed kid who also seemed to attract girls like flies, except he lacked the brains to actually keep them around, so they quickly lost interest.

 

Konstantin, nicknamed Kotse, was of average height, with a gaunt face that had definitely seen better days in terms of roundness. He had a snub nose and ears that looked slightly like satellite dishes. He was a musician - the brass-instrument-blowing kind - and he went to a school absolutely packed with hot chicks. So, you could say he scored the best setup out of everyone. His friends teased him mercilessly about his career choice, but they couldn't deny that it actually wasn't half bad.

 

Stanka, on the other hand, with her not-so-tall but quite athletic build, was the type of girl who just went with the flow and didn't really obsess over the opposite sex. With her long, straight blonde hair and tight asset, she could have had countless guys.

 

And finally, there was Kiro, who was rather short by regular standards. With his angular features, brown eyes, and dark, spiky hair, you couldn't exactly call him Mr. Handsome. Because of this, he had terrible luck with girls. Truth be told, none of them had any real experience in the female department, but Kiro had the absolute least.

 

The party was pretty much wrapping up, and everyone was sitting wherever they could find a spot - on chairs, couches, and right on the floor, crowding around the TV and staring at it without much interest. Ahmed, who was sitting next to Kiro on the couch, nudged him:

"Pass the beer."

"Let me take a gulp first," Kiro replied, chugging from the bottle.

"Man, this party was kind of lame again..." Kotse complained.

"Yeah, zero debauchery tonight..." Kiro added.

"Uh, hell no! Don't look at me!" Stanka snapped, getting defensive. "It's not my fault you guys are socially awkward and can't invite some actual girls over."

"Why? It wasn't that bad," Bruno chimed in. "I especially liked the part when those little punks came over begging for candy."

"Yeah, and Ahmed handed them condoms and kicked them out," Kiro grinned.

"And you wanted to give them beer!" Ahmed shot back instantly.

"Yeah, dude, seriously! Why the hell would you give beer to little kids?!" Kotse shouted. "There wouldn't be enough left for us..."

 

"Hey, did you guys see that news report on TV about the serial killer with the vibrators?" Stanka changed the subject.

"The one who sticks a vibrator up his victims' asses after he kills them?" Kiro replied.

"The exact one," the girl continued. "They say that’s like his signature." The guys stared at her blankly. "You know, like Jack the Ripper. Except that guy used coins."

"Ah, right," her friends grunted in response, though their expressions didn't change much.

"They said the police lost his trail somewhere in our neighborhood," she concluded.

"As if they ever had it in the first place," Ahmed smirked.

"They say he's extremely dangerous and... vibrating," Stanka laughed.

 

"Look, I don't know anything about that guy, but I'm going to take a piss," Bruno announced, heading toward the front door.

"I have a toilet inside, you idiot!" Kiro yelled after him.

"Nah, man. I'm going outside. Need to catch some fresh air anyway."

"Watch out, don't let the Vibrator Killer catch you!" Ahmed shouted, laughing.

"Oh, please, just let him try. We'll see whose... vibrator is bigger," Bruno chuckled and walked out.

 

Stanka stood up too.

"Kiro, I'm grabbing another beer. Where do you keep them?"

"Check the pantry, I think there are some backup supplies left," he pointed her away.

 

Outside, Bruno was just parking himself next to a small bush, letting his soul find peace. The night was remarkably warm for the season. The air smelled of flowers, the garden lights illuminated the yard, and even the insects were out, buzzing soothingly. Bruno was just finishing unloading his bladder when Kiro's dog, Tupsi, trotted up to him and looked up with an expectant stare.

 

"You like this big, juicy hot dog, huh?" Bruno smirked, wagging it at the dog. "If you only knew what I did to one of your fellow canines, you wouldn't be licking your chops at me like that."

 

 

Tupsi looked at him with sheer suspicion in his eyes - and lunged.

A sharp scream, a barrage of curse words, and several thudding blows echoed into the night.

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

"Was that Bruno?" Kiro asked, looking alarmed.

"Who cares... He probably just caught his manhood in his zipper," Ahmed replied with a shrug.

"Highly likely," Kotse agreed, chuckling.

 

Just then, Bruno walked back in. His jeans were completely covered in blood, and there was a profound, cosmic sadness in his eyes.

"Kiro... your dog is not okay."

"Why? Did you give him something spoiled to eat?" Kiro asked, puzzled.

 

Bruno looked at him with immense pain in his half-tearing eyes.

"And why the hell are you covered in blood?" Ahmed inquired, genuinely curious.

 

The boy just glared at him.

"I don't want to talk about it," he snapped, sitting down and grabbing the nearest leftover beer.

 

"By the way, Kiro, where are your parents?" Ahmed asked.

"I don't know. Honestly, I haven't seen them in a couple of days. I'm actually starting to worry a bit..."

 

At that moment, Stanka returned, lugging two bottles of beer.

"Hey, Kiro, did you know you have two really weird coat hangers in the pantry?"

"Really? What's so weird about them?" he raised his eyebrows.

"Well, they're like... really tall, draped in clothes, but from what I saw, they only have one single hanger sticking out."

"Huh..." Kiro muttered, thoroughly confused. "I don't remember having anything like that."

"Well, let's go check them ou - Holy shit, cousin?!" She had just noticed Bruno. "Why are you covered in blood?!"

"Drop it! I don't want to talk about it!" he whined.

"Take it easy, Bruni," Ahmed turned to him. "Medical science has amazing surgeons nowadays. They'll fix it. Uh... by the way, did you bring it back inside with you? I mean... you know..."

 

Bruno patted his pocket grimly.

"Yeah. I have it."

"Ah, okay. Good."

 

Kiro stood up from the couch to break the tension:

"Come on, let's go look at these hangers."

 

They walked into the pantry, which was significantly larger than normal and clearly in dire need of a deep clean, and approached the two strange coat hangers. One was about six feet tall, the other around five-seven, both heavily draped in clothes. They stared at them blankly for a moment. A heavy, anxious feeling began to gnaw at their stomachs, and it definitely wasn't from the weed.

 

With one swift motion, Kiro ripped the clothes off.

 

The sight underneath almost made Ahmed puke on the spot. Bruno nearly trampled everyone trying to back away, and Stanka shrieked, burying her face in her hands. Kiro just stood there, completely catatonic - as if he were staring at a naked, 300-pound lady. He couldn't believe his eyes. A wave of pure horror washed over him, making him gag. A foul stench of death and vaseline hit their nostrils.

 

The hangers weren't hangers at all. They were his mother and father. Stiff as boards, propped up against the wall like logs, their throats brutally slit. And the things sticking out of them weren't part of any coat hanger - they were large, thick vibrators, shoved right where the sun doesn't shine.

 

Once the initial shock passed, pure panic took over.

"What the hell is that?!" Bruno screamed in disbelief.

"Mom... Dad..." Kiro whispered, looking like he’d been hit in the face with a shovel.

 

Stanka was sobbing quietly into her hands. Ahmed took a few dragging steps toward Kiro's mother:

"Aunt Zelda... Nooo!!! Nooo...!!! Why, God, why?! There will be no more baked beans! No more moussaka! That beautiful, beautiful moussaka..."

 

Too traumatized to utter another coherent word, they scrambled back to the living room and aggressively grabbed the beers.

 

After a moment, Bruno spoke up, his voice shaking:

"What are we going to do? Aren't we going to cut them down or something?"

"Should we call the cops?" Ahmed suggested.

"We could," Kiro thought out loud. "But while they're wasting time trying to figure out what to do, the killer will escape."

"So you think he's still here?" Stanka asked, tears still streaking her cheeks.

"Probably. It's not like he had time to go far."

"What if we're next?" she whined, spiraling. "We're all going to die!!!"

"Nobody's dying today," Ahmed barked. "I say we fight."

"And I say we pack our bags and get the hell out of here while we still have our asses intact," Bruno countered, looking around nervously.

"No. It's better if we arm ourselves and barricade the house until help arrives," Kiro said, scanning the room. "Alright, everyone, let's... Wait, where the hell is Kotse?"

 

The crew looked around, suddenly terrified.

"Wasn't he just with us?"

"I last saw him right here, before we went to the pantry," Bruno said.

"Didn't he come with us?"

"I don't think so," Stanka whimpered. "I didn't see him. What if that vibrating psycho got to him? He's probably chopped into little pieces by now..."

"Shut up!" Kiro snapped, losing his patience. "We don't know that for sure."

"Yeah," Ahmed tried to soothe her. "Maybe he just went to take a leak. You don't know."

 

They all turned their heads toward the bathroom and started moving in that direction.

"Shouldn't we grab some weapons first?" Bruno muttered.

"Shh, quiet!" Kiro whispered. "Later..."

"Yeah, 'later'… Right after we're already chopped into pieces..." Bruno grumbled under his breath, trailing behind the rest.

 

They reached the bathroom door, and Kiro gave a soft, hesitant knock.

"Kotse...?"

 

Absolute silence. He pressed down on the handle and pushed the door open, ready to bite and scratch if anything lunged out. Inside, the room was completely empty, save for a few spiders in the corner. They all let out a massive sigh of relief, thankful for what they didn't see.

 

"Let's head to the kitchen," Kiro ordered, leading the way.

 

Once there, each of them grabbed a kitchen knife and huddled back together.

"What now?" Bruno asked.

"I say we split up," Ahmed proposed.

"Are you out of your mind, dude?!" Bruno snapped at him. "Do you want us to die faster?"

"We'll cover more ground this way," Ahmed defended his logic.

"I actually agree with him," Kiro backed Ahmed up.

"I am NOT going anywhere alone!" Stanka protested loudly.

"Alright, let's do this," Kiro decided. "Bruno, you're with Stanka. Ahmed, you're with me."

"Always, babe," Ahmed said, throwing him a quick wink.

"Fine. Let's go. Meet back here."

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

Ahmed and Kiro headed up the stairs to the second floor as quietly as possible, expecting the unexpected. Suddenly, a long, deep, bass sound echoed right behind Kiro’s back. He turned around, staring at Ahmed in utter disbelief.

"Ahmed! What the...?"

"My bad," Ahmed replied apologetically, waving a hand behind his back. "It’s a nervous stomach thing..."

"Come on. And keep it down!" Kiro rolled his eyes and kept moving.

 

They reached the top floor. The doors to both rooms were wide open.

"Check that one," Kiro whispered, pointing to the left, while he cautiously approached the other door.

 

He peeked inside just an inch, fully expecting to lose his head at any second. It was empty. Right next to him, a wild battle cry erupted, and Ahmed lunged into his designated room, brandishing a kitchen knife in each hand. A few seconds later, he walked back out.

"Nobody’s here."

"Oh, you think?!" Kiro snapped. "What did I just tell you about being quiet? Let’s get back downstairs."

 

They started heading back when a sudden scream pierced the air right beneath their feet. The two boys locked eyes, the exact same terror flashing through them. Vivid images of blood, guts, vibrators, and tubs of vaseline swirled in their minds. Without a single word, they sprinted down the staircase, on high alert for flying arms and legs. They hit the living room, which was now suspiciously dark.

 

"The scream sounded like it came from the hallway," Ahmed noted.

 

They hurried that way. There they found Stanka, hovering over Bruno, who was pushing himself up from the floor and wiping his bloody hands on his jeans.

"What happened?!" Kiro asked, terrified. "Who screamed? It sounded like a girl." He shot Stanka a questioning look.

"Wasn't me," she immediately defended herself.

"It was me," Bruno groaned.

"Why?" Ahmed asked.

"I slipped," he grunted.

"On what?" Ahmed pressed.

"On that," Stanka said, pointing a trembling finger at the floor.

 

Splattered across the hardwood floor was a fresh puddle of blood with several severed human fingers floating in it. Apparently, that was Bruno's launchpad.

"Do you guys think those belong to...?" Stanka muttered.

 

Everyone was thinking exactly what she was. Nobody had even noticed the exact moment Kotse had gone missing. In the puddle, there was also a clear, thick substance that didn't mix with the blood.

"What do you think that stuff is?" Bruno asked, disgusted.

 

Ahmed dipped a finger into the goo and sniffed it.

"Smells like Vaseline."

"Vaseline?!" Bruno gasped. "Son of a bitch! It really is that vibrating psychopath..."

"We haven't checked outside yet..." Kiro said thoughtfully.

"What about it?" Bruno looked at him.

"I'm saying we need to go out there and look for him."

 

They fell silent, weighing the option. And weighing whether, if they did go out, they’d ever step back into the house... alive.

"Alright... let’s move."

 

Ahmed looked at the others, who nodded in grim agreement. They felt obligated to try. They crept down the hallway toward the front door, scanning every corner. They stepped out into the yard in a single-file, Indian-style line and looked around. Before them lay the concrete path, surrounded by a massive lawn. Kiro turned to the group.

"Alright, you two head left," Kiro instructed, pointing at Bruno and Ahmed. "Stanka and I will go right."

"Oh, stop it with the 'let's split up' crap!" Bruno snapped, stepping up. "I'm gonna split the jaw of whoever says that again! This time, we stay together."

"Alright, alright, don't get your panties in a twist... We'll go right," Kiro led the way.

 

They walked until they hit a thick trail of blood leading forward. Following it with racing hearts, a grotesque smacking sound suddenly reached their ears. They exchanged worried looks and rounded the corner, stopping right in front of Tupsi’s doghouse. The sound was coming from inside.

"Kiro, go check it out," Ahmed nudged him.

"Why the hell me?!"

"Because it's your dog, idiot. He might eat us," Ahmed reasoned. The others nodded eagerly.

"From the sound of it, he already found something to eat," Kiro muttered, but he stepped forward anyway.

 

He crept timidly toward the doghouse. He could see his dog’s tail wagging vigorously, and right beneath it - a twitching human leg with a shoe that looked suspiciously like Kotse's.

"That’s Kotse's leg!" Kiro gasped.

 

The others rushed up behind him.

"How are we going to get him out of there?" Stanka whimpered.

"Get me a shovel or something," Kiro replied.

 

As luck would have it, a shovel was leaning right against the house. They handed it to him, and he marched toward the doghouse with a weapon in hand. He approached cautiously, his eyes locked on the dog's rear end, which suddenly stopped wagging. A muffled, guttural growl vibrated from the dark inside.

"Tupsi... it’s me, Kiro, the guy who feeds you... don’t eat me, buddy..." he whispered.

 

The growling intensified, and the dog slowly began to turn around to face him. But the sight Kiro was met with made his stomach drop. Not a single trace of his good, friendly dog remained. Instead, standing before him was a beast straight out of a Stephen King novel. His eyes, now a sinister, unnatural shade, flashed dangerously in the dark. Fresh blood dripped from his bared, snarling jaws, which were clearly the source of that deep growl. Hair standing on end, the animal didn't look at Kiro like the master he loved, but like a walking piece of meat.

 

Stanka let out a sharp squeak and began backing away. The snarling grew louder.

"Nobody moves!" Kiro whispered. "No sudden movements, or someone’s losing a limb."

 

He turned back to his dog, which glared back at him with a blood-curdling stare that basically said: Come and get it, you little delicacy! Kiro glanced back at the others, who, despite the terror in their eyes, gave him a firm nod. Left with no choice, Kiro stepped toward the beast, shovel raised high. The dog responded by lowering its hind legs, ready to spring.

 

Kiro had just swallowed hard when Tupsi lunged straight at him. At that exact microsecond - probably fueled by pure adrenaline - Kiro felt time slow down into matrix-style slow motion. He saw his dog sailing through the air, aimed directly at his groin. At the absolute peak of the dog's flight, Kiro closed his eyes and swung the shovel with every ounce of strength he possessed. A sickening sound echoed - a mix of a wet squelch and a hard crunch - followed by a heavy thud as the body hit the turf.

 

Something warm and sticky was trickling down his cheek. He wiped it with his fingers and looked at the fresh blood on his hand. He looked down and saw the writhing body of his former pet. Luckily for Kiro, his wild swing had caught the dog mid-air right between the jaws. As a result, the upper and lower jaws were now completely independent of each other, and the bottom one hung loosely at a hideous angle. The animal was rapidly losing blood, twitching helplessly on the grass. Kiro and the others stepped closer.

"Solid hit..." Ahmed evaluated professionally.

"Oh my god!" Stanka gasped, covering her mouth. "Can't we help him somehow?"

"Help him?!" Bruno scoffed. "The thing just ate Kotse. Why the hell should we help it?" A strange, satisfied spark danced in Bruno's eyes.

 

Kiro stepped up.

"Stand back. I'll handle it," he announced, moving toward the dog.

 

He raised the shovel, which he hadn't let go of, hovering it over the gurgling animal's head. It was a pathetic sight. With one well-aimed, brutal swing, he brought the sharp edge down on the dog’s neck to decapitate it. But apparently, he didn't chop it as cleanly as he’d hoped, because the creature just kept wheezing and spraying even more blood. The shovel had cut halfway through the neck and gotten jammed right in the spine. Kiro stared in disbelief, then delivered another heavy blow, and another, and another. Finally, the head rolled about two meters away. He threw the shovel aside and turned back to his friends.

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

"Holy shit!" Kiro gasped, staring blankly. "Did you guys see that?!"

"Didn't you say your dog was good and friendly?" Ahmed shot back sarcastically.

"Yeah, right... 'friendly'..." Bruno muttered to himself.

"That wasn't my dog," Kiro insisted. "Didn't you see it? It looked more like a demon spawned straight out of Hell. With that terrifying look... it was like it was possessed."

"Honestly, I wouldn't be surprised," Stanka chimed in. "Looking at the way the world is heading tonight..."

 

Ahmed pulled out his phone and started dialing.

"Who are you calling?" Bruno asked.

"My parents."

"Good idea," Stanka said, pulling out hers too.

 

Bruno walked up to Kiro.

"We probably shouldn't hang around here."

"Aren't you gonna call your folks?" Kiro looked at him.

"They're out of town on vacation. No point in worrying them," the tall boy replied.

"We should go find the others," Kiro suggested.

"Which 'others'?" Bruno asked, confused.

"The rest of our crew."

"Actually, that's not a bad idea," Bruno said thoughtfully. "Last I heard, they're over at Biren's place for a party."

"At Biren's? Who?"

"Pretty much everyone, I think."

"What are you two whispering about?" Stanka asked, walking over.

 

A few seconds later, Ahmed jogged back.

"We were talking about heading over to join the rest of our friends. Apparently, they're partying at Biren's," Kiro told her, then turned to Ahmed. "How are your parents?"

"Mine are fine," Ahmed said. "I told them to barricade themselves inside and not to worry about me. They’d already heard about the Vibrating Psycho. They wanted me to come home, but I told them we're safer in numbers."

"Don't count on that too much," Bruno frowned. "Look what happened to Kotse."

"Man, don't even talk about it," Kiro rubbed his chin grimly. "What the hell are we gonna tell his parents... that he went to fertilize the lawn?"

"Mine aren't answering," Stanka broke the silence. "But they’re probably fine out there in the boonies," she added, though she didn't sound very convinced.

 

Kiro felt a pang of sympathy for her - she had to be terrified for her parents. But after a quick thought, he realized her situation couldn't possibly feel worse than his. After all, he had just seen his own parents slaughtered. Only he knew the absolute agony ripping through his heart, no matter how much he tried to hide it. Shaking off the dark thoughts, he turned back to the girl:

"Look, Stanka... I don't know... if you want, you can try to head home to them right now, though it's gonna be super risky. Or you can come with us to find the crew, if everyone's down to go?"

 

He looked at them questioningly, and they all nodded in agreement.

"And then you can decide."

"I'll come with you guys," she chose.

"At the very least, we need to warn them about the Vibrator Killer, if we're not already too late," Ahmed added.

"I doubt we're too late," Bruno said, pulling out his phone.

 

A few seconds later, he pressed it to his ear and started talking:

"Yo, Biren? You guys still partying at your place? Uh-huh... is everyone there? Alright... we're coming over soon, we need to talk to all of you."

 

Kiro whispered to him:

"Ask him if he can come pick us up."

 

The boy waved at Kiro to shut up and continued into the phone:

"Don't sweat it, man. When we get there, we'll explain everything. Alright... see you soon."

"Why didn't you ask him to pick us up?" Kiro asked once Bruno hung up.

"What for?" Bruno replied, pocketing his phone. "It's not that far. Why have him drive over and expose himself to the danger of getting caught by that vibrating perv? If we're careful, we can make it on foot."

"Fine," Ahmed said, looking like he wanted to leave as fast as humanly possible. "Come on, let's move." He nudged them forward, and they stepped out into the dark night.

 

As they crossed the yard and headed toward the street, two bloodshot, malicious little eyes watched their every move from deep within the manicured hedges that lined the property, tracking them until they vanished out of sight.

 

Then, the eyes shifted, locking onto the corpse of one of his sub-minions lying on the grass. He took a long, hard look at the headless body of the dog, and from somewhere beneath those eyes, which crinkled with vicious irony, a low, gurgling laughter began to rise, growing louder and louder into the night.

 

 

Chapter 5

 

 

Walking briskly down the sidewalk, the teenagers peered anxiously into every shadow, into every unlit corner. It was well past midnight, so there were no trick-or-treating kids left roaming the streets. Instead, the entire neighborhood’s youth had poured out to take advantage of the empty roads, looking for some fun. Here and there, they spotted a few acquaintances who waved in greeting. Fortunately, nobody stopped them to chat.

 

"They don't seem particularly concerned about a mass serial killer walking free," Stanka muttered, annoyed.

"That's because he hasn't crossed their paths yet," Ahmed replied.

 

They turned a corner, walked for another five minutes, and stopped in front of a fairly large, handsome two-story house with a small yard and a neat, low metal fence. Loud music, shouting, and laughter echoed from inside. By all accounts, the place was packed. They crossed the small yard, took one last look up and down the street in both directions, opened the front door, and slipped inside.

 

Where under dim lighting, complete madness welcomed them. Everywhere you looked, people were darting back and forth holding beers, and some - all kinds of hard liquor. Laughter and shouts drowned out the already blasting music, and as they could hear, two or three guys were trying way too hard to act like professional singers, each clearly having a very different opinion on what the lyrics actually were. Here and there, girls dissolved in laughter sprinted by, closely pursued by guys who clearly wished to get to know them on a much deeper level. The reverse was also noticeable - guys running away from rather unattractive girls who had the exact same intentions.

 

Had they not come driven by their current gruesome circumstances, Kiro would have found the party quite charming. Among the sea of strangers, they spotted their crew, who saw them and dragged them closer. Clearly under the heavy influence of alcohol, everyone cheered and greeted them as if the Pope himself had just dropped by.

 

"Whassuuuuup, Kirооо!!!" a medium-tall, athletic, and good-looking guy with short brown hair and a cheerful gaze hollered at him. "Ha ha, broooo, what's good?!"

"Hey, Bai Tosho," Kiro greeted him back. "Is Biren around?"

"He should be somewhere in the middle of the mayhem," the boy replied.

"Can you go grab him?" Kiro pressed.

"Yeah, on it," the other guy replied and trotted off.

 

A slender, attractive girl with long, dark-brown hair highlighted with blonde streaks approached them. She scanned the group, her eyes lingering a bit longer on Ahmed, before a gorgeous smile bloomed like a spring rose on her red lips.

 

"Hey guys," she greeted them. "What made you decide to drag yourselves over here?" Cheerful sparks danced in her brown eyes.

"Hey, Kimi," Kiro greeted her nervously.

"Hi," Bruno chimed in. "I need a drink. Anyone else want one?"

"Yeah," Kiro replied. "Get me something. In industrial quantities."

"Me too," Stanka added.

 

With that, Bruno headed off to fulfill the order.

 

"Hey, Kimi," Ahmed stepped closer to her with a look that spoke of something more than just friendship. "How are you doing?"

"Good," she replied. "I waited a long time for you guys to show up..." That last statement seemed to be directed mostly at Ahmed.

"We were a bit... delayed," he replied.

"That's why we're here. To warn you guys," Stanka continued.

"Yeah, but first we need to find a quieter spot and gather the whole crew," Kiro added.

"There are empty rooms upstairs, as many as you want," Kimi replied.

"Awesome. Is Demi here?" Kiro asked.

 

The girl nodded.

"Great, bring her along too. We'll wait for you guys in one of the rooms upstairs. Tell the others if you run into them. And make it quick if you can, it's important."

"What's this all about..."

"Later, upstairs. Go."

"I'd better go with her," Ahmed slid right up next to Kimi. "Yeah... to gather everyone faster."

 

Kiro threw him a suspicious and for the first time in hours, amused - glance.

"Riiight... off you go then."

 

He and Stanka found a cozy, empty room upstairs and settled in to wait for the rest.

"So, what have you decided?" Kiro broke the silence.

"I don't know. I haven't fully made up my mind yet," the girl replied. "But I think I should wait here until tomorrow morning and then head over to my parents' place. I'm worried about them."

"That's completely normal. Nobody's gonna be mad at you for that decision, if that's what you're thinking."

"No. I don't think that. I know you guys will understand."

 

She looked at him with teary blue eyes.

"Kiro, I'm so, so sorry about your parents. I can only imagine what you're going through. It must be terrible."

 

Kiro turned his gaze away, fighting back the emotions welling up inside him.

"I hope you never have to find out," he whispered.

"What are you gonna do now? Is there anyone who can help you?"

"Right now, I'm not really thinking about my future," he offered a crooked smile. "I don't know. I guess I'll figure something out. As long as they catch this psycho first."

 

Silence settled over them again, each caught in their own thoughts, until a knock sounded at the door. Bruno peeked his head inside. Once he saw it was just them, he walked in, carrying an entire crate of beer and a bottle of vodka.

 

"You don't play around, do you?" Kiro smiled.

"Well, you said you wanted industrial quantities," the boy returned the smile, handing them each a beer.

 

Kiro popped it open and took a long swig, which calmed his nerves a bit.

"The others are on their way up," Bruno continued, taking a swig of his own.

"Bro, sorry for asking..." Kiro couldn't hold it in. "But, what are you gonna do if you need to take a piss?"

 

Bruno looked at him with a frown, but realizing the question wasn't meant to insult him, he sighed and answered:

"Well, I guess I'll just have to sit down like a lady."

"You should probably put it on ice. So it doesn't dry up," Stanka suggested casually.

 

After a moment's thought, the boy nodded and walked back out.

 

Moments later, the rest of the crew burst in. Tall Biren with his scruffy face and long, spiky black hair, followed by Ahmed, Kimi, and Demi - who was in no way inferior in beauty to her friend. With her slender, attractive body, sweet face, and long, straight, voluminous dark hair, she had no trouble turning heads. Behind them walked Bai Tosho, followed by Zimer - a tall, heavily built guy with flat, semi-curly dark-brown hair and facial features that looked suspiciously similar to Kiro's.

 

Everyone found a comfortable spot and started scanning the familiar faces, waiting for an explanation for this sudden meeting.

 

Chapter 6

 

"So, what's the big deal?" Bai Tosho asked.

"Hope this is worth it. Do you have any idea what kind of babe I had to leave behind to come up here?" Zimer grinned. "And where's Kotse? Isn't he with you guys?"

 

"I assume all of you have heard about the Vibrator Killer," Ahmed ignored them. Heads nodded and murmurs of agreement filled the room. "That's what this is about," he continued. "He's here, and he's rampaging right in our neighborhood. He attacked us at Kiro's house, killed his parents, and got Kotse too."

 

The room went dead silent, as if struck by lightning. Exclamations of disbelief erupted: "No way!", "Get out of here!", "Are you shitting me, bro?!" Hands grabbed for beers.

 

"Much to our regret, no matter how hard it is to believe, it's the absolute truth. We came here to warn you and figure out what to do until the cops catch him," Ahmed continued, capitalizing on the stunned silence.

 

"How did Kotse die?" Biren asked, leaning in.

"We're not entirely sure," Kiro joined in. "I think the Vibrator Psycho finished him off and dumped him somewhere, because we caught my dog eating one of his legs. We had to put him down."

 

"That nice, playful dog?" Demi asked, incredulous. "Why?"

"He attacked us too," Stanka answered her. "He looked completely rabid. It was terrifying."

 

Suddenly, screams echoed from beyond the bedroom door. Everyone looked at each other in surprise and rushed out. They sprinted down the hallway, following the stream of people who were all moving in the same direction. They reached the kitchen, from which sounds of a violent struggle were emanating. The gathered crowd was watching the show inside, egging them on with cheer.

 

Kiro and the others pushed their way through and stopped to assess the situation. In the middle of the room, Bruno was fighting an unfamiliar guy. Bruno was dodging and slipping away from the other guy's sloppy attacks, who seemed to be trying to straight-up bite him. The stranger seemed to have delayed reflexes and paid almost no attention to Bruno's heavy punches.

 

Kiro locked eyes with the stranger and realized they looked disturbingly similar to his former pet's eyes. They had that exact same sinister, bloodshot hue, as if you were staring through a doorway into another world - a world of suffering and death. Bruno cracked the other guy on the left side of his jaw with a respectable punch that would have dropped any normal human being. But the stranger merely stumbled back three steps, let out a low growl, and lunged at Bruno again.

 

Deciding he needed to intervene, Kiro grabbed a nearby frying pan by the handle and brought it down with all his might right onto the charging guy's head. In response, the youth spun around and crashed out cold onto the floor. Kiro set the pan down and turned to the heavily breathing Bruno:

 

"What happened?!"

"Man, I don't even know," the other boy shrugged, bewildered. "I was putting ice on my, uh... thing, when I saw this guy," he pointed to the knocked-out body on the floor. "Standing on the patio, staring at the stars. I thought he wasn't feeling well, so I went to check on him. When I got close, the dude turned his head toward me and flashed this nasty, evil look. Looked just like your dog's. And then he lunged at me, trying to bite me! But his reflexes were super slow, so it wasn't that hard to keep him off. Then you guys showed up. Thanks, by the way," he concluded.

 

"Why the hell was he trying to bite you?" Kimi asked.

"Hell if I know," he replied.

"Maybe he liked you," Ahmed teased. "Trying to give you a big ol' smooch."

"I had zero intention of finding out if that was the case," Bruno shot back.

 

Zimer squeezed past them, clutching a clothesline he had yanked from the laundry rack outside.

"What do you need my clothesline for?" Biren asked him.

"To tie him up before he wakes up," Zimer replied. "No telling what kind of mood he'll be in."

"I'll help you," Bai Tosho offered, stepping in.

 

The two of them hauled him up, set him on a wooden chair, and bound him tightly with the rope. Then they opened a couple of beers and waited for him to wake up. The rest of the partygoers, seeing that the show was over, dispersed to look for new entertainment.

 

"Is he even gonna wake up at all?" Demi looked at the tied-up guy.

 

Biren stepped closer and inspected his head, where a thin trickle of blood was running down the back and swelling rapidly.

"You gave him a solid whack, Kiro, but I think he's fine," Biren concluded.

 

"Something really weird is going on here," Kiro mused. "Ever since we ran into the killer, this is the second time we've encountered a creature with crazy eyes and a nasty attitude. Like, killer nasty."

"This guy right here," Bruno pointed at the chair. "Straight-up felt like a nasty zombie with the way he was acting."

 

"Hold on a second, wait right here," Bai Tosho said, struck by an idea, and walked out of the kitchen.

"What's up with him..." Zimer started, but didn't have time to finish because the guy tied to the chair began squirming with muffled groans, clearly coming back to his senses.

 

Everyone crowded around him with keen interest, keeping a safe distance. The guy raised his head slightly with a final wheeze and scanned them with bloodshot eyes.

 

"Are you okay?" Stanka approached him gently.

 

The stranger stared at her intently, then suddenly jerked his head forward and snapped his teeth, trying to take a bite out of her.

 

"What the hell is wrong with you?!" Zimer shouted, yanking Stanka back.

 

The tied-up guy paid him no attention and kept growling and thrashing in the chair, trying to break free and maul them. But the ropes did their job and held him tight.

 

"What did I tell you guys?!" Bruno said. "He's completely zombified. He's not acting like a normal human."

"Did he get brain damage from the hit?" Demi turned to Kiro.

"No," Kiro answered. "He was acting like this before I whacked him. There's something really bizarre going on here."

 

"Do you think this could have anything to do with the Vibrator Killer?" Biren asked them.

"In what way?" Bruno looked at him.

"Well, you guys said Kiro's dog was acting crazy like this too."

"I don't know, to me he just seemed rabid," Stanka replied. "Though this guy's behavior is pretty much identical."

 

At that moment, Bai Tosho returned, bringing an unfamiliar guy behind him. The zombie tied to the chair glared at them, pausing his attempts to break free, merely baring his teeth and growling softly. Suddenly, his eyes locked onto the shelf above the sink. Kiro followed his gaze and stared at the item that had caught his attention - a small bottle with a pump dispenser on top. Kiro went over and picked it up, the "zombie's" eyes never leaving the bottle. He had grown unusually quiet, letting out a soft whimper.

 

"What's with this guy?" Zimer asked, staring at the chair.

 

Kiro ignored him, turned to Biren, and asked, shaking the bottle at him:

"What is this?"

"Uhhh..." the other guy looked flustered. "Lubricant..."

"Huh?" a confused Kimi asked.

"Vaseline, alright? For... sexual purposes," Biren finally explained after a moment's hesitation.

 

Most of the group smirked knowingly. Kiro paid them no mind; he stepped closer to the tied-up guy and started waving the bottle back and forth in front of his wide, longing eyes, which tracked his every move. Kiro brought it a little closer so the guy could catch a scent. In response, the zombie slumped back into the chair and a wide, contented smile spread across his lips - he suddenly became as obedient as a show dog.

 

"Well, look at that..." a stunned Ahmed muttered. "This stuff acts like a drug on him or something."

"Very weird..." Kiro whispered to himself.

"What's so weird about it?" Zimer asked.

"I'm not sure yet."

"I might be able to shed some light on the situation," Bai Tosho chimed in.

 

Suddenly, the zombie's mood shifted dramatically upon seeing Kiro set the bottle back down on the sink, out of reach. He began thrashing and squirming so violently that the wooden back of the chair cracked and snapped. Now standing, he lunged straight for the sink. Except Ahmed was standing right in his path, staring him down. The zombified guy clearly intended to plow right through him.

 

Before anyone could react, Zimer, standing near Ahmed, yanked a knife from Ahmed's belt sheath and, with one well-aimed swing, slit the charging zombie's throat. Bloody trails splattered across the walls, but the zombie only paused for a second with a gurgling wheeze and lunged forward again - this time toward Zimer. At that moment, a hand belonging to Bruno reached out from behind, grabbed the zombie by his clothes, and tackled him to the floor.

 

As if on cue, everyone piled on top of the downed zombie - some pinning his arms, others his legs, while Kiro grabbed him tightly by the hair, immobilizing his head. He turned around and yelled at Zimer:

 

"Cut his head off!"

"What?!" the other boy didn't understand.

"Haven't you ever watched movies?!" Kiro yelled back. "Cut his fucking head off!"

 

Finally getting the message, Zimer approached and, dodging the snapping jaws, began sawing at his throat with jagged motions - like slaughtering a pig at Christmas. Blood sprayed profusely in all directions. A massive pool of blood pooled underneath the wrestling teenagers, making the floor so slick they struggled to stay upright.

 

With a few final, hard sawing motions, his hand gripping the slippery handle, Zimer finally severed the head from the body. Holding the head by the hair, Kiro stared into the glassed-over, malevolently squinted eyes, then tossed it aside. The body twitched in violent convulsions a few more times before going completely lifeless.

 

Unable to stomach the bloody sight, several of those present bolted toward the patio to empty their stomach contents. The rest stood up, covered in gore, staring down at the headless corpse.

 

 

Chapter 7

 

"Holy shit!" Kiro gasped once again.

"Is this... considered murder?!" Biren panicked.

"I wouldn't call it that," Bai Tosho offered a strained smirk.

 

Meanwhile, the others returned from the patio, having composed themselves. Ahmed slunk over to Kimi, checking if she was okay.

"Let's get the hell out of here," Bai Tosho urged.

 

They covered the corpse with a blanket hauled in by Biren, washed up, and changed out of their bloodied clothes into fresh ones provided by their host. They locked the kitchen door and returned to the upstairs room.

"Wait here while I clear out the rest of the guests," Biren instructed and stepped out.

 

The rest settled down and opened fresh beers.

"Was that really a zombie?" Demi broke the silence. "I thought those only existed in movies."

"I don't know," Ahmed replied. "Never heard of real cases until today."

"Just because we don't know about something doesn't mean it doesn't exist," chime in the new guy, who introduced himself as Drisyo.

 

After a while, Biren returned. The house was unusually silent. They waited for him to sit down and grab a beer.

"Tell them what you told me," Bai Tosho gestured to Drisyo.

The youth, about eighteen or nineteen years old, scanned them nervously. He took a long swig to gather his thoughts and began his tale:

 

"I know from my father, who knows from his father, and so on down the line, that every thousand years a portal opens between Hell and our world. This allows a second-rate demon named Bastunder to cross through the portal and possess the body of some unlucky bastard. After that, he goes on a rampage and slaughters at will. This demon is famous for his unconventional and perverted killing methods. Our modern weapons won't hurt him. If you kill the host body, he'll simply possess someone else."

 

"So how did they send him back to Hell last time?" Bruno asked skeptically. "I figure people would know something about it."

"You're right to be skeptical," Drisyo shrugged. "My dad and I thought my granddad was just a crazy old man making up stories. But this killer's moves match Bastunder's exact style. And the fact that the cops haven't caught him - they don't even know anything about him. Except that he's shoving vibrators everywhere and clearly carrying a ton of Vaseline with him."

 

"That explains a few things..." Kiro said thoughtfully.

 

Zimer threw him a questioning look, but Drisyo continued:

"The reason why not much is known about the demon is that the information about him and how to banish him has been passed down strictly within our family from generation to generation. My grandfather forced my father to be initiated as a kid, but I don't know every detail yet. So if you want to learn more about him and how he can be banished, you'll have to speak to my father."

 

"What cleared up for you?" Zimer turned to Kiro.

"Well, the zombie stuff. If they're this Bastunder's doing and he turns people into zombies - maybe infecting them with something, I don't know - then we have a massive problem. No telling how many are infected already, or if it spreads through bites. Remember how that guy kept trying to chew on us?" Kiro scanned the faces around the room. "But they have a weak spot: Vaseline. You saw it - they become as docile as lambs near Vaseline, and then you can easily chop off their cabbage. And clearly, that's the only way they stay dead."

 

"In my opinion, this lead with his dad," Bai Tosho pointed at Drisyo, "needs to be checked out."

 

After a moment's thought, almost everyone - except Biren, Zimer, and Stanka - nodded in agreement.

"Where is your father?" Ahmed asked.

"About thirty kilometers from here," the other guy replied.

"If you want, I can drive you," Biren offered.

"Who's coming?" Kiro asked.

 

He looked around as Bai Tosho, Ahmed, Bruno, Kimi, and Demi raised their hands.

"I'll come too, but Biren, can you drop me off at my place on the way back?" Stanka asked.

"Sure," he replied, then turned to Zimer. "Are you sure you want to stay here alone?"

"Yeah, no problem. I'll watch my back."

"Alright. I'll come back after dropping them off to call the cops and clean up this mess," Biren gestured toward the kitchen.

 

They said goodbye to Zimer and stepped out of the house. Entering the darkness outside, they headed toward a black, custom-tuned van parked nearby and piled inside. A tuned engine roared to life, headlights cut through the gloom, and the van sped down the empty street into the night.

 

Walking down the empty road, two friends heading home from the party were roaring with laughter, boasting about how many chicks they had picked up while sipping from a few beers they'd dragged along. As one of them regaled his drinking buddy with an enthralling tale about a young girl at the party who wanted to show him "gymnastic tricks" in a bedroom, he suddenly froze, spooked by movement in a nearby hedge.

 

His buddy, still snickering at the story, stopped too and followed his gaze. He finished off his bottle and tossed it into the hedge. No thud echoed back, which bewildered them and cut their laughter short. Becoming serious, the two stepped toward the pitch-black hedge, searching for the missing bottle.

 

The boy further ahead raised his eyes to his friend, intending to suggest they leave, but locked in place upon seeing the sheer horror in his buddy's eyes. The guy was staring intently at something right behind him.

 

He spun around and found himself facing a tall, dark, hooded figure. He shifted his eyes toward its face, but it was shrouded in deep shadow. Faster than a blink, the figure reached out, grabbed his head with both hands, and twisted it effortlessly. A sharp crack echoed as his neck snapped. The figure let the body slip from its grip, crashing to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

 

The figure then stepped toward the second friend, who - paralyzed by alcohol mixed with pure, unadulterated terror - stood like a statue, unable even to blink. The hooded head stopped mere inches from his face. It opened its mouth... and exhaled.

 

The frozen youth's eyes rolled back, and he collapsed right next to his friend. The figure returned to the first victim, knelt down, and pulled a long, curved, sinister blade from beneath its cloak. It plunged the tip beneath his chin and dragged a long, bloody slash all the way down to his groin. Wiping the blade on the boy's clothes, it grabbed him by the side and rolled him onto his stomach.

 

At this action, all his intestines spilled out through his sliced belly in a bloody, gelatinous mass. The figure reached into its cloak once more and produced a long, thick vibrator. With one powerful shove, it drove the device between the dead boy's legs, leaving it sticking out.

 

Rising, it approached the unconscious youth, pulling out a second, smaller vibrator that emitted a soft greenish glow. Reaching into a pocket, it pulled out a small jar of clear substance. Dipping two fingers into the jar, it slathered the glowing vibrator, stashed the jar, pulled down the boy's pants, and just like with the first victim, plunged the vibrator between his legs before pulling it out. Wiping the device on the boy's clothes, it put it away, bent over his face, exhaled once more, and stood up.

 

The boy stirred. After a few failed attempts, he pulled himself up, head slumping in front of the figure. He pulled up his pants and raised his gaze. His eyes matched those of the partygoer and Kiro's dog - filled with malice and a hunger to kill. Without a word, the killer turned and vanished into the shadows, while the youth turned and headed toward the main street.

 

Chapter 8

 

By the time they arrived at the village named Kashonitsa, the first rays of dawn were breaking over the horizon. Drisyo led them down a path and soon stopped in front of a neat little cottage. Waiting outside was a nice old guy named Botsko - Drisyo's father. Once he ushered them inside and asked what they wanted to drink, everyone politely asked for coffee. After his wife, Eblivka, served them each a generous mug filled with the dark liquid, they settled in and waited.

 

"If my son brought you here," Botsko began, "it means Bastunder has returned." He scanned them one by one until his gaze landed on Drisyo. "Turns out your granddad wasn't so crazy after all." A glint of unhidden pride flashed in his eyes. "I assume this killer on the news is him?" he asked after a short pause.

 

A few nodded in affirmation, sipping their coffee.

 

"Alright... Before we get to the main point, I need to give you a quick history lesson."

"Sorry to interrupt..." Ahmed cut in. "Your son mentioned that this Bastunder guy is a second-rate demon. What does that mean?"

"It's a rank among demons. Like Captain, Major, and so on," the old man replied. "As you've probably guessed, a second-rate demon is second in command and power. The highest are the first-rate demons, and the strongest demon who commands them all down there is the Devil. Otherwise known as Lucifer, Diablo, Satan, the Fallen Angel. Different countries, different names. But he's the big boss down there, and you better hope you never cross paths with him. He rarely gets involved directly anyway. That's what he has servants for - to do his dirty work."

 

"And this Bastunder guy," Kiro changed the topic, "did he turn people into zombies during his previous visits?"

"Zombies?" Botsko asked.

"It's true, Dad," his son chimed in.

"No, he didn't. Guess they're learning new tricks, huh?" his father smirked, making an unsuccessful attempt to lighten the mood. "So... back to business," he continued. "I don't know if you know this, but whenever a demon enters our world, the force capable of sending him back enters as well. In our case, that force resides in another, parallel world similar to ours. A world filled with magic and magical creatures - both good and bad. This force takes the form of an amulet. Since magic faded from our world long ago, the amulet cannot function here. It would be a useless trinket. Therefore, someone must travel to the parallel world and use it correctly there. Only then will the demon be banished back to Hell. But don't think it'll be easy. Those who banished the demon in the past faced unimaginable trials, but they got the job done, so it's not impossible. Naturally, assistance will be granted to whoever steps up to take on the task. But if they fail... Bastunder will slaughter or enslave every living creature in both this world and the next. The realms will sink into eternal darkness under demonic rule. And as usual, the angels leave all the hard work to us mortals," he sighed. "Drisyo, fetch me the scroll and the drawing supplies."

 

His son rushed to comply and returned holding a rolled-up piece of ancient paper and a dented metal tin. He handed them to his father, who looked at the group:

"So, who's going to be the hero of the millennium?"

 

"You're telling us you're sending whoever agrees on a suicide mission to another world?" Bai Tosho asked.

"Precisely," Botsko replied casually, as if asked whether it was sunny outside.

"And how?"

"With this scroll," he waved it before their eyes. "It's called a Portal Scroll. Stupid name... Anyway, it opens a portal to the parallel world. Someone will be waiting on the other side to explain how things work there and guide you. So, who's game?"

 

"I am," Kiro spoke up. "Got nothing left to lose anyway."

"I'm in too," Ahmed said. "Sounds fun."

"Count me in," Bai Tosho stepped forward. "Someone's gotta protect your asses."

"Oh, I'm definitely coming," Bruno chimed in. "You guys aren't taking all the glory."

"I'm coming too," Kimi stepped up to Ahmed and wrapped an arm around his waist. "Someone needs to make sure he doesn't fall for some woodland nymph."

"Well, I guess I'm in then," Demi shrugged. "All I do around here is get drunk anyway."

 

"Well look at that, what a brave party!" Botsko exclaimed with a wide smile. "I'll need more room," he said, pushing them back to clear the floor. He pulled out a piece of red chalk from the tin and began drawing a pentagram.

 

"You guys aren't coming, huh?" Kiro turned to Biren and Stanka.

"Nope," Biren smiled. "Got enough on my plate here. I'm counting on you guys not to mess up, or we're all screwed."

"I still think I should go check on my folks," Stanka said. "If we're gonna die, I'd rather die with my family. But I sincerely hope you all come back safe and sound."

"Thanks," Kiro replied and turned to watch Botsko, who had finished the pentagram and was encircling it with a double ring.

 

Now pulling out white chalk, Botsko began inscribing strange, esoteric symbols between the two circles at equal intervals.

"Wait a minute," Kiro recalled. "Didn't you say magic disappeared from our world?"

 

Botsko paused and looked up at him.

"Yes...?"

"And this scroll uses magic to transport us?"

"Yes...?" the man replied, seeing where this was going.

"So how can magic work if it doesn't exist here?"

"It's simple. That's why this duty is passed down through generations in our family and can only be performed by us. Our bloodline retains a tiny spark of magic - or 'the gift', as some call it," he explained with satisfaction.

 

He then pulled out a knife and bent over his creation. Slicing his index finger, he let three or four drops of blood fall onto the red chalk lines. The blood began crawling along the markings until it filled every line - an astonishing feat for so little blood. The red lines began emitting a soft reddish glow, while the white symbols glowed bright white.

 

"Step into the pentagram," Botsko instructed.

 

Stanka and Biren wished them luck and stepped aside. Once the future travelers stood firmly within the symbol without anything extending beyond the lines, Botsko unrolled the scroll and began chanting in an ancient, foreign language:

 

"Kazum, hanum, baragum. Maruk baren dzun. Mashun bon tapun."

 

The light emanating from the symbol intensified, rising with every chanted verse until it resembled a glowing wall of light enclosing them. The floating symbols spun around them in mid-air. Inside the cottage, the air turned red and hot from the crackling energy.

 

Kiro's vision blurred, everything drowning in white and red. He could no longer see the others. Only Botsko's fading voice reached his ears:

 

"Mostrum botum gazzolinon ninon."

"Mostrum pravennen Menstrualia."

"Ebim Mostrum vednagalia Menstrualia otidalia!"

 

The light and roaring grew so intense that Kiro was forced to close his eyes. A sudden, loud crack echoed, and he felt weightless - as if his consciousness had slipped free from his physical body. He tried to move his arm, unsure if it responded. Opening his eyes revealed pitch darkness, as if falling into a bottomless abyss. The blackness was abruptly shattered by a frenzy of flashing colors, nearly plunging him into panic.

 

Suddenly, his feet slammed onto solid ground, feeling heavier than ever - as though his weight had doubled or tripled instantly. The world slowly reassembled in swirling motions before his eyes, making him nauseous. He took deep, gulping breaths of fresh air. Once he composed himself and his body stopped trembling as if stripped naked at sub-zero temperatures, he looked around. His friends stood beside him, breathing heavily and shivering just like him.

 

Scanning his surroundings, he realized they were standing in a beautiful, dense, lush green forest. Looking down, he noticed they were standing on a large, flat rock with an exact replica of the portal symbol carved into its surface - except three times larger.

 

A rustling to their left caught their attention. They turned to see a gorgeous woman with long, straight dark-brown hair parted down the middle, looking to be in her early thirties. Her tight, forest-green linen dress barely managed to conceal her luscious curves.

 

Kiro looked up at her beautiful, welcoming face, which beamed with an effortless smile. Her almond-shaped, azure-blue eyes met Kiro's.

 

Chapter 9

 

She continued looking at him for a moment, then spoke in a voice as soft as silk:

"Hello. I am here to help you. I am the person who was supposed to meet you on the other side. My name is Bootydalia. And yes, I know what my name implies," she added, noticing their bewildered stares and the smiles barely suppressing the giggles behind them.

 

"Okay, then why haven't you changed it? I definitely would have," Demi wondered.

"Because we, the witches, never change our names. Whatever they may be. Now, would you please follow me?" She offered them a radiant smile and turned to lead the way.

 

"Where are we going?" Kimi frowned at her.

"Home," the woman answered, stepping deeper into the woods.

 

Exchanging quick glances, they followed her.

 

After walking for a bit through the lovely grove, they arrived before Bootydalia’s house. It was a beautiful, two-story wooden house built entirely from large, heavy logs, yet it radiated an astonishing sense of coziness. Kiro felt that even in a hurricane-force storm, he would be completely safe inside. They stepped up onto the wooden porch, polished to perfection, and entered the house. Inside, they were greeted by a beautiful young girl who looked to be around eighteen or nineteen.

 

Kiro stood there as if struck by lightning. He couldn't tear his eyes away from the maiden. She looked like a younger replica of Bootydalia, except she wore a sky-blue dress that also clung tightly to her seductive, well-contoured body. The dress looked so light that it creaked and wrapped around her with every movement, as if blown by a gentle breeze. It complemented her waist-length, sparkling bright-blonde hair perfectly. Every move she made carried a seductive, delicate grace, yet hinted that she could be merciless and extremely dangerous with that very same ease.

 

Her voice, with which she greeted them, was the most wonderful Kiro had ever heard. It sounded like a gentle, intoxicating, soothing melody, flowing around them like a fresh spring breeze. He felt a tickling sensation near his diaphragm and his head spun slightly.

 

When her rich green eyes met his, it felt as though a bolt of lightning had struck between them, shaking him to the very core of his soul. His knees went weak, but he managed to stay upright with an effort. A wide, welcoming, and somewhat embarrassed smile spread across her full, crimson lips, revealing perfect, dazzlingly white teeth. Her gorgeous face lit up in a slightly surprised animation, making her whole being glow. Throughout that brief moment, which felt like an eternity to Kiro, neither of them looked away.

 

"You can close your mouth now," Ahmed nudged him gently.

 

Slightly startled, Kiro realized with embarrassment that he had been staring with his mouth wide open. He smiled bashfully and looked around nervously.

 

"Allow me to introduce my daughter," Bootydalia began. "Her name is Myumyun. Daughter," she turned to her, "these are the new adventurers."

 

Everyone rushed to introduce themselves. Finally, Kiro mumbled his name softly, and everyone settled wherever they could find a spot.

 

"Daughter, pour our guests some mead," Bootydalia sent her off. "So..." the woman sighed and scanned them. "You're not quite what I expected."

"Meaning what?" Demi asked sourly.

 

Bootydalia shot her a side glance and replied:

"Well... aren't you guys a bit... young?"

"Young?!" Kimi bristled. "You don't look all that old yourself, but we're keeping quiet about it, aren't we?"

"Oh, darling, don't get me wrong. I meant no offense. And I'm not as young as I look," she offered a warm smile.

"We were just the ones available," Bai Tosho tried to restore peace.

"Yeah... we were the only crazy ones who agreed to come," Bruno muttered quietly, taking a sip from his cup. "Hmm... this tastes like... piña colada or a liqueur... something like that."

"Like honey diluted with vodka..." Kimi added, also taking a sip. "It's awesome."

"Wait a minute. You look like you're twenty-eight or twenty-nine. What do you mean you're not as young as you look?" Ahmed returned to the topic.

"Sorry for asking..." Demi tried to use a friendly tone. "But how old are you, really?"

"I recently turned sixty," the woman answered truthfully.

"WHAT?!" the youths gasped in unison.

"How?!"

"Are you shitting us?"

"Do you have an ID card?"

"An ID card?" she asked, puzzled by the last question.

"Doesn't matter..." Kiro interrupted, forgetting to swoon over Myumyun. "Will you explain why that is? You look like you're in the prime of your life...!"

"Thank you..." Bootydalia giggled bashfully. "I know that in your world, age works very differently. The thing is, two years here equal one year of aging in your world."

"Holy shit...!" Kiro gasped. "So if I lived here, I'd be..." he snickered, "...forty-two years old!"

"Precisely."

"That's a pretty long time."

"Tell me about it..." she murmured bitterly.

"And how old are you?" Bruno turned to Myumyun.

"I'm turning forty-two soon."

"Ooh..." Kimi stared at her, then leaned toward Kiro to whisper: "Same age as you, huh?" and winked playfully.

 

Kiro threw her a bewildered look.

"Oh, yeah," she continued. "It shows from a mile away. Did you shoot your load just staring at her?" she teased. "Relax, looks like she shares the feeling."

 

"And what is the name of this world we're in?" Kiro turned to Myumyun, trying to get Kimi to shut up.

"It is called Lummoxavia. We are on the continent of Menstrualia, in a forest about a three-day journey from the nearest town - Turdtown..."

"We'll discuss that tomorrow," her mother interrupted and turned to the group: "I assume you are tired and quite hungry?"

 

Kiro, who hadn't given a thought to his physical body, suddenly felt a monstrous hunger. He felt as though even a bowl of maggots would taste delicious right now. From the expressions on his friends' faces, it was clear they were in the same boat.

"Ooh... food..." Bai Tosho murmured blissfully.

"Do you have any preferences?"

"Anything meat-related works," Bruno rubbed his hands together.

"I'm more of a vegetarian," Demi piped up.

"I'll see what I can do. Any other preferences?" Heads shook in negation. "Alright. Daughter, will you set the table while I cook?"

"Of course."

 

Bootydalia stood up and exited through the small door at the far end of the living room, which clearly led to the kitchen.

 

Myumyun extended her arms and began making beautiful, elegant gestures, twisting and turning her wrists. The kitchen door opened on its own, and through it emerged a long, massive wooden table floating about half a meter off the floor. The table completed a smooth arc and landed gently in the middle of the room. The girl swept her hands in a strange manner, as if conducting an orchestra
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		Team Confusion - The Whispering Sisters and The Order of Myths. They would make first contact, creating illusions, rumors, and mental chaos.





		Team Disruption - Rumen and Eka. While the heroes were disoriented, Rumen would unleash the sandstorm while Eka sniped from cover.





		Team Execution - Olivar. Once the others wore down the targets, he would step in as a walking mountain of muscle and rage.
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