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The Evil Box



In this box lies pure evil. 
To open it will mean unspeakable anguish.  
To remove it from where it sits now will mean your end. 
It can neither be transferred nor destroyed. 
The evil is now your charge. 
Pray for your soul. 

Garret meticulously refolded the instructions, or rather the warning, delicately written in calligraphy with red ink, and placed them back into the envelope that he had found taped to the box with no name upon it. He then stared at the ornately carved and darkly stained wooden container before him, positioned in the center of his living room coffee table, where he had placed it after discovering it that morning outside his door. Silently inspecting it, but only with his eyes and still half asleep, he noted the skill of the craftsmanship and decided that the box must be very old, a relic of a bygone era. It was closed with a burnished brass hasp and lock, darkened by time and oxidation to a deep, ruddy tone, which reminded him of dried blood. He had found no key. Upon the lid, the box bore an intricate symbol, seemingly branded into the grain, which he could only think was an ancient sigil of some sort, a magic ward meant to trap whatever lay within.   
A normal person might have snorted at what he perceived to be a ridiculous gag and sought to penetrate the mystery of what lay within the box or remove the purportedly cursed thing from his sight. But Garret was immediately overcome with a nagging feeling of impending doom. He could, all at once, feel the malevolence emanating from within the dark, wooden coffer, and he thought he could sense something somehow watching him, taunting him, reaching out toward him, tempting him to give in to his curiosity. But he was too afraid to do much of anything. 
What is it in this box?
Without warning, a deep, dreadful terror entered Garret’s heart, as if what had been foisted upon him had already managed to escape its confines, and he was compelled by fear to flee his house, his body shaking so badly that he had trouble putting his feet in front of him. He had to get away from it, the repulsion driving him from his sanctuary to only God knew where. He sought a temporary safe haven at the local diner, where it was filled with other people, offering a small sense of safety. His hands were plagued by tremors as he ordered a coffee and then stared out the window, lest the evil had followed him. His fear was compounded by not knowing if he would be able to detect it if it had, but everything seemed normal—customers coming and going, a dog patrolling the lot, and birds huddled together along a telephone wire under a gray sky. He relaxed a bit, allowing his shoulders to slouch, and watched the thick, black bog rise in contrast with the white porcelain as the server filled his cup. She smiled at him, but he could only avert his eyes. Was she a servant of the evil?  He could not tell. The world was suddenly unsafe. 
Staring into the black pitch, its taste bitter with the slight burn from the bottom of the carafe, without warning he became entranced by it, sucked into it, unable to tear his gaze from the dark brew as his peripheral vision failed. Terror awaited him there. Unspeakable images of gore filled his mind, committed by unseen assailants, vulgar, depraved acts of sadism that no mind could long stand to witness. Torn flesh assaulted his eyes and screams of the damned rose in his ears, before the voice came to him from the blood … 
Return or die. 
He mashed his shoulders back against his neck. The voice echoed through his mind, refusing to release its grasp upon his consciousness, a chorus of preternatural, demonic whispers culminating in a roar within his mind. It screamed at him again, “Do you want a refill?” 
Wrenched back into the diner, he once again looked up into the face of the server—young, pretty, possibly hostile. “What?” he stammered. 
“More coffee?”   
“Coffee?” he echoed, as if the word meant nothing to him. “The evil … "
“What evil, honey?” 
“The evil,” he screeched, as he stood and began raving, flailing his arms in the air as if he were drunk and unsteady. “It’s coming! Can’t you sense it? It’s going to get me!”   
He saw people pulling out their phones and recording him. Some were dialing. 
“Just sit tight, honey,” the server said, trying to calm him. “Help is on the way.”
Panicked, sweat breaking out all over his body at the prospect of being locked in a claustrophobic room in a psychiatric ward, Garret did all he could do. He fled. He did not want to die. He did not want to spend the rest of his life running from what he could not even see. But it had commanded him, and the note had told him that it was his burden. Now drenched in his own fear and with nowhere to run, no solace to be found, he could not think of anything else he could do but to go home, to confront the box … or whatever had escaped from it. It was now his charge. 

      ***
Red and blue lights danced along the front of the house, reflecting in the windows. Yellow tape surrounded the yard, warning the gawkers to keep their distance. A light fog rose from the black asphalt of the street, as little goblins, witches, and varied ghouls prowled the sidewalks, seeking sweet rewards.
The corpse had been rotting upon the couch for at least a few weeks, since October had taken possession of the calendar. Desiccated eyes sat in dry sockets glued to a wooden box on the table, about as large as a breadbox. The mailman had finally gotten a whiff of something putrid, something that turned his stomach, and, seeing that the bills, circulars, and other junk mail had begun to overflow, he had called the police. 
“Suspected cause of death?” the unshaven and disgruntled detective asked the coroner. 
“Heart just stopped. Almost as if scared to death … But I’ll know more once we get him back to the slab.”
Noting the interest the victim had had in the curio on the coffee table, the detective inspected it with a seasoned eye. Reading the note that had been carefully folded and placed into the envelope laying atop it but having no discernible effect upon him, he violated the sacred ward and popped open the lock with a knife he carried, curious to determine what the decedent’s obvious obsession could have been. Inside, he found … nothing … but a sticker adhering to the bottom of the black interior.  
It bore the name … of a seasonal Halloween store and the price of $13.99.  
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Snap


Snap! 
The trap went off and a sadistic smirk bent Mary’s mouth at the sound. “Goddam’d vermin!” she muttered to herself, as she reached through an erose hole in the dilapidated wall, groping for the limp body. Grasping it, she inspected the fresh corpse. “A baby this time. Must be getting close to annihilating the bastards.” She chuckled to herself as she threw the little mouse into the fire that she kept burning throughout the winter months, when the outside tried to move inside with her for warmth and food. Though she had central heating, she preferred to warm the large space that was the living room with flames. She enjoyed the aesthetic, which she conceived of as something in the vein of Hell.  
Mary lived alone in the middle of nowhere, and she liked it that way. There was no one to nag her about the state of disarray in which she chose to live, the piles of trash she had stacked high in the kitchen, emitting a foul odor that rivaled any garbage dump, or the weeds that had subsumed what used to be her driveway. She had never married, and she had never had children, which was even more to her liking now at the ripe-old, misanthropic age of 76. When she did have to venture into town and face other people, and their kids, she silently mused about setting traps for all of them too. 
The Farm-style house was large and rambling, with crawl spaces between the walls and floors, and it was old, far older than Mary. She had inherited it from her uncle but had never made much of an effort to keep it up, even when she had been younger. She never had repairs done, unless it was something that she could not live without, such as her heating, which took care of the parts of the house the fire did not. But the furnace was located in the cellar, so the repairman never had to come inside. She would rather have frozen to death than ever allow that. The large awning outside her front door had partially collapsed, and the walls inside were full of holes, many the handiwork of the mice she loathed. The windows were caked in a thick mixture of dirt and grease, left there from when she used to cook, before her stove stopped functioning. She now ate out of cans and boxes. There was clutter everywhere, but Mary was not ill. She was not a hoarder. She simply didn’t care about being clean, or much else, especially the living. She would have been just as at home in a cave, as long as she had a TV and a chimney.      
That night, as she finished her can of cold, off-brand stew and watched VHS tapes of murder mysteries on her antique box of a television with an overly saturated picture, she looked up and her mouth fell open, allowing a trickle of spit and chewed stew to drape itself across her chin. A mouse. Vermin. It was sitting upon her mantle, but not hiding behind the random, tacky picture frames that still held the advertisements they had come with or her numerous fast-food collector toys from the children’s meals she used to eat when she wanted to treat herself. Positioned right in the center of the beam, between her knickknacks and right out in the open, the mouse appeared to be staring at her, and, on her life, she imagined that it looked angry. 
“You little bastard,” she hissed at it, before hurling the empty tin stew can in its direction. But her aim was lousy, and the mouse disappeared into the wall. “Gonna have to set traps all along up there now I see. I’ll end your filthy little life just yet. You wait and see when that steel snaps down on you.”   
As Mary contemplated an expenditure for another case of traps, she noticed more of them, more mice, crawling along the baseboard in succession, as if they were a little army out on recon, and one of them was carrying what looked like a piece of metal. It was the arm and spring from a heavy-duty mousetrap. Mary knew it well, and she was perplexed by the sight. “You vermin ruinin’ my traps now? Best get me some poison then too!”   
During the night, as Mary tossed and turned in and out of sleep, there was a muted crash in the kitchen and the sound of metal clanging against the tile floor. Mary, drowsily dismissed it as a dream. Awoken again a little while later, she could swear she heard unfamiliar sounds in the wall. They weren’t the normal pitter-patter of little vermin feet, but an intense gnawing-like din and, though she believed she might be losing her mind at the thought, what almost sounded like the creaking of a large hinge. At last, she bolted upright in bed as the noise grew louder and stared into the darkness. “Must be them damn raccoons again,” she reasoned with herself before lying back down. ‘They’s prob’ly eatin’ the roof and pryin’ out the flashing. Godamn’t. Gonna have’t call Jimbo.” 
Rising an hour before the sun, as dictated by her Circadian rhythms, Mary was bleary-eyed from lack of sleep and in a mood so foul that a starving wolf would have taken to the hills before so much as looking twice at her. Disheveled, she meandered into the kitchen looking for breakfast and located an off-brand can of children’s ravioli, which she opened with a crusty, turn-of-the-20th-century can opener. She didn’t note any more disorder than normal, and was then sure that the crash had been imagined. Unaware that she was being watched by numerous, tiny eyes, she reached into a drawer for a fork and, to her confusion, found the drawer empty. If she had inspected the remaining drawers, she may have begun
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