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      Charlie was shaking in bed, but the teen's affliction that July night was not from cold but fear. His teeth pressed into his bottom lip as he sat motionless, listening. 

      No matter how stealthy the monster tried to be, the floorboards refused to remain silent. The worn hardwood seemed alive as it groaned under the beast's weight. With its guttural-sounding voice, it reached the second floor. 

      Charlie was born and raised in the house and memorized every noise. By the sounds alone, he knew the animal's location. This skill was crucial in determining which victim the beast would choose on any given night. 

      He gripped the sheets with sweaty palms and drew them tight to his chest.

      "Not tonight," he whispered, summoning what bravery he could. "I won't let it happen again." Cringing at his oath, he cursed, for the words felt hollow and false. 

      Then, the moment came. If the boards made their familiar groaning sound, the monster would choose him, while a high-pitched squeak meant it had turned down the hallway toward Sarah's room. 

      His sister was thirteen. It was his job to protect her now. After all, he was a man and could handle himself. Yet, facing the evil presence was difficult at any age.

      The floor squeaked, making Charlie mutter another curse. Sarah's doorknob rattled moments before the door opened with shrill protest. Seconds later, low talk drifted down the hall, and though he could not hear the words, he knew the outcome. Sarah's pleading voice came next, rising clear, stirring his feelings of guilt and growing anger. 

      Charlie sprang from his bed, slid on jeans and a t-shirt, grabbed the thirty-inch Louisville Slugger from his closet, and slunk down the hall. The beast was shushing Sarah to quiet her. 

      "It's okay," it said. "Relax. Hush now. Hush. You always like this part."

      Charlie had heard those reassurances for years. Maybe they finally worked on her. Worse yet, perhaps she just gave up. 

      Reaching the door, he peeked through the keyhole. Sarah, whose body had filled out in the last two years, stood in a bra and panties as the animal's hands ran over her skin and through her hair. Then, it placed one hand between her legs while moaning with pleasure.

      The young man squeezed both eyes shut, trying to summon his courage in hopes of ending the nightmare with sheer willpower. But once he heard the familiar sound of a belt buckle clinking, he cursed softly and returned his eye to the keyhole. His father's pants were on the floor, bunched around his ankles. 

      This was the moment Charlie had planned for, even dreamed of for years. The animal would pay tonight.

      Cautiously turning the knob, he sucked in a quick breath as the one-hundred-year-old metal squealed with resistance for an instant. He readied himself.

      Throwing his weight against the door, he burst inside and charged with the bat waggling at waist level. He drew back and swung hard, giving a battle cry like a bold, armored knight. The blow struck squarely before his father could utter a sound. 

      With a howl of pain, the big man dropped, clutching his knee as he cussed and moaned. Charlie wondered if the blow brought back horrible memories of Vietnam. His old man was familiar with agony, having been wounded in action and decorated for bravery.

      Though, at present, he didn't seem heroic with his pants twisted around his ankles while he whined like a sissy. On a good day, that was the word he always described Charlie with—sissy. When their father was angry, the insults were far worse.

      "You touch my sister again, and I'll kill you. I mean it, you piece of shit," yelled Charlie as his resolve swelled. "You'll never lay a finger, or anything else, on either of us again."

      His father laughed as he cradled his knee. "You have big ones. I'll give you that. But when I get off this floor, I'll snap your neck like a dry twig, then throw you out with Saturday's garbage. You just became the enemy, boy!”

      “Kill him, Charlie,” cried Sarah. "Do it! Or I will. I won't let him put his thing in me again." She reached for the bat but her brother's long arm held her at bay.

      “Yes, do it, Charlie,” taunted their father in a feminine-sounding voice. His face hardened as his brows pushed closer together. "Go on! Hit me again, sissy boy. You can't do it while I'm looking at you, can you? Don't have the guts, do you, worm?"

      After tucking his manhood back into his undershorts, the big man rose, struggling to pull up his trousers while balancing on his one good leg. Standing again, he tested the injury, then glared at his children.

      Charlie swallowed hard. His hands were shaking as he met his old man's eyes. 

      "I'm warning you. If you take one more step, it will be your last. No more purple heart or silver star medals for you this time."

      "You arrogant piece of crap," shouted his father. "I've killed better men than you with my bare hands." He hobbled forward, reaching out with two thick hands as his face twisted in anger.

      After a quick sidestep, Charlie swung like he had done during last year's baseball championship when he had driven the ball over the fence to win the game. The bat connected with his father's skull in a solid blow. It made a horrible crunching sound. Sarah shrieked, hopped on the bed, then pulled her pillow to her like a protective shield.

      The large man impacted the floor face first as blood formed a pool around his head. Crimson liquid oozed onto the hardwood. Charlie hit him again for good measure and to take out years of suppressed hate, then a third time to be sure. The strikes came from high overhead, falling axe-like, as though splitting firewood. The blows crushed the war hero's skull.

      "Shit! You killed him!" cried Sarah with wide eyes. She slid off the bed to move closer and stare.

      "That was sort of the idea," he said. "And I warned him, didn't I? Besides, it's not like anyone will give a shit. Who's going to miss him?"

      Sarah wiped away the lone tear rolling down her cheek, then threw both arms around her brother's neck. "It's really over."

      "No. It's only beginning." Charlie released her. "Get dressed. We need to get rid of him and clean this mess up."

      "What about mom?"

      Her brother shook his head. "She's either drunk or high again. Most likely passed out on the couch. Her worthless ass is always there."

      "What if we get caught? We should've thought this through. I'm really scared." 

      He rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "Me, too." Pushing his chin toward the dresser, he repeated himself. "Get dressed."

      Before long, the siblings had the bloody corpse wrapped in old bedsheets and a spare comforter. They dragged their victim down the hall, but the struggle was significant and took longer than imagined.

      "I'm sorry," whispered Sarah. "I'm trying. But he's so damned heavy."

      Charlie nodded several times in agreement. He tried to sound encouraging. "It's okay. You're doing fine."

      After much effort, and as their father's head thumped each step as they dragged his lifeless body downstairs, they passed through the house unnoticed. 

      Outside, Charlie wiped his brow, then faced his sister. "Stay here. I'll be right back." Sprinting to the barn, he returned on an ATV with shovels fastened to the front rack. He sprang from the seat, tied a rope around the corpse's legs, and secured the loop to the four-wheeler hitch. Checking both ends, he looked at his sister and patted the seat. "Come on. Keep your eyes open and make sure we're not spotted."

      "It's the middle of the night," she said, straddling the thick cushion. "Who the hell is going to see us?"

      Charlie joined her, then slid his butt toward the handlebars to give her more room. He thumbed the gas lever as her arms encircled his waist.

      Off they went into the deep shadows to take the trail he knew by heart. Some two hundred yards later, they dismounted, grabbed their shovels, and dug. The headlights lit the spot.

      "Why here?" asked Sarah, taking a breather. "Seems like we could've hidden him better."

      "The ground was tilled recently, so it's soft. And it has the worst view around. No shade, no water, nothing. Just what the pervert deserves."

      Two long hours passed before the siblings returned home. 

      Their mother was waiting. She stood leaning against the wall, half-naked, with a cigarette dangling from her lips and a whiskey bottle clutched in one hand. Unkempt hair lay over both shoulders and her skin was pallid. Wobbling to straighten, as if seeking to regain a sense of lost pride, she eyed her children.

      "Where the hell have you two been? It's pitch-black outside. Are you two just coming home?"

      Her voice is slurred. She's drunk as usual. Worthless cow!

      "Answer me, you little piece of shit," she said, pointing a shaking finger at Sarah. "Where have you been? Were ya' out showing some boy a good time?"

      "Leave her alone," cried Charlie. "She doesn't need your mouth. This is all your fault, anyway!"

      Their mother forced air through her lips to make a disgusted sound. "You always were an idiot," she retorted. "You never know what you're talking about. You're a blamer, Charlie. You always have been. Nothing's ever your fault. Is it? There's always someone to blame." 

      "He's right!" said Sarah. She moved before her brother as if deflecting the accusations. "Any real mother would have protected us."

      "Protected you from what, stupid girl?" The cigarette fell from her mouth as she staggered forward to steady herself against the couch. She waved her free arm in the air. "You've got a nice house, food to eat, and parents that love you. What else do you want, ya' spoiled brat?"

      "The house is a shit hole. We barely eat, and maybe we're tired of our own father screwing us whenever he feels like it," snapped Charlie. He pointed a stiff finger at her. "You're supposed to protect us. I hate you!"

      "You ungrateful weasel! Your father's the man of the house. It's his right to take what he wants. You should be happy he shows you love."

      "Love!" cried Sarah. "Bedding down your own children is not love, dumbass!"

      "How dare you!" Their mother raised a hand and lurched forward again.

      Charlie readied for another attack, but it was unneeded. She stumbled and fell, shattering the bottle into sparkling shards as the whiskey seeped between the floorboards to disappear. The siblings never moved. They only stared.

      "We are your parents. We gave you life, you ungrateful bastards. You'll do whatever we say. If your father wants to give you some lovin', then take it," she said, hauling her shaking frame upright once more. "Do what you're told and keep your mouth shut. Worthless, I tell ya'."

      "You're the worthless one," snapped Charlie. He shook his head in disgust, then spit on the floor as he guided Sarah toward the stairs. "Come on. I've heard enough from her noise box," he said.

      "I really despise her," she murmured. "It wouldn't bother me if she disappeared, too."

      "I know, right? But she's the least of our worries right now. Let's go clean up our mess."

      As the siblings plodded upstairs, their mother continued her rant in the background.

      Two more hours ticked away as the pair scrubbed, mopped, and wiped the blood from the room, halls, and stairs. 

      Charlie finally plopped on the edge of his bed, exhausted. "I'm taking a shower," he said before sighing. "We need to sleep. The sun will be up soon and I'm already worn out. Come on. I'll walk you to your room."

      Sarah started. "You're kidding, right? How am I going to sleep in the room you just killed our father in?"

      He rested a hand on her shoulder. "You can always sleep here. We can share a bed like when we were little. It'll be fun.”

      "I remember, but that was like centuries ago." She smiled thinly. "I haven't had any happy memories like that in a long time."

      "I'll go fetch some of your clothes." He hugged her. "It'll be okay. You'll see. Besides, it's done. We can't take it back."

      "I wouldn't even if we could," said Sarah. "He deserved what he got."

      "Yes, he did." But I wonder how long it will take before Mom realizes he's missing. Then what? With luck, she'll be so stoned she won't figure it out for months. 
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      Dull yellow light crept through the window as Charlie sat bolt upright. Sarah was screaming. The noise filled his ears. 

      "Wh…wh…what the hell is wrong?" he cried, facing her. "What are you hollerin' about?" He jammed both fists against his eyes to massage them as he attempted to force himself awake.

      She pointed a stiff finger across the room. "Look!"

      He gazed at a man occupying the plush armchair, casually staring back. The stranger nodded politely.

      Shocked into action, Charlie sprang from bed, lunged for the closet door, and groped inside its depths for his trusty bat. He emerged to meet the man's eyes. 

      "Who the hell are you?" asked Sarah, her voice wavering with fright.

      Charlie charged with his Slugger held high, but the man raised a hand to stop him. 

      "Haven't you already done enough damage, murderer?" asked the stranger. With a sweep of his arm, two chairs appeared. "Please sit down. No one wants to bargain while they're uncomfortable." He raised a finger in the air and smiled. "After all that digging and cleaning, you two must be famished." Another arm motion brought end tables filled with food and drink. "I assure you, it's safe. I haven't come to watch you roll about, frothing at the mouth while poison agonizingly kills you. That would be rather idiotic, wouldn't it?" He chuckled. "Exciting, to be sure, but idiotic nonetheless."

      The siblings exchanged confused glances.

      Who is this guy? And how did he do all that? Magic? Charlie shook his head. Nah, that's not even real. No one can do that fairy tale stuff. This must be a dream. He cast aside those questions and focused on the actual problem. There's a stranger in our house, one who may have seen something. Resolve rose as he gripped the wood tighter, wondering if this man needed to die to protect their secret.

      The intruder's handsome, chiseled features and deep, smooth voice made him a powerful presence. He appeared fit, impeccably dressed, and clean-cut by all standards. Whether it was a dream or some bizarre hallucination, Charlie couldn't decide. Still, several ugly scenarios ran through his young mind. 

      Sarah moved to one chair and sank into its depths to sit wide-eyed and still.

      "My sister asked who you are. You need to answer. And how did you get into our house?"

      "And if I don't answer? Are you going to kill me, too?" The fellow's eyes narrowed as if presenting a challenge. No response came in return.

      "W…w…what killing?" stammered Sarah before recanting her question. "Fine. How did you know? Did you see us?" 

      "Dear Sarah, I know everything. Otherwise, I wouldn't be very good at what I do," he said, pausing to sip his drink. "I must openly confess my love of coffee. What a wonderful invention you humans have here."

      "What are you? Plus, what's the crack about humans?" Charlie's anger was on the rise. "You look no different than us." He inclined his head toward the food. "You're not special just because you do fancy tricks. Seriously, I don't know where you came from, who you are, how you got here, or what⁠—"

      "Do shut up and sit down," interrupted the man. The velvet sound of his voice disappeared for a quick moment. "We won't get anywhere with you making empty threats. There's no need to play hero again." He paused to tap his cheek. "Do you know you're very much like your father? Wouldn't you agree? I know because I've watched him for some time. He had trouble with his temper, too. And I notice you are a rather angry, violent young man, as well."

      Charlie bristled at the insult. He opened his mouth to speak, but Sarah spoke first.

      "My brother wasn't playing hero! He saved me."

      "True enough, in some ways. You obviously gave your dear old dad what he had coming. I bet it felt good! Killing the one who abused you all these years must have felt like a weight lifted from your shoulders."

      "But I didn't plan on killing him," blurted Charlie. "He came at me, and I… I…" his voice trailed into silence.

      "I believe the words you're looking for are easy to come by, boy. Repeat after me, 'I caved his skull in.' Go on, say it." Their eyes met. "Just admit what you've done."

      Charlie's mouth fell open as he stared, dumbfounded. His thoughts felt thick and slow to form.

      Their guest huffed with discontent. "Please, close that thing. You'll start catching flies." He paused to shift in his seat. "Not to mention, it's rather bizarre looking."

      Charlie finally lowered into the chair beside his sister. He glanced at her, then faced the intruder. "You're not even real. This is a stupid dream. I knew from the moment you did this." He jerked a thumb toward the tables. "No one can make this stuff appear. And no one saw us last night. No one."

      The man snorted. "Oh, I'm quite real." Extending a hand, he inclined his head toward it. "You can feel for yourself if it will quell your confusion. However, you're free to believe whatever you wish."

      "Stop this shit," demanded Charlie. He pounded his fist into his thigh. "What, are you supposed to be the devil or something?"

      After a light chuckle, the stranger settled into a smile. "I've always hated that title. Did you know Christians came up with that nonsense? Before they came along, the word never existed. I can't understand why they always portray me with a pointed tail and horns. It's bothersome if you think about it. I think I'm rather handsome, wouldn't you say?" After another sip of coffee, his tone turned more serious. "To answer, I am older than time. I have seen the universe contract with the passing of life and expand from glorious creation. I am the thing humans fear but cannot escape. I am immortal. I am death. The Underworld god, if it pleases you."

      "That's ridiculous. Do you—" began Charlie.

      "Why are you here, then?" interrupted Sarah, scowling at Charlie to halt his arguing. "Shouldn't you be taking our dad away and leaving us alone?"

      "It doesn't work that way." The intruder straightened his clothes and adjusted both sleeves. "Let me expand my story a bit. Once your sad little race began assigning names and distorting my image, I grew to become all the terrible things that go bump in the night. Krampus, Ahriman, Satan, Anubis, Kali, and more. I am all of them." After politely dabbing his mouth with a linen napkin, he rubbed his chin. "I've always hated 'devil' though. That word bothers me a great deal. Maybe it's because I'm not such a bad sort. I'm just doing a job."

      "What should we call you?" asked Sarah. "You haven't told us your name."

      "Forget that! Enough with the games. Why are you here?" asked Charlie.

      The man rose with deliberateness and began to pace. "I assure you this is no game. You've committed murder and now your soul belongs to me." He stopped and inclined his head to Sarah. "To answer your question, sweet young thing, you may call me Anubis. He is my favorite of all my roles. However, I do enjoy this human form. It looks and feels unique, nothing like the crazy red fellow with a tail and pitchfork, right? How absurd is that nonsense? Imagine—using a false image to spread fear and keep people in line. Bah!" 

      "Then, show yourself as Anubis," said Sarah, her tone sounding firm.

      "He can't and you know it. He's a fraud."

      "I wouldn't want to scare you, would I? But if you insist and if it will put your brother's doubts aside…" Anubis morphed. With its long jackal-like ears and slender muzzle, his dark canine form sat atop a muscular, human-shaped body, one as equally black as the night. With a golden ankh round his neck and a crook in one hand and flail in the other, his eyes flashed white as he stared at the teens. 

      "Much better. Isn't it?" the god asked in a low, graveled voice. Both eyes flashed again as they settled on Charlie. "I have judged your soul, which has failed the test."

      "What does that mean?" Charlie looked away, unable to meet the intense stare. 

      Anubis reverted to human form. "It means while you await your next life, should the great Osiris choose to grant you one, your afterlife will be… let's say… unpleasant."

      "You mean he'll burn in Hell? Is that what you’re saying?" asked Sarah.

      Taking his seat, Anubis chuckled and waved a dismissive hand. "There is no such place. Yet another absurd Christian concept to keep their followers in line. Fear of Hell and trepidation over their own God keeps them terrified. Organized religions want sheep, not free thinkers. Churches hang Hell and sin over their worshippers' heads like the Sword of Damocles." Leaning forward, he waved a hand again. 

      Horrible images filled the room, playing like a twisted movie on a large screen. Humans roamed freely as rotten flesh fell from their bones. Some ran about as flames engulfed them, others were missing limbs, and some kicked and fought against the noose encircling their necks as life slowly drained from them. There were more atrocities than Charlie ever imagined. Oddly, several looked unaffected.

      "How are they tortured?" asked Charlie, pointing to the latter ones. 

      No sooner had the words escaped his lips when a woman laughed hysterically, dropped to her knees, then stuffed dirt in her mouth before swallowing. Nearby, a stout man flung himself from a tall building's edge to splat on a sidewalk below. The moment looped itself as he repeatedly leaped to his death.

      "Madness is a perfect torture that dwells within us all. It's only a question of how you contain it, for you can never fully control it. Some say you live in a version of Hell, even now. Has it ever occurred to you that your precious planet is Hell? Don't you agree? Seriously, look at your lives. In addition, you'll find out soon enough if the legends of eternal torture are true. Murderer."

      "Charlie was only protecting me," said Sarah. She clasped both hands together pleadingly. "Mr. Anubis, you can't take him."

      "Ah, but your reasoning is not relevant. Your precious big brother killed because he wanted to."

      "That's bullshit!" cried Charlie. "I really didn't want to do it!"

      "Then ask yourselves why you simply didn't run away. Why not request help from a relative? Go to the police, a priest, a shaman, or someone you trust. Anyone! You've had years to seek a resolution. Yet here we are." Anubis pointed to the young man, but his stern gaze went to Sarah. "But instead, Charlie murdered your father! Didn't he?" 

      She cast her eyes to the floor and nodded. 

      Anubis smiled thinly, then continued. "He beat him to death with a baseball bat." The god smiled wider. "Admittedly, that was the perfect touch. Nicely done. In today's world, everyone wants to solve their issues with guns. That's for cowards. Knives are fine if used properly. But it takes a special kind of fervor to kill up close while vengeance rips at your heart—to smash their brains into mush. I admire that part of you."

      "And if I refuse to go?" asked Charlie. "You can't take me." Why am I even talking to this thing? It's a stupid dream.

      Anubis exhaled heavily. "Do you seriously believe you have a choice?" With another hand gesture, Charlie vanished, though his terrified screams reverberated from a place unseen. Seconds later, the teenager was back, curled on the floor in a fetal position, sobbing.

      Sarah rushed to his side. "What happened? Where did you go?"

      His mouth opened when he raised his head, but no words came. Charlie's eyes bulged and his skin was sallow. His body shook and twitched in spasms as he sat upright with Sarah's aid. Her comforting hands rested on his back but his shaking did not subside. 

      Charlie squeezed his eyes shut, hoping the nightmarish visions would go away. Anubis had shown him scenes of his father's murder. Only this time, Charlie immensely enjoyed the act, laughing as he repeatedly struck his victim's skull. Soon, the molester's brains were oozing slush, much of which splattered on the young man's clothing. The scene played like a sick horror movie. 

      Charlie faced Anubis. "I'll do anything you ask. Don't make me go back there."

      "What did you do to him?" cried Sarah.

      "I merely showed him what his new life will soon entail. I'm sure it was unpleasant enough. After all, that is the idea of punishment. It's unfortunate your race only knows hate, intolerance, and immorality. If you were more peaceful and learned to love one another, my job would be much less tedious. But, as it is, your vicious cycle will never end."

      "Please, I beg you," implored Charlie.

      Anubis laughed again, harder this time. "Very typical. Now you beg, stupid human. It's all you flesh-things know how to do when trapped and realization sinks into your tiny brains of what awaits. Why is it when you have absolutely nothing to offer, mortals insist on saying they will do anything I ask?" His eyes flashed red. "I promise you will do exactly as I ask. First, you will pay the ultimate price—your soul." 

      "No, wait!" Sarah shouted, sticking her slender arm out to ward off the god. "There has to be another way."

      "I came for a soul and with a soul, I shall leave. There is no other way, young lady."

      Sarah's brain worked rapidly. "You mentioned a bargain," she continued, squeezing Charlie's arm. "You said no one wants to bargain while they're uncomfortable. Well, we're uncomfortable. Take another soul instead. Just don't take my brother, please!"

      Anubis tilted his head to one side and raised an eyebrow. "Whose then? Whose soul are you willing to trade, if not that of your dear, sweet, murderous brother? It seems you are not very knowledgeable at the concept of trading."

      "Take our mother," she yelled as her grip tightened. "She's worthless. In fact, she doesn't even
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