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Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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Forty Thousand Thieves
By Simon Cluett

	 

	Dean Remo’s funeral was a low-key event. At least, by Hollywood standards, it was. The media would have ignored it completely had it not been for the efforts of Shannay Dubois, Remo’s personal assistant. She begged, bribed, and cajoled a rogues’ gallery of has-beens and C-Listers to attend. It was an elaborate show to lure a gaggle of second-tier paparazzi out of the woodwork. Most of the so-called mourners had never met the man in the wooden box. Some hadn’t even heard of him or any of the films he produced. They were there for the buffet, the free bar, and a chance to be snapped at something vaguely resembling a celebrity event. It didn’t matter that no-one gave a shit that Dean Remo was dead. What mattered was the illusion of people giving a shit. Loyal to the last, Shannay knew that in LA, perception was everything.

	Despite a string of high-profile affairs, Remo had never married. His narcissism and sociopathic behavior made him hard to like and impossible to love. He would swagger around town, badgering and belittling anyone unfortunate enough to stray into his orbit. When the Weinstein scandal broke, it triggered a seismic shift in attitudes. As the resultant hashtags gained traction, Remo’s toxic little world began to crumble. Expecting, at any day, some swivel-eyed snowflake would come knocking at his door and subpoena his saggy white ass.

	But it wasn’t just the naive young starlets he’d exploited that were baying for blood. Remo’s enemies were many and varied. Among them was Richard Montcrief; a spry eighty-year-old whose coiffured white hair was in sharp contrast to his berry-brown tan. He timed his arrival at the wake to perfection. Leaning heavily on a silver-tipped cane, he weaved his way through the assembled wastrels and wannabes in The Duchess Hotel’s smallest lounge bar.

	“Excuse me?” he said, upon reaching Shannay. “Miss Dubois? I wonder if you could spare me a few moments of your time?” The edges of his plummy English accent had been chipped away after years of living Stateside.

	Turning away from a group of vacuous reality stars and lifestyle influencers, Shannay found herself looking at a face she recognized immediately. “You’re Richard Montcrief.”

	“Yes, my dear,” he grinned. “Or at least I was the last time I checked.” Taking her hand, he gave it a gentle kiss. “Enchanté, dear lady.”

	“I didn’t see you at the service.”

	“No, you wouldn’t have.” Catching her quizzical expression, he continued. “You know in the movies, when there’s a burial scene, the camera will always pan away to reveal a lone figure watching from the trees? Well, today, that was me. I had to make sure the son of a bitch was dead. He is, isn’t he? You saw the body?”

	Shannay nodded. She’d been the one to find Remo floating face down in his own pool.

	“Good,” said Montcrief. Then, realizing the atmosphere between them had turned a mite chilly, he flashed her a dazzling smile. “I’m sorry, perhaps we can start over?”

	“Yes, let’s. What can I do for you?”

	“As you may be aware, Mr. Remo and I had something of a strained relationship.”

	In the grand pantheon of understatements, that one was up there with the very best. Somehow, Remo had coaxed Montcrief out of retirement for a single scene cameo in Frankenswine. This low-budget horror was every bit as dismal as its title suggested. If it had been a Christopher Nolan film, the eccentric mentor character would have been played by Sir Michael Caine. No doubt imparting sage wisdom with a twinkle in his eye and an occasional well-judged tremor in his voice. Frankenswine, however, was not a Christopher Nolan film. One particularly scathing review described it as, ‘…a woeful mishmash of half-baked scenes, ill-judged characters and shoddy effects.’ Another simply said, ‘Avoid.’ It was a mystery to everyone why Montcrief—a staple of so many classic horror films from the ’60s and ’70s, had decided to shill himself for Dean Remo.

	“So tell me, do you have power of attorney? Or did he leave the whole lot to you?”

	“Pardon me?” said Shannay, askance.

	“I said—”

	“I heard what you said, Mr. Montcrief. I’m confused as to what business that is of yours.”

	“Your Mr. Remo came into possession of an item that is of extreme importance to me. I agreed to appear in that tawdry excuse for a film on the understanding the item would be handed over to me on my last day… but it wasn’t. The duplicitous little turd reneged on our agreement. Now he’s dead, and I want it.”

	“Whatever it is, I can’t help you.”

	“I think you can, Miss Dubois, and I’m prepared to pay handsomely for it. I will transfer ten thousand dollars into an account of your choosing if—”

	“I’m not having this conversation,” said Shannay. “I wish I could say it was nice to meet you, Mr. Montcrief, but it really wasn’t. You’ll find the way out is just over there.”

	 

	***

	 

	The last thing Shannay expected was to be named sole beneficiary in Dean Remo’s will. She emerged from the offices of Solomon, Solomon, and Calhoun in a state of shock. Inheriting the entirety of Remo’s estate included his many debts—not least of which was a hefty tax bill. But even after selling his home in Hollywood Hills, she would still be left with a tidy sum.

	“Miss Dubois?” called a familiar voice.

	Richard Montcrief waved at Shannay from the back of a Rolls Royce. His stony-faced chauffeur wore a peaked cap and matching livery. “I owe you an apology,” Montcrief said as the vintage car moved slowly alongside her.

	“Forget it.”

	“No. I behaved appallingly. I apologize unreservedly.”

	“Like I said, it’s forgotten.”

	“Splendid,” he said, flashing that dazzling smile of his. “In that case, perhaps you would do me the very great honor of having lunch with me? My treat.”

	For a moment, Shannay considered accepting his offer. This was, after all, a man whose career had spanned five decades. At various times, he’d shared the screen with such icons as Christopher Lee, Peter Cushing, and Vincent Price. And yet, here he was inviting her to lunch.

	Here, she thought, of all places.

	“That’s very kind of you, Mr. Montcrief, but I didn’t spend ten years working for Dean Remo without developing a bullshit detector. You followed me here, didn’t you?”

	Montcrief’s eyes narrowed, taken aback at being called out. Then, his expression softened, and he heaved a sigh. “Please,” he said, his voice buckling from the weight of emotion, “I’ll explain everything over lunch.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Do you believe in ghosts, Miss Dubois?”

	Shannay’s soup spoon froze, midway between the bowl and her mouth. In that moment, the clinking of cutlery and background chatter faded away. “Ghosts?” she clarified. “No, I can’t say I do.”

	Montcrief cut and buttered a seeded roll with dainty precision. “Have you ever experienced any strange or supernatural occurrences?”

	“Again, no. Why?”

	Montcrief took a bite of the freshly buttered bread while pondering his next words. “Forty-eight years ago, I lost the love of my life. Her name was Rebecca Wade.” His eyes grew moist. “The kindest, sweetest, and most beautiful woman I have ever known. She was my soul mate. My world. My everything. And then… she was taken from me. The coroner recorded a verdict of accidental death, but I know she was murdered.”

	“What makes you think that?”

	“Because she told me. Ask her yourself. She’s standing right next to you. Aren’t you, my darling?”

	Her skin prickling with goosebumps, Shannay lowered the spoon and followed Montcrief’s eye line to a conspicuously empty space.

	“I know,” said Montcrief, his words not directed at his lunch companion. “But look at it from her point of view. You know it is a lot to take in.”

	Shannay pushed her bowl away, suddenly no longer in the mood for consommé. Clearly, the old man had lost his marbles, but it seemed she had no choice but to humor him. “I don’t wish to appear rude,” she said, “but does this have something to do with the item Mr. Remo promised you?”

	“Yes,” the old man replied. “It does indeed.”

	 

	***

	 

	After bidding Montcrief goodbye, Shannay returned to her car and Googled Rebecca Wade. In the early 1970s, with her star on the rise, she had been cast as the female lead in Forty Thousand Thieves, an epic Arabian Nights adventure. A Klieg light had fallen from its rig only a few days into production, killing her instantly. The film was shut down with only a few early scenes in the can. Before anyone had had a chance to consider recasting, the director had hanged himself. The cameras would never turn again.

	 

	***

	 

	With no need to work another day in her life, Shannay focused on settling Remo’s affairs and listing his house on the market. She could have delegated the job of sorting through his possessions to someone specializing in house clearances. But knowing her boss as she did, there was no telling what they might find. She hadn’t orchestrated such a well-attended funeral only for some Working Joe to uncover a stash of incriminating photos, or a sex dungeon. Besides, it was an opportunity to fulfill her pledge to Montcrief. Rightly or wrongly, she had ended up feeling sorry for him. So what if he believed in ghosts? What harm did it do? If he derived some pleasure from that fantasy, then good on him. Who was she to judge? And, if the reel of film he was seeking proved his wife was murdered, then finding it was the right thing to do.

	The first few days of letting herself into Remo’s palatial home felt like trespassing. She had the keys to every drawer, cabinet, and strongbox, as well as the combination for the wall safe in his study. It was only during the second week she felt ready to use them. Apart from some middle-of-the-road pornography and a drawer filled with out-of-date condoms, there was nothing shady to be found. On the one hand, it was a relief. On the other, she didn’t buy it. The idea that, behind closed doors, Dean Remo lived a monastic lifestyle stretched credulity to breaking point and beyond.

	 

	***

	 

	The official cause of death was asphyxia through submersion, although the pathologist found evidence of brain aneurism. In whatever way these facts were linked, the upshot was Dean Remo had drowned. As Shannay watched the shirtless pool guy drain the water, her phone rang. She knew who it was without looking. Whatever feelings of pity Shannay had developed for Montcrief were already being tested. With his daily calls and constant questions, he was becoming a nuisance.

	“Hello, Mr. Montcrief,” said Shannay, with forced geniality.

	“Ah, Miss Dubois. I was wondering if you had any news for me?”

	“Since we spoke yesterday? I’m afraid not. And to be honest, I’m running out of places to look.”

	“What about the basement? Have you tried there?”

	“Yes. Twice.”

	“The attic?”

	“Of course.”

	“And?”

	“Nothing! Just a load of dusty old junk. Books. Furniture. A collection of old cameras and projectors, but not a single reel of film.”

	“Don’t you think that’s strange?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not.”

	“Oh…!” he moaned. “What am I to do?”

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Montcrief. Really, I am.”

	“You must keep looking. I implore you.”

	“I will. If I find anything, you’ll be the first to know.”

	 

	***

	 

	Only when the pool was empty could Shannay properly see its intricate floor mosaic. The design was a colorful, almost cartoonish, rendering of Dean Remo’s face, grinning and smoking a cigar as if he were Groucho Marx. She walked its length and width, her feet splashing through the last few puddles as she scanned for something… anything… out of the ordinary. This was the last roll of the dice. She’d checked everywhere else. Searched every nook and cranny. That didn’t mean there was nothing to find, just that he’d gone to considerable lengths to ensure his secrets remained hidden.

	And then she saw it.

	A recessed, stainless steel handle, all but concealed within the mosaic.

	Kneeling, she took a firm hold and gave it a ninety-degree turn. Something clicked, allowing her to lift away a small section of tiling. Underneath, snug within the void, was a watertight container the size and shape of a child’s lunchbox.

	 

	***

	 

	For the first time in her life, Shannay could afford to travel club class. Much of the five-hour flight from LAX was spent watching a double bill of films starring a young Richard Montcrief. Shifting her seat into its fully reclined position, she cued up House of Diablo, immediately followed by its inferior sequel, Fangs of Diablo. Their Grand Guignol plots were overblown by modern standards, and the female characters were no more than buxom scream queens. There was, however, some hokey fun to be had watching Montcrief as Baron Diablo, a poor man’s Count Dracula.

	 

	***

	 

	The cab dropped Shannay off at a little after 9 PM. Having spent most of her life in Beverly Hills, the east coast’s frosty air and swirling mist came as a shock. It hadn’t occurred to her to wear a winter coat, scarf, and gloves, so her teeth were chattering within minutes. Squinting along the hazy sidewalk, she could just make out her destination—an Irish-themed pub named Hannigan’s.

	Music and conversation didn’t stop when she entered, but there was a noticeable shift in the atmosphere. Undaunted by the attention, she made a beeline for the bar.

	“Evening,” said the burly barman. “Cold night?”

	“Freezing,” said Shannay, still shivering.

	“You get used to it.”

	“I don’t intend sticking around that long. No offense.”

	“None taken. What can I get you?”

	“Bourbon. Neat.”

	“Coming right up.”

	Shannay watched him slosh liquor into a low baller. “Are you Hannigan?”

	“No,” said the barman, sliding her drink across the woodwork. “That’s the boss.”

	“I’d like to speak to him.”

	“You and me both. He comes and goes.”

	She reached into her Gucci shoulder bag and took out a key with an ornate bow. The shank and its two-pronged bit were black with age. It dangled from a chain attached to what looked like a hockey puck. Printed in green the same shade as the Irish Tricolour, Gaelic-style lettering across the center was the word, Hannigan’s. The bar’s address was printed underneath.

	“Have you seen one of these before?”

	“Sure.”

	“So you know what it’s for?”

	“Yep.”

	Taking the key, he used its elaborate bow to flip the lid off a Bud. Foam bubbled up and trickled down the sides of the bottle.

	“Oh,” she said, disappointed.

	“I’m guessing,” the barman chuckled, “this will be of more interest to you….”

	Gripping the puck-like object in both hands, he gave it a quick, anti-clockwise twist. Its two halves separated, revealing a hidden compartment holding a second, smaller key. Engraved into its shiny metal bow was the number 463.

	 

	***

	 

	When the last of the customers had gone on their way home, the barman locked up and walked with Shannay along the sidewalk.

	“Are you sure about this?” he said, thumbing on a flashlight. “There’s a motel five minutes away. It’s not exactly the Ritz, but it’s clean. Why don’t you check in there and come back first thing tomorrow?”

	“I hope to be heading back to LA. by then. But if I’m keeping you from something—”

	“No,” said the barman. “Just thinking of you. This isn’t a great place to go walking around at night.”

	“I don’t scare easily, Mr—?

	“Harry. Just call me Harry.”

	The two figures were soon vague smudges in the mist. Phantom structures loomed around them as they cut through a back alley on their way to the docks. The flashlight’s beam led the way, sweeping left and right across well-worn flagstones. The chilly air carried a salty tang. From somewhere not far away came the sound of waves lapping against the shoreline.

	“You’re a very trusting person,” said Harry.

	“Why do you say that?”

	“I could be an ax murderer.”

	“If you are, then you suck at it. You’ve forgotten your ax.”

	“It’s my day off.”

	Shannay grinned. There was something about him she’d warmed to instantly. There were no airs or graces about him. He seemed… genuine. It was a word she had little cause to use in her day-to-day life.

	As they walked, his eyes flicked around, checking the murk for signs of movement.

	“Something wrong?”

	“Hmm?” Harry muttered, distracted. “It’s nothing. So… you’re from LA?”

	“Yes. Hollywood.”

	“Are you in the movie business?”

	“You could say that. I’m a glorified bag carrier. Or, at least I was.”

	“What are you now?”

	“I’m still figuring that out.”

	“Ah!” Harry exclaimed, swinging the torch beam to illuminate a steel door in a low, concrete building. “This is it.” Wedging the flashlight under his arm, he pulled out a jangling set of keys. Eventually, finding the right one, he unlocked and opened the door. He flicked a switch, triggering a bank of fluorescent ceiling lights to buzz into life. They illuminated a storage facility filled with aisle upon aisle of secure cabinets.

	“What is this place?” said Shannay.

	She turned to find herself staring into a short-barreled revolver. “Harry… what’s going on?”

	“How did you get that key?”

	“It’s a long story.”

	“I’ve got all night.”

	Shannay’s move was lightning fast. She grabbed his gun hand and gave it a sharp twist sideways. He winced and dropped the weapon. As it skittered away, she kneed him in the groin. Doubling up, he sank to his knees. Shannay ripped off her high-heels and ran from the building.

	Something large and dark whooshed overhead. Shannay shrieked and ducked, arms moving to shield herself from attack. She scanned the sky but saw only a few lonely stars in the darkness.

	“Whatever you do,” said Harry, obscured by the mist but no more than a few paces away. “Don’t move!”

	Trusting the barman as far as she could throw him, she broke into a sprint. Her arms and legs pumped like pistons, putting as much distance between them as possible. She heard rather than saw the dark shape swoop down on her. What felt like knife blades pierced her shoulder, and she was lifted off the ground. She lashed out, attempting to wrench herself free. In doing so, she glimpsed the creature’s face—a sight she would never forget.

	The night was torn apart by a volley of echoing gunshots. They were followed by a bestial howl that was equal parts rage and pain. Whatever had grabbed Shannay released its grip. She dropped like a stone and landed badly; the wind, well and truly, knocked from her sails.

	 

	***

	 

	Harry helped her back to the storage facility and patched up her wounds with tissue and duct tape. It wasn’t pretty but was enough to stem the bleeding.

	“What was that thing?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“You’ve seen it before, haven’t you? You knew it was out there.”

	“Just glimpses. That’s all.”

	“It was like a… a….”

	“Go on, say it.”

	“Demon.”

	“That’s as good a word for it as any.”

	“But demons aren’t real.”

	“Listen, lady, I don’t know what sort of fancy life you’ve been living over there in La-La Land, but you’ve just seen behind the curtain. You’re in the real world now.”

	Shannay stared at him, open-mouthed. Was it possible she’d been living in ignorance her whole life? That after all these years, her understanding of reality could be turned on its head. “Look,” she said, trying to wrestle control of the situation, “I came here for one thing: a reel of film. It belonged to my boss, Dean Remo.”

	“Dean Remo?” Harry exclaimed. “The guy who made Hired Gun? That’s a good movie!”

	“Be that as it may, he’s dead, and the key’s mine. Are you going to help me or not?”

	 

	***

	 

	Before boarding the plane, Shannay visited a pharmacy and stocked up on pain killers, gauze, disinfectant, and bandages. Locking herself in an airport restroom, she peeled away layers of tape to examine the injury. The three crimson gouges were deep and raw, but didn’t look infected. Wincing and yelping, Shannay cleaned and redressed the wound.

	All she wanted to do was sleep and not wake up until they touched down at LAX. The pain was bad enough, but it was the nightmare creature’s face that prevented her from settling. Its jagged eyes and pincer-like teeth were scorched into her retinas. As Harry had said, she’d seen behind the curtain. But if monsters were real, what about ghosts? It strengthened her resolve to help Montcrief find closure.

	 

	***

	 

	It was good to be back in LA, but despite the heat, Shannay couldn’t shake the east coast chill from her bones. She returned to Remo’s house—or rather, her house—to better examine the items she’d retrieved from strongbox number 463. She’d found the motherload. Damning evidence, scavenged from across the years, on a who’s who of big wigs. Judges, governors, district attorneys, and senators. Musicians, actors, directors, and producers. Some were dead and buried, but many others were still very much alive and kicking. Dean Remo had dirt on everyone. Diaries, journals, letters, photographs, tape recordings, VHS cassettes, and there—in the middle of it all—a metal canister containing a reel of film. It was 16mm, which was much smaller than Shannay had expected. An epic feature such as Forty Thousand Thieves would have been shot on 35mm. Possibly even 70mm if the budget stretched to a vision of that scale. This indicated one of two things. It was either behind-the-scenes footage, taken by an on-set documentarian, or an enthusiastic amateur, or it had nothing to do with the production at all.

	Shannay had no wish to raise the old man’s hopes unnecessarily, so she decided to check it out for herself. Retrieving a projector from Remo’s dusty collection, she pulled the blinds and turned his study into a screening room. Film clattered through the gate, casting a flickering leader across the wall. The face of Rebecca Wade appeared. Despite the grain and oversaturated color, she looked radiant in a mini dress with flared sleeves and a psychedelic pattern. She was surrounded by cameras and rigging. It must have been early morning, before the rest of the cast and crew arrived. She had set up a camera to film herself running lines, although the hammy dialogue was not exactly demanding. Watching her was incredibly endearing, but Shannay felt tense. Her head throbbed, and her heart beat like crazy. A single reel of 16mm film with audio ran for around ten minutes. If something was going to happen, she wouldn’t have long to wait.

	When the heavy Klieg light fell, it struck the top of Rebecca’s head with a meaty crunch, knocking her to the floor. Her right foot twitched, then fell still. Shannay stared at the screen for three long minutes, tears streaming down her face. No one came to help. The poor girl just lay there in a pool of blood. With seconds of footage left to run, a figure stepped into shot and knelt to examine the body. The image cut to black, leaving Shannay feeling sick to the stomach. The last thing she wanted was to watch the tragedy play out again, but that’s what she did. This time, hitting pause when the second figure appeared. There was no doubt in her mind—it was a young Richard Montcrief.

	“It was the only way. You have to understand that, my dear.”

	Shannay spun on her heel to see the old man standing in the doorway. Had she been in such a rush she’d neglected to close the front door? Or had he gained entry some other way? Standing next to him was the sour-faced chauffeur.

	“She was always… shall we say, generous with her favors. I thought, once we were married, she would change her ways. I was a fool. And no prizes for guessing how she landed that role! Now it seems I have another loose end to deal with. Namely you, Miss Dubois. But…” he paused to indicate his driver, “Victor here will be quick. You won’t feel a thing.”

	Shannay made a dash to the nearest window, but Montcrief’s stooge was on her in seconds. As he grabbed her arm, she threw a tight-knuckled punch. Victor caught the slender fist in his big hand and twisted it a full one-eighty degrees. Pain flared as tendons crunched.

	“It really is such a shame,” muttered Montcrief. “All of this could have been avoided, but you had to watch it, didn’t you? Silly girl!”

	“You won’t get away with this!” spat Shannay.

	“Oh, won’t I? I wouldn’t be so sure about that. No one came knocking at my door when Rebecca died, and she was a star. You, my dear, are not.”

	Victor released Shannay’s wrist but only to slam both hands around her neck. His face contorted into a snarl as he squeezed, rigid thumbs digging deep into her larynx. As the grip tightened and the blood flow constricted, it felt like a bomb had detonated in her head. Her vision swam, but only long enough for a blanket of darkness to sweep over her.

	She expected to slip away there and then. Lights out. Game over. Instead, something else happened.

	“What the devil—?” spluttered Montcrief, limping over for a better view.

	Victor and Shannay were illuminated by the projector’s bulb. He was shuddering from the effort of choking his victim. Shannay just stared at him with onyx black eyes. Cord-like veins rippled beneath her skin like eels. Her Versace trouser suit split apart as she began a hideous transformation. Her body reshaped itself into the same species of the winged beast that had attacked her only the previous day. Victor stumbled backward but tripped over his feet and crashed to the floor. Shannay—or the thing that had once been Shannay—sprang at him, ripping his face off with a single swipe of its claws.

	Clasping his cane in both hands, Montcrief drew a concealed sword. “Stay away from me!” he cried, slicing the air. “Do you hear? I said—” The blade fell from his hand as the snarling demon tore his throat out.

	 

	***

	 

	When Shannay opened her eyes several hours later, she was lying on the sloping, red-tiled roof of Dean Remo’s home. She was naked, but for a few shreds of clothing, but her wounds healed. She was covered in blood, and her mouth was filled with its coppery taste. Careful not to slip, she clambered down to the patio. Evidence of slaughter was all around. Severed limbs... a tangle of glistening entrails… a portion of jawbone… and bits of skull. For years, Shannay Dubois had turned a blind eye to Dean Remo’s shocking behavior. Covering for him. Lying for him. Enabling him to manipulate, bully, and exploit with impunity. He had been a monster in human form.

	But for now, so was she.

	 

	* * *


Help Me, Rhonda
By David Longhorn

	 

	Kitty Ray slowly crossed her nylon-sheathed legs, aware of her effect on the guys at the corner of the pub. One wolf-whistled, and there were a few remarks she didn’t quite hear. She could guess what they were saying, though. The barstool was high, and their seats were kind of low. As were their minds.

	It was all part of the act. She needed to be better known, and there was one sure shortcut for a girl to reach that goal. Anyway, it didn’t pay for a gal to be too shy in this town. Shrinking violets got stepped on. Being conspicuous was part of Kitty’s cover. Nobody would suspect a good time girl of anything too smart. And that meant she could snuggle up to some of the biggest, meanest guys in town. Slowly but surely, she’d find her way up the ranks of the mob. And then, when everybody was used to her, didn’t give her a second thought, she’d kill the men who’d murdered Johnny. She’d never gotten on with him when he’d been alive, but he’d still been her little brother. The things they’d done to him… somebody had to pay. Big-time.

	One of the hoods got up from the corner table and walked, none too steadily, over to the jukebox. He fumbled for a quarter, managed to get it into the slot the first time, then paused, finger hovering over the buttons. Finally, he
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