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			To Sam and Dean Winchester, who 
have taught me a thing or two about demons 
and Hell … and much more … 

			Carry on, my wayward son(s).

		

	
		
			1 John 2:18 “Children, it is the last hour; and just as you heard that the Anti-Christ is coming, even now many Anti-Christs have appeared; from this we know that it is the last hour.”

			Revelation 17:8 “The beast that you saw was, and is not, and is about to rise from the bottomless pit and go to destruction. And the dwellers on earth whose names have not been written in the book of life from the foundation of the world will marvel to see the beast because it was and is not and is to come.”

		

	
		
			“Mary had a little lamb

			Its fleece was white as snow.

			And everywhere that Mary went,

			The lamb was sure to go.

			He followed her to school one day,

			Which was against the rule,

			It made the children laugh and play

			To see a lamb at school.

			And so the teacher turned him out,

			But still, he lingered near

			And waited patiently about

			Until Mary did appear

			‘What makes the lamb love Mary so?’

			The eager children cried.

			‘Oh, Mary loves the lamb, you know.’

			The teacher then replied.”

			~Sarah Josepha Hale, 1830

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“It started with the birth.”

			Father Atticus stood at the podium with the Holy Book and, as a habit, surveyed the crowd. It was not always necessarily to scope out the attendance of the mass, as secretly he felt that all religious leaders liked to do, but also out of personal attention. He felt that sometimes it was important for anyone in public speaking to make eye contact with the public to forge a personal connection with them and assure that he was acknowledging them. At that moment, he chose a family in the front row who seemed begrudgingly obligated to be there. He had to concentrate on sending out pleasantness, goodness, and holiness.

			“My brothers and sisters … let us always remember that we are in the holy presence of God. Let us remember that just because we do not see miracles being performed in front of our eyes does not mean they are not there. Miracles can happen every day if we open our eyes to them. They can be small things as well as bigger things. Let us remember the miracle of the birth of Christ.”

			He thumbed a ribbon marker edged between the book and opened it up.

			 “The virgin Mary had this miracle of birth to Jesus, the son of God and our Lord and savior. She was conceived by the Holy Spirit and filled with its likeness, with its light.”

			Father Atticus looked up, as something inside him drew him to the two people sitting in the second row to the left. They were magnetic, and they drew his attention away from the Bible … but they were very ordinary people. They were a young man and a woman and, based on their simple clothing, he took them to be farmers. They would otherwise blend in with the crowd, but somehow, to Father Atticus, they stuck out as though only he could see them. They held each other like a couple normally would … but the way the man’s hand snaked around the woman’s waist told him there was an invisible third with them. The woman did not have the regular healthy glow of pregnancy and looked quite tired, but Father Atticus still smiled.

			“I sent this message of love and peace to you all,” he continued, though he aimed his words toward the couple. “And while Jesus’ birth is celebrated as a miracle, we must always know that each and every birth is celebrated as a miracle. It is the miracle of life, and we are all born as God’s children.”

			The woman started to swipe consistently at her nose, trying not to sniffle. She pulled out a handkerchief to wipe her nose. Her husband showed concern at her activity, even though it looked to be nothing but a runny nose. Father Atticus’s smile fell when she pulled the handkerchief away to reveal Rorschach blots of blood. The man whipped out his own handkerchief, which had much older bloodstains on it, to add to the one she held to her nose. She wheezed and coughed and the man stood her up, taking her out of the pew seat and walking down the aisle to the exit. 

			Father Atticus continued on with his mass and tried not to look at them, but he could not help it. Something was very strongly drawing his attention to them; it was magnetized so much so that his chest turned in their direction. They walked out of the church as the woman pinched the bridge of her nose and held the two handkerchiefs. They shut the church doors behind them quietly, and it was like they were never there. Father Atticus still had them on his mind for the remainder of the mass. When it was over, he gathered his beads and Bible from the podium and made sure all the candles were blown out before leaving. By the flickering light of the last candle, he was startled to see two drops of blood land on the podium.

			His lips pursed in hesitation to blow it out … because he felt the warmth of his own blood come out of his nose and run down his mouth. Dropping everything he held on the podium, he frantically began to wipe it away. His fingers smeared red as it increased, and before long, he was off to the washroom near the back.

			He managed to get the light working, although paranoid he would smear blood on the light switches. The second he looked at himself in the mirror, he froze in place in shock to see his face was completely clean.

			He looked at his hands, and all the blood was gone. The tender spot underneath his nose and above his upper lip was dry, as though nothing happened. His beard crinkled in his palm, also missing any evidence. Father Atticus stared at his reflection and touched his lip over and over. He left the washroom and went back to the podium, only to see that the one candle he neglected died out on its own. He also saw that the morning turned into a particularly sunless one, for the church without candlelight or sunlight had become completely dark. 

			Father Atticus backed up in place, immediately wanting nothing more than to go home to get some obviously needed rest. He told himself, over and over, that there were no bloodstains on the podium.
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			Flo Smythe sat up on her side of the bed and immediately bent over, grasping her side. Her breath became short and her toes curled on the floor of the farmhouse. Stanley emerged from the bathroom and took one look at her.

			“What is it?”

			Without another word, Flo curled over and vomited on the floor. Stanley jumped back in discomfort and disgust but tried not to show it. He tried to dismiss it as normal morning sickness, but could not understand why it looked nothing like vomit at all.

			“Flo!”

			“Don’t, Stanley,” Flo said, holding her stomach. She coughed and gagged and added more to the pile, chunks of red tissue splatting to the floorboard.

			“Flo! Something is wrong. Now you’re … you’re vomiting up blood?”

			She wiped her mouth and surveyed the damage, her socks soaked.

			“I’m taking you to the doctor,” Stanley insisted, tiptoeing around the room. “The nosebleeds were bad enough, but now?”

			“I am not going anywhere,” his wife protested. “I’m not being poked and prodded anymore. If this baby wants out so badly, then it can just come out already! I am tired of carrying it!”

			Stanley frowned as Flo forced herself to stand up, her bowling ball of a belly proving its weight against her.

			“Then why don’t you lie down and push it out already?”

			“Because apparently, it is not coming out yet!” Flo yelled at him, ignoring the pain in her back. “It wants me to suffer. It is testing me.”

			She pointed a finger straight at her belly button.

			“Do you hear me? You can’t break me, even though you’re trying. I know you’re trying!”

			Stanley sighed with a groan mixed in there.

			“It makes women crazy when they have a bun in the oven,” he muttered.

			“What was that?” Flo jerked her head toward him, and for the first time, he noticed how tired and … how sick her eyes looked. Sick, but still crazed. “What did you just say?”

			“Nothing,” he backpedaled. “But I really do think we should see Dr. Hastings. Especially now. I wanted to take you last week after the baby birds incident.”

			The silence hung between them.

			Flo remembered getting the ladder. She remembered bringing it to the tree with the bird’s nest and climbing up there. She remembered when she first saw those baby birds, naked and featherless and looking like little clay people. She remembered their little beaks were open in wide, silent cries as they waited for mama bird to come and feed them. 

			Feed.

			Feed.

			Flo was able to grab them in one hand and shove all of them into her mouth. She remembered the wiggling sensation as she bit and smashed their little bones, and how satisfying it was. It was hard to say why it was satisfying, and she also did not know what to say to Stanley as he stood watching her in the yard. 

			“Sick,” said Stanley.

			“It wasn’t my fault. The baby made me do it.”

			Stanley laughed.

			“You just keep making up more and more excuses to act completely off the wall. I think you just want to do nothing all day and be waited on hand and foot!”

			“It’s the pregnancy and the medicine I am on that is making me crazy. I am not crazy!”

			Flo and Stanley stopped, avoiding each other’s gaze and avoiding each other’s conversation. They wanted to hide their faces from each other because neither of them was the same. They used to look at each other with nothing but warm, glowing love. Now, for some reason, they could only look at each other with hot, stinging anger.
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			Father Atticus cringed in his sleep and rolled a bit in his bed to grab a hold of his blankets for subconscious protection. His fingers curled around them and his head shook … but he still could not wake up to save himself from the things he was seeing. 

			He stood in a field surrounded by thick, black smoke. He could not see the sky, but he knew it hung over him as a dark canopy. He could not see the area around him, but he knew that there was something there. There was something there, and he knew he had to go to it. Something was going to happen that he was supposed to witness. Father Atticus started running, running through the field until a lone shed suddenly appeared. Inside the shed, he saw the nativity scene clear as it would be at any Christmas display. Except this Mary and baby were not plastic, and they glowed happily in the night. The more he watched them, the more distorted they became, and the less they glowed, and the more and more their faces changed. He saw the glowing holy faces of Mary and Christ melt away like burning candles into gray wax, and it was there the real faces of evil decided to show.

			They morphed into demonic teeth and noses and blank, black eyes that looked directly at Father Atticus. Their mouths opened wide and roared, but he could only hear them in his head. The Mary demon reached out a long, thin arm at him and he stumbled, unable to get up. He watched as the demon Christ crawled out of the manger, his face stretched out into an animalistic snout, moving about on all fours and turning the trot into a run.

			Father Atticus twisted and turned in his bed helplessly as his dream self struggled to run. He found that he forgot how to run, or how to use his legs. He kicked and stomped at the ground and finally tried bending over to go on all fours as well, pushing and pulling at the ground to get himself to move. Before his eyes, he saw the shed turn as well. It went from a drab and colorless brown to something redder. The color broke through the smoke and although it was rusted red, like blood that dried a long, long time ago, it almost now resembled a barn. His legs and feet wobbled as he raced through the endless fields, but instead of his head facing forward, it was turned backward and permanently fixed on the demon Mary and Christ. They pursued him faster and faster, the demon Mary wraith-like now with long, reaching fingers and the demon Christ a full animal with snapping jaws. 

			The next thing he knew, Father Atticus was twisting so much in his blankets that he formed a binding cocoon. Unable to move, he fell—flat on the floor.

			Father Atticus scrambled in this cocoon on his bedroom floor as his eyes opened in the pre-dawn darkness. His chest heaved as he frantically looked around the room. The images were still fresh in his head, and he tried hard not to conjure them back up in the real darkness. He scrambled to get up and out of his room to wake up fully … and get his mind together to interpret the things that he saw.

			He spent a lot of time soaking his face in cold water—very cold water—before dressing and immediately heading to the church house. By that time, the morning dawn was peeking over the horizon and providing him with the comfort of daytime, of consciousness and of awareness. Father Atticus moved quickly while desperately clutching a golden cross that hung around his neck, ready and willing to show it to anyone or anything he happened to pass on the street.

			No one was at the church yet, which would give Father Atticus the privacy to do the only thing he could do. He made his way to the back to a private room with a chair, a table, and an assortment of candles, books, trays, and beads. He lit a few sticks of incense along with the candles and he bowed his head down, low enough to touch the holy table in an attempt to soak up any holy elements it was made of. He could not keep his eyes closed for long, for the images that were recorded in his head threatened to surface each and every time. His heart raced, and the sweat gathered at the back of his neck. Never had a dream got him so worked up before. When he was a child, he dreamed of monsters, of things that lurked in the corners of his bedroom and behind the trees in the woods … but those were silly childish nightmares. They were things that Momma and Papa helped put away with hugs and cups of milk in the middle of the night, comforting and promising that they were just all in his head, and no such evil things existed. No such things existed for him since he was a child … and yet here they were now, monsters in the forms he never saw coming … monsters that to him seemed very real.

			Father Atticus lifted his head and looked at the candles before him, the promise of light, the promise of warmth, but no promise of an answer. How could the most immaculate, angelic thing known to his faith turn into something so disturbing and horrid? 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The priest, today, seemed to want to go on more about the Immaculate Conception with more passion than his previous sermon. He made sure his words reached every person in that church house, even if they flew over their heads and went out the door. He had always intended for them to reach every person he could … sometimes wondering if his preaching was strong enough to travel out the doors and spread through the land. It might have done so that day.

			As Father Atticus droned on about the miraculous labor of the Virgin Mary, another type of labor was taking place, yet it was the opposite of miraculous. She lay in her bed, clutching clumps of her blanket in fistfuls. As Father Atticus’s speech went on, so did her screams.

			Her insides twisted as the rest of her body did, taffy inside of a weakened, torn wrapper.

			Stanley led the doctor to the bedroom, practically dragging him, as Flo’s yells echoed the walls.

			“She’s been possessed by a banshee!” he exclaimed.

			Doctor Hastings followed along patiently as one accustomed to this situation, not reacting to Stanley’s alarm.

			“I swear, doctor, that thing inside of her is going to be the death of both of us.”

			“Nothing to worry about,” Dr. Hastings assured. “She is just in a great amount of pain. Time to ease her pain and prepare for delivery.”

			When Dr. Hastings saw Flo, he saw all the usual signs associated with childbirth. Flo’s body was damp with perspiration and stuck to the bedsheets in melted submission. Her face was tired yet determined to make way for the new life inside of her. All the usual signs were there, except for one. 

			Dr. Hastings leaned in to look at her skin with a frown. All over Flo’s body, her veins ran yellow. They were pale enough to go unnoticed except by a doctor. Dr. Hastings approached the expecting mother carefully so as to not let the concern show on his face.

			“How are you doing, Flo?”

			“I taste metal in my mouth,” she said, tongue as copper as a rusted penny.

			She made like she wanted to toss and turn, but doing so was too difficult. As Dr. Hastings came closer to inspect her face, he saw these veins sharp and skinny like the branches of a tree. To his confusion—and alarm—he saw they also reached to her eyes but did not quite touch her pupils.

			“What is it?” Flo asked.

			“Nothing, just observing. Tell me how you feel.”

			“Pain,” Flo spat out right away. “This thing wants out, and it wants out real bad.”

			“Of course it does,” the doctor said with a supportive smile. “Let’s listen to your heart.”

			He took out his stethoscope and placed it carefully over Flo’s chest. The thumping that sounded was louder and faster than any other he’d encountered. It was also at a lower pitch … like a record track slowed down and dipped down the scale. The doctor’s lips parted. The longer he kept his stethoscope there, the louder, the lower, and the more demanding those thumps became. It wants out, Flo’s voice reminded him. The thumps seemed to be communicating that to him, and if he let his imagination run away with him, he would have heard them form those words.

			Flo screamed and set the doctor back a few feet.

			“Get those towels,” he instructed Stanley. “She is going into labor.”

			Flo thrashed and twisted and made like she wanted to leap off the bed. The doctor positioned some towels between her legs and some behind her shoulders. Stanley, as all expected fathers, paced uselessly about the room with his arms behind his back. He watched the doctor put his ear to her abdomen and spread her legs. Flo heaved in and out a few harsh breaths, and the veins stretched down her skin in brighter gold.

			“Doc, what’s the matter with her?” 

			“Chemical imbalance,” Dr. Hastings responded quickly as he stared at her. He fumbled with a pair of gloves and then opened his palms in receiving, nervous at the crowning.

			“Keep pushing! I can see the head!”

			The head indeed was coming out, dark as an eel emerging from an undersea cave. Flo screamed louder than she did before as though she could get the baby out through volume alone. She pushed, the veins in her skin bulging and her pupils shrinking drastically in size, until, one by one, all the lights in the room popped out.

			“What’s happened?”

			“An outage, at this time? I’ll get to the breaker!” cried Stanley, navigating his way through the partial daylight and leaving Dr. Hastings to his work. He was a professional, after all, and could handle this on his own. Stanley kept telling himself so as he fidgeted with the breaker and tried to keep a steady hand. He got the lights back on again successfully, hearing them hum in unison as though they were continuing to fight whatever wanted to shut them off in the first place. With an exasperated sigh, Stanley turned to make his way back to the bedroom but stopped short at the unexpected silence. Flo wasn’t crying out, and frankly, neither was anything else.

			He rushed back to the bedroom and saw Flo sprawled against the bed, defeated and out of breath. He saw the doctor, whose forehead was shiny red from stressful sweat and face ghostly white from shock. The small, bloodied bundle of sheets in his arms didn’t move.

			“Doctor—”

			The doctor looked at him with a face he could only read as bad news. His eyes dropped and his mouth quivered with the words he did not want to say. He continued to stare at Stanley and then approached him with that bloodied bundle.

			With a shaking hand, the doctor pulled back a fold of the sheet and Stanley looked into the face of his child: a child with lifeless gray eyes, open and looking at nothing at all. Underneath those eyes and nose, there should have been a mouth, wide open and wailing in the song of newborns, but instead, it was as blank and smooth as a piece of canvas. The holeless face would be disturbing by itself, but the way the chin sloped downward in an almost point gave it its own sharpness. The baby was alive—and alert—but as silent and still as a doll.

			Stanley wanted to back away, but he could not move.

			“What happened to its mouth? Where is its mouth?”

			In response, the doctor positioned the baby on its stomach, moved some sheet folds away from the head, and there, peeking out among the hairs at the back of its head, was a pair of pink lips. 

			“My God—”

			“What is it?” demanded Flo. “What’s wrong with the baby?”

			“It’s a freak … it’s a goddamn freak!”

			Dr. Hastings held the bundle in silence while the three of them stared at the child. The father stood in alarm, the mother lay in exhaustion, and the doctor stood there knowing the rest would be up to him. Usually, after birth, the parents’ job officially starts. This was a predicament no one knew how to handle, and as a result, it was a medical anomaly that fell on his shoulders. Dr. Hastings licked his lips, dry no matter how many times he tried.

			“We will help you,” was all he said. 

			Stanley looked at his wife.

			“And Flo. Something’s wrong with Flo. Look at the color on her face. There is no color on her face.”

			Flo parted her blueish lips and blinked her eyes, still bloodshot and still sore.

			“The baby,” she murmured.

			Dr. Hastings walked over to the bed.

			“Mrs. Smythe, we are going to take you and your baby in for medical help. We will do everything you can to help your baby.”

			“The baby,” she said again. “What is wrong with the baby?”

			The doctor brought the bundle to her face and watched as the mother met the child for the first time, a reaction that normally brought love and happiness. Instead, it brought fear and discomfort. Flo’s eyes and mouth opened into wide circles and she grabbed a hold of her nightgown. She clamped her mouth shut and held it, not making a sound until the doctor turned the infant over to reveal the surprise on its head.

			No one could say anything more, because that little mouth was moving and they could hear strange growling noises coming from it. They were low and subtle, but the three of them could hear them in every fold of their ears, and feel them in every wrinkle of their brains. Dr. Hastings put the baby down on the bed, causing everyone to recoil away from it. Flo scooted up in bed and grabbed her knees to her chest.

			“Come on,” Dr. Hastings broke the silence. “We are all going to the hospital for urgent care. We need to get your baby the right kind of attention, and you need to be checked on, Flo.”

			“This is a dream,” Flo slurred. “This must be a dream. What is that?”

			“Your daughter,” the doctor continued. “We … have to get your daughter checked out.”

			Daughter. Flo wanted that word to dance in her ears. She wanted it to bring the excitement she was supposed to have to know she had a little girl. She always wanted a daughter … but nothing excited her about this one.

			[image: ]

			Dr. Hastings made sure the nurses were tending to Flo completely before shutting the door. He wanted to make sure Flo got the attention and rest she needed, but he also did not want Stanley to see how blue her skin had become. Stanley never left his side and never would for the remainder of the evening. 

			“Will she be all right?”

			“Of course,” Dr. Hastings assured. “It is all a part of the labor process. It’s normal. She just needs some rest and care and she will be fine. Let us now take a look at your daughter.”

			Stanley followed the doctor down the halls to another room, where more than one doctor and a few more nurses were crowding around a single hospital pram. The infant did not stir, did not wiggle, or fidget. She slept peacefully with a normal breathing pattern, but none of the people around her breathed normally. Some had short breaths, while others had a hard time breathing at all. One nurse left the pram to go to the window.

			“I’m going to bring some fresh air in here,” she said. “Does anyone else feel like they are suffocating?”

			Dr. Hastings felt the tension arrive in his own chest, but told himself that it was a mind over matter due to the stress they were all under.

			“Everyone, relax and remember that this is just a little baby. She is alive and appears to be well. She is just born with a deficiency.”

			Dr. Hastings approached the pram and some of the other medical aides got out of his way, holding their sleeves to their noses and mouths. He ignored their behavior, embarrassed for Stanley, who stood by looking like he wanted to do the same. Dr. Hastings gently touched the baby and flipped her onto her stomach to view this very deficiency. The mouth, should it have been in its proper place under her nose, was a normal mouth by itself. The lips were tiny and a smooth, pale pink. They twitched a little because of the tickling of the infant’s hair, which was already thick and dark and growing out in masses from her head. He donned a pair of rubber gloves and braced himself, trying to act like nothing was out of the ordinary. He tried even harder when his own breathing pattern skipped a beat.

			Dr. Hastings touched the infant’s lips gently and slid a rubber thumb in, opening them just enough. He could not help himself, but he leaned in. Baby’s breath had such an innocent, milky, and clean smell, pleasant enough to name a flower after. When he leaned in, he did not expect to recoil so quickly. It was not the smell he was expecting. Instead of milky and clean, the baby’s mouth smelled like the rotten remains of a garbage disposal. Hot, putrid waste of the things that were dumped inside and devoured, and still had waste left over. The waste of the waste. 

			“What is it?” asked Stanley right away.

			“Nothing,” the doctor replied. “Afterbirth. Nothing to worry about.”

			He gently parted the lips some more and doubled back in shock at what was inside. There, along the tiny gummy mass, were tiny little white pebbles, stuck all along the row like at the bottom of a fish tank.

			“Teeth.”

			“What?”

			“The baby has teeth.”

			“That’s impossible. Are you sure?”

			The little mouth stayed open, moving around a little and still exposing that surprise. Almost smiling.

			“We are going to get some X-rays,” the doctor stated.

			Flo and Stanley took a seat in submission. They did not feel as nervous as they would be, but rather, exhausted. The color and consciousness drained from their faces. They sat outside the doctor’s room with nothing else to do but wait. Stanley hung his head, feeling morose, but Flo sat still and numb with a much heavier aura. All of her felt heavier, from her eyelashes to her shoulder blades to her ankles. Her abdomen still felt the ghost of the living thing that used to live in there, sore with stings of pain any time she moved. She was convinced her pelvic bone broke and just lay in pieces at the bottom of her womb, sliding around whenever she walked. She moaned and leaned against the wall.

			When Dr. Hastings came back out, he presented them with visuals that looked like they belonged in a circus freak show. The skeleton of the child was spread-eagle, like a specimen about to be dissected. All the normal parts were there, from her toes all the way through the vital organs and bone structure, all the way up to the neck and that was where the normal stopped. The cranium itself just looked like it was assembled wrong and nailed shut before it could be mended. The bottom jaw faced the back of the head where the mouth and teeth protruded, towering over the vertebrae. 

			Stanley and Flo sat still in their seats while the doctor held the X-ray results at bay.

			“She is a healthy baby,” he started. “Everything is working just fine. This mouth… it is just in the wrong place. Just a birth defect. It will operate as normal. She will be able to eat, she will be able to speak.”

			The doctor still held the paper, realizing that it was not exactly the souvenir the parents would want to take home. He cleared his throat.

			“Right, well, let’s make sure you check out all right, Mrs. Smythe.”

			Now it was Flo’s turn to be put under bright, exposing lights to have every part of her explored and poked and prodded. The first thing Dr. Hastings and his assistants noticed was her heart rate and how much it had drastically decreased. Her skin also was as dull and dry as land during a drought, her lips peeling in flakes. She was a walking corpse.

			They checked her blood pressure and took a sample. They gave her copious amounts of water to drink, noting that with every gulp she took, the water soaked right back out through her skin in sweat beads.

			Stanley mostly paced the room, watching Flo and the sleeping baby not far off, innocent and oblivious to the activity around her. He looked at the child swaddled up, wrapped appropriately so that her shortcomings could be hidden. Stanley imagined what it would be like to see his first child for the first time. He imagined his insides would light up and flutter around his body like fireflies, the tears of happiness would come to his eyes as he officially entered fatherhood. He would hold his child in his arms and forever be a changed man. It was true that he had become a changed man, but never in the way he had ever imagined. Stanley averted his eyes and watched his wife drink more water. Dr. Hastings was giving her some medicine to take for her exhaustion, which was the best he and his team could come up with for the time being. They released the Smythe family, believing they would be all right, finally handing their new baby back over to them to go home for the first time. Stanley took the bundle for himself, obligated, as Flo wrapped herself in the blanket the medical crew let her keep and walked ahead of him. She did not want to even look at the child.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			They sat at the kitchen table, each drinking wine in a desperate attempt to break the tension in the room. It would always be there now with the predicament they were shackled with, a predicament they had to face and come to a decision.

			The baby lay in a fruit crate on the floor next to the cabinets. She slept peacefully like a normal newborn, but the eerie silence reminded them she was not. Flo was still not feeling back to her regular self, but she stayed awake from this acquired anxiety.

			“It’s twisted,” she said. “It’s like her face got twisted around when she was inside me. Maybe I moved around in my sleep too much.”

			“It’s not your fault, it’s just … an accident.”

			Stanley couldn’t look at her—it.

			“How does that doctor think she could be normal?”

			“He said everything was all right. She just has a … birth defect.”

			“I don’t want to go near it,” Flo stated. “That thing … that thing was inside me and caused me so much pain. It took all my strength, Stan. I swear it.”

			Flo’s eyes were streaked bloodshot and her skin sagged against her bones. She downed a glass of wine and poured another. “I feel so strange. I can barely move,” she continued.

			“I feel strange too,” Stanley said. 

			There was indeed a tension in the room that was never there before, tightening the air in their lungs and closing the walls. The Smythes recognized it as the sudden shock they were given, and the pressure to come to terms with it. The little shock lay before them in the crate, unmoving, unsuspecting, yet threatening. 

			“Something is definitely wrong with it,” Stanley said. “There is something that is just … off.”

			Flo moved her feet under the table, watching a loose thread from her sock drag across the floor. If it got caught on something, she imagined the whole thing would unravel. She wondered how long before she even noticed it happening.

			“Do you think this is a sign?” she asked.

			“A sign for what? That we’re not meant to be parents?”

			The baby did not stir, and neither did they, sitting slumped over the table and filling and refilling their wineglasses. Flo downed hers and then lifted her head suspiciously, eyeing Stanley.

			“Did you hear that?”

			“Hear what?”

			“Shh.”

			They both craned their heads, brows crossing, listening to the low growling coming from the far end of the room. They knew it was the far end of the room. It was not outside, and it was not from their livestock in the barn. Those were too far away. This animal noise came from their very own.

			“Is she doing that?!” Flo cried.

			“I think so!”

			Flo and Stanley stood up and crept to the baby creature in the crate. Flo took a wooden spoon and lifted part of the baby’s blanket away from her face, quickly, like she did when she was looking for mice under the tablecloth. 

			The baby breathed rhythmically, not moving at all except for the subtle lift of her chest for every inhale. Flo hesitated with the spoon.

			“Should I?”

			Stanley was squeezing the end of his shirt into tight bunches. “I … just get it over with.”

			Flo put the spoon under the baby to lift her and revealed that monster mouth. It quivered, it puckered, and it might have formed a few words. Flo retreated as they both caught a last glimpse of the mouth moving like it did form a word, but there was no sound. At least, not until they heard that soft growl straight from the source.

			Flo and Stanley both backed up, going as far as behind the table and held each other.

			“It’s a demon child,” Flo said, barely above a whisper.

			Stanley said nothing. He suddenly got a strong copper taste in his mouth.

			[image: ]

			Flo stepped outside first, the moon’s beam casting a slight light on her form. She covered herself from head to toe in layers, although the evening was temperate and balmy. She motioned to Stanley behind her, who reached one hand behind him to close the door. The other hand held a bundle positioned securely against his shoulder.

			Together they walked with the moonbeams to guide them, covering their heads the best they could, although they did not have neighbors that were that close. It was the anxiety that came with their activity. They walked along quietly yet quickly down the stone path of their neighborhood until that same moonbeam reflected off of water. 

			The cattails hid most of the river’s edge, which meant that they would hide Stanley and Flo as well. They walked up to those cattails, happy to see that they almost reached as high as their shoulders. Stanley moved the bundle a little as they positioned themselves near a tree.

			“I don’t think anyone saw us.”

			“Who would be out at that hour, anyway?” reasoned Flo.

			Stanley put the bundle down, unraveling it to reveal a potato sack holding something too large to be a potato, and not at all shaped like one. He opened the sack as far as he could … taking a peek and mentally thankful that the eyes were closed.

			“We need to find some rocks,” he said, looking around. “Go down to the shore, look around the banks. The bigger, the better.”

			Flo walked down the rocky terrain; careful she would not slip and fall.	

			Stanley was left alone with the child, and he tried his best to avoid looking at it. He crouched down among the cattails and grass and surveyed the dark horizon separating the water from the sky. It was fuzzy and blended so well he could not find it, but it gave him something to focus on. Something other than the thing that lay before him, the thing he was sure was now looking right at him.

			He gave in and looked down. The baby’s eyes were not looking at anything in particular, but Stanley suddenly knew she could see him. She was judging him at that very moment. She probably knew what he and Flo were going to do. He shook the thought off, telling himself it was impossible, and that he was only acting paranoid. He scooted away from the infant all the same, watching Flo make her way down the shoreline, kicking over rocks that were small enough to skip across the lake, and tripping over ones too large to lift. She picked up a few medium-sized ones in her arms and made the trek back.

			“It was staring at me.”

			“It’s just a baby, Stanley.”

			“I could feel it looking right at me—right through me.”

			“Knock it off, and help me with these rocks.”

			They set the rocks down for a second before Stanley opened the potato sack, acknowledging the thing inside. They put the biggest rocks at the bottom, darting their arms in and out as quick as a snake’s tongue. The little arms barely moved, but somehow they got it into their heads that the tiny fingers could grab on to them. Flo and Stanley filled the sack up almost all the way, aligning rocks against the hole-less face. Stanley closed the potato sack so that the ends crunched together and barely graced the top of the infant’s head. Flo stared at this image, at once reminded of the last time the head was peeking out of a tight opening like that. She squeezed her legs together and turned away, her stomach rolling at the sight of the way the sack looked so … full.

			“Let’s get this over with,” Flo stated.

			Stanley lifted the sack himself, and when he and Flo turned, they both jumped a mile in the air at the surprise visitor walking behind them.

			They saw him before; they recognized that he still wore the black clothes he wore when he gave his sermons at mass. Now he still wore them as though he were on his way to the church, like he slept in those ceremonial robes only to wake up and start his day as a priest. They were startled at this presence but also confused at his late-night stroll.

			“Father … Atticus!” Stanley cried.

			The priest smiled warmly but was also in his own state of confusion.

			“Hello, did not mean to startle you. What have you got there?”

			“Raccoon,” Stanley said quickly. “A nasty, rabid thing. Was teasing our chickens. We caught it just in time.”

			The priest studied the moving sack, kicking around a little but no noise coming from it.

			“Father,” Flo started. “Do you … usually take late walks like this?”

			“I couldn’t sleep,” the priest explained, almost hastily. “Sometimes I need to clear my mind, spend some time with the Lord.”

			No one said anything else for a moment, each coming up with more excuses in their heads, waiting for someone else to lead the conversation. Stanley and Flo froze with the potato sack still kicking, and Father Atticus still watching it.

			“You know, even when wild, all creatures are creations of God. Sometimes drastic measures are not necessary.”

			Flo and Stanley looked at each other.

			“Well, we—”

			“We’re just trying to be protective.”

			Father Atticus stepped closer.

			“Now, what has this creature done to deserve such a fate?”

			Flo and Stanley struggled to come up with an answer while he circled around the sack.

			“Let the poor thing go.”

			“Father, we’re just trying to be rid of … vermin. Of bad creatures. Bad creatures,” Flo said.

			“No living thing is born bad,” Father Atticus said. “Animals are not naturally wicked. They are just creatures that need to survive, too.”

			He looked at the young couple. “Set that poor animal free to nature, where it belongs. Leave this river … and idea behind.”

			He could see the tremendous guilt in their faces, guilt that usually came after committing a sin, the look of desperately seeking forgiveness. Father Atticus smiled.

			“Sometimes, the best way to deal with things in life that are less pleasant, and a challenge to deal with, is to treat them with love and kindness and understanding. Forgive this animal its wicked doing and send it back, and I shall do the same in giving you both the same blessing.”

			Stanley and Flo nodded solemnly, faces melancholy with the human guilt that comes with being caught in fault. Stanley took up the bundle and started to walk back up to the dirt road, giving the priest a nod. Flo followed suit, doing the same, and avoiding eye contact with the priest as much as she could. 

			Father Atticus watched those two people leave the river, shaking his head and crossing his brow. Of course, there were always worse ways people tried to fend off wild animals. Too often, it was the shotgun. This was a quieter option, but still lethal and—a little sad. He knew that they were too preoccupied thinking about their reason for going to the river to even care what his was. Father Atticus walked down the bank until he came to those larger rocks, specifically to find one that was smooth enough to sit on. And there he sat. He sat to watch the line of water disappear underneath the line of the sky. The night was dark enough, but he was used to seeing nothing but darkness around him. He closed his eyes for a second before opening them again, not quite trusting just yet. Father Atticus didn’t need to close his eyes to reminisce about the things he saw when he tried to go to sleep that night.

			The figure he saw was human, and it was so small it could have not been human at all … if he hadn’t already recognized it as a baby. It did not look like an ordinary baby. The head
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