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      At the mention of horror, some may instinctually picture works intended to merely frighten or repulse. But the tales housed within the pages of this book are crafted with layers of moral ambiguity, social commentary and reflections on the human condition, seasoned with wit, humor, and in some cases, a hint of dark warnings and a dash of blood shed. They are intelligent and well-crafted offerings, for your reading pleasure.

      The twenty-two stories included in this anthology present themes of loss, revenge, greed, duty, honor and self-preservation. You’ll read narratives set in dystopian and apocalyptic lands where our heroes and heroines are pitted against powerful forces or unseen villains, and in some instances, fight back using extrasensory powers. Watch vampires, ghosts, fairies, mummies, creatures of mythology—and stuffed animals—vie for the spotlight with the living.

      What sacrifices would you make to ensure a critically ill loved one lives? How would you carry on as the lone survivor of the end of the world? Would you agree to any terms put forth if it brought a spouse back from the dead? Can you outwit Yuki-onna in a snowstorm? Would you know a spirit if you encountered one—or if you were dead yourself? Is it always simple to judge a friend from a foe? In a revenge of the nerds scenario, will you be the bully or the avenged?

      Some stories see action in hospitals or clinical settings, while several take you to the mean streets of a dog eat dog universe where no one can be trusted. Others still are set in homes of refinement and realms deemed proper society. But don’t pause too long on the staircase examining family portraits on the walls and use caution before entering a room in which you were not invited. It’s never polite to eavesdrop.

      So come along for the journey, grab a pint or cup of tea, and settle in. Some will escape with their lives while others follow more sinister paths. Secrets, surprises and savagery wait behind the shadows.

      

      Sara Jordan-Heintz, editor

      

      Sara Jordan-Heintz is an award-winning newspaper journalist. She is also a 20th century historian with an interest in popular cultural, the Golden Age of Hollywood, the Cold War and the JFK assassination. She is the author of the biographies Going Hollywood: Midwesterners in Movieland and The Incredible Life & Mysterious Death of Dorothy Kilgallen. She has written hundreds of articles for newspapers and magazines, many republished through the Associated Press and USA Today Network. 

      Her novella A Day Saved is a Day Earned was published in Rod Serling Books’ inaugural anthology Submitted For Your Approval, edited by Anne Serling. 

      Her fictional stories, heavily inspired by film noir, The Twilight Zone and everyday observations, have appeared in: 101 Words, Red Planet, 365 Tomorrows, Friday Flash Fiction, Blink Ink, The Mambo Academy of Kitty Wang, Better Than Starbucks, Potato Soup Journal and Shady Grove Literary.

      Her work was published in the Brilliant Flash Fiction anthology Branching Out, in Inkd Publishing’s anthologies Hidden Villains and Hidden Villains: Betrayed and in Savage Realms’ horror anthology Symphony of the Damned.

      She most enjoys writing speculative fiction, human interest stories and pieces meant to provoke deep feelings and opinions in its readers. She lives in Iowa with her husband Andy Heintz, also a writer, their young daughter Louisa and tuxedo cat Madeline.
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      “You’re late.”

      Gwennyth started, as if surprised to be addressed as she drifted into the den. She quickly regained her composure and adopted the haughty air of one unaccustomed to being accused. “I am not,” she said. Her tone held no admission of fault. “By much, anyway,” she added in concession to his raised eyebrow. She hoped that would put an end to the discussion, as she had no recollection of an appointment. In truth, she had no recollection of anything.

      “Quite literally late,” Alister Laccone cried. “By more than three days.” The dark circles beneath his eyes were starkly pronounced against the pale complexion that reminded Gwennyth, unkindly, of a cave fish.

      “Three days?” she mused and flipped her long yellow hair back across her shoulder with a careless wave of her hand. Recent memories began to coalesce with confusing images to create a narrative, which, though unpleasant, jibed with his words. “It can’t be that long.”

      “Your remains were interred this morning,” Alister groused. He had sat slumped in his favorite reading chair since returning from the graveside service. When Gwennyth appeared, he bolted upright and was now perched on the edge of the tufted brown leather cushion. He reached a trembling hand to the table at his side and angrily snatched a folded broadsheet. “Here’s your damned obituary,” he said and thrust out the irrefutable proof as if wielding a terrible, swift sword.

      Gwennyth strode confidently across the room, anxious to have done with this ridiculous affair. She snatched the newspaper from Alister’s hand and scanned the page. Her intelligent crystal blue eyes were quick to locate the notice; a task simplified by the presence of a photo of Gwennyth taken by Antoine duPierre in his small studio above a pharmacy in an unfashionable block of the downtown residential effort. Antoine had served champagne to help her relax prior to positioning her in front of the mottled sheet that served as his signature backdrop. Gwennyth believed duPierre had captured the perfect expression to serve as the portrait to accompany her author’s biography of her first book. Smiling, she turned her attention to the twenty-four-point headline above the printed image.

      “Authoress Gwennyth Laccone, 36, dies in tragic library fire,” she read aloud. Gwennyth dropped the paper and stared, horrified, at her husband. “The library?” she gasped as a tangle of red-tinged memories blazed up in her memory.

      “At your last appearance,” he said, his voice like tea that had steeped too long. “All that dry paper and old varnish. It’s a wonder anyone got out at all.”

      “Then there were survivors?” Gwennyth asked, proud of the sense of relief she felt. So much for claims that she was self-centered or narcissistic.

      “No,” Alister admitted. “None from the basement auditorium. None of your fans,” he added with cruel, mocking emphasis of the word.

      “No wonder,” Gwennyth said. She caught Alister’s eye and they both grinned. “Oh Alister,” she said, moving to sit on the arm of his chair. It was her accustomed place as he read in the evening. She liked to twirl her fingers through his thick ginger curls as he recited the day’s headlines and stock quotes. “So, I guess I’ll have to haunt you now.”

      “Afraid so,” Alister sighed. “I hadn’t thought that through.” He moved a little to the side, though it was unclear whether to give her more room or to avoid her touch.

      “Why did you do it?” she asked. She experimentally reached for his highball and was delighted when the cut crystal tumbler lifted easily. She sniffed the contents and gave her late husband a disapproving glance. “Oh Alister,” she said, her tone rising with her hopes. “Scotch whisky?”

      “It’s all that was in the house,” he explained. “It didn’t seem appropriate to send Manfred out for champagne.”

      “But you would have preferred it.” Gwennyth’s brief smile faded.

      “Of course, dear,” Alister said and patted her hand. It was the first time he touched her with affection since months before her death. She was not cold, as he expected. Her form (he could not think of it as flesh) was as dry and dead as the paper bound in the books of the small bibliotheca in which they sat. Her temperature was the same as any other object in the room so that contact with her registered almost no sensation. That, at least, had not changed.

      “I’m glad for you,” Gwennyth said softly. That had always been her chief complaint against her husband. Alister, she often confided to girlfriends over lunch at Charlieste, was possessed of the potential for great successes. But he could do nothing that he would not almost immediately regret it. He was a churning cauldron of second-guessing and over-thinking. When she told him she was glad, it wasn’t for the preference of champagne, but in the sense that he would have preferred to celebrate her murder. Champagne for conviction and victory, whisky for regret and defeat.

      “I have to admit your appearance here confounds me,” Alister said, relieving his late wife of his glass.

      “I should imagine.”

      Alister tossed back his drink and rose to pour another. He knew he should ring for Manfred, but he wasn’t sure how the aged servant would react to the sight of Gwennyth after already cleaning out her rooms and sending her clothes to charity shops around the city. “Shall I fix anything for you?” he asked as he added a spray of seltzer to his glass.

      “I don’t know,” Gwennyth said, her brow creasing unattractively. “I’m not sure how food and drink work with me.”

      “I know how they did when you were alive,” Alister joked. His wit had the desired effect on Gwennyth’s forehead, which smoothed in amusement. He tipped a measure of port into a delicate sherry glass. It was from a set they received as a wedding gift from Alister’s maiden aunt from her own unused trousseau. “My dear,” he said and extended the libation. “To your return.”

      Gwennyth lightly swirled the thick alcohol and inhaled the delicate aroma of fruit and tobacco it released. “My love,” she said with little emotion. “I see you’re staying with the Scotch.”

      “It seems appropriate,” Alister said. He noted the beginning bloom of a smile and quickly nipped the bud. “My attempt at murder was a failure.” He winked slyly to show he did not hold her to blame and raised his glass. Gwennyth, after only a moment’s hesitation, clinked her glass to his.

      “Darling, I wish my return outweighed any disappointment at defeat.”

      Alister cloyingly sipped his drink. “We’ll put that discussion aside for now, shall we?” he said. “I am curious as to why you’re here.” He took another swallow, then said as casually as he could, “Revenge?”

      Gwennyth’s laugh was like silver bells in a Saint-Tropez breeze. Gwennyth and Alister had honeymooned there in a suite of rooms overlooking the turquoise waters of the French Riviera. Alister was passionate about her beauty then, and she about his devotion. She quieted and cocked her head to one side. “Revenge?” she considered the word as if she drank it along with the wine, rolling both around in her mouth to suss out the hidden depths. “I don’t think so,” she said not reassuringly. “Oh Alister, how dreadful it would be if I came back just to make you miserable. You should hate that.”

      “I would,” Alister agreed. “More port?”

      Gwennyth looked quizzically at her empty glass. “When did that happen? Yes, please.” After he poured she patted the cushion of the chair. “Come sit,” she purred from her perch on the arm. “My dear,” she began.

      “Hmm?” Alister said when her pause became wearisome to him.

      “I don’t know why I’m here,” Gwennyth finally admitted. If she concentrated extremely hard around the effects of the port she could remember the morning of her scheduled library appearance. The old building had a basement auditorium where she was to give a presentation on her career, inspiration and characters. Prior to the question-and-answer segment Gwennyth planned to read from her recently finished, unpublished manuscript. The fire started just after the lights in the auditorium dimmed.

      “I am cross with your timing,” she said and playfully slapped his arm. “And it was terribly careless of you to involve all of those innocent people.”

      “It needed to look like an accident,” Alister protested. “There were bound to be collateral casualties.”

      Gwennyth closed her eyes and became very still. Alister prepared himself for the storm of rage he expected the shade to unleash.

      “Collateral casualties,” she repeated in a whisper. Gwennyth’s eyes popped open, and she fixed her most beautiful smile on her widowed husband. “Oh Alister, that’s brilliant! I shall title my next book that.”

      Alister rolled his eyes. “Nothing can stop you, can it?”

      “Not even death,” she agreed raising her glass in triumph. “But I suppose first I must figure out what my mission is.”

      “You honestly don’t know?”

      Gwennyth shrugged. “I remember the heat, the confusion, the people screaming and fighting to get out of the basement. I vividly recall the terrified face of a little girl. She had been abandoned by her mother who was mired in the crowd fighting at the door. I saw her just before the fire broke through the ceiling and crashed down on top of her.” Gwennyth’s voice caught and her eyes lost their focus for the briefest instant. Whatever she saw left a residue across her countenance. When she returned to her narrative, her voice was softer, almost pitying. “The next thing I remember is being here.”

      Alister’s only response was to drain his glass. Gwennyth handed him her empty sherry crystal on his way back to the bar.

      “See here, pet, are you purposely trying to make me feel bad?” he asked, his back to her. “That wasn’t a very nice image to paint for me.”

      “Darling!” Gwennyth cried and ran to wrap her arms about him. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. Poor Alister,” she soothed. “Do you feel awful?”

      Alister turned in her arms and smiled beatifically. “Of course not, darling. It’s a shame about the little girl, of course. But what could I do?”

      “I suppose you could have not set fire to the library,” Gwennyth mused. “But what’s done is done. Now, as to why I’m here and not in heaven—”

      “Or otherwise,” Alister interjected playfully.

      Gwennyth scowled, but the expression gave over to laughter. “Honestly my dear, I don’t think you have a single regret in killing me.”

      “Not a one,” Alister agreed. “You had to go. And I shall now spend all my time trying to figure out how to rid myself of your ghost.”

      “But why, my love?” Gwennyth demanded and backed away. “Weren’t we happy?”

      “You were happy,” Alister said. “You had your success and your fans. All I had was your money. It makes a man feel kept.” He considered having another drink, but instead set the glass aside. “I suppose it was inevitable I would despise you.”

      “I rather wish you had said something to me,” Gwennyth opined.

      “What would I have said?” Alister demanded. “No, killing you was my only recourse.” He slowly trod to the double doors of the den and pulled them open. He stood motionless with arms spread wide holding the curved brass handles. “It’s been a tiring day,” he said without turning to face her. “I need to lie down.” At that, he left the room and pulled the doors closed behind him.

      “The poor dear,” Gwennyth thought as the late afternoon light dimmed to darkness.

      Morning light flooded the room when Alister flung open the doors. He looked much improved after a night’s rest. His eyes were once again bright and intelligent when he stepped into the den. His smile hardened to a thin line when he spied Gwennyth by the patio doors. She was staring at the garden, but turned to greet her widower when she heard him enter.

      “Not just a dream, then,” he snarled.

      “For either of us, I’m afraid,” Gwennyth agreed slightly puzzled. It seemed to her no time had passed between Alister’s leaving and his return. “Something shall have to be done.”

      Alister cast his gaze longingly to the bar. His eyes flicked momentarily to the clock mounted on the wall beside it. He frowned at the too early hour. “Can’t you just, you know,” he flicked his fingers as if shooing away a fly, “move on to your destiny?” he asked.

      “It does not appear so,” Gwennyth shrugged. “Believe me, Alister, if I could, I would begin my ascension to heaven immediately.”

      “Rather optimistic, my écrivaine,” Alister commented dryly. “Which I applaud,” he added hastily at his wife’s darkening expression. “I just mean we none of us know our fate.”

      “You burned an unknown number of innocents to murder me,” Gwennyth said with a surprising lack of rancor. “I suspect your posthumous destination is not to be unguessed.”

      Alister felt that was too unkind an observation, but as he had not had his morning coffee he was unprepared to enter into a protracted theological debate. As if in answer to his thoughts, he now noticed the steaming urn with porcelain cups and saucers waiting on the bar. “Just the thing,” Alister smiled and rubbed his hands together.

      “I did not see those brought in,” Gwennyth pondered with a tilt of her head. She joined her husband as he poured for himself.

      Alister blew softly to clear the fog of steam hovering over his cup before drawing in a cautious sip. He at once felt his cognitive powers stir. “We should make a list,” he announced and strode with renewed purpose to the desk.

      “A list, my dear?” Gwennyth looked up. She had been inhaling the heady scent of coffee forming a cloud at the stem of the pot.

      “Of your unfinished business, you silly monkey,” Alister chided. Now that he had a plan his sullen attitude had cleared. “Perhaps in that way we can figure out how to send you on your way.”

      “Get rid of me, you mean. Again.”

      Alister shrugged. “As you like. Now don’t make that face,” he exclaimed. “After all, I murdered you. Is it really such a shock that I don’t wish you to be hanging around?”

      Gwennyth could not argue against her husband’s reasoning. “I suppose,” she demurred. Then inspiration struck and she brightened. “It will be like collaborating on a project,” she cried.

      “Not exactly,” Alister said. “This isn’t like writing one of your horrid little stories.”

      “My horrid little stories kept a roof over our heads,” Gwennyth pointed out. Then her pique passed and she placatingly touched his arm. “It will be nice to do something together.”

      They worked diligently through dinner, tea and supper. The effort began with as much cooperation as their two styles would allow. As a writer, Gwennyth demanded that a narrative thread be woven; Alister, an actuary by nature, wanted only a numbered list. Compromise was reached. Gwennyth was given license to structure the list in the form of a tribute to herself, and Alister, as editor, ruthlessly excised her purple prose until there was hardly any color left at all.

      “It reads like a diary entry,” Gwennyth complained.

      “As so it should,” Alister smiled. “You know, Nythe, that was a good bit of fun, working with you like that.”

      Gwennyth touched her throat, and her eyes became large with tears. “You haven’t called me that in years.”

      Alister’s cheeks reddened. “I haven’t,” he admitted, unable to meet her eyes. “Love, I see I have wronged you.” He barely heard her startled intake of breath. Anyone who knew him would describe Alister as self-aware to the point of exclusion of all else. While working with his late wife he awakened to an expanded perception. The world was not arranged with the sole purpose of his benefit, he realized. His actions could hold important consequences for those around him.

      “Alister?” Gwennyth said softly. He had been quiet for a worryingly long time.

      “I resented your success,” Alister made himself look up. “You were doing something—your writing—to connect with the world. I hid away and dreamed great plans for myself but took no measures to give them life. I only wish,” he faltered.

      “Wish what, my dear?”

      Alister turned away and bit his knuckle to stifle an emerging sob. “If only I could turn back the hands of the clock,” he wept. “Nythe! What would I give to have not set that fire? You must think me a dreadful rascal.”

      He waited for Gwennyth to finally unleash her rightful repulsion. Her chuckle was an unexpected tinkling in the quiet room.

      “Now I see what’s going on,” she almost whispered. She gently touched her husband’s shoulder—her late husband’s shoulder. “You’re not all bad,” she spoke slowly. “After all, you did try to save me.”

      Alister imagined he could once again smell the pungent mixture of flame and smoke. Fear began to claw at his heart as, without his volition, he rotated to come face-to-face with his wife. The familiar walls of the den were gone. She stood now before a backdrop of screaming souls fighting to escape the rising conflagration in the library basement. Her crisp dress was singed from the heat. Wisps of smoke rose in tendrils from the edges of the scorched material. She smiled at him and pointed to a child, screaming silently for her mother as her hair ignited in flame.

      “You must have done it for appearances,” Gwennyth noted. “Yes?”

      Alister was compelled to explain. “There were people,” he croaked, getting hotter, his breath became more labored. “If I didn’t make a show of being distraught it would look suspicious. I—” the air blistered the soft tissue of his throat.

      “You ran in,” Gwennyth took over. “I expect you planned to go in just far enough to be out of sight of the crowd. There, you would wait a respectable amount of time and then stumble back out to wail about the flames being too high. Who could doubt your veracity then?” She laughed. “I wish I could have seen the look on your face when the floor gave way beneath you. The sudden infusion of fuel and oxygen caused an explosion. My eyes melted before the smoke cleared,” she said with regret.

      Alister fell to the baking floor, sobbing and repeating her name. Gwennyth knelt and set her hand on his head. He did not resist when she tilted it back to force him to look at her. “What is it, my pet?” she asked coldly.

      “I’m so sorry,” Alister wept. “If only I had it to do over again.”

      Gwennyth, who now saw her purpose, smiled. “You do,” she said. Alister felt the joists beneath him crack. He looked between his knees and saw tongues of flame lick out of the jagged opening.

      “Over, and over, and over again,” Gwennyth said as the floor gave way and Alister plunged into the inferno.

      

      After retiring, Patrick Murphy moved from Columbus, Ohio, to the Bronx, along with his partner of 30 years and their rescue dog. His short stories have been published in Joining Forces; Full Moon and Howlin’: A Werewolf Anthology; Zombiality: A Queer Bent on the Undead; Kaleidoscope: Lenses on Reality; and the Midwest Literary Magazine webzine. He also has two serials available at Kindle Vella, and three middle-grade titles self-published on Amazon. When he isn’t writing or walking the streets of Manhattan, he is usually enjoying online role playing games or exploring solo RPGs and tabletop games.

      You can learn even more about Patrick Murphy from his author’s page on Amazon.com. You can also explore his personal website with rarely-updated blog at pfmdesigner.com.
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      It was a little after 3 a.m. at the Glory Gas ‘n Gulp when both of the gas station/convenience store’s proprietors heard the warning bell clanging beneath their feet. They looked at the floor and then at each other. There was weariness in both men’s eyes—in part, because of the late hour, but mainly because of the sheer amount of energy that they knew they were about to exert. The warning bell always meant a lot of work for everyone.

      It was another ten minutes before Kordi steered her teal sedan up to a pump at the Glory Gas ‘n Gulp. She was shaking and breathing quickly, her face a viscous mess of tears and snot and leftover makeup.  She examined her reflection in the rearview mirror and saw the angry red half moon under her left eye. The bruise hadn’t started forming yet, but it was going to be a nasty one.

      Kordi attempted to comb through her tangled, platinum blonde hair with her fingers before giving up. She took a breath and allowed her face to crumple in sadness for another moment before realizing that it was too physically painful to cry. The muscles in her face had been too badly battered by Dan that night. Besides, he wasn’t worth it. Not anymore.

      Her car was running on fumes. So was she. She just needed to fill up the tank and get as far away from that man and that fleabite of a hopeless town as she possibly could. When she lifted the fuel nozzle to insert it into her tank she realized her arms were numb from where Dan had grabbed her that night. Her entire body was going to be a patchwork of bruises before too much longer. She took a breath and centered herself while the fuel pump became a blurry mess of numbers ticking off what Kordi’s trip to freedom would cost her. She also began scrolling down the mental checklist of everything that needed to be done. There was one glaring item that flashed like an emergency beacon above all of the rest: she needed to withdraw all of the money from their shared account before Dan could. She also needed to indulge in a vice she hadn’t allowed herself in over a year: a cigarette.

      The large lights that created permanent daylight over the gas pumps buzzed, seeming to communicate with the impossibly large moths that swooped around the pumps in a strange geometry. The landscape surrounding the Glory Gas ‘n Gulp was a viscous, drowning kind of dark, like being stranded in open ocean. Kordi folded her arms over her chest, shuddering, and had to remind herself that it was technically morning.  

      But, I guess 3 a.m. isn’t technically morning, she thought to herself as she walked gingerly to the door of the convenience store, still assessing the damage to her body as her nerves began to awaken from their survival coma. Three in the morning is an awful, sucking chest wound of time when the seduction of nighttime has left, and the hope of dawn has not yet arrived. She couldn’t help but grin at the sudden poetry of her own thoughts, cheesy though they might have been. At least they were hers.

      The door opened surprisingly easily, and Kordi inadvertently announced her arrival with a loud banging sound as it swung open and hit the adjacent wall. “Oh!” she exclaimed apologetically, feeling herself visibly cringe at the double gazes that her entrance had earned. She was a complete mess in every sense of the word, and certainly didn’t want anyone looking at her.

      If the two men in the store were judging her, they didn’t show it, and simply nodded in her direction. One was behind the counter, leaning against it as he read a magazine, and the other seemed to be occupying himself with restocking the spinning magazine rack. She noticed that they were both tall and heavyset, cutting large figures beneath the squat ceiling, and they had topped their shoulder-length brown hair with baseball caps. Kordi briefly wondered if they were brothers before her eyes landed on the promising lights of the ATM. She hammered the machine’s buttons aggressively, nervously chewed her lip as she realized that she had to do more than one transaction before successfully withdrawing the entire amount of $1,900. Her hands began shaking wildly as she shoved the wad of cash into her purse. Finally, she had something that Dan would never be able to take away from her.

      When Kordi turned around, the brothers—as she had decided that they most certainly were—tried to force an almost cartoonish casualness into their postures and faces, but she had the sense that they had both been staring at her while her back was turned. Even still, the one behind the counter blushed a little and flashed a grin. Kordi clutched her purse with both hands and eyed the man for a moment before approaching the counter. She couldn’t wait to get out of there and put as many miles as possible between her old and new life.

      “One pack of American Spirits, please. And a lighter,” she said while plopping down one of her ATM-fresh bills on the counter. The man flashed that grin again, nodded, and gathered her items. The cash register was an antique and made a satisfying, “cha-CHING!” sound. The man held on to Kordi’s change for just a second too long, and she raised her eyes to meet his. He had doughy features and patchy stubble dotting his face, but she saw something dark flash behind his eyes for a moment. It was brief and subtle, but something in her survival instincts sounded a silent alarm.  

      Kordi crumpled up her change and shoved it into her purse. As she did, she thought she heard a bell ringing from somewhere underneath her feet. And then, a second later, she definitely heard the distinct sound of a door’s deadbolt sliding into place—heavy-yet-slick. When she looked up again she saw the other backwards-baseball-cap-wearing-guy—the one who had been stocking the magazines—standing in front of the door, blocking it. He stretched his lips into a menacing grin that didn’t match his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. But we can’t let you leave.”

      Kordi’s silent alarm continued to ring throughout her body. Her first instinct, much to her own peril, was to always ignore her own alarm, and so, of course, she figured he was joking. Surely. Who smiles and locks someone in a convenience store? She ran her hand under her runny nose and gave a sarcastic response: “Ha, ha, guys. Really funny,” she said as she made her way to the door and the man blocking it.

      She expected the man to move as she came closer. He didn’t. The grin he had been wearing moments earlier dropped, making his face a mirthless mask. His skin looked pale and waxy in a way that Kordi hadn’t noticed before.

      “I’m afraid we aren’t joking, ma’am,” the man behind the cash register now stood next to her, his voice gravelly like a smoker’s. “We can’t let you leave.” He placed his hand on Kordi’s shoulder and something in her just…snapped. She had once again been touched without wanting to be, and trapped by men just one too many times that night. If it was her money they wanted, she was ready to fight. That money was her freedom. They weren’t getting that from her.

      A scream struck itself against her vocal cords like a match igniting, and the snack shelf next to her became a treasure trove of projectiles: Pringles cans, packs of sunflower seeds, candy bars—anything she could grab was hurled at the men with whatever strength her bruised arms had left in them. The sound of a bell clanging beneath their feet joined with Kordi’s scream in a jarring cacophony. It didn’t take long for the two men to overpower her with each one grabbing an arm firmly—but with surprising gentleness, Kordi couldn’t help but notice—and she dangled between them like a paper doll. Her scream finally tapered off to a weak puff of sound and the bell beneath them stopped its ringing. There was a beat of silence in which all three of them took a breath. And then, they heard a new sound.

      It was a triple beat. Step, step, thunk. Step, step, thunk. 

      Something was coming up the stairs. Kordi turned her head and looked at the door in the back of the store. The knob jiggled, struggling to turn, before the door popped open. A small, frail figure stood in the doorway. It was an elderly woman with her gray hair in braids, and as she moved toward the trio, Kordi saw that the third beat in the woman’s gait was her cane. Her shoulders were draped in a multicolored shawl that was frayed at the edges. One of her eyes was an icy pool of blue and the other was an opaque white marble, almost as if the iris and pupil had rolled entirely back into her head. Accompanying her like the train of an invisible dress was the stench of decay—was that dead fish?—mixed with mothballs. Kordi peed herself a little. It was partly out of surprise at this woman’s sudden presence, and partly because using the bathroom hadn’t exactly been her priority that night.

      The triple beat of the woman’s movements punctuated the increasingly ripe air and her arthritis-warped finger extended from her fist, pointing at Kordi.

      “LET BURN THE UNCLEAN THING!”  

      The old woman’s voice was deep and forceful, and didn’t seem to fit the body from which it emanated. It was like something out of a movie that Kordi had seen once about a demonic possession. Kordi peed a little more and then her instincts clicked over from freeze to fight and she began to struggle against the men who were still holding each of her arms. She had no intention of burning that night.

      Kordi began thrashing, and the two men holding her began murmuring the velvety platitudes that one would to a frightened filly: “Whoa, there. Easy, girl.” However, Kordi was smaller and more agile than a filly. Like a blonde whip, her head made two quick snaps, as did her jaw, and the strength of her bite on each of the men’s wrists forced their grips to loosen just enough for Kordi to wriggle away and close the short distance between herself and the store’s exit.

      Her fingers were clumsy, useless sausages as she struggled with the door’s bolt that proved to be an all too formidable opponent. She forced her hands to cooperate, but the back of her mind buzzed with the futility of it the way a fluorescent light buzzes in the background of a room. She felt a hand close around the frizzy strands of her hair and pull until she was knocked off of her feet and being dragged across the store and away from the door. She thought she heard the man dragging her mutter “sorry” repeatedly, but his voice was drowned out by the sound of her own shrieking.

      Once she reached the back wall of the store, she once again began fighting and struggling, commanding her limbs to flail and thrash and claw. In an instant, the frail old woman was suddenly astride her, sitting on Kordi’s stomach. Kordi was so surprised that she froze and felt the woman’s bony legs digging into her painfully. The woman had managed to pin Kordi’s arms under her knees, and Kordi could feel the knobs of them boring into her with impossible strength. Kordi screamed and one of the men placed his meaty palm over her mouth. It smelled like gasoline and chewing tobacco, and Kordi tried to tear herself loose, but she was pinned to that dirty linoleum floor. She felt something binding her ankles, and realized that the other man was leaning his torso on top of them.  When her rational mind had finally conceded that her struggle was useless—and her depleted adrenal gland was like a brittle, empty walnut shell—her throat produced a whimper like a little vocal white flag, and an undesirable stillness filled her limbs. It felt a little like how she imagined drowning would be, especially since the smelly palm over her mouth was constricting her airways. She forced her eyes open, and the room looked suddenly strange and refracted, and the images in front of her swam in and out of focus.  

      She felt the old woman move on top of her as she pulled something out of a beaded handbag that had been resting against her hip. Kordi couldn’t make out what it was, but the woman raised it over her head and spoke in that impossibly deep voice:

      “LET BURN THE UNCLEAN THING!”

      The woman lowered the object she was holding onto Kordi’s forehead. It was dry and heavy, like something wrapped in brittle crepe paper, and a new scent overwhelmed Kordi’s nostrils as her nervous system buzzed like a colony of trapped bees. Was she smelling…pickles?  It took a moment for her ears to register that the two men were chanting, their voices barely above a whisper. Their words thudded against her eardrums like deranged intruders, knocking at the door of her sanity, and her brain couldn’t take them in. Finally, after a few minutes, she heard them. The men were saying the worst words that she could have possibly imagined in that moment, over and over: “No escape.”

      The old woman’s voice thundered, the men’s voices rose, and the slurry of sound doused Kordi’s nervous system bees into a half-conscious state. The old woman began slowly moving the object that she had placed on Kordi’s forehead over her eyes, pausing for a moment before continuing to slide it past her nose. The man moved his palm from over Kordi’s mouth and the old woman slid the object to where the man’s hand had been. It was then that Kordi could make out a thumb and forefinger, both wrapped in rough, gray skin. The object was a hand.  Except, unlike the human one that had been over her mouth a second earlier, this one was not attached to an arm. It was a disembodied corpse’s hand. The stench of pickles—now overwhelming—was the embalming fluid that had preserved it.

      A geyser of vomit attempted to eject itself from Kordi’s body, but could only make it partway up her throat, causing her to cough and sputter. The old woman continued to slide the corpse hand over Kordi’s chin and neck, pausing at the top of her chest. She bellowed, and Kordi could feel her voice vibrating:

      “HAND OF GLORY, DO YOUR DUTY! LET BURN THE UNCLEAN THING!”

      The men began chanting progressively louder until they were bellowing, too: “NO ESCAPE! NO ESCAPE! NO ESCAPE!”

      Kordi felt the old woman slide the corpse hand between her breasts and it was as if a bolt of lightning struck her heart. She spasmed once, and her nervous system bees buzzed with all of their might for one white hot instant before dropping into darkness, bringing Kordi right along with them.
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        * * *

      

      Kordi woke with a start and scanned her surroundings, hoping for a moment that it had all been a bad dream. It wasn’t. She was still in the store, but the old woman, two men and corpse hand were gone. Kordi wasn’t going to wait around to see if they would return. She half-crawled across the floor and scurried to her feet, grabbing her purse from where she had dropped it during the struggle with the two men. She could see that her stack of cash was still in it. They hadn’t wanted her money after all.

      The door was already unlocked when she reached it, and the sky had a candy colored stripe at the horizon. The sun would be up soon.  Kordi ran to the car, her hands trembling as she struggled to put the key in the ignition. When she finally heard the sound of the engine roaring to life, she glanced up at the windshield and prepared to drive away when she saw something stuck under the driver’s side wiper: a long piece of receipt paper with something written on it in black ink. Kordi opened the door and retrieved it, struggling to make out the frenetic letters: We are the righteous ones. You have been spared. Do not call on us again. Kordi scoffed, in spite of herself, balled up the paper, and threw it out of the car. She had no intention of ever coming back there again.

      Kordi locked the doors and pulled out onto that quiet stretch of road. She didn’t even have to look both ways to know that no cars were coming. In fact, she figured that she wouldn’t see another car for hours.  She was wrong.

      A mile or so from the gas station, several fire trucks and emergency vehicles blocked the road. They all hovered around the charred remains of a car fire. A police officer raised his hand, signaling for Kordi to stop, and he approached her window.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. We are just finishing the clean up here, and then we’ll move our vehicles and you can be on your way.”

      “What happened?” Kordi asked before she could stop herself.

      “Not sure, exactly. This guy’s car damn near exploded. He was driving with a shotgun and the car was filled to the brim with ammo.  Enough to kill a whole herd of deer. Though, I’m not sure it was deer he was fixin’ to kill…” The officer eyed Kordi’s bruise under her eye. “If you don’t mind me asking, are you all right, ma’am?”

      Kordi brought her hand protectively to her face and nodded.

      “You’re sure now…”

      Kordi nodded again. The officer gave her a half salute and returned to the morass of emergency workers. After a few minutes, a fire truck moved so that Kordi could continue on her way. As she eased the car forward, she got a good look at the doomed car. Even after being burnt almost to a pile of ash, she recognized it. She saw plum patches of the custom paint job that she always hated, and could see the curdled letters on the personalized license plate: 1tuffguy. It was Dan’s car.

      Kordi eyed the stretcher nearby. A sheet was pulled over the deceased driver. Dan had been coming for her. Kordi shuddered, her skin exploding into goosebumps. Somehow, he had missed seeing her car at the Gas ‘n Gulp, and somehow, his car had happened to burn. And now he was gone. She was truly free. The words from that receipt bounced around like a pinball in her chaotic brain. You have been spared. Kordi floored it, not bothering to look back in the rearview mirror.

      The police officer watched Kordi drive away before looking down at Dan’s thoroughly barbecued body, shaking his head. He helped load the stretcher into the ambulance and told his colleagues he would ride with the body to the morgue. The vehicles dispersed. There was no need for sirens. 

      The police officer waited until the ambulance had started rumbling down the road and the driver’s attention was elsewhere before reaching under the sheet and finding the burned man’s hand. He retrieved the special knife he had been given for such an occasion and began sawing just above the wrist bone like his grandmother had taught him. The hand almost crumbled like a crisp leaf, and the tendons snapped like brittle twigs, but it was still intact. It would do. And no one would miss it.  

      The officer dropped the hand into a sterile bag. He would get it to the old woman as soon as possible. And she would save another life.
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      Kristopher Durant sprinted headlong down the alley on feet so numb from the cold that he barely registered his heels pounding the cobblestones. Abruptly, the alley ended, and he skidded to a halt on the omnipresent sand. The maneuver put him on his back, and he still barely managed to stop before spilling out into the little coastal town’s main boulevard. 

      Goddamn sand, he thought as he picked himself up. 

      A pack of lumbering shapes ran down the street perpendicular to the alley, and Kristopher pressed back into the shadows. He stood there, as motionless as he could, only realizing after his head started to swim that he’d been holding his breath. He chanced a look down the street. The pack had moved on. He gasped and then sagged against the grimy, salt-encrusted brick wall. 

      Kristopher had once survived a hurricane on an oil rig and a twelve-hour long firefight with Russian mercenaries, but he’d never been this scared in his entire life. He needed to get back to his team, what was left of it. Wyatt would have a plan. 

      When he had his breath back, Kristopher peeked out in the street. One-one thousand, two-one thousand, three-one thousand…He counted to ten, listening and looking for movement, but the streets were as still as he could have hoped. Regardless, every ounce of his being yearned to shelter in place, to ride out the storm in the relative safety of the alley. Being in the open meant
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