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I had this idea for an anthology. A crazy, outside the box thought that I hoped would at least ignite some interest. Well, it not only ignited, the damn thing drenched the entire office at Black Bed Sheet Books and its publisher Nicholas Grabowsky in a orange and red hue of excitement. This has now become a solid joint effort spanning the many talented authors of Black Bed Sheet Books, highlighting the core value of writing: character depth. When Nick gave me the green light, I began to construct this list of talented writers. Some are veterans of the writing landscape [such as myself], others are brand new and cutting their jagged incisors deep into the skin of the publishing world. My only requirement for the authors became the simple task of all, write a story that has deep characters and emotion.

A story evolves only so far as the characters propel it. I wanted the characters stripped down to their skeletons. Heroes, villains, somewhere in the middle? Bring them through the emotional grinder, chew them up, spit them out, where will it take the reader? Or, what about a few stories with different spins on such figures as Dracula, Adolph Hitler, the Devil, and Snow White. A few of these stories are dark in nature, or splashed with a form of comic ingenuity. Others are entrenched in history with a different spin that left me squirming in my seat.

These authors are bright, fresh, talented, comedic, compassionate, and downright scary when they want to be. So sit back, turn off the lights, and read the book. Or die. I wouldn’t want that to happen to you, but then again once you step inside our world, anything can happen.

Close your eyes.

Take a breath.

The sounds you hear are real.

There is no turning back.

Keep reading.

Or die.

Yours Truly,


    J.G.
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You pathetic, sniveling cretins. Always whining about how sad and sorry your lives are, when you should be grateful you even breathe. Praise the fact that you are able to get up out of bed every day and greet the sunrise. Be thankful you are alive. For every day you take these small things for granted, the more we want to kill you ungrateful wastes of life.

If you knew the true nature of our kind, you’d run screaming in absolute madness. We do not mingle with the human race. You are all vulgar, uneducated and stupid. You glorify unimportant, trite, and meaningless things, disregarding all else. We have watched your behavior for centuries and it remains unchanged, thriving like squirming larvae in a corpse. You all walk your own dark, twisted paths that will lead to your complete and utter damnation. There is not that much more we need to do to usher it onward faster, although we do help to encourage it every now and again.

We do not live in mansions, throw parties, and live frivolously. We do not own several fast cars at a time, sparkle, are romantic, or any of the other ridiculously puerile descriptions you give to our kind. And those of you who beg to be like us are even bigger fools than we could ever imagine, and know not what you are asking for.

To those that love to ‘impersonate’ and venerate us -—do you think it is beautiful to tear open your victim’s throat and drink him dry of his life’s essence? Do you think it is romantic to sleep in the cold earth and feel the maggots boring into your rotting flesh, or hide out in icy crypts, with no more than a cricket’s song to keep you company? Do you think it is pleasing to watch the world pass you by, unable to enjoy the simplicities you so often take for granted? Watch those you know and love grow old and die, as you’re doomed to live a solitary life, having only the ghosts of your ancestors haunting you forever?

How so many of us long to smell the scent of a rose, to feel passion, to know love! We are completely soulless, relying only on past memories to recall such modest delights. Some of us have chosen to forget such things instead, shedding them upon awakening to the eternal darkness. Our old memories bring us pain, but we satiate our pain by destroying you. We glut ourselves on the obtuse and unwary, as you believe we do not exist. You idolize your trivial Hollywood vampires, wishing you could be like them or have one as your lover. We find such ideals contemptuous -—let one of us show you what love truly means in our domain. Let us drag you down into the depths of our black underworld, wrap our cold, clawed hands around your warm bodies, and gnash our teeth into your trembling, weak flesh, spilling your precious life into our hungry, awaiting mouths as we pull you deeper and deeper into the ground, watching you panic and quiver as you slowly suffocate...

Gaze into our fathomless, unrelenting eyes, and you will see that we care not for your lives, only that you replenish ours. You are cattle to us, nothing more. You will find that we have no compassion or sympathy for your kind, only revulsion, animosity, and malice. And while your mutilated corpse putrefies and deteriorates as it is being eaten away by the beetles and worms of the dirt, you will wish you never heard of the word vampire. For we roam the night and own the darkness, blending in with the shadows, undetectable to those we hunt. We show no mercy, and pity none. To show pity on our food is unthinkable.

We have come to realize that you humans fear the truth. It is something that you shun, avoid, and hide. For you, the truth hurts because it is inevitable. Disguise it and cover it as much as you want, but it always reveals itself in the very end. You conceal our existence with glamour and lies, keeping the rest of your cattle ignorant to our true disposition. It is no surprise that humans cannot deal with reality anymore; you throw yourselves into these frivolous pseudo-lifestyles that continuously degrade morals, common sense and integrity, while showcasing your egregious, narcissistic attitudes. No one has personal accountability for their actions anymore. But your day-to-day dealings do not matter to us. The more brainless you make yourselves, the easier it is for us to abduct you, only for you to show up on the eleven ‘o clock news as a mysterious drowning in a river, a headless body in a ditch, a decomposed carcass found in a local park, or a remnant of a leg, arm, or skull in an alleyway dumpster or a children’s neighborhood playground. You’ll inform the masses of some sort of serial killer on the loose, knowing that the culprits are far more dangerous and deemed imaginary.

We are everywhere -—you filter us through your thoughts daily; you are so fascinated with us. And because of this, we will always remain in the darkest depths of your soul. Yet, we are the very edge that some of you are too afraid to get close to. You are curious enough to peek, but not brave enough to leap. We are the ones that make you crave a taste of rare meat on your dinner plate, the ones that make you rape and murder your ex-girlfriend or wife in anger or spite. We are the ones that entice you to take joy in harming an animal or innocent life, and we are the ones who make you feel despair, hopelessness and pure hate. If we did not know any better, we would assume many of you humans have become vampires yourselves. The only difference is that we preserve and protect our kind, not disregard our fellow brethren like offal and garbage, ignoring them when they are in need, being insolent and rude towards them at every possible turn, or killing them without a second thought. Your kind do that enough to each other as it is.

And while we consider the sweetest, purest blood of a newborn infant a delectable treat, we have no problems with snatching one out of a mother’s arms or from a cradle at night. We also enjoy scavenging around crime scenes for splashes of blood after a man has killed his family in a bout of self-inflicted (or demon induced) insanity -—something else you refuse to comprehend. We love to prowl the cities in their unlit, dankest corridors for the prostitute who gives herself freely to anyone, for once she realizes what it is that she has encountered and gives us cause to chase, it laces her blood with fear, which is like a natural high for us. The things we do would appall most, but there are many of you who reflect our precise actions. Your kind and ours are not that far apart when it comes to such savagery, yet we are very separated in so many ways.

Do not extol us, for we do not extol you. Do not cherish us, for we could not be more indifferent to your reasoning behind it. Do not love us, for we loathe you -—although we do love your lifeblood. And do not worry, for when we are done having our way with you, you will find yourself in no more than a hole in the ground and dirt on your face, with your dead, blank eyes staring up at a fathomless sky... if we even feel like taking that much effort to dispose of you properly.

Do not seek us out, for you will never find us, and those who manage to are never seen again. Do not wish to be like us, for you may get exactly that. Those in this day and age cannot handle what it is to be a true vampire, quickly becoming disgusted when they find that it is not like their television and movie interpretations. Our pale, veined, translucent faces have driven many to insanity. The cold, dark soil is our abode. We never stay in any one place for long. We roam the world as vagrants, coming and going as we please, feeding on those who are foolish enough to cross our paths. You would probably view us as tattered, shambling corpses, even consider us parasites, but it is your kind who are the true vermin. We have existed long before you, and we have seen how your kind have ravaged the planet through the ages. Polluted the air, land and sea. Stripped your resources to the point where they are becoming non-existent. This world used to be self-sustaining, but in a few decades, it will become the complete opposite. Who’s the real vampire? This is why we delight in using you as food. We could feed from livestock, but why do that when we can rid the world of you two-legged pieces of trash while preserving what is left of the only planet we have to live on.

But as much as we detest your race, we often like to amuse ourselves by killing you just for sport. We like to see how you all handle each discovery of a corpse, puffing your chests and browbeating one another, scrutinizing criminals that have no connection to the crimes, running around in circles and aggravating one another as you try to put the puzzle pieces together. The word vampire is a silly sounding word upon your lips, and is never mentioned unless one wants to be chastised and ridiculed. We are perfectly fine with this notion -—the more incredulous you are, the more you make it easier for us to thrive under your noses. Haven’t you learned that to deny a truth is to give it a force beyond all endurance and power?

The best way to defeat your enemy is to be completely unpredictable to your opponent, and we have abided by this unwritten rule for eons. You will always be skeptics; as you continue to dispel all rumors or legends. Those who still choose to believe will do no more than dream, keep silent, or proclaim to be like us, tantalizing you humans and glamorizing their otherwise mundane existence, a poor if not deluded mockery of something they will never be able to fully fathom.

If there’s one thing we despise more than your kind, is to be bothered unnecessarily by you. We cherish our solace, revering in the aesthetic of nature. Although we are sentient beings in our own right when it comes to the earth; it is simply that we do not enjoy your presence. You cannot help but defile everything you touch. In your primitive minds, you retain this deep-seated urge to do nothing but destroy and befoul, no matter how grand or small the action. We cannot co-exist with you because of your banality, arrogance, and blatant disregard for life itself. You cannot even co-exist with your own kind, so why should we expect anything different? And while we do not ‘live’, we do acknowledge and appreciate what does, while factoring your kind out of the equation.

Do our ways sound too contradictive to you? We did not expect you to understand. Your kind have become so small-minded through the centuries, turning a blind eye to everything you do not wish to understand. Therefore, we do not need to justify our actions to you.

We are driven by our bloodlust -—we desire nothing but the opportunity to tear your bodies limb from limb, and feel your heart beat in harried panic as your blood pumps from your wounds in time to your manic pulse. You are nothing but mirrors of what we used to be, and we despise the fact that you reflect it. Our only wish is to remain on this planet and feed from your insignificant kind until we have you all under our complete control. As much as we would prefer to eradicate your race entirely, we know we need your blood for survival, so enslavement is the only alternative.

Would you like to know what it means to be one of us? Come, and be burdened with unrelenting despair, saddled with an unfathomable, arcane wisdom that is deeply rooted within your very bones, yet you cannot decipher it because you are constantly seeking answers to the questions you continually form within your wandering mind. Daily you will ponder why you were cursed with such an affliction -—for it is not a gift, although the more senseless beings of your race like to believe so. To be one of us is to remain eternally alone, separated by eons of time, space, and knowledge that would drive a mere mortal to suicide, while sustaining ourselves with something that equally satisfies yet repulses us, our casings of flesh slowly desiccating, as we are not alive nor deceased, suffering a feat worse than death itself.

All we can do is watch, prey, and wait. We plot your decimation every day, taking back what is rightfully ours piece by piece, while enjoying the fact that you also destroy yourselves in the process. Through these recent years, we have taken notice of how your modern technologies are becoming death of you -—you love your electronic playthings so much, that you cannot bear to be without them. They are constant distractions in your lives, filling your head with noise, making you careless and unmindful. That occasional car crash into a tree; the child that is run over in a street. The one that falls on uneven sidewalk and is crushed underfoot, or sets off a bomb in a building or some mode of transportation. Thank you for making our task easier when it comes to your demise. We’ve never seen such a race digress so much in logic and intelligence.

It will never cease to astound us how you still do not see that all the pain and agony you suffer today, are the fruits of your past labor. And those of you that do know and wish to make a difference are thwarted by those who have the money and power to do so, as these two things overrule all in your society. Such trinkets of deception are useless to us, for in the end, no amount of your money or power will stop us from achieving our goal. It will not prevent one of us from gouging out your insides, nor will it stop your ebon flow as we leave you lying on the ground, helpless and dying. Status and power will not save you from us thrusting our hands into your bodies and wrapping your warm, slippery intestines around our bony fingers before gleefully yanking them from your withering corpses. Humankind will be equal when we descend on you empty creatures en masse. All will be as one; as we will take no preferences over others when we assume control. You all treat yourselves like nothing, so we shall regard you as the same.

You are all creatures of habit and constant repetition. Your history has taught you nothing. Of all the most simplest lessons that you had to learn and never will, is that wars do not solve anything. It is a political game played among your kind, with no regard to the innocent lives it surrounds. And why are you all so quick to follow what another one does instead of making your own path in life? It should not surprise you that we have graded your intelligence no higher than a common, grazing bovine in a field. Why do you not learn from your mistakes? Do you pride yourselves making them over and over again; your flaws, day-to-day drama, and idle prattle having become a daily source of entertainment? Why do you not tire of these things? Or are you simply incapable of broadening your minds with more significant and beneficial ways to living?

You are too easily corruptible. There is no hope left for you humans. The will to do what is right and just will always be overshadowed by the temptation to do the complete opposite. You think of nothing but instant gratification instead of understanding the meaning of time, patience, and persistence. You treat each other like throwaway items; the hopes, dreams, and goals of your youth valueless and inconsequential, as you have none of your own. For how can the blind lead the blind? All you can do is continue to fill those young, nascent minds with empty ideals, tell them pretty lies, teach them vanity, resentment, xenophobia, gluttony, and give them unrealistic and impractical ways to go about living their lives -—while helping them develop egotistical personas, molding them into the uninspired automatons that so many of you already are. It is easier for you to bash one’s ambitions rather than uplift them; easier for you to destroy rather than create. You love to deride, jeer and scorn one another, belittling those who dare to be different in order make yourselves feel better. You castigate individuality and uphold mind-numbing conformity. You possess the sensitivities of a reptile -—self-preservation and self-centeredness to the end. How we wish your kind did not breed as fast as the common cockroach; it pains us that we cannot exterminate you just as quickly.

Perhaps now you can understand why we consider you humans absolutely worthless, aside from using you for our voracious feedings. Perhaps you will take these words we speak and learn something about your petty existences, since your kind never enjoy it when you are presented with hard facts. Or, you’ll simply continue to go on about your hurried, lackluster, and hollow, comatose lives... which is better for us.

And despite all of this, perhaps we shall make a toast in your honor one day. A toast to your innate stupidity. To your abhorring behavior towards each other. To your mindless violence. To your unmitigated greed and selfishness. To your lack of veracity and heart when it matters most. To the decay of your ethics and common sense. For when all those things are continually added up on a daily basis, it brings you closer and closer to becoming what we want you to become.

Ours.

You all have become creatures of evil in your own right, and you have the audacity to call us monsters.

​

​
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The fat man was on his knees. Dressed in red pajamas. Hands bound behind his back. A sock stuffed into his mouth with a piece of black duct tape slapped across his lips. Sweat beaded on his face and plastered thinning, brown hair to his scalp. The breath blowing in and out of his nose was rapid and shallow. His heart was a steady thud. And tremors shook his large frame until he looked like a quivering mass of red Jello.

Standing in the fat man's living room, Jamison understood the guy's fear. After all, he himself stood over the trembling lump, a Glock 23 pressed against his quarry's temple.

The fat man struggled against his restraints.

Jamison grinned. This was the part he loved the best. Not the collection itself. Yeah, that was the end game. But the fear before is what excited him most. The sight of it. The sour smell of it. Sometimes, like now, the fear was almost palatable.

The fat man blew air out his nose and struggled to speak. But with the balled-up sock firmly in his mouth and duct tape sealing the deal, all he could manage were muffled pleas.

Jamison took the pistol away from the guy's head. He hunkered down, so they were eye to eye. "You got something to say?" he asked, still grinning.

The fat man's face reddened from exertion. Tears welled in deep-set eyes, streaming down those chubby cheeks. His muffled cries intensified.

"You want to plead for your life, Mr. Applebee?" Jamison asked.

The fat man stopped struggling, stopped trying to talk. He just sat there, bugged-eyed, face tear-soaked, snot hanging from his nose.

"That's right," Jamison said. "I know your name. I know who you are."

Applebee's breath raced. His bulk trembled.

"What?" Jamison asked. "Did you think this was just a random act? And you were just a poor victimized sap?" He shook his head.

Applebee's fear had reached new heights. He looked as though he was about ready to piss his pants. From the smell maybe he already had.

This was getting fun.

"So maybe I should let you plead for your life, huh," Jamison said, toying with the guy. "You going to tell me how you never hurt nobody? That you're a good guy? And you don't deserve this?" He shook his head again, the grin never leaving his face. "Is that what you’re going to tell me if I take that gag out?"

Applebee's muffled sobs answered.

Jamison nodded. "Okay, I'll give you a chance," he said. "But you better not disappoint me." He reached up and stripped the snot-soaked duct tape away with one quick swipe.

Applebee let out a muffled cry of pain.

What a wuss.

Jamison shook his head and chuckled. With two fingers, he pulled the sock out of the guy's mouth. Then he tossed it aside.

Applebee coughed and gagged. Worked his tongue around his mouth. Licked his lips. "Bastard," he croaked with false bravado. For his still quivering bulk and the wet stain on the crotch of his pajamas gave him away. "Fucking, bastard." This time the curse came out more like a whimper. "Bastard ..."

Jamison shrugged off the obscenities. "You're not really helping your case," he said. Standing, he circled the fat man like a vulture. "You see, Mr. Applebee, my employer demands that I collect one soul by tonight. After some consideration, I've carefully chosen you." He stopped in front of the kneeling fat man. "Why should I go to all the trouble of changing my mind?"

Applebee gathered himself. He choked back his sobs, sniffed snot back up his nose, and took a deep, hitched breath. "What have I ever done to deserve this?" he asked. "I've never done anything to you or your employer. I've never even seen you before, you son of a bitch." He coughed, dry and raspy. "Far as I know, I don't even know your goddamn employer." He worked his tongue around his mouth, across his dried lips. "I'm a good man." Tears again formed in his sunken, dark-rimmed eyes. A sob strangled his voice. "I've never hurt anyone."

"You're a good man," Jamison mumbled. "You never hurt anyone." He thought for a moment while he twirled the Glock around his finger like a Western gunslinger. "Hmm, if this were a black and white world then that may be true. As bad men go, you certainly aren't the worst. At least, not yet." He stopped twirling the pistol. Pointed it at the fat man's head. "But this ole' world is grey, shades of grey, Mr. Applebee. And you've operated in the darkest shades of this grey world most of your life. You've worked in the shadows. Behind the scenes. Stabbing people in the back. Or stepping on them and squashing them like worthless bugs. All to your advantage. All the while working your way to the top."

"I'm a fucking businessman," Applebee sniveled, as if that were a defense. "Like any other."

"Like any other," Jamison repeated with a nod. "That may be true."

"Certainly it is," Applebee said, sniffing back snot, trying not to whimper, trying to show courage.

"What about your employees?" Jamison asked. He went back to twirling the pistol. "You treat them like dirt, don't you? Pay them next to nothing. Steal their ideas. Pass them off as your own. Profit from them."

Applebee shook his head in apparent disbelief. "Again, you're going to fucking kill me because I'm a shrewd businessman? That's not a crime."

Jamison stopped twirling the Glock. He pointed it at the kneeling fat man. "Kill?" Now he shook his head. "My employer and I prefer to think of it as collecting a soul."

"However you think of it," Applebee bemoaned, "it's still goddamn murder. Plain and simple."

Jamison stepped forward. He pressed the barrel of the Glock against the fat man's temple. He cocked the hammer.

Applebee shuddered at the loud click of the pistol. He shut tight his tear-soaked eyes. Braced his bulk for the inevitable.

But it didn't come.

Instead, Jamison took the pistol away. He asked, "And what about your wife?"

Applebee opened his eyes. "What about her?"

"You cheated on her, didn't you?"

Applebee squinted. His jowls set firm. "Is she ..." He gulped hard. "Is she ... your employer?"

Jamison grinned. "Did you cheat on her?"

Applebee's face turned hard as stone. "She cheated on me too," he spat. "That bitch is no angel."

"Didn't she only cheat to get back at you for screwing your secretary?" Jamison paused. "Excuse me, administrative assistant."

Applebee didn't answer.

"And didn't you hit her after you found out? Gave her a black eye, didn't you?"

The fat man looked away. "She shouldn't have cheated on me," he muttered.

"Shouldn't have cheated on you," Jamison repeated the fat man's words. He shook his head in disbelief at the logic. "Didn't you cheat on her first?" He didn't wait for an answer he knew wasn't coming anyway. "Don't you cheat on your taxes? And didn't you cheat your first business partner all those years ago, leaving him broken and penniless? In fact, Mr. Applebee, don't you cheat on everything and everyone?"

Applebee didn't respond.

"Nothing to say?" Jamison asked. "Run out of excuses?" He chuckled. "Really, Mr. Applebee, I expected you to plead for your soul better than this."

Applebee shook his head. "I love my wife ..."

Now Jamison outright laughed. "You do?"

"She just made me mad is all. Shouldn't have cheated on me." Applebee hung his head. "As for the rest," he muttered, "I'm just a businessman."

"Not much of a defense, is it?" Jamison asked.

Applebee raised his head. A look of inspiration passed across his jowly face. "Wait, I'm a businessman. You're a businessman. Let's strike a bargain."

"No deals," Jamison said. He pressed the pistol against the fat man's head. "My employer demands a soul collected. Tonight. I spent days setting you up. There's no time to find another. And even if I could, why should I bother? The trouble just wouldn't be worth it to me."

Applebee's large frame trembled anew. Gulping hard, he said, "Wait. I can make it worth your while. And it would be easy. Uncomplicated. No bother to you. I could serve up a ... soul ... to you on a silver platter."

There it was.

Jamison grinned.

What he'd been waiting for.

"How?" Jamison asked.

"There's another soul besides me right here for the taking," Applebee insisted. "Ripe for the taking."

Jamison removed the pistol from the fat man's head. "Your wife?"

"I'll pay you three times more than she's paying you."

"I never said she was my employer."

Applebee squirmed. "I'll pay you anything you want!"

"Interesting," Jamison said. He began circling his prey. "A soul for a soul."

"That's right," Applebee confirmed. "Does the soul have to be me? Can't it be her?" His voice was almost a sob as he continued, "There'd be no further bother or work on your part. She's right here. No fuss, no muss." Fresh tears of desperation ran down chubby cheeks. "And you'd profit from it threefold to boot."

Jamison nodded. "Love your wife, do you?"

Applebee didn't answer. Instead he asked, "Do we have a deal?"

Jamison gave the Glock one twirl around his finger. Caught it. Then aimed it at the fat man's head. "And you'd have no qualms in ... serving up her soul?"

"No," Applebee blubbered. "Let the bitch die. Not me."

"How will you explain it to the authorities?"

"Home invasion," Applebee explained. "Leave me bound. The description of the perpetrators will be anything but accurate on my part. Trust me."

"Trust you ..." Jamison grinned. "Trust you ..." He chuckled. Twirled the Glock. "And the money?"

"In my safe," Applebee answered. "Through that doorway." With his head, he motioned toward a doorway off the living room. "Down the hallway, in the den. The safe's in the floor, under the desk."

"Combination?"

"Twenty-five, right. Thirty-two, left. Nineteen, right."

Jamison continued twirling the Glock. "Call her down here," he said.

Now Applebee grinned. "What about the money?"

"Later," Jamison said. "Call her down here."

"We have an agreement then?" Applebee pressed.

Jamison stopped twirling the pistol. Instead, he again aimed it at the fat man's head. "Call her down," he hissed.

Applebee gulped. "Maggie," he called, voice cracking. He cleared his throat. Again, he called, "Maggie!"

At the top of the stairs, a hallway light went on. Footsteps padded down that hallway.

"Albert?" Maggie called back. "Is that you?"

"Yes, dear," Applebee answered. His jowly face contorted into a villainous mask. "Down here, dear, in the living room."

"What is it?" Maggie asked from the top of the stairs.

"Come downstairs," Applebee instructed. Under his breath, he added, "Bitch."

Jamison's gaze never left Applebee's. He had chosen well.

Maggie started down the stairs. Halfway down, she stopped, let out a strangled gasp, and then screamed.

Jamison never let his gaze stray from the fat man. Still, he swung the Glock around and, without aiming or even looking, fired once.

The gunfire echoed. Maggie's scream instantly silenced. Her body thumped down the stairs.

In the fat man's eyes, Jamison saw it. What he knew was there all along. Evil. Madness. He had indeed chosen well.

He turned away and looked at Maggie for the first time. The woman's body lay at the foot of the staircase, head blown apart. Blood pooled there. More blood, as well as chunks of brain, flesh, and hair, splattered the wall behind where the woman had been descending the stairs.

"Well, you did it, Mr. Businessman," Jamison said. "You stepped out of the grey, out of the shadows you've been operating within for years. You stepped into blackness."

He looked back at the fat man who stared at his wife's dead body with what could only be described as delight.

"We did it," Applebee acknowledged. Grinning, he looked back at his assailant. "Your employer should be happy now. You collected your soul."

Jamison nodded. "I did indeed." He twirled the Glock one last time before holstering it underneath his jacket. "And I'll be back for that soul when the time comes to take possession."

The fat man's grin faded. "What? What do you mean?" Confusion crept across the features of his round face like a lunar eclipse. "You took possession of my wife's soul just now. I saw it with my own eyes."

Jamison looked back at the dead woman. "Oh, your wife's soul was just set free." He turned back to the fat man. "Yours on the other hand." He shrugged.

Applebee's face turned red. Tremors racked his bulk. He squinted at Jamison. "What are you talking about? We had a deal."

Sirens wailed in the distance. Someone must have heard the shot and called the cops.

Jamison grinned. "Did we?"

"I paid you, you bastard," Applebee growled. But the expression on his face was more like a beaten dog rather than a rabid wolf. "I paid you ..."

Jamison walked to the front door, forgetting the money. "Did you?" He didn't care about the money. Never worked for money. For him, it was all about the collection.

"I don't understand," Applebee bemoaned.

After opening the door, Jamison turned back toward the fat man. "My employer only demanded the collection of the soul by tonight," he explained. "He's a patient man. Once he has it, he's willing to wait to take possession." He shrugged. "My employer will always be there, Mr. Applebee. Hell will always be there. Waiting. They are eternal."

"What are you raving about?"

"Why, your soul, Mr. Applebee." Jamison winked. "You gave it up willingly." He paused. "I'll be back to take possession. When it's time."

Sirens wailed. Getting closer.

Jamison hurried away. Into the night.

The fat man screamed.

​
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    POPCORN VIDEO


    Brandon Ford


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  

Arms full, Maryanne turned into the horror section. She was surrounded by gore and carnage, the three ten-foot high shelves overstocked with video box covers. She plucked Silent Night, Deadly Night from the top of the stack straining her thin arms and gazed lovingly at the artwork. She’d seen this one many, many times. It was one of her absolute favorites. The oversized VHS box filled her with a strong sense of nostalgia. Oh, how she wished they still made these. Marveling at Santa’s axe, she placed the cover in an empty space on the shelf and reached for another. Black Christmas. She hadn’t seen this one in years. Instantly, she saw herself hiding under the covers of Nicole Henney’s canopy bed, the blue light of the TV flickering against the bright pink walls. Huddled close, a bowl of popcorn between them, they watched in terror, breaths held. Longing for a bygone childhood, she placed Don’t Open ‘Til Christmas back on the shelf. With the holidays right around the corner, Popcorn Video’s small but loyal clientele were already getting into the spirit.

Maryanne was admiring the artwork for and re-familiarizing herself with the plot of Splatter University, the last cover in the stack, when the phone rang. She jogged her way around the deep gray counter and plucked the receiver from the wall phone. “Popcorn Video,” she sang in her brightest, cheeriest voice.

“Are you in the house alone?” Nicole—using her oh-so-familiar and oh-so-trite psycho killer voice.

“It wasn’t funny the first twenty times you did it and it’s not funny now.” Maryanne rolled her eyes and helped herself to a handful of popcorn from the machine. It tasted warm and good, nothing like the air-pop pouches she grew up with. She learned a long time ago that very few snacks tasted good in the microwave and popcorn certainly wasn’t one of them.

Nicole chewed and popped her gum loudly. “Wanna hit the drive-in tonight?”

“Can’t. I’m here ‘til close.”

“What time is that?”

“Eleven.”

“Another Saturday night pissed away. Graduation’s right around the corner and you’re not gonna be able to do much of anything once college life starts.”

Maryanne felt a pit form in her stomach. She hadn’t given much thought to college. Hadn’t filled out a single application. Hadn’t even taken her SATs. She’d been more or less putting off her future. Deciding she’d grow up later.

She pulled the elastic hair tie free and the wavy strands of red fell above her shoulders. “You can hang out with me here, if you want,” she said. “The place has been dead all night.”

Nicole sighed. “I guess...” She didn’t sound at all enthusiastic. “Let me grab a quick shower first.”

“Okay. See you in a bit.” As she returned the receiver to its hook, the front door swung open and the electronic alert sounded.

Strolling down the aisle and past the new releases, one of Popcorn Video’s most faithful customers approached. In the two years Maryanne had worked there, she’d never seen him rent a single genre film. Not one. All of his selections came from the very small back room.

With an arrogant smirk and an air of superiority, he placed his lone rental on the counter, lifted a hand in an apathetic wave, and turned on his heels to leave. He never spoke to Maryanne or anyone else that worked there. Never bothered to give his membership number, either. It didn’t matter, though. They knew him. They knew him pretty well.

Using a thumb and forefinger, Maryanne lifted the tape from the counter and disappeared into the small shelved room where the store’s videos were stored and catalogued. She slipped the one she held back where it belonged and began perusing the shelves, sliding a tape forward every so often to glimpse its label. She was hungry for a good scare. A little bloodshed. After scouring shelf after shelf, the tips of her fingers gray with dust, she decided on Final Exam, another old favorite she’d seen far too often.

Returning to the main employee area, she approached the glowing screen of the 19” television and slipped the tape into the VCR. She pressed play and settled into an uncomfortable folding chair, legs crossed at the ankle. The FBI warning had just flashed onto the screen when the phone rang. Jumping to her feet, Maryanne reached for the receiver. “Popcorn Video.”

“Hello. I was wondering if you have a certain film in stock.” The voice was strange. Male, for sure. Deep and throaty. Gravelly. Like he’d been a pack-a-day smoker for more than four decades.

Maryanne crossed to the end of the counter and ducked down to reach underneath the set of drawers that lined its edge. “What movie are ya lookin’ for?”

“A horror film. It’s called I’ll Be Watching You Tonight. Can you check and see if you have that one for me, please?”

Maryanne reached for the binder labeled “HORROR.” Placing it on the counter, she leafed through the handwritten pages. Popcorn Video had to be one of the last, if not the last, businesses not to have a computer database. Everything was down on paper. Their video catalogue, member information, everything. Maryanne knew that if Stewart, the store’s owner, didn’t get on the ball and make some changes, his beloved business would soon be left behind.

Squinting, Maryanne read the neatly written titles. “Sorry. Doesn’t look like we have that one.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. It’s not in our catalogue. Is there anything else I can check for you?”

“No. Thank you.” And he was gone.

Maryanne hung up the phone and sat back down just as the opening credits concluded and the camera loomed over a university campus. It wasn’t long before the front door swung open and the sound of footsteps approached the counter. She stood, expecting to find Nicole, but instead finding the smiling face of Abigail Tucker, a middle-aged woman who lived close by. Maryanne had seen her come by at least once a week.

“Hi, can I help you?” Maryanne asked, approaching the counter.

“I was wondering if you have that new Clint Eastwood movie,” Abigail said, adjusting her purse strap.

“I think it’s right there behind you.” Squinting, Maryanne pointed toward the wall of new releases.

Abigail turned and examined the shelves. Her eyes found the desired title almost immediately and she lifted the box with a manicured hand.

Maryanne had the video snapped inside a clear clamshell and was filling out the rental information on Abigail’s membership card when she saw that Abigail was looking over her shoulder, eyes searching the back of the store.

“You here all by yourself?” Abigail asked as a high-pitched scream exploded from the television set.

“Yep,” Maryanne said with a smile. “All by my lonesome.”

“It must get kinda creepy.”

Maryanne shrugged. “Not really. That’ll be three dollars, please.” Abigail handed over three singles and Maryanne slipped it into the register. “Next one’s free,” she said, handing over the video.

With a thank-you, Abigail was on her way and once more, Maryanne was left alone. Repositioning herself in front of the television, she watched as the blade of a knife tore through the night air and she found herself wondering where Nicole could’ve been. The phone rang just as her reaching hand grazed the receiver.

“Popcorn Video.”

“Hello. I’m looking for a certain movie.” It was him again—the strange caller from before.

At the sound of his voice, Maryanne felt a chill run through her. She was scared, yet she didn’t know why. Kneeling before the collection of binders tucked away beneath the counter, she swallowed the lump in her throat. ”What’s the title?” she asked.

“It’s called I Slaughter the Innocent. A horror film.”

Maryanne paused, her hand resting atop the thick volume of horror titles. She’d never heard of this movie. Come to think of it, she hadn’t heard of the last one, either. She’d always fancied herself a horror nerd. A gore connoisseur. There wasn’t much she hadn’t seen—multiple times. It wasn’t often she came across a title so obscure that even she hadn’t heard of it. Unless, of course, it was brand new.

“Is this a new release?” she asked, her voice quivering.

“No. I’d say it’s been around for about... seventeen years.” He gave an odd, throaty laugh.

That laugh filled her with a strong, uneasy feeling.

Brow tight, hands trembling, Maryanne flipped through the pages. Not surprisingly, her search came up empty. “No, I’m sorry. We don’t have that one.”

Another laugh. “Don’t worry. You will. Soon.”

It wasn’t until the dial tone sounded that Maryanne realized the receiver was still pressed against her ear. Scared, frightened, unnerved, she slammed the phone down. Fingers to her lips, she began chewing her nails. Soon, they were sore and raw. Eyes blank and unfocused, she stared off, seeing but not seeing the video boxes on the shelves. She listened to the sounds beneath the silence, hearing but not hearing the chaos on the television screen. When another scream filled the store, she started. Shaking and shaking uncontrollably, she reached forth with a pointed index finger and pushed STOP on the VCR. The TV screen glowed a bright blue.

Maryanne stood motionless, lost and drowning within the silence, eyes locked on that glowing blue screen. When the phone rang again, she released an involuntary yelp. A hand to her mouth, she silenced the scream. And then her eyes fell on the phone and she watched it ring... and ring... and ring... and ring. She wouldn’t answer. She couldn’t. She couldn’t hear that voice again.

After thirteen rings, it stopped and all fell silent again.

Maryanne had never in her life felt so alone. So damn vulnerable. And the title of that movie, the last one he’d asked for, kept spinning around in her head.

I Slaughter the Innocent.

And his final words: “Don’t worry. You will. Soon.”

Suddenly struck by an idea, she whirled around to face the counter. Grasping the chrome handle, she pulled for the drawer closest to the register. It was large and deep. She shuffled through pens, notebooks, rubber bands, wholesale catalogues, until finally she found what she was looking for, stuffed way in the back.

Leaning over the counter, the thick, dog-eared paperback in-hand, she tore through the pages as though her life depended on it.

She’d always loved movie guides. With a good one she could spend hours reading reviews and discovering how the critics felt toward her favorite titles. It was rare that they’d share the same love or passion, but even still, she enjoyed reading their thoughts.

Maryanne had always had a penchant for the obscure, the overlooked. Sometimes it felt as though she was the only one who had seen these films. It was nice to know that she wasn’t alone. That someone else had experienced the same thrills, the same carnage, even if their reactions weren’t the same.

But sometimes, she came to find that these guides concentrated only on the Hollywood mainstream. It saddened and displeased her to see dozens, sometimes hundreds, of her favorites ignored.

But this was one of the good ones. There were many, many obscure titles listed. It had to have been one of the most complete movie guides she’d ever come across. If it existed and had an official distributor, chances were pretty good that it would be listed.

Running a finger down the page, she read carefully.

I Eat Your Skin.

I Saw What You Did.

I Spit on Your Grave.

Nope. No mention of I Slaughter the Innocent.

Pinching her eyes closed, a hand to her forehead, she struggled to remember the name of the first movie. It, too, started with an I. Of that she was certain.

I... I’ve... I’m... I’ll...

I’m with...

I See...

I’ve Been...

Maryanne bit her knuckles in frustration, wracking her brain.

Come on, come on...

Suddenly, her back straightened, eyes widening as the memory shot through her like a bolt of electricity and she could hear his voice—his strange, throaty voice...

“I’ll Be Watching You Tonight.”

And she was scanning the pages again, eyes focused and determined.

I’ll Be Seeing You.

I’ll Cry Tomorrow.

I’ll Find a Way.

I’ll Take Sweden.

Neither of these movies existed. She was sure. Positive. In the stillness, she could hear the sounds of her own breaths. Feel the thrashing of her own heart as she tried to tell herself that it was all okay, that it would all be okay.

And the phone rang.

This time, Maryanne answered. She didn’t know what she was going to say, but she knew she couldn’t stand by and listen as it rang and rang. Not again. She was already so close to the brink and she knew that would surely push her over the edge. “Uh... hello?”

“Is this Popcorn Video?” Sounded like a young girl, probably teenaged, a blaring television in the background.

“Uh... Y—yeah... Yes.”

A laugh. “Are you sure?”

“Can I help you?”

“I just wanted to know what time you guys close.”

“Close? Uh... eleven.”

“Thanks.” And she was gone.

Maryanne replaced the receiver.

Close.

She could lock up and close right now. If she wanted to. There was nothing or no one keeping her. She needed only set the alarm and turn off the lights and she was gone.

But what about Nicole?

She reached for the phone and dialed quickly. The stern voice of Nicole’s mother welcomed her after the third ring.

“Yes?”

“Hi, Mrs. Henney. Is Nicole there, please?”

“Nicole is out for the evening, Maryanne. I was under the impression she was on her way to meet you.”

“She was. She is. I just wanted to make sure she’d left, that’s all. Thanks a lot, Mrs. Henney.” And she hung up before she dug herself any deeper.

Switching off the TV, she read the VCR’s digital clock. 8:42. Her anxious footsteps carried her around the counter and past the wall of new releases. Past the comedy and horror sections and toward the back of the store where a thick, black curtain led to the store’s small, but plentiful adult section. She slipped inside, averting her eyes from the pornographic images coming at her from every angle. The room was lit by a dim and flickering neon light. A dim light Stewart had been meaning to fix for several months. She could hear it buzzing as she approached the light switch, the one and only thing she had her sights set on. With a swift, brisk motion, she flicked the switch downward and prepared to turn and go out the way she came in, but something stopped her in her tracks.

Standing before the curtain was a very menacing figure. A man’s silhouette. A very large man. Close to seven feet, she would’ve guessed, with strong, broad shoulders. He wore a very long coat that just about touched his ankles and atop his head rested a wide-rimmed cowboy hat. He moved not a muscle and in the glowing light of the main floor shining in, he looked almost like a gunslinger.

“Who... who are you?” Maryanne choked, squinting both eyes and trying to swallow the fear that nearly choked her.

He spoke not a word, moved not an inch.

Maryanne wanted to reach for the light switch, but thought better of turning her back on him. She took two steps back and collided with the paneled wall. Flattening herself against it, she reached up, fingers searching blindly for the switch as she kept both eyes on him.

The buzzing once again sounded as the small room filled with dim light. On the wall opposite her, inches from the corner, hung a pay phone.

When the realization washed over her, Maryanne felt weak, knees buckling, and it took everything she had not to slide down that wall.

He took a step inside the room. Though he was more than fifteen feet away, she could feel his hands on her skin, his breath on her neck.

Why am I not screaming? she thought. Why can’t I scream?

Another step towards her. “I was wondering if you could help me,” he said, using that same throaty voice. Another step. “I’m looking for a certain movie.” Another step. “A horror film.” Another step. “It’s called... You’ll Be Dead by Eleven.” Another step.

Maryanne could take this no longer. The fear was strong and great. She could feel herself coming apart at the seams.

His hand slipped inside a pocket and disappeared. When it returned, he was holding a long, thick hunting knife. The blade facing downward, he held it tight. Held it still and steady. Held it close. He wanted her to see.

“And you’re the star,” he said and laughed.

And then the lights went out.

He motioned to move towards her, but that was when Maryanne screamed—screamed as loud as she could, screamed for all she was worth—and ran past him. She went straight for the curtain, panting, arms flailing. Her actions were frenzied and clumsy. She couldn’t control it. She’d never felt this way before, the fear so strong and unmerciful. She couldn’t think.

Her foot somehow got stuck and twisted within the curtain. She lost her balance and went crashing into a display of previously viewed videos. She’d priced and shrink-wrapped those tapes only yesterday. She never could’ve foreseen this then.

Pained and limping, she forced her way to her feet, moaning with every step. The front door was less than ten feet away. She was going to make it there.

Behind her, she could hear his massive footsteps marching forth. But they weren’t fast or panicked. They were slow. Methodical. As though he had her right where he wanted her.

Fumbling and stammering, she lurched her way towards the door, refusing to turn back now. Exhaling a breath of relief, she prepared her arms to push. But when she did, nothing happened. The door was locked.

“Oh, God,” she moaned. “Please, no...”

Through the glass, she could see traffic lights changing and passing cars, but not a soul on the sidewalks. She waved both arms and screamed for help, praying someone would see or hear. Behind her, she heard the sound of something jangle. Slowly she turned, unable to catch her breath. He stood in front of the tangled and tousled curtain, which, as she came to find, had been pulled free when she became twisted in it. In one hand, he held the knife, still pointing downward and at his side. In the other, he held a set of keys. The keys she was so sure had been safely inside the register since the start of her shift. And he swayed them back and forth, teasing her with them.

Though he’d stepped out onto the main floor and the light was stronger, she still couldn’t see his face, his features hidden and shadowed beneath the wide brim of the hat. There was one thing, however, that Maryanne could make out perfectly.

And that was his wide, evil smile.

Again, she let out a gut-wrenching scream and bolted, only this time, she went for the counter. And this time, he gave chase.

She had one hand on the phone when he grabbed her by the hair and pulled, pulled hard. Pulled with what must’ve been all of his strengths. She had no choice but to fall backward, right into his massive arms. She cried out and kicked violently, flailing both arms and begging for her life. But her strengths and sheer determination meant nothing. She was no match for him.

His gloved hand covered her mouth, silencing her as he kept her in place. She was crying now and trying so hard to continue her pleas for mercy, but nothing more than muffled moans and sobs made it through. She was crying so hard that the mucus filled her nostrils and made it impossible to breathe.

He lifted the knife, teasing her with it the same way he had the keys. Through her own rushing tears, Maryanne could see her distorted reflection in the blade.

When he moved his hand from her mouth, she thought for sure he was letting her go free. Someone had heard her prayers. The relief came over her all at once.

But that relief was short-lived.

For that was when he slit her throat.
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WHEN NICOLE PUSHED open the door, the first thing she heard was the sound of a phone left off the hook. The first thing she saw was a toppled display, videotapes covering the charcoal gray carpet, and the back room curtain lying in a twisted heap.

“Mare?” she called, taking a cautious step.

No answer.

Carefully, she started down the wall of new releases, noticing a trail of empty video boxes leading towards the counter. Again, she called out for Maryanne. No response.

Leaning over the counter, she found the TV had somehow toppled to the floor and broke. In the center of it all lay a large, deep red stain, the telephone receiver resting within it.

“Mare!” she shrieked, her voice cracking.

Turning, she ducked into the drama section. Nothing. Comedy, empty. It was when she reached the horror section that she stopped short.

Froze.

And screamed louder than she’d ever screamed before.

Nailed to the wall, hanging by her wrists, hung Maryanne’s lifeless body. Her throat had been slit from ear to ear and the blood was still seeping from the enormous gash. She was covered in it, streaks running down her legs and torso, drip, drip, dripping onto a pile of VHS boxes at her feet.

Maryanne, her oldest friend, her best friend, the friend who had spent her entire life loving and devouring horror movies had now become one.

Again, Nicole screamed. She turned and ran for the door, but stopped when she found a ferocious giant of a man blocking her escape.

And in his hand he held a long, bloodstained knife. 
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Jake braced himself.

He didn’t know what the blinding light was. All he could remember was grabbing his stuffed tiger Rigby and held on to him for dear life.

His eyes remained closed until soft lights and colorful music began to play. Slowly, he opened his eyes. Jake was stunned as he stood before a circus. It looked like one his dad took him to every year, yet this was far bigger than anything he had ever seen before. Looking up and down, he tried to find his mom or dad. Neither one were in sight.

Fear began to get the better of him, he clenched onto Rigby even tighter and tried to hide his tears.

“Are you alright?”

A deep voice came from behind Jake, he froze to it and couldn’t bring himself to move, let alone answer. Instead, the man walked out from behind him. He stood like a giant in Jake’s eyes, for he was taller than his own father. The man however, brought himself down to one knee. He looked into the child’s eyes and offered a warm smile.

Jake saw kindness from the giant man, but he also looked concerned. “I want to go home,” he whispered fearfully from behind his plush tiger.

The man smiled and nodded. “Come with me. I can help you.” His hand extended as he rose to his feet once more. Jake took it cautiously as he was led into the circus. The lights and sounds of the games and rides calmed him down slightly. But the fear of being alone still ate away at him. They walked just past the gate when the man suddenly stopped and let go of Jake’s hand. Once more he knelt down and looked the eight-year-old boy in the eye. “I know this is very scary for you. But you need to listen very carefully to me.” Jake nodded his head as the man explained if he wanted to go home to see his mom and dad again, he had to find the ringmaster of the circus. “You’ve already gotten through a difficult task. But this one will be scary...” the man paused as he looked to the toy tiger. It was dingy and ratted, yet well loved. “May I see your tiger for a second please?”

Jake was reluctant, yet he eventually allowed the man to hold Rigby.

He was confused as he watched the stranger look over his well loved toy. However, Jake was concerned as the man whispered into Rigby’s ear before giving him back. “From here on. No one is to have him, understood? He does not leave your hands.”

As Jake embraced his toy, he looked up, wanting to thank the man for his kindness, however. He vanished. Jake didn’t feel that scared anymore. Instead, he began to take in the sights of the circus. There were plenty of games and food, yet he knew he had to find the ringmaster.

It was the biggest adventure of his life. It trumps the time he lost his mom at the store for ten minutes.

He began to walk through the ground. Every so often he would see movement from the corner of his eye. Someone or something was following him. They weren’t hard not notice, since there wasn’t anyone else there. In need of a distraction, Jake wondered over to a food cart and took a corn dog. He wasn’t hungry, however it was a treat to distract him. Every few bites though, he could see something move, the tents began to switch around and shift out of place. Stranger still, Jake noticed the parking lot from where he stood. It was getting darker and moving closer towards him.

“Better keep moving child. You don’t want the darkness to find you.”

Jake looked all around for where the voice came from. It didn’t belong to the stranger he met earlier. Nonetheless, the darkness was approaching.

He began to run, dropping the corn dog yet keeping a vice grip on Rigby. Jake turned around every so often to make sure he outran the darkness, yet he couldn’t stop himself from running. He collided with someone and was thrown back, when he regained himself, Jake found he ran into a clown. “That was some sprint! Not many can knock me off my feet.”

Jake could only stare at the clown. He wore a one piece suit with black
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