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			To Mom & Dad,

			thank you for all

			the evil toys.

		

	
		
			

			

			Most of the evil in this world is done 
by people with good intentions.

			T.S. Eliot

		

	
		
			

			Author’s Note 

			On the way home from Dunkin’ Donuts, my wife spotted a sign and laughed. She said, “That’s going in a story.” It said “Life Changing Yard Sale,” with an arrow pointing down the road. The sign was neon green poster paper written in thick black marker. 

			What did it mean? Life changing? Growing up in a small town, I had seen many yard sales, but none of them rose to the status of “life-changing.” 

			That day was rainy, terrible weather for a yard sale. My mind spun with ideas of why the person had to have the yard sale today. A few stories sprung up but nothing really caught me, and so I let the idea marinate.

			A few months later, I was teaching a class on using Artificial Intelligence for story ideation and demoed my “Idea Store” method for building story concepts. The title that I landed on using a random book title generator was 2938: Beta. I was hooked! As I started writing 2938, the idea of the yard sale crept in as the initial setting. From there, more ideas, more toys started popping up in my mind. A collection of stories about haunted toys was born, all from one “Life Changing Yard Sale.” 

			

			I hope you enjoy this collection and have as much fun reading the stories as I had writing them. 

			And if you’re wondering, no, I don’t usually stop at yard sales. After exploring this world, I don’t know that I ever will. 

			Enjoy,

			Tim

			06/02/2023
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			ONE

			Lucy shuffled through the antique game cartridges like a bulldozer in a mass grave. She didn’t have time to care for the discarded. She needed the game that would save her stream: Ninja Gaiden for the Nintendo Entertainment System. 

			This was her third yard sale today, searching for a game to reengage her viewers, but she struck out everywhere. There were lots of old games, but they were all the popular games. She needed something more obscure, something to show her gaming skills. Engagement was key to stop bleeding subscribers, and very difficult retro games always led to a hot stream.

			While she struck out at the other two yard sales, this one’s sign promised big things. A pollen-yellow sign with jagged black letters said, “Life Changing Yard Sale.” She didn’t expect her life to be changed, she just hoped to save her live stream. Unfortunately, the Life Changing Yard Sale didn’t have Ninja Gaiden or any other obscure, difficult retro games. 

			Lucy wondered, why not just call it a Moving Sale, or an I Got Divorced Sale, or even an I died and My Family Doesn’t Want My Stuff Sale? “Life Changing” is dramatic, even by her sixteen-year-old, public high school standards. 

			

			Regardless of the drama, the sign worked. More people joined the crowded front lawn of the small ranch-style house. Chaos reigned over the scattered mismatched blankets. Old ladies bickered and swarmed over them, arguing who saw what first. Junk of all kinds was thrown over the bunched-up blankets except one: a burgundy patchwork quilt covered with well-organized toys. On this blanket, a gray rubber container overflowed with video games.

			Lucy sighed as she checked the last game cartridge in the bin. She hadn’t heard of it, but the cute turtle on the cover told her it wasn’t what she needed tonight. She dropped it back into the bin. A plastic crack came from under the other games. Her hopes sparked. Did she miss the treasure she needed for tonight’s live stream? Lucy shoved the games aside. At the bottom she found something that didn’t belong with the video games. 

			A boxy VHS tape gleamed in the midday sun, pristine and bright white; not black like most VHS tapes. No yellowed stain from age or smoking or coffee on it, just a smeared thumb print near the black marker title. Lucy examined a black or deep crimson smear on the case, unsure of the color, but certain it was a thumbprint. The title on the tape was handwritten and scrawled with the same care as for the video games in the bin. 

			“Wow! I can’t believe you found that.” Her mom, Trudy, helped dig through the bins. “Is that an original?” She laughed.

			“What is it?” Lucy waved the VHS tape like an ancient artifact.

			“It’s a game. Well, it was a game.” Trudy took the tape. “Yeah, Captain Light and the World of Darkness.” She read the marker title, keeping her own thumb clear of the smear. “This came out when I was a kid. You played it on your VCR long before the Nintendo.” 

			

			Other shoppers moved around them. One old lady bumped Lucy out of the way so she could explore the game bins. Probably looking for potential eBay sales. None of these games were worth anything, but rude old biddies never cared about any of that. They just wanted the bargain. 

			Lucy searched again for whoever ran the yard sale. No one checked on the customers as they gathered armloads of junk, from lamps to velvet paintings. At the edge of the sale, there was a table with a money jar on it. Lucy watched the house to see if anyone came out. Maybe they just went in for a drink and were on their way back out? But that didn’t feel quite right. Lucy had been here for over an hour. No sign of anyone. A few people shoved money in the jar as they left, but most just left. Rude.

			Trudy dug through a bin beside the games and pulled out a plastic spaceship that looked like a scorpion. It had a red body, boney red legs that curled around your forearm, and a handle that dropped from under the cockpit with a yellow trigger. Lucy examined the toy to see how it worked. She found an empty battery compartment and an infrared emitter like a TV remote. 

			“Was this one of those light gun games?” Lucy asked as she tried the ship on her wrist. She gave the trigger a few squeezes. She felt the spring’s tight resistance. Turning the ship over, the number 29 was written in the same handwriting as on the white tape. The handwriting on the ship and tape were jagged and messy, while the yard sale sign was crisp, almost calligraphic. She stared at the yard sale sign for a moment longer. Whoever wrote that didn’t write this.

			“What’s 29?” 

			“I don’t know.” Trudy looked for more treasures. “But that game didn’t stay on the shelves long. It got wrapped up in the whole Satanic Panic crap from the 80s. Disappeared fast. I wonder if there’s anything more around. You need something great for tonight?” Trudy waved the tape. “This is something different. It’s retro. It’s unusual, like, I’m betting your viewers don’t know it. And when you show them a VCR, it’s going to blow their minds.” Trudy’s eyes popped open as her hands contained the imaginary explosion from her brain. 

			“Yeah, that might be cool. Do we have a…” Lucy searched for what her mom said. “One of those VCR things?” 

			“Yep. Your dad has one in the basement. He loves all that old tech stuff.” 

			“You know where?” Lucy thought about the junk piles in the basement, aka her dad’s treasures. With him away on business, Lucy didn’t know if anyone else could understood the chaos of his organizational system. 

			“I’ll find it. Want to get it?” 

			Lucy smiled. It’s not Ninja Gaiden, but it might be what she needed to hook more viewers in her live stream. “Yeah, I can’t find a price.” 

			“Probably fell off.” Trudy shuffled through the game box again, now competing with the rude old lady. “These look like they’re about five bucks each, so we’ll leave ten.”

			Lucy noticed a small figure inside the scorpion ship. She popped open the frost-blue plastic cockpit. The sour tang of spoiled milk hit her nose, knotting her stomach. Thick spit lumped in her throat as she pulled the cockpit open to see the figure inside. The revulsion at what she saw squeezed a faint whine from her gasping chest.

			

			She wasn’t sure if the face had melted or was chewed by an overly anxious dog, but it was mutilated in streaks of slashed plastic. One eye bulged wide, painted infected pus-yellow with a red dot in the center, while the other was proportionate but black. The mouth curled in a knowing smile. His clothes were molded plastic, high tech as if robotic, but the paint had chipped away long ago. A thick grease covered the figure. Lucy shivered at the idea of touching it and wondered if whatever that oily gunk was was what smelled so bad. She shut the cockpit with a thunderous click that silenced the yard sale around her. 

			“We better get home. If I’m going to do this, I’ll need setup time for the stream tonight.”

			“Sounds good. I’ll just put this,” Trudy held up the ten-dollar bill, “in the jar over there.” 

			They pushed through the other shoppers and left the Life Changing Yard Sale feeling their lives were no different from when they arrived.

		

	
		
			

			TWO

			Nadia and Sam were waiting for Lucy when her mom pulled into the driveway. 

			Sam leaned his slight frame against the railing of Lucy’s porch. Of the three friends, Sam was the lankiest, with long arms and legs that still tripped him up in his clumsiness. His skinny jeans and track jacket only emphasized Trudy’s urge to feed him.

			Nadia slowly swung in the gliding rocker. Her long black hair comfortably settled over her shoulders. She was short but ferocious, having chased Sam out of that rocker many times in the past. Nadia loved swinging to calm her anxiety. A constant fear of the world and all the horrible things that could happen were managed with hot tea, swinging, and, when all else failed, medication. 

			They were Lucy’s production crew. Sam did the video production to build his portfolio for art school after senior year. Nadia did the production setup as practice for her future interior  design career. Lucy was the gamer and online personality, which wasn’t anything she was interested in for the future, but was a fun way to spend time with her besties. But losing subscribers wasn’t fun. It was a reminder that Lucy was the weak link, and she never wanted her friends to fail because she couldn’t cut it.

			

			Sam and Nadia looked hopefully at Lucy, waiting to see a treasure that would save their stream. Instead, Trudy hurried inside to find the VCR and said, “Drinks in the fridge,” as she passed.

			“Okay, so check this out.” Lucy held up the VHS tape.  “This is a video game.” She held up the scorpion ship.  “This is the controller. You play it on a VCR.” 

			Neither Nadia nor Sam reacted immediately; they only screwed up their faces wondering what Lucy was thinking. How would you stream this?

			“Dino-tech?” Sam laughed. “Our plan to save our subscribers is Dino-tech?”

			Nadia rolled her eyes. “It’s not that old. Only like almost three times as old as we are.” She laughed, and the others joined in. Forty years old is ancient when you’re sixteen. Trudy wouldn’t have laughed.

			But the laughing stopped quickly as the three got down to business. They went straight to Lucy’s room and prepared for the evening’s stream. Her room was too small to keep up the cameras, lighting, and backdrop she used. 

			Sam set up the camera. Nadia took the spaceship controller from Lucy and set it on her desk as part of her backdrop.

			“Here, the ship will be in your intro shot.” Nadia placed the red scorpion ship on the edge of Lucy’s computer desk. “Do you know where—” Nadia turned and hit the ship with her hip. It fell to the floor with a plastic snap, sending the figure tumbling out of the cockpit. “OMG! I’m so sorry!” She quickly swooped down to pick up the ship and its pilot but recoiled at the pilot’s gnarled body and hideous features. The appearance of the figure fused into a sense of loathing that Nadia never knew a toy could deserve. “Uh… What happened to that thing?” She backed away from it, startling when her butt hit the desk. 

			“Yeah, just ugly. Guess some dog got it or a kid tried to blow it up or something.” Lucy shrugged.  

			Sam picked up the toy without looking at it and set the figure on Lucy’s desk. Unconsciously, he wiped his hands quickly on his jeans, trying to scrape away the oily feeling left behind by the action figure. 

			They kept setting up as Trudy came in with a black rectangular box. She grunted as she set it down on Lucy’s desk. “This,” she sighed, “is a TV-VCR combo. You just put the tape in there, hit this button, and it will play.” 

			“How’s it hook up to my computer?” Lucy looked at the connection ports on the back of the VCR. Three plugs stuck out: yellow, white, and red. She’d never seen an HDMI cable like that before. 

			“It doesn’t.” Trudy chuckled. “Believe it or not, once upon a time, not everything hooked up to a computer.” 

			“Just need an adapter for your video card,” Sam chimed in as he inspected the ancient device. “Probably can pick one up from—”

			“We don’t have time for all that. Stream’s live in an hour. We’ve gotta make sure all this works before then, or I’ve gotta cancel for tonight,” Lucy said. Missing a stream could be recovered. Having a bad stream was death. 

			“Okay, well, how about I setup the DSLR camera to record the screen and we’ll stream your intro from my phone?” Sam offered.

			

			“Sounds good,” Lucy confirmed. “Can you set up the camera while we do a tech check?” 

			Nadia examined the tape. “How much data goes on this?” 

			Trudy laughed as she walked out of the room. 

			“Look, it can’t be that hard. We’re techies and smart. We can figure this out,” Lucy said. Much later, she’d remember these events and hear the hubris of someone who doesn’t know how badly things could go wrong. As if to further damn herself, she said, “Besides, it’s just a toy.”

			Sam set up the tripod, set up the camera, and was eyeing the viewfinder. “Can you put in the tape? I want to see what kind of distortion we get.”

			“Sure.” Nadia pushed in the tape and turned to help Lucy get her computer stream prepared. They jumped at the hiss of static that erupted from the TV-VCR. Nadia screamed. Both their eyes jumped to the TV screen. Both their jaws fell open at the view. 

			The camera on the screen was panning around a destroyed wasteland. Buildings in the background were skeletal hulks, gutted and crumbling. The sky was gray, and Lucy assumed, at first, that the video was black and white. She squinted at the ground as the camera panned across the landscape. What she thought was sand looked more like glass after the static cleared and the camera slowed down. The glass dunes rolled and coiled in razor waves, wrapping along the horizon in an ocean of desolation. 

			“Is the ground made of glass?” Lucy wondered out loud, in a dreamy trance.

			“What is this?” Nadia held her stomach, the butterflies inside ready to evacuate through her mouth. The pilot was still the most horrible thing she’d ever seen, but this landscape, this world on the TV, was a close second. “That’s amazing production quality. The set design is so,” she coughed dryly, trying to bring spit back into her mouth, “so real.”

			“Sam, how’s the shot?” Lucy shook her head, pulling her attention away from the TV screen. “Sam?” She looked back at the camera. Sam was on the floor spasming, with a thick white foam spurting from his mouth. His eyes were open, staring into nothing but screaming for help. Every muscle in his body fired in a coiling, writhing mass, jerking him up and down like a teetering ship on a stormy current. 

			“Sam!” Lucy jumped out of her chair and rushed to him. Nadia followed. Neither watched the TV screen as the view changed to black static. Flickering faces emerged from the darkness. Two teenage girls appeared, pressing their faces close to the camera. They called for help, but no sound was heard over the screaming in the room. 

			“Mom!” Lucy shouted. “Mom! Help!”  

			Static crackled through Lucy’s bedroom in a constant popping drone. Nadia grabbed her ears and clenched her eyes shut. She screamed for help too, but not just for Sam. She wanted the overload to stop—the static, the screaming, Sam’s gurgling, the rotten milk stink filling the room, the floor shaking from his seizures. Groping behind her, she found the power cord to the TV and ripped it out of the wall. The static stopped just as Trudy ran into the room and told Lucy to call 911. 

			Nadia rocked on her knees, squeezing her ears to keep the noises out, but it didn’t help. She could still hear Sam choking on the foam bubbling out of his mouth. She could still hear Trudy screaming at the 911 operator. And she could feel Lucy holding on to her tight, rocking with her as they watched their bestie die.

		

	
		
			

			THREE

			“Is he okay?” Lucy rushed to Sam’s parents as they came out of the emergency room.  

			The EMTs were able to get Sam to the hospital before it was too late. Of the three EMTs who arrived, two turned vampire white when they took Sam’s vitals. The third vomited in the bathroom after seeing his twisted body and smelling the nose-seering stench of whatever was leaking from Sam’s mouth. Trudy followed the ambulance with Lucy and Nadia, arriving at the hospital just a few moments after Sam’s parents. Sam was taken to the Emergency Room and his parents were swept into another room to talk with doctors.

			The hospital waiting room was full of people coughing, kids crying, and a surly old man shouting how he was fine no matter what the stupid heart machine said. Green chairs were meant to calm the patients in waiting, but that never happened. Sea foam walls were the same, but when you’re waiting for bad news—and healthcare news is always bad—nothing is all that calming.  

			“He’s awake. The doctors want to keep him here overnight.” Sam’s mom tried to trap the tears in her eyes, but they broke free and streamed long black mascara streaks down her cheeks.  

			Lucy wrapped her in a hug. “Sam’s tough. He’ll get through this.”  

			

			Nadia joined the hug. “Yeah, Sam’s too stubborn to be sick.” They laughed.  

			“Did they say what happened?” Lucy asked as they all let go of the hug.  

			“Seizure,” Sam’s mom said. Her face twisted in the same expression of doubt the old man having a heart attack had on his face. She doubted the doctors like the man in the waiting room doubted the heart machine.

			“Has he ever had—” Nadia started, but Sam’s mom cut her off.

			“Never.”

			Lucy and Nadia exchanged glances, both wondering what was on that tape. Why did it cause Sam to seize? They’d seen enough horror movies, read enough Creepy Pasta to recognize when the monster appears. Here, the tape was the monster, but nothing came out of it, no monster leaked from the TV and claimed their souls. Instead, it did something to Sam, made him seize, but why only him? As best friends do, the girls were thinking the same thing at the same time: Why Sam and not them? All three saw the tape. But only Sam was here.  

			“Can we see him?” Nadia asked hesitantly, but Sam’s mom nodded quickly.

			“Seeing you two would do him good. He’s…he’s down.”  

			Sam’s mom took Lucy and Nadia back through the ER doors, away from the coughing, crying, pale greens to a world of buzzing alarms, quiet conversations, and light blue curtains. An antiseptic smell permeated the air, making Lucy wonder how many showers it took for the nurses to scrub off the hospital stink.  

			

			Sam was behind the third blue curtain. Nadia peeked around each curtain as they went, always curious, always listening in on conversations. A man was asking his daughter about the other driver. Next curtain was about all the ice cream someone could eat. Behind Sam’s curtain, he was mumbling something about getting free.  

			Sam’s mom cleared her throat, announcing their arrival as she grabbed the blue curtain. 

			Sam answered, “Come in.” He coughed hard, scraping his lungs clean, and then swallowed hard.  

			Nadia stepped in first with a happy, everything will be alright smile.  

			“Hey, guys!” Sam smiled and pointed to his pale blue medical robe. “Don’t look behind me. You’ll catch a full moon.”  

			Sam’s mom blushed and swatted at the air between her and him. “Now stop that fresh talk. I’ll get a coffee while you three chat.” She turned, shot Lucy a worried smile. Lucy heard the mumbling as they approached and was certain Sam’s mom did too. Do seizures make you talk to yourself? Lucy wan’t sure.  

			“How are the numbers?” Sam asked.

			Lucy waved away the question. The numbers didn’t matter to her. Never really did. Their stream was about spending time together, and she’d thought Sam was a goner. She didn’t care if they ever did another stream, as long as Sam got better.  

			“Forget all that. What happened?” Lucy asked. 

			Sam shrugged. “Not sure. Was looking through the camera, then I woke up in the ambulance.” The tip of his nose turned red as he finished his sentence. Nadia and Lucy knew Sam better than his parents. He told them secrets he wasn’t ready to share with anyone else, and they both knew that the red nose meant he was lying.  

			“You’re Pinocchio-ing.” Nadia called him out. Sam’s hand jumped to his nose, and he quickly shook his head.

			“Serious, I don’t remember.” Sam looked at something past Lucy. He shook his head, denying someone behind them. Nadia turned, but there was no one there.  

			“Do you remember seeing the wasteland on the video?” Lucy probed carefully. “Maybe something flickered there, like when you get the warning about video games with strobing lights?”  

			“I don’t remember.” Sam dismissed the conversation and leaned back. “Are you guys…” He trailed off and again looked past them. His eyes fixed on something no one else saw. His pupils inflated, shrinking the brown of his eyes into a golden sliver.  

			“What’s there?” Lucy looked back. There was a clock on the far wall, but that’s not what Sam saw. His eyes were fixed far beyond anything in this world.  

			“I’m going to be sick.” Sam covered his mouth, but not in time. The vomit sprayed out between his fingers, catching Nadia on the cheek. She jumped back and squealed. Lucy didn’t move. She watched Sam’s eyes as they dilated to complete black, blood vessels popping as every muscle in his body flexed, locked, flicked, and rocked him in the hospital bed. Sam’s alarms blared in deafening panic. A medical team arrived quickly. Nurses rushed past Lucy and Nadia, who was still wiping chunks of Sam’s dinner from her face. One nurse told them to step out and showed them the door. Sam’s mom was at the door when they arrived. 

			

			“I don’t know what happened,” Lucy said through tears. “He was fine and then he wasn’t.” But Lucy didn’t think Sam was fine. Nothing about him in the hospital seemed fine. Why did he lie about what he remembered? What was he looking at?  

			Sam wasn’t himself, and Lucy knew the white tape was Sam’s real problem. Not seizures. Not anything a hospital could help. She didn’t know who could help, but a thorn in her mind suggested the tape could have the answers. The tape started this. The tape could end it.

		

	
		
			

			FOUR

			Nadia’s parents were at her brother’s play, Legally Blonde, when the craziness occurred at Lucy’s. Nadia didn’t call them; she didn’t want to take away from her brother’s opening night as “Guy in Background.” Small part, big excitement in her family.  

			Trudy drove the girls home from the hospital. Everyone was too trapped in their thoughts to talk.  

			Trudy thanked God her daughter wasn’t in Sam’s place. She felt bad for Sam’s mom, but couldn’t help the deep gratitude that bubbled in her that Lucy was safe.  

			Nadia remembered how sick Sam looked. To her, he was slimy with sweat, with puffy cheeks and bulging, bruise-circled eyes. He looked worse than when he left Lucy’s room on the stretcher. And the smell. No amount of antiseptic covered up the eye-watering stench.

			Lucy was thinking about his eyes. How big they grew in the end and how, in the deep black of those pupils, she swore she saw static. Static like the buzzing from the white tape. She dismissed the idea quickly, finding a million things the reflection might have been. The neon lights above, the beeping machines around him, the sanitizing gel dispenser near the entrance. A million could-bes flew through her mind with only one idea anchoring into her gut and twisting to a stop: the TV static.  

			

			“You want to stay over until your parents get home, sweetie?” Trudy broke the silence and brought everyone back to the car as they parked at Lucy’s house.  

			“Yeah, I’ll get some stuff. I know my mom and dad will be back late. I’ll just message them,” Nadia said as she got out of the car.

			Lucy got out quickly. “Want me to come with you?”  

			Nadia shook her head and looked at her house. The porch light was on. She held up her watch and said, “Hey, Siri, turn on the lights in the house.” And the house came alive with a warm glow. She smiled and sighed, thankful for the safety of modern technology.  

			Nadia crossed her lawn. The keys rattled in her pocket as she pulled them out. A light wind blew, bringing sounds that should accompany a wind, like rustling leaves and creaking branches. No need to turn and see what made the noise. It was the wind, she was certain, but to calm herself she took a deep breath, like her therapist taught her, and walked inside.

			Her house was the same as all the other houses on the street. They were cookie-cutter designs with the only defining features found in small things like trim, a bay window, an extra half-bathroom. Things most wouldn’t notice unless you lived on the street. Lucy and Nadia’s houses were clones. 

			In the warm light, Nadia hustled upstairs and grabbed her bag, which was always ready to bolt to Lucy’s house. They joked it was a “bolt bag” for escaping suburban life, as Nadia kept it equipped with clothes, sleeping bag, and flashlights. Standard needs for any sleepover.  

			She stepped quickly downstairs and stopped in the kitchen for her anxiety medicine. After a day like today, she knew she’d need some extra help to get to sleep. She grabbed the bottle and headed for the door.  

			“Hey, Siri, turn off all the lights except the porch,” Nadia called out.

			“On it,” Siri responded in her cheery voice, and a moment later, all the warm light drained away into the dark murk of a moonless spring night.  

			Nadia left out the front door and circled around to her back yard, which connected with Lucy’s back yard. A white picket privacy fence stretched between Lucy and Nadia’s yards. Nadia opened the gate to go through the fence. The wind picked up again in a gusting cool breeze. More creaking branches, some cracked now. Probably falling from the trees. She shook her head but suddenly felt just how dark the night was without a moon, without the backyard lights on.

			“Siri, turn on the backyard lights.”  

			No answer.

			Nadia kept walking, knowing where to go. She’d walked this path countless times in darker nights than this, but she never remembered a night so…oppressive.  

			She realized her mistake and asked again, “Hey, Siri,” emphasizing the hey to wake Siri. Nadia repeated the command as the fence gate hinges whined open.  

			That made her stop. Probably the wind, but worth a look.  

			No one was there.  

			“On it,” Siri responded, but the lights didn’t come on. Nadia stood, watching the gate swing in the night. “The request is taking longer than expected.” Siri confided, almost ashamed.  

			The lights didn’t come on. Nadia wasn’t waiting anymore. She walked faster toward Lucy’s house. Then, slowly, the lights came on as a loud rustling came from the line of trees at the edge of her back yard. They were still shaking as she looked at them, but the lights didn’t reach that far. Only the wind. She laughed at how the characters in horror movies kept explaining away weird things until a knife was sticking out of their throat. The killers never used reasonably sized knives. They used bushwhacking, deep-forest survival knives found in butcher shops and jungle expeditions.  

			Imagining the knife sizes made Nadia walk faster. As the knife grew in her mind, her pace quickened until she saw a machete and started running. The knife was only in her mind, but she knew, if she turned, there’d be a real one right behind her, and a moment’s pause would end up with that knife through her chest. 

			“Hey! Hey!” Nadia slammed on the door with her palm. “Hey, Lucy! Hey!” She glanced over her shoulder. The trees shook in a wave now, that wave coming toward her quickly. It’s just the flow of the wind. “Hey!” she screamed. Panic bled into pleading as she hit the door harder and harder, faster and louder.   

			Lucy appeared in the door’s window and ran to let her in, but Nadia kept pounding. When Lucy opened the door, Nadia pushed through, knocking her back. Nadia panted, on the edge of hyperventilation. Lucy shut the door quickly. 

			“What’s wrong!?” Lucy looked out the window but only saw a windy night.  

			

			“I don’t know.” Nadia gasped, her chest heaving from not breathing. She realized she’d stopped breathing when the gate opened and hadn’t taken in air since. “I don’t know. Probably just spooked.”  

			“You ladies okay?” Trudy called from the kitchen. “I’ve made some tea to help calm us all down.”  

			Nadia looked back outside. The wind roared on, but no sign of a stalker. No killer. No unreasonable knife glimmering in the moonless night. She pulled her anxiety pills out of her bag, rattled them, and thought, Yeah, good call.  

			“Hey, Siri, turn off the lights except for the porch,” Nadia said into her watch, and stared outside with Lucy. The lights faded away. The wind howled on.

			Waiting another moment, Lucy and Nadia left the back door for their tea and went upstairs to Lucy’s room.  

			Everything was still set up the way it was when Sam was taken out by the paramedics. The TV-VCR combo was turned off. The camera tripod Sam set up was knocked over. Lucy picked it up and put it to the side as she walked in.  

			“Was it the tape?” Nadia said, finally able to ask the question she couldn’t get out until now.  

			Lucy shrugged. 

			“I mean, video games with flashing lights can give people seizures. And, like, looking through the camera, he saw some kind of distortion that triggered it?” Nadia looked at the camera. The black DSLR felt cold as her thumb hovered over the play button. She wondered what Sam saw, but a voice in her mind told her to put it down. Do not proceed. She listened. “Where did you get it again?”  

			

			“A yard sale,” Lucy answered, but then gasped. “A life-changing yard sale.”  

			“What?” Nadia chuckled at that. “For real?”  

			“Yeah, it was called a Life Changing Yard Sale.” Lucy plugged in the TV-VCR, then ejected the tape. Her finger traced the thumbprint smear. It was dark red after all. Perhaps the blood of the previous owner. 

			“Who sold it to you?”  

			“There wasn’t anyone there.” Lucy remembered the full jar of bills. “An estate sale or something.”  

			“Think we should go back?”  

			“Probably.”  

			The girls sat on Lucy’s bed and stared at the white tape now sitting between them. Neither wanted to touch it. They just looked at it, waiting for it to do something. The tape did what it was best at doing: it silently waited for what always came next. Curiosity.

			“I’m going to turn in.” Nadia pulled out her sleeping bag.  

			“Good call,” Lucy agreed, and looked around her floor. She picked up the tape with a shirt to avoid touching it and quietly placed it on her desk by the VCR. Shivering, she threw the shirt into her laundry bin and quickly wiped her hands on an old towel.

			Lucy crawled into bed. Nadia crawled into her sleeping bag. The two girls closed their eyes and tried to sleep. One of them was successful.

		

	
		
			

			FIVE

			One of them, to her surprise, fell asleep quickly, but the other did not. Lucy laid awake with her eyes closed until she heard Nadia’s breathing slow to the even pulse of sleep. She opened her eyes. They locked onto the tape. Beside the tape was the red scorpion ship. She glanced at Nadia, not wanting to disturb her, and got out of bed.  

			She tiptoed over to the ship and picked it up. It’s just a toy, she admonished herself for being afraid of something made of plastic. Cheap plastic at that. Her finger traced the crack on the ship.  

			Like many gaming streamers, Lucy had a stream deck that allowed her to control components of her computer and the lighting in her room. She reached over to the stream deck, a little rectangle of buttons on her desk, and pressed the button for her wall lights. The hexagons of light on her wall lit up slowly in a faint purple hue. A honeycomb of purple so dim that only the edges of objects could be seen. Edges, and the white tape. It stood out in the dark like an item in a video game, glowing, inviting the player to pick it up, examine it, use it. Many of her games have power-ups like this. They shimmered in the darkest lights, like this white tape. She was drawn to them in the games like she was drawn to this white tape. Lucy picked it up, but it didn’t automatically go into her inventory as it would in a game. In the real world, it stayed in her hand. If she was going to use it, she had to do it now or put it down.  

			Without thinking, she slid the tape into the VCR and pressed the TV’s power button. Static hissed as it came to life with black and white snow streaking across the screen. A haunting green light was cast throughout the room, covering Nadia’s face with a sickly pallor that reminded Lucy of Sam’s face in the hospital. Nadia stirred from the light, but rolled over and returned to her even breathing.  

			Lucy pressed mute. Her finger darted to the play button but didn’t press it. Chaotic light strobed throughout her room from the TV’s static.  

			“It’s just a toy,” she whispered, and looked at the action figure sitting beside the scorpion ship. Its melted face and yellow eye looked into her room. The way the figure was positioned for the stream, it looked like it was staring at Nadia. One yellow eye, one black eye, watched her sleep. Lucy shivered and turned the figure around, instantly wiping away the feeling of the scarred and twisted plastic body. “Oh, this is stupid.” She pressed play.

			Static vanished, but it wasn’t the strange alien world. This time, the video was a window. Someone was watching TV inside the window. The camera was far away from the window and at a strange, tilted angle. Lucy leaned in to inspect the scene closer. The person in the window leaned closer to the TV too. She jumped back, and the person on the TV jumped back. The room was dark on the TV with only the edges of things showing. Lucy didn’t understand yet, but her heart did, and it pounded in her chest. 

			On the screen, a girl watched TV as the camera swayed gently. Lucy pressed her face into the TV to see the girl. The moment she did, the light from the TV illuminated the girl’s face and Lucy screamed. On instinct, her finger smashed into the eject button and the tape spit out with a whirring, grinding sound.  

			Nadia sprung up from sleep fully awake. No drowsiness slowed her as she jumped up and screamed, “What’s wrong?! What happened?!”  

			Lucy pointed to the TV. “It—” She looked at the window beside her bed. The trees in her back yard swayed with the wind outside. Lucy pulled her curtains closed and rushed back over to her streaming deck. She slammed her finger into the button that set her lights to full brightness. Her room lit up, chasing all shadows away.  

			“What happened?!” Nadia looked around the room. The tape hung from the VCR slot like a tongue licking hungry, predator lips. “Did you play the tape?”  

			“It was me,” Lucy said, as she checked the curtains again to make sure they were fully closed. “It was me. On the tape. It was watching me!”

			“Wait. What?” Nadia reached for the tape to push it in.

			“No!” Lucy grabbed her wrist.  

			Nadia winced, the pain buckling her knees. “Ow!”  

			“Don’t touch it.” Lucy let go and flapped her hands as she quickly paced her room. Nadia’s sleeping bag got caught in her feet and she almost tripped, but Nadia caught her. “I couldn’t sleep,” Lucy said. “I thought I’d check it out. It’s just a—” She left the lie incomplete as she glanced at the scorpion ship.  

			“Do you want to get your mom?” Nadia asked. She reached for Lucy but kept her distance. Nadia knew when someone was too anxious to think. She’d felt that way many times and saw the signs. Panting. Self stimulation. Pacing. Lucy nodded, and they left her room, lights on, bright as the morning, to find Trudy.

			Trudy was in bed, but not asleep. She was sitting up, reading her latest book, Billionaire Baby Bundle. She knew all about the billionaire’s love child and that the protagonist was head-over-heels for him, but Trudy couldn’t put the book down. It was the predictability she enjoyed, and the ability to smile at the happily ever after.  

			Lucy and Nadia came in, arms full of bedding. They were panting and sweaty. 

			“You guys okay?” Trudy rested the book on her stomach.  

			“I got really freaked out.” Lucy glanced over her shoulder. “This might
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