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Sara Moon had no idea how she was going to
escape this place, or whether she should. She had spent all these
past weeks running from her problems, running from her destiny,
trying to go back to the way things were, flipping chik’n patties
at Bubba’s Chik’n Hut. But the world had changed, for the worse,
and that simple life was far-gone from her.

The bleak gray Hades around her went on
without end, totally silent. Occasionally a shadow of an outline of
something appeared a hundred feet away, but Sara Moon’s breath was
deafening, the lone sound. She took a step forward, and even
that—in the midst of the total silence—it was as loud as a radio
blasting at full volume.

What could she do? What could she possibly
do? Around her was gray fog, hidden no doubt with creatures that
wanted to kill her. They were everywhere; and she needed to cut it
off at the source. But what could she do? What could she possibly
do?

“What can I do?” Sara Moon said aloud, hoping
for some possible answer… from her father maybe.

But in the next second, no answer came.
Instead, the dark shape of an echidna took form in the midst of the
white canvas, appendages twitching, its great brain-like head
emitting a sound like radio noise. Sara Moon had the knife, still
glowing orange with her blood. She bit her lip to stop from
trembling.

Beneath the brain-like membrane, shadows
began to appear—the echidna’s children, a new generation of
Outsiders. Some had the shape of spiders. Others looked humanoid.
Sara Moon couldn’t make out any details of their bodies or faces.
There was a hiss as the echidna turned—toward her—maybe—then a
breath of relief from Sara Moon as all the dark shapes began to
thin, and then vanish into the fog.

The ashes of the Outsider spider she had
stuck with her knife were still near her, smoking and
disintegrating even further as she stood there. It seemed not to
have bothered the other Outsiders who wandered through the fog.

“Father!” she shouted. “Mom! David! Amy!”

The only answer was silence, and a creeping
cold. A faint wind began to blow, sending goose bumps tearing
across her neck. She followed the wind, allowing it to take her
further into the hellscape, further into the gray wastes, further
into Gehenna.


~


She had walked a half mile, maybe, when she
drew near Outsiders again. There were two—one, a spider covered in
fur, and another, a dark ball like a roly-poly. The spider was
hissing, baring its fangs. It leapt at the ball and the ball struck
instantly; a jet of white filament shot out from its body, lancing
the spider straight through and sending the creature, twitching, to
its death. Sara Moon ran by it, and the Outsider roly-poly ignored
her. She continued in the direction of the wind.

Shadows formed and disappeared, then reformed
again. The white fog continued, and no matter how far she went the
landscape stayed the same. Another Outsider roly-poly stopped her
in the middle of her journey. She drew in a gasp but it rolled on.
All was the same—a white canvas, a sea of fog.

Then, in the middle of the darkness, a new
shape appeared—tall, maybe three-hundred feet, circular, a
tower.

A voice called out to her, “Sara… Sara…” She
thought it might be her dad, David Moon, but it had been so long
since her father had been alive, she wasn’t sure it was his. “Sara…
Sara…” It repeated.

“What?” As soon as she spoke the words, more
dark shapes appeared in the fog—the outline of a spider, the dark
figure of a roly-poly, and three separate echidnas, circling around
her and the tower, growing closer.

They don’t want me here.
They don’t want me near the tower. It was all the more
reason to disobey. “What?” she repeated.

“America… the Fire People…. I was wrong… I
was wrong about it all…”

 

Her father had been a madman—she’d come
to realize that later in life, though she had never wanted to admit
it. She thought he might have been schizophrenic. She didn’t love
him less—once she’d come to realize it, she’d loved him more than
ever. But than he and Mom left, days after Sara Moon’s high school
graduation. Someone claimed they’d joined a cult out in the
Southwest. She had thought it was ridiculous at first. But her
parents had always been erratic, unpredictable. It fit their
character. They had thought Sara was capable and happy enough to
leave her alone. And she had
been capable and happy at Bubba’s Chik’n Hut, but not
anymore. Now, that simple Grayson, Indiana lifestyle had been
stolen from her. It was all stolen.

“America, America, God shed His grace on
thee…” David Moon was speaking the lyrics, not singing them.

When Sara Moon looked around a second time,
the dark shadows had pressed closer: Sara Moon could make out the
individual bristles of the spider fur—and there were ten of the
monsters around her.

“I was wrong… I was wrong… America… the Fire
People…”

For the first time in a long time, Sara Moon
wanted to shout “Shut up!” at David Moon. She hadn’t dared
disrespect him since she was eight, and she’d learned her lesson
when she was black and blue.

The knife had lost its orange glow. It needed
more Moon blood. Sara Moon clenched her teeth. She cupped the blade
in her already cut-up hand and sliced open a new wound, feeling her
eyes tear up at the pain. The knife burst into red luminescence,
then faded to orange. A spider hissed. A humanoid jabbered. An
echidna, Mother of Monsters, let out a low trill.

The drops of blood from her palm cleared away
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