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The Lady With the Mountain Garden

The bar lit up when Early walked in.

“EARLY!”
“The garden one tonight!”
“Tell us about the lady, Early!”
Boots stomped, glasses clinked, voices shouted his name. The bartender had the whiskey poured before Early sat down. He took it in his hand, slow, like the weight meant something, and let the room fall to silence.

“You all ever smell dirt so rich it doesn’t smell like dirt anymore? Smells like flesh. Like marrow boiled down, like blood dried black in the cracks of your teeth. That’s the garden.”

The crowd shivered.

“It was a cabin in the mountains. Looked perfect ,  timber shining like it was just cut, porch swing swaying though there was no wind. The hostess met us on the steps. Mae. Pretty, too pretty. Smile like it was painted on. She handed us keys and eggs, said the garden out back was her pride.

“The second we walked in, I knew. Metallic taste on my tongue. Copper sharp, blood-sharp. And the smell under the cedar ,  bleach and rot. You could scrub the boards clean, but the dead still crawl out of the cracks.

“First night, nothing but laughter and firelight. But when I woke at 2 a.m., I heard it. Scraping metal, slow. A hum. Low and soft, the kind you make when you’ve been doing the same chore for years. It came from below.

“By morning, one of us was gone. Just gone. No tracks in the snow. His cigarette still burning in the tray. Mae smiled when we told her. Said the bears were clever here. Her eyes glittered like she already knew.”

The bar was dead quiet, only the sound of Early’s whiskey glass tapping wood.

“We searched. Found cameras ,  little black eyes in the vents, behind knots in the wood. And under a heavy rug in the living room, we found the trapdoor. It opened with a breath of air so thick I gagged. Sweet rot. Copper. Fat gone rancid.

“We went down. Stone steps slick with moisture. At the bottom ,  chains on the wall, hooks from the ceiling, a grinder big enough to swallow arms whole. Racks lined with strips of meat hung to dry, dripping into buckets. Buckets of blood. And powder ,  gray, soft, bone meal piled in bowls, scoops sticking up like spoons.

“And Mae. Sleeves rolled, apron on. Humming while she peeled the skin from a thigh, laying it flat on a rack. She worked neat, tidy, efficient. Blood steamed. Fat popped in pans. She turned when she heard us, and smiled like we were just in time for supper.”

Early’s hand shook. He drank hard, coughed.

“I ran. Left the others frozen. Left their screams behind. Out the door, past the garden beds. Lettuce and beans greener than anything I’d ever seen, fed by the buckets of blood. Tomatoes fat as hearts, glistening red as meat. The soil black, so black, writhing with white chips that weren’t stone. Teeth.

“I ran. And for weeks, no matter how many times I washed, I smelled it. Tasted it. Every tomato I saw in a store made bile rise in my throat. Because I knew what made them grow.”

The bar erupted in curses, in prayers, in laughter too loud. The bartender poured him another.

“That’s why I’m here,” Early rasped. “Because I leave. Because I don’t eat the stew. Because I don’t sing the hymn.”

The Motel at the State Line

When Early came in that night, the bar howled.

“EARLY!”
“The motel! Tell the motel story!”
They slammed fists, shouted his name, grinned like drunks waiting for fire. Early nodded once, slid onto his stool, drank his whiskey down to the ice, then spoke low.

“You all ever smell piss and bleach baked into tile so deep it seeps into your teeth? Ever taste it before you walk through the door? That’s the motel.”

The room quieted, leaning closer.

“It sat right on the line between Colorado and Wyoming. Red neon sign buzzing, rooms twenty-nine bucks a night. Looked normal, the way nightmares do from the highway.

“But the second I stepped out, I tasted iron. Metallic. Like blood thick in my gums. And the smell rolled over us. Not mold. Not smoke. Dead. Like bodies rotting in walls, sealed up and sweating. It crawled over my skin, into my pores.

“We checked in anyway. Desk clerk never blinked. His smile stretched too long. Keys slid across the counter, his fingers damp.

“The hallways didn’t line up. Numbers skipped. Carpets soft as fat, squelching underfoot. And the smell ,  Christ, the smell ,  it coated the tongue. Two weeks later, I still woke gagging, bile burning my throat, still tasting rot every time I breathed.

“TV in the room showed only static, except one channel. The hallway. Ours. Empty at first. Then someone appeared. Standing three doors down. Still. Watching.

“We opened the door. Hall was empty. But on the TV, he was closer. Two doors down. Still not moving. Still staring.”

A woman near me whispered, “Oh God.”

“Second night, one of ours disappeared. His bag still on the bed. Shoes lined up neat. No sign he’d ever slept. Clerk just smiled, said, ‘Folks check out early.’

“That night the popping started. Wet. Hollow. Like lungs collapsing. Fluids seeped under the door of 117. Brown, yellow, red, two inches deep across the carpet. It steamed, burned my skin raw when it touched me. And in that soup floated bits. Nails. Hair. A jawbone.

“The hall stretched when we ran. Numbers skipped more. 112, 113, 119. Doors breathing, walls pulsing. At the end stood one door, black wood, brass handle slick with something wet. The TV showed us standing there, as if the camera was already inside.”

Early’s hand shook on the glass.

“I didn’t open it. Didn’t wait. I left. Early. I walked through the stink, through the clerk’s smile, past the sign buzzing in the dark. When I hit the highway, I looked back. The sign was dead. The motel gone. Just a field.

“But for weeks after, every time I pissed, steam rose. Burned my skin. And at night, I heard fluids popping in my dreams.”

The bar exploded ,  shouts, laughter, curses, glasses slammed. The bartender poured Early another, free, because he’d lived to tell it.

“That’s why I’m here,” Early said, voice raw. “Because I don’t open doors that ain’t mine. Because I leave before the rot seals me in.”

The Lake That Didn’t Give Back

The bar was alive before he even stepped inside. Boots hammered the floor, hands slapped tables, and voices rattled the bottles.

“EARLY!”
“The lake! Tell us the lake story!”
“Yeah, the one with the swimmer!”
The bartender had his whiskey poured before he sat down. Early lifted the glass, eyes shadowed, and the noise died to a hush.

“You ever stand near water and smell something wrong?” he rasped. “Not fish, not algae. Wrong. Like iron in your teeth before a fight, like a butcher’s shop left open in summer. That was the lake.”

“It was a rental. Big house on a private lake. Porch with rocking chairs, picture windows, all that crap. Sunlight slid over the water like glass. Looked pure. Looked perfect. But I tasted it the moment I stepped out of the car. Metallic. Iron. Blood.

“And the smell, it didn’t hit from the lake. It crawled up from it. Sweet and foul at once, like something fermenting just under the surface. My skin prickled. My tongue swelled.

“We unpacked. We laughed. We cooked. One of mine stripped to his shorts, said he’d swim before dinner. He dove in. The water swallowed him clean. No splash, no ripple after. Just gone.

“We shouted, threw a rope, searched until the stars came out. But the lake just stared back. Flat. Innocent. By morning, his shoes sat on the dock, neat. Shirt folded. None of us had touched it.”

Early drank deep, voice low.

“Second night, another went in. Quiet splash, then nothing. The house locked itself. Windows sealed. Doors bolted from the outside. The lake lapped the shore, slow, patient. Like it knew we were trapped.

“That’s when I saw him. The first one. Out on the water. Standing. Skin gray, eyes hollow, lakeweed curling out of his mouth. He raised his hand, and the water rose with him.”

A woman at the bar gagged into her sleeve.

“The surface lifted smooth, silent. Like glass folding upright. Faces pressed against it. Dozens. Hundreds. All screaming without sound, mouths black with rot. Teeth grinned through lakeweed. Eyes rolled white. Some smiled. Some didn’t. But they all looked hungry.

“And then she walked out. The second one of ours. Smiling, dripping, hands raw. She opened her mouth and water poured out, thick, dark, stinking like graves. She
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