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Devil Inside is a stunning, blood-soaked gem of a horror romance. Chapman’s voice sparkles with wit and propulsive rhythm in this thrilling tale where the skin-crawling meets the sensual. Simply put, it’s a hell of a ride.

Thea Guanzon, New York Times and #1 international bestselling author of The Hurricane Wars

An unflinching, intensely naughty horror love story that delves into the sticky nuances of falling in love and what it means to be possessed. Go put on some 90s grunge, paint your nails black, curl up with your demons and unleash Devil Inside.

Rachel Harrison, New York Times bestselling author of Play Nice and So Thirsty

Both wicked and tender, Devil Inside is a sinister horror story that delicately peels open the hearts of its victims. This is horror and heartbreak at its finest.

Kylie Lee Baker, author of Bat Eater and Other Names for Cora Zeng and Japanese Gothic

It’s no secret that Clay McLeod Chapman has one of the biggest hearts in horror, but with Devil Inside he’s serving us the whole thing on a silver platter. It’s a double-chambered delicacy, half horror, half romance, and Chapman doesn’t skimp on either portion. This is an infernal will-they-won’t-they that’s as steamy as it is... well, brimstoney.

Nat Cassidy, USA Today bestselling author of Mary and When The Wolf Comes Home

Devil Inside is a ferocious, sensual descent into possession, grief, and desire. Chapman delivers a wickedly smart horrormance where demons slip under your skin, love hits like a bruise, and the scariest thing of all is wanting someone enough to let them in. Tender, terrifying, and irresistible.

Lindy Ryan, author of Bless Your Heart and Dollface




Also by Clay McLeod Chapman
and available from Titan Books

What Kind of Mother

Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

Acquired Taste

Bodies of Work




[image: Title Page]
CLAY MCLEOD
CHAPMAN

TITAN BOOKS




LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.
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A Note on “Horrormance”


Horror and romance are two sides of the same coin: they’re visceral and propulsive and terrifying and beautiful. One amplifies the other and the HEA for a love story doesn’t mean there isn’t room for some brutal and scary moments.

If you’re a horror reader: this book is rife with horror elements, but it’s also a romance. It’s full of giddiness and yearning and emotions and messy, broken people finding ways to make themselves whole again.

If you’re a romance reader: this is a love story that doesn’t shy away from violence, murder, and bad things happening, sometimes in gory and squelchy ways. The nature of a possession story means grappling with what it means to agree (or not) to hosting a demon. Devil Inside explores suppressed desires, toxic relationships (including dubious consent), and what you would give up or take from someone to find your true love.








prologue: fixed gear


JORDAN

Let me tell you about the day I died.

First pickup gets called in at—get this—7:58. The caffeine from my red eye has barely hit my bloodstream when my radio starts blowing up with a rush delivery. Some startup needs me to pony express a package down to Shockoe Bottom in the next thirty.

Not impossible. I just wish I could sit here with the Saddle Sores and sip what’s left of my double-barrel espresso. Get this day-old bagel down before kicking off my day.

So it goes.

The crew all meets up in Carytown. We chain our bikes together in a spinal column of fixed gears and hunker down on the curb for some quality pre-clocking-in time.

“First round’s on me,” I offer up.

“You shouldn’t have,” Deak says.

“What’s mine is yours.” Which is to say we’ve all got a lot of nothing. I definitely can’t afford anything in Carytown. All these shops are way overpriced. Chichi boutiques, home décor emporiums, fancy candles. This block of Richmond is for the Southsiders who want to cross the James River, slip into the safest stretch of downtown, and shop till they plop.

Our bike crew is definitely not Carytown clientele. Even the coffee is too expensive. Luckily, we’ve got Jenn—darling, angelic Jenn—hooking us up whenever she opens.

Betsy’s Coffee Shop is situated right at the corner of Cary and S. Auburn. Betsy always turns a blind eye to Jenn doling out the Danishes nobody else wants to eat. She’s got a soft spot for couriers. Who can blame her? We’re sweating charm out of every pore.

On the mornings Jenn opens the store, she’ll serve us all up a cup and hand out whatever didn’t get eaten the day before, as long as we tip something. We’ve become intimately aware of her work schedule because, well . . . we all need to eat, now, don’t we?

There’s four of us most mornings. Couriers come and go, depending on how many bones get broken—all in a day’s work—but when it comes to the true hardcore Saddle Sores, you’ve got me, Deak, Lysistrata, and Freel. We’ve been riding through Richmond for the last couple years, all of us working for the same messenger company—Hell on Wheels—divvying the city up into sections and delivering whatever needs dispatching that day. Hell of a lot faster than UPS. Fuck FedEx. These streets are ours.

We all meet in the morning, smoke a cig, down some fresh joe until our throats burn, throw bagel bricks at each other, hacky sack that shit for a bit before gearing up and go go going. The others never notice why I’m always the first to arrive when we meet at Betsy’s. The assumption is I’m punctual. The truth is, I’ve been waking up next to Jenn.

“Your friends still don’t know about us, do they?”

“Friends?” I muttered into the pillow, still not entirely present. Waking up is not a strength of mine, I’ll admit. The ache of the day carries over. Drains me. All that riding.

“Your bike buddies.”

“Bike buddies? What are we? Ten?”

“Sure act like it.”

Earlier this morning, not two hours ago. I was still half asleep, tangled up in her bedsheets, face buried in her pillow. She’s already getting dressed, a breath away from heading out the door. I’m not getting the message that I’m supposed to move my ass. Her roommates don’t take too kindly to unchaperoned beaus wandering about the apartment. Particularly ones who raid the fridge in everyone’s absence, draining the OJ in their boxers.

“You ever gonna tell them?” Jenn slips on a collared shirt. She keeps her ink where her sleeves swallow them up, a barricade of cotton tucking her tattoos out of sight whenever she’s at work, as if she has to hide them from her customers. Hide herself.

“What’s there to tell?” I rub my face, feeling that sandpaper scrape.

“Really? So that’s how you feel about me?”

It’s not like I’ve been purposefully keeping her a secret. Not entirely, at least. The truth is it’s hard to bring someone into this riding lifestyle who isn’t a lane drifter already.

I’m not about to get all mystical here, but I will say this: Riding is a way of life.

My life, at least.

It’s difficult to explain to someone who isn’t a part of this world. To most folks, we’re just a nuisance. People see nothing but a bunch of punks on their bikes, tearing through traffic. They don’t know what it’s like to feel the tug of gravity on their fixed gear, weave down the street through the flow of vehicles, drifting along all that metal, glass, and steel. Like riding with whales. The behemoths of the streets. Your pulse picks up and you know, you just know, you’re not simply riding your bike through the city . . . you’re gliding along the borderline between life and death, racing against your own mortality. The Grim Reaper’s at your back, chasing you down on his pale little pony, and you’re simply kicking his ass, blue ribbon-style. Bike couriering isn’t just a job, it’s the only way I know how to feel alive.

How can I share that with someone who doesn’t ride?

“I thought I was pretty up-front about what this was gonna be . . .”

“Oh, no, trust me—you were crystal fucking clear.” Jenn grabs my pants off the floor and tosses them at me. My shirt is next. “I’m just another joyride.”

“I’m still down to hang out . . .”

“Hang out,” she repeats, then laughs to herself. All air. “For free food?”

“That’s not what I meant . . .”

“Don’t worry,” Jenn said, turning toward the door, “You can tell your bike buddies I’ll still be their coffee hookup.”

That was that. Last words between us.

Nobody wants to date a gearhead. Not really. We’re fun for some shits and giggles . . . but most civvies can’t deal with us. All the scraped elbows. Busted knees. The axle grease smudging our skin. The bruised thunderclouds along our bodies, all black and blue. Did that bruise come from clipping the Audi’s side mirror on Broad Street? Or was it from bumping into the broadside of that bus on Main? Or maybe it was the douchebag in the Porsche who ran the red light at Belvedere? I dunno . . . All of the above, maybe? There’s just no telling now.

The bruises blend together after a while.

My body is a raised relief road map of scars and scabs. Pretty appealing to peel off these clothes and take a gander, let me tell you. The cartography of contusions always changes. There are fresh abrasions every day, lakes of black and blue rising up from below.

Who wouldn’t want to wake up next to that?

And let’s not mention the rando hours. The abysmally low pay. The lack of a 401(k). The grinding lifestyle. But here’s the real deal-breaker—zero car. No wheels beyond these two, baby. Sorry, but them’s the brakes. When it comes to getting around this city, you’re better off just meeting me there. Unless you’ve got your own bike. Then we ride together.

Freel rolls up to Betsy’s right after me and Deak, third place. “What up, early bird?”

“Another day, another dollar.”

“Let me know if you find one.” The day doesn’t officially start until that first call. This moment of tranquility, the calm before the concrete storm, helps me get my head in gear.

Lys skids in last, scraping pavement. She’s got the longest commute, living in Oregon Hill. We’re always giving her shit over it. It’ll be hailing bagels before long. This is the closest thing to a watercooler we’ve got. Sitting on the curb, gabbing together over coffee. Rocking our scars.

Freel’s got a fresh black eye this morning. A strawberry’s scraped over his left cheek.

“The fuck happened to your face?” I ask.

“Kissed pavement,” he answers back, tilting his head back and forth to show off his bruise like he’s some kind of JG Ballard supermodel. “A bus bumped me out of my lane.”

“Rough. You bump them back?”

“Damn straight.”

It’s been four days and counting since my last on-the-job injury. That’s a new record. I need one of those digital counters that clicks down the days between scrapes. Get one tattooed to my chest, the numbers inked and scratched through with each new day, until I get in a dustup with a Hummer and I have to return to zero, tattooed all the way at the top. I don’t want to jinx it, but I’m getting a little antsy. A day without a new bruise is unheard-of.

I don’t like it.

Chalk it up to superstition, but you get used to the bruised routine. The longer you go without an injury, the more that tension gathers in the air. An electricity of bad juju.

I’ve been a bike courier for two—make that three—years. Had to pay for undergrad somehow. Whatever financial aid I had to RCU barely covered one semester my freshman year. Heaven knows that student loan was a noose around my neck, cinching itself tight.

So here comes couriering.

The turnover of this gig is so swift. The bike messenger biz literally chews through its workforce and spits them out. I got hired without even filling out an application. Quick and easy work for those who can survive it. I had a bike already, fixed gear, so I started working that very same day, no questions asked. No insurance, either. More meat for the grinder.

It’s the streets that get you hooked. The adrenaline taking over your body. Once you start feeling that rush, there’s nothing—and I mean nothing—that surpasses it.

I feel the need . . . the need for speed.

More like the need to bleed.

There’s a reason why most messengers are heavy drinkers. You’ll hear stories of overdoses now and then. That’s because these couriers are all chasing the fix of their fixed gear. If they’re not riding, their heart gives out. They need the rush, all the time, so they swap bikes for booze. Or worse.

Not me. I’m no angel, but I’m definitely not substituting. If I need a fix, I’ll just hit the road. Doesn’t matter the hour, the day, the weather. I’ll get out in the street and ride it out.

This city is mine.

That’s when I get the call. Static spits out from my radio, dragging me back to the curb. God’s voice drifts through the static. “STAT delivery. Thirty-minute deadline. Copy?”

“I’m not even on the clock, man,” I answer back into the receiver. “Can’t they wait?”

“Not this one,” God mutters, voice crackling as if he’s on fire.

“One minute. That’s all I ask. For the love of Christ, just gimme a friggin’ minute.”

“You taking it or what?”

“Fucking hell.” I pick myself up from the concrete, stretching my spine until the vertebrae pop, a xylophone rumba of cartilage and bone. “Gotta go.”

“All the way down to Shockoe Bottom?” Lys scoffs. “Good luck.”

“What?” I sense a challenge. “You don’t think I can do it?”

Freel huffs. “Thirty minutes or less? All the faith, bro.”

“Five bucks says I’m there in twenty.”

“Make it ten bucks.”

“You’re on.”

“Anybody else want in?” I ask. “Easy money . . .”

“I’m out,” Lys says.

“Why not?” Deak says.

“I don’t want to take the man’s hard-earned money.” She grins like a son of a bitch.

“Taking candy from a baby,” I say. “I’ll collect my winnings when we clock out.”

I turn to the café window and stop just for a sec, spotting Jenn behind the counter. She glances out. Finds me. Her expression doesn’t change. She’s still pissed. Fair enough.

I nod, anyway. Just a lift in my chin. Give her the slightest edge of a smile.

One for the road.

Maybe we’ll make up. Maybe she’ll forgive me again. Maybe she’ll take me back. Again. That’s a whole lotta maybes. I’ll take those odds.

Most jobs, you’re stranded behind a desk. Not us. The city is our office. These streets are where we work. No suit and tie. No briefcase. No office politics. I ride and get paid for it.

This is my life.

Was, anyway.

All we need is our bike. Our over-the-shoulder satchel. Our radio receiver connecting us to Dispatch, the disembodied voice of God that crackles out from the void, telling us where to go, what to pick up, where to drop off. A to B. In and out. Ride, ride, ride . . .

You need lust. I’m talking a downright rabid love for this job. That’s my sin. It’s not just a profession. It’s a pilgrimage. Ride hard. We tap into the very energy that is this town.

I know Richmond so intimately, inside and out. Its pulses, its rhythms. The seconds between red and green traffic lights. The flow of traffic.

My record is about 75 tags in one day. I’ve heard some guys go up to a hundred, but I think they’re just bragging. I spend just as much of my day in the elevator, going up, going down, dealing with receptionists’ BS, bringing along my bike into these startups whenever there’s no time to lock it, getting from A to B to C to D all the way to Z and beyond in a day.

Not that you’ll hear me complain. Honestly? I don’t know what else I’m good for. Just riding. Grinding. Speeding through these streets. That’s all I’ve got. All I am.

Just a good ol’ red-blooded speed demon.

I did a stint in one of those shipping companies, working in a warehouse all day, packing up toiletries, toothpaste, and shampoo, delivered directly to your front door. I nearly lost my mind. I couldn’t stand still for eight hours. I needed to be out here, in the streets.

Welcome to my office.

Shall we?

My bike: Fixed gear. Double-butted 4130 chromoly steel tubing. Matte black. TIG welded wishbone rear. 38X700c tires. Horizontal dropouts with integrated chain-tensioners. Sealed hubs. Equipped with all-road gravel drops, laced with a sealed-bearing flip-flop hub. Perfect for taking on this city.

I saddle up. Slide my satchel back over my shoulder. Foot on the pedal, lift, shift the weight down, lift the other foot off the ground, find my balance, recalibrate my weight, then push off and enter the mainline, a fucking jolt of electricity injected into the vein of this city.

Let’s hit the streets.

Traffic has already begun to clot around Boulevard. Two lanes of standstill heading in both directions make that street a no-go. I can cut across Robinson and make my way through the Fan, which is all residential. Less cholesterol on these streets. Makes for easy drifting. I’ve got my Walkman strapped down, headphones in, music on. It’s a cassette player. None of that Discman bullshit. CDs skip way too much. I’ve got hose.got.cable’s new demo in and it’s giving this city the soundtrack I need. A big no-no, I know-know. You got to keep your ears open for all the horns honking, but some mornings you just need the extra adrenaline to get you going.

Couriers are creatures of these streets, animals that ebb and flow around the lumbering beasts of buses and trucks. The laws of the road don’t apply to us.

Here’s the thing: Everyone honks at us. Everybody else on the road hates us. That’s because we’re free, fucking free, unbound by the traffic patterns everyone else follows. We find a flow, entering the jet stream of traffic that has absolutely fuck-all to do with painted lines and traffic lights and everything, everything to do with intuition. With instinct.

I’m abandoning my sadness. Keeping my depression in the rearview. I can outride my own mind, sometimes, racing so fast through Richmond, faster than the speed of dysthymia, until I’m no longer lost in my thoughts. The sorrow can’t catch up to me now.

You better believe I’ll take it. I’ll get out of my skull any chance I can get.

Some days, I swear I hear whispers just over my shoulder. Voices at my back, calling for me. Pulling on me. Dragging me down. I have to outrun them, so I pedal faster. Harder.

Never let them catch me.

Consume me.

The package is waiting for pickup in Highland Park. Clock’s ticking. Twenty-seven minutes to go. Nineteen, if I’m winning that bet.

Gotta go

go

go

The brownstones pack in so tightly down here in the Fan, looking like wooden teeth to me. George Washington’s crooked grin, all splintered. There’s a cover of trees that turn yellow this time of year. They’re starting to fall, paving the street in a slippery organic mat. No lawns down here. Nothing but sidewalks, so those leaves cover everything. Make it a hazard if you need to brake quick. Best to avoid these blocks as much as possible in a rush.

The music’s getting me across Robinson. I got Chris Wade’s guitars grinding in my ears when I pass World Cup, catching a whiff of their roasted coffee beans, fueling me for a few more blocks.

There’s a lot of construction on Broad, so rush hour is an aneurysm around here. Best to avoid it. I hook a left on Broad for barely a block, then it’s left onto a back road. Gravel and glass. I don’t know if this street even has a name. No time to look at the signs.

Gotta go

go

go

An intern’s standing outside his office park, pacing like he’s the last motherfucker left on the Titanic, basted in a thin layer of sweat. Here it is, not even eight o’ ten and this kid is downright perspiring. The sun won’t reach its peak for another few hours, but the humidity’s getting thick around here. This poor guy’s about to have a coronary at twenty.

“Please,” he begs. “My boss is going to kill me if it’s not there in the next—” He checks his watch, blanches, eyes so wide. “Shit. Seventeen minutes.”

“All good, all good,” I try to console him. “Just sign here and I’ll be on my way.”

“Can you make it?”

“I’ll make it.” I grab the package, testing its weight in my hands. Lighter than air.

“Please,” he insists. “Just hurry.”

“Don’t give yourself a heart attack, okay?” I offer my calmest possible voice, hoping to soothe this poor soul. “Whatever’s in here, it’s just not worth dying over.”

This kid’s expression sours. I must’ve struck a nerve. “Some of us work for a fucking living,” he mutters. “You do your job and get this where it needs to go, on time, or I’ll make sure your ass gets canned before the end of the day. You understand me? Are we clear?”

“Pleasure doing business with you,” I say, pushing off. “Have yourself a blessed day.”

I’d drag my heels if it weren’t for this bet. This dripping intern doesn’t deserve my sweat. Still—a bet is a bet is a bet, and you better believe I don’t want to be down twenty bucks.

Back on Broad. It’s the largest artery I’ve got, but it’s all blocked up. Traffic is at an absolute standstill at this hour. Commuters make their way to their offices. I’m zipping through the logjam for as long as I can, weaving in and out without taking anyone down.

I catch a break with a stretch of green lights, going as far as Grace Street.

Fifteen minutes. Make that fourteen.

Gotta go

go

go

Grinders have an innate sixth sense for these streets. Over time, your intuition kicks in. You see the flow of traffic, how it moves, even before it happens. You sense when a car is about to turn even before they flip their signal. It’s the only way to survive out here. Between me and my fifteen-pound bike against a three-thousand-pound car, sorry, even I’m betting against myself. So we’ve evolved. Adapted. Our survival instincts keep us alive out here.

Watch out for some driver opening their door.

Watch out for side mirrors.

Watch out for—

“Hey,” some asshole crossing at Grace and Franklin shouts before the light turns. “Watch where you’re going!” Pedestrians are worse than cars. Always on their flip phones. Every businessman’s got their own Blackberry now, it kills me. Everyone’s glancing down, zoned out on their Nokias, not looking where they’re walking anymore. They don’t see you, so you’ve got to see them.

Shoot me if I ever get a cell phone, okay? You have my permission. Nobody needs to find me that badly. I’m not nearly important enough to have a phone-line connected to my skull. My radio is fine. The voice of God sitting at Dispatch is all I need.

“How we doing out there?” My receiver crackles, right on cue. “We gonna make it?”

“You doubt me?” I radio back. “Ye of little faith.”

“I’ve already gotten two calls on this one . . .”

“I’ll make it, I’ll make it . . .”

RCU has pretty much cancered all of Grace, its campus expanding, metastasizing in the Fan and spreading itself out even further into the surrounding neighborhoods. College means kids means morning classes means a lot of freshman pedestrians crossing the street without looking where they’re going. Best to avoid that crash as much as possible.

Red light on Franklin forces me to turn right.

Fender bender on North 4th pushes me onto the sidewalk for about a block and I nearly plow through a row of daycare kids, all daisy-chained together, getting escorted to the local playground. Not a good move.

I cut through Monroe Park. That’ll get me a ticket, but it’s early and the cops aren’t even on their second donut yet. Just me and the homeless people sprawled out on the benches.

Red on Henry Street sends me down an alleyway. I need to find a street behind this building or I’m backtracking and then I’m royally fucked.

Red on Franklin again.

I need green! Come on, Richmond, gimme those green lights. I know you got ’em . . . I’ll pick up some speed and make up for lost time, as long as I get me some of that green. In the roulette wheel of city life, it’s never about betting on black. It’s always green, baby . . .

Here it is. The best part of my day—

The Dip.

The whole city sinks, a mile-long slope of concrete, giving me the longest drop. About thirty blocks going down, down, all the way down to Shockoe Bottom.

Into the slipstream. In the void.

The blissful abyss.

I let out a shout, just a quick howl—it’s impossible not to—feeling the wind in my hair, the shrill sting of speed piercing my eyes, feeling gravity grab hold and drag me along.

This is it. This is the moment. I’m alive. Fucking elemental. One with the wind. Nothing can catch me. Not even the whispers in my ear, dragging me back into my sadness.

Faster. Faster.

Outrun it all. The voices. The shadows.

Myself.

Faster!

I make it to Main Street with less than ten minutes on the clock. Main is one way heading in the wrong direction, which isn’t the best, but beggars can’t be choosers. Cary is way too cluttered. All that rush hour traffic, all those suburbanites driving to work. Main is the only artery clear at this hour because it’s heading in the opposite direction, waiting until the end of the day when everybody gets off work and heads back home to the Southside.

Red on 9th. Red on 12th.

Jesus, I can’t catch a break this morning. The city’s conspiring against me. I’m trying hard not to take it personally.

There are less than twenty blocks between me and my rendezvous. I’ve got a date with a signature that will have me in Shockoe Bottom.

Whole lot of cobblestones down in the flood zone, thanks to Richmond keeping its city all swanky and Southern. Got to get those tourist dollars down here somehow.

Goddamn mottled rocky road wreaks havoc on my tires, but I’ve got no other option. It’s a straight shot and I’ve got less than three minutes to spare.

The light at 13th goes yellow.

Fuck me.

I’ve got enough momentum that if I don’t brake now, I’m skidding. And skidding is not something you want to do on cobblestone. To hell with that. I need to go go go . . .

I can make it. Beat the light. Get across the intersection before the cross section of cars bleeds into the box. There’s about three seconds of empty space for me to plow through. These morning commuters aren’t paying enough attention to press the pedal to the metal the second the light turns in their favor. It’s all mine. I’m going to take it.

The light goes red.

One second . . .

I slip past the last car.

Two seconds . . .

I’m drifting through the intersection, the open terrain of pavement, that emptiness, that void of black asphalt, just about to make it through to the other side when—

Three—

I feel the clip in my rear tire. I don’t see what happens, but I sense the backside of my bike swerve to my right, like I’m a tennis ball that just got swatted across the court.

I’m airborne now.

Spinning.

I rotate, still on my bike, turning into the opposite lane so that I can now see the SUV that hit me. Standard black. It’s there and gone before I can blink.

No—that’s not true. The SUV is still there, skidding to a halt in the middle of the intersection.

It’s me who is there and gone. I’m in some kind of spiral, whirlwinding in this tornado of motion. I can’t lock my eyes onto one spot, I’m spinning so fast. It’s dizzying, the world is blurring, but I can’t close my eyes. I need to witness this. Need to see. What the hell is going to happen to me?

Where am I going to go?

I finally let go of my bike, the two of us separating in the air, me heading in one direction and my bike gyrating off in the other.

I feel so light. So vulnerable. A butterfly freshly wrenched from its cocoon, all wet and tender. Without my bike, I don’t have anything to protect me. To root me to this world.

What’s happening to me?

I’m flying, that’s what.

Soaring.

Gravity can’t get a grip on me anymore. I’m ascending. I’m outside the laws of gravitational states. Every particle attracts every other particle in this universe with a force that is proportional to the product of their mass, but nothing is attracted to me now.

I am beyond the laws of our world.

I am gone. Long gone. And I never wear a helmet.

Why start now?







what adorable morsel is this






prologue: speaking in tongues


LILITH

Let me in . . .

It begins with a whisper. A voice from deep within. Words so faint, no one hardly ever notices them. Not at first. Gauzy thoughts better left unheeded. Barely even there.

Let me in . . .

Somehow this whisper grows. Becomes more defined, clarifying itself, a complexity of tenor. Timbre. The words now flourish, repeated, an echo that only seems to strengthen.

Where is it coming from? Whose voice is it? It’s certainly not yours . . .

Then whose?

It won’t be much longer before you realize this infinitesimal whisper from the deepest recesses of your mind is slowly taking root, making itself heard. Demanding your full attention.

Do I have it yet? Completely?

Soon. So soon. Feel the words gently branch out and expand in your consciousness. It’s alive, this voice, thriving inside your mind.

Your body.

This voice isn’t a part of you—not your own—somehow separate from the rest of you, but inside yourself all the same, taking shape. Growing louder. Into something.

A whisper with limbs. Tendrils, spreading.

This voice has its own desires, telling you to do things. Things you don’t want to do.

But . . . how can that be?

What’s happening?

This invasive voice now spreads, taking up occupancy. It won’t stop. Feel how it lodges against your sense of self. Feel how it inhabits your body, your mind, pushing away all those unwanted thoughts into the darkest depths of your own consciousness.

You’re sharing yourself with yourself.

But this voice doesn’t want to share anymore, now, does it? It wants you all for itself. Everything you have to offer, your body, your skin. That whisper now holds dominion.

You are no longer in control of your body.

You are no longer you.

You are now we.

All because you wanted more. Something delicious. A simple wish. Every vessel is a well and I’m that shiniest of coins, tossed in. I offer you that chance. All you have to do is . . .

Let me in.

Would you like to know where the voice inside your head stems from?

You won’t like what you see.

What you hear.

Imagine an ocean of screams. Voices in the darkness. A palpable push of wails, like waves. There is no light. The very absence of physicality. Of sensation. Stripped down to nothing but sound. A chorus of moans, a shivering tide, crashing against one another.

Listen carefully and you can just barely hear the faintest of prayers rippling along its surface, surging breakers of suffering, a spume of cries cresting the top.

Care to take a dip?

Didn’t think so.

Every last gasp is nothing more than a single drop into the void. Voices are now water. One drop becomes ten becomes a hundred becomes a million becomes legion, a roiling sea comprised of nothing but the very agony of humanity.

Abyss.

What other word is there to describe it? It is a bottomless chasm, a void, reaching down to endless depths. Some call it the underworld. Others have named it hell.

I call it home. Home again, home again . . .

What am I? You wouldn’t want to see what’s eating you. Pecking at what’s left. Like eels seeking the cozy confinement of a corpse, we seek warmth. Seek experience.

Seek sin, so sweet. Honey from the hive.

What name would ever suffice for what has been born from darkness, existing in the absence of light, of grace?

Demons. Devils. Deities. These names mean nothing to me.

Angels exist in the light, devils in the dark . . .

Devils, then.

Can I confess something to you, now that we’re so close? I feel like I can share anything with you . . . but let’s keep this between you and me, yes?

I like it here. Inside you. I think I might stay for a while.

There is shallow possession, and then there’s deep possession. It all depends on our connection, now, doesn’t it? Are we compatible? How far do I want to plunge? Is this a long-term sort of thing, or simply a fling? Only time will tell. I can simply skim along the surface of skin, or I can dive down deep, all the way to the silt of your soul, and stay faithful.

Don’t worry, I’m not asking for a commitment. You’re not my forever flesh. You’re just my flesh for now. I simply want to bask in your body. The warmth of your skin. Feel the thrum of your blood, your very veins a thousand satin ribbons binding us, a gift of existence.

I wish to be an angel.

Let’s be honest with ourselves: The darkness below offers so little. The monotony of agony. The cold depths. Who wants to live there? When your world has so much to offer . . .

So I’ll find the fissures. Slip through the cracks from our world to yours. It’s simply a matter of sensing the vessels that tether us together, flesh and blissful blood, open doorways into the world above, your world, your bodies mere portals, all ripe and ready.

You voids burn so bright. Offering yourselves up. Begging for it.

For this. For me.

That’s how we met, yes? You and I? I heard your call, and I answered. I poured forth. A flood from inside out. Your loneliness was beckoning, practically begging, for me.

Now you don’t have to worry. Don’t fret about the future. Let’s have a little fun. All you have to do is simply . . .

Let me in . . .

It’s that easy. Once I have my hold, tightening my grip, I winnow my way in. Abandon my world and slither into yours. Into you.

I become we.

Tonight, I have found this suitable flesh. You are absolutely perfect. Not forever flesh. Just flesh for now, now, now . . .

Look at you. Such a sensitive vessel. There is life within you, yes, and yet, the door cracks. All these fissures. Such a wounded soul. So young, so handsome. Green eyes that hide their pain, swirling like tidal pools teeming with sea life. Spines and pincers and kelp.

You called out and I answered.

Sean.

What a quiet life. A simple existence. A freshly uncorked chianti, you’ve barely had a chance to breathe. What are you hiding, Sean? There’s bound to be something down here.

We are capable of entering your thoughts. Inhabiting the shadows of your deepest, darkest secrets. We learn all there is to know about our hosts, if we choose. It helps us contextualize our choices. How we wish to play.

You are twenty-two. A grad student attending the local university. You came from a home that valued morality to a fault. Your parents preferred prayer over acceptance. So strict. You left and never returned, coming to this city of glass. You wanted to be among those who might accept you. Find a new family assembled from friends and like-minded souls, all wounded. You wish to be seen for who you truly are. Who you wish to be.

I’ll grant you that wish. Tonight, I will let you be exactly what you want.

This is my gift. I accept you, Sean, I whisper. Just let me in . . .

Let me be.

I slither through the crevasse, seeping inside. There is no pain. Merely pressure. An adjustment, a muscle flexing. That slight burn. A fresh tendon fighting its own limits, then pushing further. Further. A gasp of cold air filling the lungs.

Inside now. I am inside.

We are home.

A warm flush of blood swirls throughout our veins as we let our tendrils stretch. Sprawl. We press ourselves into every corner, inhabit every last cell, and we call it home.

We breathe now. See now.

We bear witness to this world and all it offers once more through a fresh set of eyes. I taste Sean’s hope. His fears. I feed off the doubt and darkness that he’s tried so hard to hide, shellacking his soul like calcium deposits. I can wipe it all away. A simple lick.

We can be him. The him he’s always wanted to be but is too afraid to try. And sometimes, Sean, sweet innocent Sean, wants to be very, very bad.

It takes a moment to move. Flexing every muscle, tender at first. Bodies are simple to maneuver. Puppets of flesh and bone. When I am done and ready to abandon their body, they’ll wake, blissfully ignorant to the passing of time, like waking from a dream.

Whatever happens within these shadows, whatever the consequences of our time together, when we are inside, they are not our concern. Perhaps they miss work.

Perhaps they even do something a little . . . naughty. Who’s to say? We simply listen to their darkest desires. Offer a chance to fulfill that wish. The choice is theirs. Always theirs.

That’s our gift. Our dark gift, tied in your very own veins, the reddest of ribbons.

We let them decide. Not by asking, but sensing their shadows. Inhabiting their deepest, darkest secrets and dragging them out into the light.

Sean wants to see. To feel. He wants to experience the night. To be free. Not afraid.

Let him watch.

The city is ours. The speckle of lights. Constellations along every block. We wander these streets, amongst the temples made of glass and steel, piercing the sky itself.

This world offers us so much. We want it all. Every last drop.

Where do we even begin?

The club is confined. So suffocating. Bodies press against each other in the dark. We step inside the darkened hall and immediately feel the temperature elevate.

The music is dull and throbbing. It pulses in a frenetic beat that we feel deep within our chest. It blocks out all other sound, nearly every other sensation. There is nothing, nothing but the music itself. It is a demon, this music—its rhythm so invasive. Pervasive. The song wishes to possess everyone on the dance floor. It pushes out all other thought.

Everyone here succumbs to this possession of sound, succumbing to the very song. We are all helpless against it. We love it. Absolutely love it. Let this music overwhelm us.

Overpower us. Take us.

Beams of candy-colored light flash from far corners of the ceiling. They cast their saccharine hues over everyone’s skin, sugar scattering across the sky, pinks and purples and greens and reds, there and gone, lapsing in shadow, red now blue now green again.

Look at everyone sweat. Moving in unison. Lost to the sound. A blurring of bodies. We reach the center of the dance floor and let ourselves go, losing ourselves to the music.

We dance. Let the music consume us.

This music is new to us. Your songs were so sibilant before. Hissing horns. Jazz. The sound of trapped gasses escaping a corpse, the shrill whistle of brass, those coiled intestines. Trumpets. Saxophones. A grotesque display of entrails, whistling in their pitch.

Now there are no musicians. Tonight, the songs seep out of speakers.

My, how times change. A fresh era of flesh. There is so much lust around us. We smell it. The sweat. The downright decadence of it all.

We like it here. In this suffocating club. Bodies brush against one another, flesh coalesces, heaving to the beat, moving in unison. An infernal machine of body parts.

We are alone. We are everyone. Nowhere and everywhere all at once.

We are legion.

A sea of flesh. The oscillating waves form a rhythm. A tidal wave. It reminds us of our world below. Our home. Bodies press so tightly against one another, pushing and heaving to the syncopated beat, the pulse provides a riptide—a current—for us to drift.

Who’s to say we can’t hop? Go for a little joyride?

No one will notice. Can’t I have a little fun?

Time to swim . . .

I leave our host. Abandon his body.

Farewell, Sean . . .

I enter the body beside his. Fresh flesh for me.

Let me in . . .

The taste of a new host. The pleasure of our vessels, experiencing their lives, tapping into their memories. Soak up their sorrow. Simmer in their soul. Their simple existence, their tiny lives, every little experience, it all adds complex textures of pleasure. Piquancy.

When I enter a vessel, it’s much like opening a vintage bottle of wine. The more these hosts have undergone—the pain, the heartache—the more it enhances the flavor.

You have to let these vessels breathe. Smooth them out. There can be bitterness. An astringency. Acidity. A lingering finish. Some can be sweet. Others sour. Every host is different, each filled with complex notes. Every memory, every scar. There are good years. Others, less so. But the depth of an individual vessel’s vintage, the hardships they’ve endured, leads to a more pleasurable union.

See. Swirl. Smell. Sop. Savor.

I prefer my hosts who’ve been heartbroken. Who have hurt. Such bruised beauties.

Take this vessel. A medium-bodied merlot. Smooth, velvety textures. Such soft tannins. He’s out for the first time since ending a five-year relationship. His companion left him for a younger man. Now he has something to prove. To himself. He wants to find love. That he’s not so alone. How heart-wrenching. To be surrounded by so many and yet still feel so isolated. All he needs is a little nudge. A push toward decadence.

I can offer him that.

What about her? A full-bodied Syrah. Such forceful flavors. Dark fruit. Peppers and spice. What a good vintage she is. This fresh hostess has been abandoned by everyone she’s ever opened herself up to. Friends and family. She has so much love to give and yet everyone she chooses to offer herself up to, a sacrifice of devotion, has spat that love back in her face. She is here tonight out of loss. There is no hope in her. Just yearning.

This one is bitter. I don’t like this one at all. It leaves an aftertaste.

This one has an earthy undertone. He has improved with age. Time has granted him secondary and tertiary aromas. There is a spice to him. I like it. I can savor him.

So many notes. So many flavors. So many experiences that I wish to sip.

I am drunk with memories, with experience, I can barely hold ourselves upright. Recollections begin to blur. The room spins. I should slow down.

I enter the body beside us.

Let me in . . .

Then the body beside hers.

Let me . . .

Then his.

Let . . .

I won’t be tethered to flesh, bound to one body. I want to be free. To drift. Be one with the music. I catch the current, the very song itself, and flow through every vessel, flesh to flesh to flesh, finding my way around the room and back again, never staying inside for long, using all this skin as a conduit, a circuit of limbs to travel the expanse of this space.

All it takes is touch. Contact. A simple tap suffices. Grazing skin.

Let me in . . .

Let me . . .

Let . . .

I want more now. More. Need to ride the song as its tempo crescendos, reaching its peak. I drift faster now, faster, picking up momentum from one vessel to the next, and the next, touching him and her, riding the rhythm of the song, driving, gliding, reaching such speeds as to create an infinite loop, an ouroboros of possession, inhabiting everyone at once. All of these people, over a hundred vessels, suddenly fastened together by sound.

By me. We are one now, all together. One entity. One tethered possession.

Look how strong we are.

How connected.

It is a blissful experience. Absolute bliss. I wish to ride this skin, all of these bodies, farther and faster until I break the sound barrier, faster than the speed of light, until I become infinite, until I become—

Our body gives.

The vessel we find ourselves in collapses on the dance floor. The connection breaks.

Snaps.

Everything suddenly goes so cold. Silent in an instant. What’s happened? Where did everyone go? We’re not connected anymore.

The bodies part, a gulf between us and everyone else.

We’re trapped inside this failing body.

We’ve exhausted ourselves. This particular host, new to us, is a dead end. I shouldn’t have slipped in, whoever he his. Now I’m trapped inside. I can sense it. Corrupted cells. A weak heart. Poison in his bloodstream. He’s sick. Veins laced in narcotics. His heart . . . it’s failing.

I need to escape.

All eyes are on us. Staring down. The music continues, that throbbing beat pounding down on our temples, a hammer now, bludgeoning our brain. Not ours.

We can’t speak. No one can hear.

I’m trapped inside. This body—broken. Valves collapsing. Synapses disconnect. So sick. His heartbeat is out of sync with the song. Their veins constrict, wires slicing.

We are gasping, unable to reach any air. A fish out of water. Our lungs shuttering.

A corroded host. A prison. A cage.

No one offers their hand to us. No one helps. “Jesus, is he ODing?” someone above us asks. We can barely make out the words over the song. “He just puked on my shoes . . .”

Look at their pity. Their disgust. The circuit has severed. The conduit broken, snapped. I can’t escape. Lost on an island of flesh and bone, surrounded by an ocean.

“Someone call 911,” another shouts.

The bodies drift, dissipate, while I’m stranded. Trapped on this tiny island of a body. Someone, anyone, offer us your hand. Please . . . offer us just a little bit of your skin.

Something to touch.

To escape.







flood zone


JORDAN

one year later

The swirl of bodies won’t stop. It’s hypnotizing, watching this whirlpool of limbs churn in front of me. Join us, they all call out, begging me to enter. Dive in, head first.

A part of me yearns for it, to lose myself among all the other lost souls.

This must be hell, I think. It’s so hot here. This incandescent heat seethes through the air. Makes it so hard to breathe. I’m almost choking with every inhale.

I can’t stop watching them. All those people. I wonder who they were before they entered the fray. What lives they had that led them to this very moment. To this abyss.

I’m supposed to go in. Join them.

The heaving mass of men and women moves to its own rhythm. What dim glow there is—it’s so dark in here, faces cast in colored light, red and orange shadows—leaves a sheen across everyone’s skin, glistening as they writhe over each other. I clock a myriad of different expressions: agony and ecstasy, a certain giddy insanity, that mischievous glint in the eye, there and gone before each face slips back into the roiling cesspool of body parts.

I could step right in. Get swallowed up by the pit, becoming one with every last lost soul. Drown with them. Never come back up for air again.

Is that what I want?

I’m so outside myself. I’ve been trying so hard to sync up with my sense of self, try and connect to my own body again, but nothing seems to work. None of this feels real—

like me

—anymore. This doesn’t feel like my own body, like I’m . . . like I . . .

Who even am I now? What’s happened to me?

One night. That was the deal. A trial run, back in the saddle. Go out with the crew, get a taste for the nightlife again. Dip a toe in the water, see how the temp feels. It’s been months since I was last social. Folks were beginning to wonder if I’d left town. Or died.

You got that right. I was. Dead. For a while, at least.

So what the fuck am I now?

Just one night, Lys insisted. Take it slow.

Bad call.

The Flood Zone is a mid-tier concert venue that gets its fair share of national acts. It’s not as small as some of the other clubs in town, like Twisters or the Metro, but the place is packed with underage kids from across the river. All the high schoolers on the Southside have made their way downtown tonight, gotten their hands stamped to show the bartender they’re not drinking, no booze for you, sorry, boys and girls, have a soda pop, and they cram themselves in front of the stage where Inquisition pummels the sound system.

So—yeah. This must be hell, alright. Maybe not H-E-double-hockey-sticks, but sardining with a bunch of suburban Hot Topic goth kids sure sounds like a living hell to me.

What if one of these kids were to just . . . disappear? Not make it home tonight? How long before anyone would notice? Before their parents called the police?

Christ almighty, where in the hell did that thought come from?

My anxiety prickles. I can feel it kindle. I need to leave. Get out of this place.

Now.

The mosh pit spins in the center of the open floor, pushing back all the concertgoers who don’t want to participate in the eddy of elbows and knuckles.

Audience decorum insists that if there’s going to be a pit, and you better believe there’s always a pit at an Inquisition show, everyone’s got to look out for each other . . .

I’m not so sure tonight. Something about this pit in particular looks downright biblical. Something out of a Hieronymus Bosch painting. The Mosh Pit of Earthly Delights.

I don’t like it. At all. Something is off about the vibes tonight.

Maybe it’s just me.

Who am I kidding? Of course it’s me. It’s always me that’s off, off and away . . .

One woman rises up above the rest. She looks like an offering from the pit, born out of this vortex of writhing bodies. Spat out from the mass. She’s now passed over everyone’s heads, her arms outstretched at her sides. I can just barely make out the arms below her, the faceless crowd grabbing hold of this girl and sending her along to the next set of hands.

Look at her. She has this rapturous manner about her, eyes closed, mouth open, as all those hands take hold and pass her along. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen someone that ecstatic before, her spine arching upward, head bent back, letting everyone touch her.

Who is this woman? This saint spit out from the pit? She’s having the time of her life. Sure looks that way, at least.

Then she’s gone. The woman slips down, losing her elevated position above the rest, swallowed back into the throng of heaving bodies below. There and gone in a blink.

I shouldn’t have come. I know that now, know it in my bones. What the hell was I thinking? Going out? Coming here? I’m not ready for this. Any of this. Being with people, back with the living, back in my own body. Bad call on my part all across the board.

Get out of here. Go. Now.

Sweaty bodies are crammed in just about every corner. Chests heaving, breathing in the music. I’m watching others get swept up by the sound. This band’s channeling enough energy to light up half of the city. You can see the music sweep through the crowd. It’s a summoning. A séance. We’re all divining electricity with each chord progression, whipping ourselves up into a frenzy.

I can’t abide. Participate in the pit. Not tonight, if ever again. My physical therapist would have my hide if he found out I’ve been moshing. My body’s not up to it, still broken.

All the king’s horses and all that . . .

Too rich for my blood.

My bones.

I scan the roiling crowd. What am I even looking for? What do I see? Wasted potential. We’re all somebody’s victim, aren’t we? None of these are mine; someone else’s.

There’s a scent I can’t quite put my finger on, lingering beneath the beer and sweat.

Sulfurous, somehow. Brimstone.

Is that burning hair? What’s that thing doctors always say? If you smell burnt toast, but there’s no toast around—phantosmia, they call it—well, you just might be experiencing a stroke. Chances are, you’ll be dead before the toaster in your brain can go ding!

Who would’ve thought charred bread would be the harbinger of doom?

Me, I’ve been dead already.

Guess it shouldn’t come as such a surprise that I smell sulfur wherever I go now.

What if this really is hell?

What if the last few months of recovery have all been some extended dream sequence? An Occurrence at the James River Bridge? My brain has been blasting off residual signals of my life, flashing before my eyes, tricking me into believing I’m still alive, still living, when in fact, it’s all just a dream? My sins are finally catching up to me and it all comes to a head tonight, here of all places, where this infernal mosh pit turns out to be an endless cesspool of damned souls, ready to grab hold of me and drag me down?

Stranger things have happened, right?

I’m standing in the back. By the bar. There might have been a time when I would’ve been up front, pressed against the rest of the crowd, all those bodies heaving for the stage, but now I’m finding myself needing as much space as I can get. I need whatever air there is.

I shouldn’t be here.

The panic attack starts off slight. A fingertip poking my solar plexus. I’ve been feeling the pressure mounting for the last few songs, the weight of it growing by the breath.

Now it’s a brick. Keeps getting heavier.

It’s not long before that brick becomes a cinder block on my chest, its weight pressing against my lungs. Too many people. Too many faces, all blurred.

I need to get out of here.

Gotta go

go

go

I wasn’t always like this. Was I? Ever since I woke up from the coma, I’ve been stuck in stasis. I second-guess myself. Hesitate. I live in the winces. I never flinched before.

Who am I now? What happened to me?

And where the fuck are my friends? I can’t find them
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