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"The Fear Harvest"

Fear is a choice. 

For some, fear chooses them. 

If we let it.

Jenna grips the door handle tightly, and her pulse pounds in her ears with a stuffed sensation, muffling every sound that isn’t right outside her door. A hollow ache forms inside her chest. She takes a deep breath, hoping it’d fill the hole formed within. 

Her fingers grow numb and cold and her eyes dart to the video screen of her door cam, focusing on the package at the end of her driveway. The driver left it there, ignoring her request for doorstep delivery. She takes another deep breath, reassuring herself it’s safe. It’s just five steps and five more back. 

In a world where safety is precedented, and with homes designed as practical fallout shelters, fear should not exist. But her mind immediately starts racing with every possible consequence that could take place: drone attack, bee-sting on the ear, hovercraft in the face, a potential serial killer or rogue AI hiding around the corner…the possibilities are endless. 

Her heart sputters and flips at the thought of opening the only barrier she has protecting her from what lies ahead. She’s biting her lip, mind racing with different weights of uncertainty. 

Every glance at her reflection in the smooth metal door tells her the same thing: she can’t keep living this way. But each potential solution feels like an electrifying brick wall, leaving her frozen in a painful inability to let go. 

She knows what she needs to do.

“UNIT,” she calls the name of her home security AI system, then demands, “Call Marcus.”

                                                                                                    

At the edge of a tranquil lake, the cabin sits weathered and worn. Jenna’s breath catches in the crisp air as Marcus and two others step out of the van behind her. Its tires spin in place as it drags away down an old and beaten path. 

She shares a nervous smile with the other woman, Sienna. Lucas side-eyes Marcus and grips Sienna’s hand. 

Each with their own burdens to bare share the same hope: three days to relinquish all debilitating thoughts and fears. 

“I’m so glad you finally decided to do this, Jen,” Marcus exclaims. “My brother swears by this place. Call it a godsend. They use F.E.A.R. to help.”

“Fear?” Jenna asks, “Sounds counterproductive.”

“No. Just the acronym. Functional Environment in Augmented Reality. My brother says they use a practical utilitarian approach with a fully immersive and complex engine to confront and combat fears and phobias in a safe environment.”

“Either way, this better work,” Sienna demands.

“What do you struggle with, if you don’t mind me asking?” Jenna says, curious.

“Oh, this isn’t for me. I’m his support,” she replies pointing her thumb at Lucas. “You?”

“I don’t like leaving my house.” That’s to put it simply. Looking crazy in front of a group of strangers isn’t on Jenna’s bucket list.

“Well, let’s go inside and get to know each other better. Dr. Webber is supposed to be here.” She looks around, noting the only set of tracks on the ground. “Or, maybe he’s coming later. It is still early.”

“Probably to give us time to settle in first,” Jenna presumes.

Sienna and Lucas march ahead with Jenna and Marcus not far behind. 

The interior of the cabin is larger than what one would assume when looking from outside. On one side is two sets of bunks and on the other is a kitchenette and lounge. The rustic feeling is definitely out of date. But maybe that’s just part of its “unplugged” charm. 

For many centuries, getting out into nature has been seen to heal the human spirit. But most of those studies have been inconclusive.

Sienna’s spine shivers. She rubs her shoulders, disgusted. “I don’t know, maybe I do have a fear I wasn’t aware of before. Something about a cabin in the woods just doesn’t sit right with me.”

“Thanks,” Lucas sputters. He drops his bags down onto the wood floor. A loud clunk shakes the floor. “Why say that? Why come here then if you’re just going to make this more of a nightmare for me?”

Dr. Webber enters the cabin. “Hello, everyone. No time to waste.” His deep, raspy voice echoes throughout. They each turn to greet him. He rests comfortably in the biggest chair, placing a large black bag on the side while the rest sit across from him in the small fold up chairs. 

“We’ll start with Lucas,” Dr. Webber prompts.

“Hello, my name is Lucas, and I have arachnophobia. I like to sleep with ear plugs in case one tries to lay eggs in my brain. It wasn’t an issue until someone broke into our home one night…and…” his leg begins shaking violently. 

“It’s okay,” Sienna soothes. 

“Anyways,” he continues, “I need it gone so I can better protect my wife, and our family.”

“Thank you for sharing. Next?” His callous dismissal struck an uneasy chord amongst them as the next obvious person hesitates to speak up.

“Hello, my name is Jenna. Um, I have agoraphobia. I can’t leave my house to check the mail…or anything. But I miss going for walks, smelling the fresh air, and I want to someday travel.” Saying it out loud makes her problems seem trivial compared to Lucas'. Being here makes her feel absolutely absurd. 

Dr. Webber makes a tsk sound as he reaches into his bag. “The important thing to remember is why you’re here.” He pulls out two headsets, each equipped with noise-canceling headphones and light blocking shades. “Now these will help you, and I will show you how they work.”

He hands out one to Jenna and Lucas while demonstrating the simplicity of the devices. 

“These are programmed for your specific needs. They won’t work for anyone they’re not intended for. Just slip it on, press the button on the side, and lay back and it will help rewire the way your brain perceives certain threats. Most fears are taught. This will unteach those harmful fears.”

Sienna scoffs. “$2000 for you to tell us that all we needed to do was get one of these toys to fix his fears. This is a joke.”

“I assure you it’s not. And these ‘toys’ are not operable outside of this cabin. You’re not paying for the device; you’re paying for your freedom from a lifetime of struggle. And that’s not something you can necessarily put a price tag on. But running an operation like this is not cheap. If you’re not pleased with the services thus far, I have a waiting list of over 1,000 people who would kill for this opportunity.”

She slumps back into her chair. “Fine. This better work.”

“I can guarantee it.” He flashes a grin that doesn't reach his eyes, a cold and calculating expression that sends a shiver through the room.  He continues, “Oh, also, only use it at night right before bed. Preferably the ones using the device should remain in the bottom bunks. For safety reasons. Other than that, enjoy your time while you’re here. Think of it as an escape from the real world for a few days.”

“But what if we forget to use them?” Jenna asks, curious. 

“Then you’d be asked to leave and not further waste my time.”

That evening, the lake outside the cabin turns the color of old silver, reflecting a sky that holds no stars. The promotional materials promised clarity, light pollution, and a better view of the cosmos. But the clouds press low and heavy, as if the atmosphere itself is trying to breathe into the cabin through the walls.

Jenna takes the bottom bunk near the window. Marcus claims the one across from her. Lucas and Sienna settle into the bunks on the opposite wall; their bags tucked beneath them like small barricades.

"Remember," Dr. Webber says from the doorway, his silhouette stretching long across the floor, "put them on right before you close your eyes. Don't fight it. Let it work."

"And if we dream?" Lucas asks. His voice cracks on the last word.

"Then you're dreaming of freedom." The doctor steps outside. The door clicks shut behind him with a sound that settles into Jenna's chest like a stone dropped into deep water.

Minutes pass. Then an hour. The cabin creaks with sounds that don't match the wood's natural settling, something like footsteps on a floor that don’t exist above them, something like breath against a window that remains closed.

Marcus clears his throat. "So. Anyone want to talk about why we're really here?"

"Does it matter?" Sienna's voice is flat. "We're all broken in our own ways. That's why they picked us."

"I came because my wife told me to." Marcus laughs, but there's no humor in it. "She said I couldn't keep living like this. Afraid of every decision, every conversation. She said I was drowning in possibilities, and she didn't know how to save me anymore."

"Drowning," Jenna whispers. The word fits too well.

"My father used to say that fear was a gift," Lucas offers. "His way of teaching us that caution kept you alive. But then he locked me in a basement for three days when I was eleven because I needed to learn to handle the dark. Said the spiders would be waiting if I didn't learn to control my imagination." He pauses. "I never told anyone that before."

"Why now?" Sienna asks.

"Because I'm tired of being the person who shakes at the thought of something with eight legs. Because I want to be someone who can protect my family instead of being the one who needs protection."

Jenna slips the headset on. The padding against her ears is warm, already conforming to the shape of her skull. The device is lighter than she expected. Negligible. Almost peaceful.

She presses the button.

                                                                                                    

The world doesn't go dark. Instead, it goes wrong.

Jenna stands in her childhood home, but the walls breathe. The hallway stretches longer with each step she takes toward the front door, which she knows—instinctively, viscerally—must be reached. Must be touched. Must be opened.

Her legs move without her permission. This is the therapy, she remembers. This is how they unteach fear. By showing her that she can walk toward the door. She can reach for the handle.

The door swings open before her hand makes contact.

Beyond it is not her driveway. Not the street. Not anything she recognizes.

An endless field of gray extends in every direction, and in that field, moving toward her with terrible patience, are shapes that might be human if humans had that many joints, that many eyes, that way of folding themselves into spaces they shouldn't fit.

Jenna screams, but no sound comes out. She tries to step backward, but her legs won't obey. The shapes grow closer, and she realizes they aren't walking so much as arriving, each one appearing closer than the last without seeming to move through the space between.

The headset slips from her face, and she is back in the cabin, gasping for air that tastes like sawdust and lake water.

"Lucas!" Sienna's voice, sharp with panic. "Lucas, wake up!"

He thrashes on his bunk; his face twisted into an expression of pure animal terror. His hands claw in the air, grasping at something only he can see. The headset has fallen from his face, but his eyes remain closed, his body still trapped in whatever nightmare the device has unlocked.

Marcus grabs his shoulders, shaking him. "Lucas! Hey, you're here! You're safe!"

Lucas's eyes snap open. He gasps like a man surfacing from deep water, his chest heaving. For a long moment, he doesn't seem to recognize where he is, who
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