

[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication

DEDICATED TO

My Mom, EVE

My Wife, SARAH

My Dad, JAMES

My Sister, JULIET

My Brother WILLIAM

My Brother STEPHEN

and SUE and CRAIG COX





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Foreword

Short Frights for Dark Nights

Waste Management 

Mr. Butterscotch

The Secret Sister

Bear Trap

The Nightmare

Anatomical Anomalies

Are You Ready?

Dream Weaver

Stage Fright

Time to Go

Brother

Virus Hunter

Five Minutes in the Future

Reveel

Unboxed

Almost Alive

Holo Girl

Be Careful Who You Trust

Chamber of Horrors

A Matched Set

The Door

Sister

Flight 3541

The Bone Fairy

Reddest Rose

The Dark Web

The Glitch King

The Controller

Fame Fake

Consumed

The Geocache

The Unearthly, the Ghoulish, and the Downright Monstrous

The Expressway to Hell

Finders Keepers

The Shadow Man

Stranger Danger

The Reaping

About the Author

Books by Andrew Duplessie

Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher





Foreword

IF YOU ARE READING THIS BOOK, MAKE SURE YOU ARE NOT NEAR ANY ELECTRICAL DEVICES.

THEY ARE WATCHING.

AND LISTENING.

Inside your bedroom is good. Under your covers is even better.

Have you ever heard the saying “Truth is stranger than fiction”? Well, the best stories contain truth. Truth is why I write this book. Every story that follows is true. Mostly terrifying, often shocking, always truthful. The only details I’ve changed are names and locations, to protect those who told me their stories—the ones still alive, that is. This book is a warning, a glimpse into our dark future.

Over the last few months, I’ve received a lot of advice suggesting that I don’t share these stories with you. That’s why we’re going old-school, analog, cover to cover. A book is the only place that’s safe.

Read this book and pass it around to your friends, so they can be warned too.

You never know when the darkness is coming for you.







Short Frights for Dark Nights

.............

I know you don’t want to hear it, but ghosts are real. That shadow in the corner of your eye? It moved. And your favorite teddy bear? Well, sometimes it’s watching.





Waste Management 

“Dad!” Casey yelled. “The stupid disposal is jammed again.”

She leaned forward and scowled down the drain. It was burbling something brownish, chunky. She wrinkled her nose. It had been coughing up the same nasty gunk for days. Whatever it was, it was all over the edges of the sink and counter, like dried-on pizza sauce.

No matter how much she yelled up the stairs, her father never came down to deal with it.

“It’s super gross,” she added, still hollering. “Smells like old hot dogs.”

Casey’s phone buzzed on the kitchen counter beside her. She snatched it up and grinned at her best friend’s name flashing across the notifications. Her mind emptied instantly, like an upturned drawer.

She didn’t notice the disposal still churning and sputtering. If her father had bothered to walk downstairs, he would’ve started lecturing her about breaking the motor.

It’s an old house, he always said. An old system. You gotta take care of it, or it’ll come back to bite ’cha.

Laina: Basketball team capt at westlake is throwing this huge party tonight

The disposal glugged and growled. It vomited up a chip of something whitish, like a bit of chicken bone.

Casey’s eyes glowed with delight, but they stayed locked on her screen.

Casey: Serious?

Laina: And someone’s wonderful smart best friend got both of us invites

Casey: SERIOUS?

Excitement flared in Casey’s belly. No one invited ninth graders to real parties.

Laina: ofc im serious [image: image] we can come pick u up! u with ur madre or padre this weekend?

Casey hesitated. She glanced up the stairs. Her father was probably up there working on some five-million-piece puzzle or carving another crappy wooden duck. If she went up there and asked, he would start lecturing her about chores and boys and her turn to make dinner.

As if reading her mind, he groaned down the stairs, “Feed me, Casey. I’m so hungry.”

Reason number 52,000 it was better at her mom’s house, where they had the unspoken agreement to sit on their phones and totally ignore each other. Where, when Casey went out, her mom only ever said, “Have fun!”

Casey’s mind spun with an idea: She could make up a big project for her history class and tell her dad she was going to the library or something stupid like that. Something her dad would approve of.

The garbage disposal growled, guttural, hungry.

Her father’s voice echoed through the house. “Feed me.”

Casey: I’m at the dictator’s house and i have to pay him respects in the form of dinner before he kills my dreams

Laina shot back a GIF of a woman covering her mouth, trying not to laugh.

The disposal glug-glugged more. She rolled her eyes and left it on. At least if it was a hundred percent broken, her dad would actually fix it—and maybe clean up his mess while he was at it.

“Hey, Dad, I’m going to the library with Laina. I’ll probably be back late. But I’ll put on some, um . . .” Casey opened the fridge door. She scowled until she saw it—a glass jar full of something red. It had the meaty chunks of her dad’s usual homemade tomato sauce. “Pasta. I’ll put on some pasta. Okay?”

Her father called back, gurgling, “Feeeeed me.”

Casey scoffed under her breath, “Rude.”

But he just kept going. “Feed me, feeeed me.”

Casey leaned against the counter and put in her earbuds to drown out her dad. Soon, Electric Viper’s newest album thrummed in her ears. Casey couldn’t hear anything as she pulled a pot from the cabinet. She hummed as she popped open her father’s spaghetti sauce. Then she froze.

There was a fingernail floating on top.

She glanced back to the thick, red liquid sputtering from the disposal. A pair of yellow eyes stared back at her, rippling under the filthy water.

Casey shrieked and staggered backward.

A pair of rotten arms shot out of the sink. They were slick and mucusy, pocked with old food and rot.

The music was still blaring as those hands dragged her down into the sink. Her cheek slapped against the cold porcelain, her skull like an egg. She heard herself crying, “Dad! Dad, please!”

The voice roared over the music, louder than anything.

“FEED ME!”

When Casey’s mother arrived to pick her up the next day, the house was empty. She found Casey’s phone on the counter, full of dozens of unread messages, and a pot on the floor.

“Jack?” Casey’s mother called. “Casey?”

The garbage disposal was running, puking up something brownish and stinking of rot.

“Jeez, Jack,” she said under her breath. “You could keep this place cleaner, you know.”

If she had opened the fridge, she would have seen a second jar there, beside the first. It was only half the size. And soon the family would be complete.

Casey’s mother reached for the switch on the wall. She was too busy texting her ex-husband to notice the yellow eyes watching her. The ravenous smile made of a dozen people’s teeth, wedged in a moldy face.

“I’m hungry,” it hissed. “Feed me.”





Will you help me?

I’m stuck

You can’t?

It’s true . . .

All I really want

Is to be stuck with you
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Mr. Butterscotch

Sarah hated being grounded more than anything.

She sat in her room, angry and bored, looking for something—anything—to do besides fixate on the crack under her door. It glowed, which meant the kitchen lights were on. Her parents were still up, so she was still banished to her room.

Sarah paused, considering her options. Her parents would certainly be angry if she left her room now. They had already grounded her for texting at the dinner table and had taken her phone. She didn’t dare risk making it worse. Never mind that she was fourteen and being sent to her room was totally humiliating. Having a phone was her social lifeline. She could practically feel the dozens of unanswered messages calling to her from the other room.

The minutes ticked by, and her anger turned to boredom. What was she supposed to even do?

She hadn’t opened her toy crate since she was a young girl, but tonight was not the night to be mature. She was phoneless, lonely, and bored. She lifted the latch up on the mangled old box and dug through the piles of stuffed animals. Their plastic eyes winked at her in the low light. Many of them were more disfigured than she remembered, but the one she was looking for—her stuffed rabbit, Mr. Butterscotch—was sitting right on top with a big smile stitched onto his face. The same smile that had always cheered her up whenever she was down. His fur was worn, revealing the spots where he had served as a tissue for her tears.

He’d been a gift on her second birthday, and after that they were inseparable—he was her favorite toy and her closest friend. Sarah brought Mr. Butterscotch with her everywhere: to the doctor, the store, sometimes even to movies. As long as Mr. Butterscotch was with her, she felt safe and happy.

But Sarah grew up. She made friends at school. She got a phone. Nowadays, she spent her evenings hanging out with her friends online or texting. Sarah didn’t need him anymore. She’d put him in her toy chest and forgotten about him.

But now, grasping him as she always once had, resting her nose on his head in that familiar spot, the fond memories came flooding back. He’d always been the best listener. She sat Mr. Butterscotch on her pillow and let it all tumble out, weeping and telling him how horribly unfair it all was. How she wished she didn’t have parents at all. It was nice to vent to someone, even if it felt a little childish.

Mr. Butterscotch sat there listening, his beady eyes staring at her and his smile fixed in place. Long after the tears ran dry, Sarah must’ve dozed off because some time later she jerked awake with a start. In a fog of hunger and confusion, she lifted her head from her pillow. It was three thirty in the morning.

The whole house smelled of freshly roasted meat.

Mr. Butterscotch was nowhere to be seen. Hadn’t she left him on her pillow? And why would her parents be cooking at this hour?

Sarah climbed out of bed and pushed open the door. Light spilled in, cutting a yellow crease across her bedroom floor. Her stuffed animals seemed to raise their fleecy paws in good luck or goodbye. She blinked hard and squinted into the darkness, and they were immobile statues once more. Her mind must’ve been playing tricks on her.

She crept down the hall. The honey-sweet scent of fat cooking grew stronger as she tiptoed into the empty kitchen. She turned her head this way and that, looking for shapes in the gloom. Signs of her parents.

All the lights in the house were dead except for the kitchen. Even the dining room adjacent to the kitchen was dark, except for a tidy row of candles set up among a feast of covered silver trays. Her mother’s finest dishware. Sarah hadn’t seen it used since her grandmother died.

But there it was, laid out in the middle of the night, like a feast for ghosts.

Sarah hugged her arms over her chest. She peered into the oven. The huge tray her parents always used for Thanksgiving dinner sat in there, covered in a half globe of tinfoil. Hunger tumbled and twisted in her belly.

The oven timer chirped, making Sarah yelp in surprise. She turned, expecting to see her father emerge from the dark to scold her for being out of bed.

But the familiar shape that shuffled closer was too small to be her parents. For a moment, she thought it might be her dog, Daisy, lumbering over to beg for table scraps. But this figure walked upright on two furry back legs, and its tall ears twitched as it hopped along.

“Mr. Butterscotch,” Sarah gasped. She almost questioned why he was moving on his own, but she stifled that impulse. Obviously, this was just a dream. “What are you doing out of bed?” she asked instead.

“You missed out on dinner.” Her stuffed animal flopped up to her with ragdoll looseness. He looked sweet and silly, his little stitched mouth smiling up at her. “So I made you one.”

“Oh, you kind old rabbit.” She picked him up and cradled him.

Mr. Butterscotch blinked, his eyes flat and unreadable. Something stained the tips of his paws. Perhaps it was sauce from cooking. It reminded her of pennies, but she couldn’t quite think of why.

Mr. Butterscotch wriggled out of her arms. He gestured toward the dimly lit dining room table. “Shall we?”

A question lingered in Sarah’s gut, poisoning her appetite. She paused. “Where are Mom and Dad?”

The rabbit’s stitched lips curled, and for the first time, she saw he had teeth. Little triangles of felt poked out of his smile. “Right here.”

Mr. Butterscotch slipped past her and opened the oven door. He pulled out the tray bare-pawed, as if his little furry paws could not feel the blazing heat. He set it on the counter and peeled back the aluminum cover.

Inside, oil sizzled at the bottom of the pan. The scent was unlike anything she had smelled before, rich and sharp in her nose. A shank of meat sat in the tray, steam clouding up off it. A sharp tooth of bone stuck out from the cooked flesh.

The stuffed rabbit gave her another toothy smile. He nodded toward the dining room table.

“Please,” he said, “sit down. Our feast is about to begin.”

Sarah turned to do as her bunny told her. All of this had the comforting haze of a dream. Surely that’s all it was, if her toys were coming to life and speaking to her. That was when a jolt of color caught her eye.

A streak of scarlet smeared the doorframe. It was low, at eye level, and it, too, smelled like old coins. She leaned to peer down the hall. The door leading to her parents’ room hung ajar. The blood smear led past the door, into the darkness beyond.

“Mom?” she whispered. “Dad?”

The room answered with silence. It would be so easy to check to see if they were there. Just nudge the door open, look for the familiar shape of them sleeping in the gloom. But somehow, she knew if she opened the door, there would be no going back.

Sarah dared a glance at Mr. Butterscotch. He was too busy slicing the meat to notice her.

She pinched her own arm hard, willing herself to wake up. But the room around her stayed the same, and the smell of Mr. Butterscotch’s feast still dizzied her. It made her woozy. Nauseous.

This was real. The blood on her parents’ door was real.

Her stuffed rabbit puttered around the kitchen, whistling happily. “Should I put some juice on the table?”

Sarah’s pulse quickened as she gingerly pulled open a utensil drawer and reached in to grab the sharpest knife she could find. A dull steak knife. Not much, but it would have to do. She held it behind her back.

“I don’t think my mom and dad would like that. They said I shouldn’t have sugar late at night.”

“We don’t have to worry about what they think. Not tonight. This is our feast.”

Mr. Butterscotch skipped past her to put the tray of meat on the table. “Shall we eat? You must be hungry.”

Indignation tightened Sarah’s throat. She gripped the knife tighter, only her hand was slippery from sweat. “Not yet.”

Her stuffed animal hopped to the table, his ears bobbing with a looseness she used to find endearing. But now there was a menace to it. What was that phrase her mother told her? A wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Mr. Butterscotch didn’t seem to notice her pause. He set the last serving tray on the table. “Come along, Sarah,” he chided. “Your dinner is going to get cold.” He impaled a sliver of meat on a fork and slapped it onto the closest plate.

Sarah couldn’t bring herself to move. “Not until my mom and dad are here.”

Now the toy rabbit started giggling to himself. In a warped and delighted voice, he said, “Silly girl, they’re already here!”

He leaned over to the center serving tray, her mother’s finest silver. He wrapped a bloody paw around it and lifted the lid.

Her mother’s head stared back at her, mirroring Sarah’s shock in her lifeless eyes. Steam rose from the wrinkled, cooked skin overlying those once-familiar features.

Sarah held the knife even tighter. She swallowed the urge to vomit.

Mr. Butterscotch watched her hungrily. “Now, sit down,” he said in a wheezing, singsong voice. “Or join your parents there.”

Sarah shuffled closer. She sat down slowly.

“Go on. Give your mother a taste.” The rabbit leaned in, its button eyes glowing with unholy delight in the light of the chandelier. “After all, you said you wished you didn’t have parents.”

Bile rose in Sarah’s mouth. She swung out with the knife. The dull blade caught and tore the fabric flesh of the rabbit’s belly. Cotton spilled out of the open wound.

The bunny looked between her and the knife in mild surprise.

“Oh dear,” Mr. Butterscotch said. “It seems you’ve chosen to join the feast, but not in the way I had hoped. Then again, you’ve always been selfish, Sarah. Casting others aside when you’re finished with them. After everything we’ve been through, and for what? To be replaced by a screen? I’d hoped we could start again, but now it’s time for you to get a taste of your own medicine.”

“Wait—” Sarah tried.

But the rabbit lunged, arcing a fork toward her throat, silencing her forever.

The house smelled of meat long into the morning.





Is there a better disguise

Than your bunny

With the cute button eyes

What if that bunny has fears

About how you’ve changed

Through the years

And no longer listens to your cries

And no longer cares about your tears

[image: image]





The Secret Sister

There was a girl living in Emma’s bedroom wall.

Emma had heard her the first night they moved in. It started as a faint tapping against the interior of the brick wall beside her bed. She pressed her ear to it and listened long into the night.

Emma had been only nine then, and her imagination was alive with ghost stories. After all, the house was an old Victorian that hunched over like an elderly woman.

It was exactly the kind of place a ghost would live. Surely it was haunted.

When Emma told her parents that morning over breakfast, her father said, “Probably just the pipes.”

“Or rats,” Emma’s mother added. She didn’t even glance up from her phone, on which she always read the morning news. Murder and war, there at the breakfast table. “The old lady who owned this place last didn’t take the best care of it.”

Emma’s father grinned and gestured at the peeling, mold-blackened wallpaper with his toast. “Case in point.”

But it wasn’t rats, and it wasn’t pipes. Because over the next few years, Emma woke up almost every night to the sound of a little girl singing.

And then one night, when Emma had just turned fourteen, she started to talk. It was the faintest whisper, but unmistakable. “Please,” she whispered. “Please talk to me.”

Emma rolled over. Her heart thrummed against her ribs as she said, “Is someone there?”

“Yes,” came the answer, quiet and full of despair. “I’ve always been here.”

“Who are you? How did you get in there?”

“I’m Nancy. I don’t remember how I got here. It’s been so long. I just—I want a friend.”

Emma gulped and got out of bed. She walked to the spot on the wall where she’d heard a scratching sound—scritch, scritch—and the brick came loose.

Two green eyes stared back at her.

“We could be friends,” Emma told her with a smile. “I’m Emma.”

The two girls stayed up talking all that night and the next and the next, until they finally fell asleep from exhaustion. It was like having a secret sister. They made up little games, trying to guess where one would tap next on the brick. Emma told her about what it was like being a girl who went to school, played volleyball, and had friends and crushes. And Nancy drank it all in: the friend drama, the intrigue, even play-by-plays of Emma’s recent games. You see, Nancy couldn’t leave her room. It was a lonely existence, even for a ghost.

One night, Emma asked her a burning question, the same one she had asked that first night. “How did you get stuck in there?”

“Well,” Nancy said, carefully. “The last thing I remember is playing hide-and-seek with my sister. There was once a door on this wall. I opened it up and climbed inside. But then the door disappeared. Like the house . . . ate it. And I’ve been trapped here ever since. I didn’t die, at least I don’t think so. I’m just . . . stuck.”

Questions spiraled around Emma’s mind. She wondered how a house could eat a girl, trapping her there forever. She also wondered how long she had been in there. Why had she stopped aging? And why didn’t she know anything about the outside world? She’d never even heard of cell phones or the internet or the surround-sound speakers Emma’s parents were installing in the living room.

The next morning, on the drive to school, Emma asked her father, “What was the name of the old woman who used to live here?”

Her father’s eyes remained trained on the road. “Something Langley, I think. Why, sweetheart?”

“Just curious,” Emma said, staring straight ahead.

She knew better than to mention the girl in the wall. Her parents thought she was too old to believe in ghosts.

But when Emma searched on the school computers, she found a newspaper archive from a hundred years ago. And sure enough, there was an article from the local newspaper about a girl named Nancy Langley, who disappeared one day, never to be seen again.

“Emma,” Nancy whispered. “Can I ask you something?”

It was the night before Emma’s fifteenth birthday.

“Okay, but I’m really tired. I have to go to sleep soon.”

“I know. I know tomorrow is a big night. It’s just—”

Emma sat up and forced a smile. Tomorrow all her friends were coming over for a party and spending the night. She’d have to put the brick back in the wall to hide Nancy. She’d have to hide her teddy bear, Fuffy, too. She didn’t want anyone to make fun of her.

But for tonight, Emma held her teddy close and pressed her ear to the wall to hear her secret sister.

Nancy’s voice was a whisper: “Do you think I could come to your party?”

Emma paused and frowned. “But how? Everyone will think I’m a weirdo if I start talking to a wall. No offense.”

“I have a theory. I think—” Her voice thickened, and she swallowed hard. “If you touch me . . . maybe I can become real again.”

Emma stared at Nancy’s pale hand emerging from the hole in the wall. Her fingers looked swollen and old. Like Emma’s grandmother’s at her funeral.

“How long have your hands been that way?” Emma asked, trying to hide her grimace. She gulped. She’d never touched a ghost before, and the idea made her queasy. But then Emma reminded herself: She’s not just a ghost. She’s my friend. She’s like a sister. If there’s a way I can help her, I have to try.

Nancy voice was even smaller now. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“No, it’s okay.” Emma slowly reached toward her swollen, dead-looking hand. “You know I’d do anything to help you.”

Emma closed her eyes and wrapped her hand around the cold fingers. Ice shot up her arm. She felt like she’d turned to stone.

Suddenly she was surrounded by darkness. The room felt stuffy and the air heavy, hot. Emma reached for the light switch but found nothing but wall. Her hands inched along the coarse brick looking for anything. Then she spun around, ready to scream.

Light filtered in through a hole in the brick wall.

Light coming from Emma’s own bedroom.

Nancy’s eyes appeared at the hole in the wall, dark green and full of apologies.

“Nancy,” Emma gasped. “What did you do?”

“You have to understand,” Nancy said. “I was in there for a hundred years. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

Emma fell back against the brick wall and pushed and pushed, but it wouldn’t give. And then she pictured it: Nancy reaching for some other kid’s hand. Trying to help them. Finding herself here, on the wrong side of the wall.

“You knew,” Emma spat out. “You knew.”

Emma shoved her fingers back through the wall, but Nancy had already moved away. Emma stared through the gap: Nancy’s clothes were filthy gray, covered in cobwebs. She was at Emma’s desk now, squeezing craft glue over the brick chunk, frowning.

“You’ll understand, Emma. In time. The adults can’t hear us because they don’t
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