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THE WAREHOUSE AT WORLD’S END


A Dead of Night Story
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Chapter 1

When the rasping voice coming over the phone identified itself as Viktor, the first thing Status Chelan thought was, how was it that this man, who had been old the last time they had spoken over thirty years ago, was still alive. The second thought he had concerning this old monster he spoke out loud: “How did you get this number?” He heard the tremor of fear in his own voice.

“I Googled it, like everybody these days.” Viktor’s old man cough was phlegmy. “I called because I wanted to make you a proposition.”

“Who’s on the phone?” Paula asked, walking into the kitchen where Status was seated at the pile of bills and past due notices heaped on the dinner table. Behind her, a purplish evening sky was visible through the window between redwood kitchen cabinets placed above the counter and sink. “It’s not a bill collector, is it?” she whispered the question, seeing how his face had gone white, and his shoulders and back had gone rigid. Glancing quickly at her, he shook his head.

“Listen, I appreciate the offer,” Status lied, feeling his mouth go dry. “But I’m really busy at the moment, so...”

“I’m well aware how our parting of the ways was far from amiable, Status, but you and AK were hardly the only ones who felt you got a raw deal out of it. I’m only assuming that’s why you two skipped town without notice, leaving me in a lurch with no employees to take care of matters. And then to add insult to injury, I get your resignations in the mail!”

“What do you want? For me to tell you I’m sorry?” Status asked, feeling his patience already dwindling.

“I want bygones to be bygones.” The old man’s whispery voice paused to cough, again. “I’ve got a major job in the works for a particular client, and I need reliable security on site here in Grand Central that’s... beyond the scope of talent and expertise that my current employees are capable of.”

“I haven’t talked to AK for years, now, so I can hardly speak for him. As for myself... I’m doing alright with my own security firm these days. So, my answer has to be no.” With his finger about to press disconnect on the phone, he saw how Paula’s eyes, widening with incredulity, looked as if they might roll out of her head. 

“One hundred thousand, for single night’s work.”

“One hundred thousand?” He looked at the hopeless pile of envelopes on the table before him, when a moment later, he shook his head, remembering who this terrible old man was. “Again, no. Please don’t call here, again.”

“Don’t delete my number,” Viktor’s tone of voice sounded like a warning, before Status hung up on him.

“So, why the need to shovel the horseshit about how well we’re doing?” Paula asked, her hands resting on her hips, suspicion on her face. “And what’s this about a hundred thousand?”

“An old boss from thirty years back,” he said furtively, as he slumped in the chair behind the kitchen table. “He said he wanted to hire me back for a single night’s work.”

“For a hundred thousand dollars? And you turned him down? Did you forget about all the people we owe money to?” she demanded, pointing at the bills and notices he had been about to go through – again – and still finding there wasn’t enough money in checking, or left on the credit cards, and not at all in savings where the balance was at zero, to pay it all. “Did you forget how we’re about to lose everything we’ve spent years working for?”

“No, I haven’t forgotten about any of that,” he sighed, feeling defeated, propping his elbows on the table top to lower his head into his waiting hands. “It’s all I ever think about, because it’s all you talk about, anymore.”

“Fuck you. Stop trying to make me the bad guy,” she muttered bitterly, before she turned and walked back out into the living room.  

No, he very well knew it wasn’t the fault of the pretty woman of Japanese extraction, with her long, black hair and almond eyes, who he was in love with, and who he hoped was still in love with him. Fifteen years ago, Paula Ota and he had become partners in the company they had founded, Dark Horse Security, and soon after, they began sharing a bed together. Business had been good over the years, with the two even investing in the three storied house they had resided in for almost a decade. Then, Covid hit, and many of the businesses that had hired them to provide on-site security either went tits up, or could only make ends meet by cutting back on live guards in favor of alarm systems. Even the companies that stuck with them ended up renegotiating their contracts, paying much less for services. Even after letting half their staff go, both he and Paula knew it was only a matter of time till they, too, became casualties of the Covid 19 pandemic. 

“I’m sorry. It’s been tough for both of us.” He felt Paula’s hands rest gently on his shoulders from behind. “You said the call came from an old boss from thirty years ago,” she said softly, feeling her breath against his ear, as she leaned close to him. “It’s that blank spot in your life you asked me never to bring up, isn’t it?”

He nodded with a listless frown as he sat up straight, letting his hands rest on the table. The cell phone rang, again. “Let voice mail pick it up,” he said, when she reached for it. After all this time of bill collectors harassing them, and now hearing a voice he had long ago hoped he could forget, he knew they should fall into the habit of screening their calls from now on. 

“I never asked you why you didn’t want to talk about that time in your life. I just assumed you had been made to do something wrong. Maybe even illegal.” She rubbed his shoulder blades, feeling how tense he had become. “I just wanted to let you know, whatever it was... it could never be so bad that I’d leave you for it, if that’s what you’ve been afraid of.”   

Status had shared everything with this woman; even the embarrassing sexual misadventures of his youth. But he had never uttered a word about the years he spent working for Viktor. And what would he tell her? That he and his best friend had worked for that old man in the town of Grand Central, where the fabric of reality had worn so thin in places that walking nightmares could pass through into our place in time and space? Or how Viktor had hired the two of them to drive about the town in the small hours between twelve and two in the morning, keeping up with the random – and maybe not so random – portals or fluxcores, saving a blissfully ignorant humanity from the edge of damnation? 

“If you want to tell me, I’ll listen. No judgment.” She brought her arms around his neck and pressed the side of her face gently against his. “If not now, then someday.” 

He chuckled, sadly. “Believe me, you’d have me committed. And I wouldn’t blame you a damn bit.”

“Then please, at least tell me who that man... I’m assuming it was a man... who called was.”

“His name’s Viktor, and he was an old man running a security company,” Status began, slowly, choosing his words carefully before he spoke them out loud. “The things he had me and my friend, AK, do... we both thought was important. Most of the time, the information he gave us was on a need-to-know basis, leaving AK and me in the dark, which at the time, we thought was just irksome than anything else. He’d have us take things from the jobs we were involved with, which he hid away in some warehouse or other. Things most rational people would have thought were dangerous and would’ve considered untouchable. We just put on our big boy pants, because at the time we thought Viktor was on the side of the angels,” he laughed humorlessly. 

“But his motives weren’t so pure, I’m assuming,” her voice was so soft it was almost a whisper.

Status shook his head, his eyes down on the table top. “I began understanding Viktor had schemes within schemes, and whatever his motives were, they probably weren’t meant to benefit anyone else in the long run. Then this new kid who got hired on... died.”

“My God!” Standing up, Paula went to one of the other chair at the kitchen table, and sat down. “What happened?”

Status only shook his head again, as memories flickered behind his eyes like a movie reel. He couldn’t even remember the young guy’s name after all this time, barely even recalled what he looked like, save that he had been a new hire. What he had seen in that two hour period of chilly, early morning darkness had terrified him so much that he quit immediately after. It had been after dawn when AK and he had come upon the kid’s wrecked automobile, and the body beneath a sheet being carried off by first responders. They had only wordlessly looked at one another, knowing this car accident wasn’t an accident. Not when it came to that old man, who they had long ago come to realize how maybe nothing was beyond his capabilities. They both had to ask one another, if Viktor wasn’t going to let an employee go after seeing the horror behind the curtain of reality after just one night, then what would he have in store for them eventually? 

After withdrawing what money each had from the bank, and packing as quickly as possible, he and AK had blown out of town, both agreeing to send Viktor their resignations by mail, with no return address. After having gone their separate ways, Status had no idea if AK had made it out alive, in the end. He himself had spent the next five years living off the grid, working shit jobs under assumed names, and always, ALWAYS, looking over his shoulder. Eventually, he had gone back to using his real name, got credit cards again, started a business and fell in love, and even got a Facebook page after he had thought that old man couldn’t still be alive. Until today, he had convinced himself he was out of Viktor’s reach.

Status shook the cobwebs from his head, realizing he had been silent for several moments too long, lost in his own memories. “Car accident,” he cleared his throat. “The kid died in a car accident. But it was enough for my friend and me to cut ties to that old bastard.”

“I won’t push it.” She pursed her lips and laid her hand on his. “You can tell me when you’re ready.” Straightening, she rubbed his shoulders. “The only thing you’ve ever mentioned was your friend, AJ.”

“AK,” he corrected her, realizing he hadn’t thought about his old friend for... what? Years? Now he did...

The hoot from out of the darkness caused Status to whirl around with a frightened gasp as his eyes searched the unseen tree branches beyond the apartment house’ driveway. “It’s just an owl, man,” AK assured him. His dark face was caught in the stark light from the interior light shining from the open door of his pickup, which cast the shadow of his big frame across the road.

“Just an owl... yeah,” Status tried to laugh it off.  

“We’re doing this for real, right?” Of the two of them, AK had always been the one ready to go in, fists flying to settle any problem, even if it had crawled out of the pit of Hell, but now for the first time, there was a look of uncertainty on the Latino man’s face. This would be the last time either would see this town, or Viktor, again, even going to the extent of tossing their black security guard uniforms.

“If we want to stay alive, you know we gotta disappear.” Status pursed his lips.

A moment later, both men squeezed one another in an embrace, knowing this would be the last time either would see the other. Status felt a moment’s embarrassment as his eyes teared up, till he heard a sob escape his friend’s throat. “Stay alive, man,” Status’ voice cracked as he quickly wiped his eyes, then turned and hurried to his car. Before driving away, he saw his friend standing in the light of his pickup’s open door, his head of thick black hair and shoulders sadly slumped down.
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Status cleared his throat. “Well, let’s see who called,” he said, eager to change the subject as he picked up the cell phone, and brought up voice mail. 

“This is Herb Vascone from Speedy Collections calling for Status Chelan and Paula Otta,” the disembodied voice barked from the phone. “Avoiding my calls isn’t going to make the debt you incurred go away. Unless this matter is not resolved, legal action will...”

Status pressed erase before hanging up. Closing his eyes, his face dropped with a sigh: “How much do we owe those cocksuckers at Speedy, again?”

Paula shook her head with a frown. “Fifty thousand, I think. I’d have to look.”

“God fucking damn it,” he mumbled, his eyes still down on the phone. A moment later, he was scrolling through the recent calls, when he came to the number for ViktorCorp. Punching in redial, the voice in his head warned him, Don’t do this, as he put the phone to his ear and listened to the ringing. “Shut up,” he whispered to that inner voice, when he heard the phone pick up on the other end.

“I knew you’d call back,” came the hoarse voice. 

“I’ll do it.”

“Status... you don’t have to do this,” Paula whispered, shaking her head.

“I knew you’d come around, my boy!”

“But only if we can renegotiate the offer.” Status eyed the pile of bills and final notices on the table.

The cackle over the other line ended in a feeble cough. “Of course. Go on.”
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Every one of your debts will be covered, on top of the one hundred thousand, Viktor had promised Status, along with a contract that would arrive in the mail with all the legal bells and whistles to guarantee payment.  He and Paula made love for the first time in a long time, that night. No matter how that voice in the back of his head had warned him against making a Faustian bargain with that man, the relief he felt from having that ton of bricks lifted off of the both of them was all that mattered now.

It was sometime between midnight and two in the morning that he awoke in the darkness, with Paula next to him under the covers, snoring lightly. Immediately, he knew sudden terror when he couldn’t move, even though he could see the outline of the dresser next to the closet door in the darkness of the bedroom. Feeble light spilled between the drawn curtains. He had no recollection of having an episode of sleep paralysis before, but he knew he was experiencing just that. You’re only half awake and half dreaming; you know this, he tried to calm himself, despite feeling his heart race with alarm. You’ve seen a documentary about it a few years ago, for fucks sake! Remember? But he also recalled from that show how dreamers in that in between state perceived their nightmares to be not only real, but right in front of them. “Paula... Paula,” he tried desperately to call out, but his voice was only a faint whisper. 

Then he saw the shapeless goop in the dark, crawling out of thin air onto the carpet. Terrified, he fought to make his arms and legs move, fought to yell but to no avail, until a moment later, he recognized Frank. Frank, the shapeless thing that had extended its friendship to him and AK, back in Grand Central, so long ago. 

“Frank...” he tried to wheeze, as the single eye at the end of a stalk stared up at him from the floor. He tried to stretch his fingers toward his long lost friend, but it might as well have been someone else’ hand.

“No time.... Don’t... go back... Status,” Frank struggled to speak, as his amorphous body bubbled as with desperation. “Don’t... trust them... Beware... whose name must not be spoken... beware the King in...” His words ended with a cry reverberating in the darkness, as he was pulled backward into empty air.

Status bolted upright to the blackness with a scream. 

Light filled the bedroom when Paula clicked on the bedside lamp in alarm. “It’s okay, Status,” she cooed softly as her hands gently pushing him back down to his pillow. “You just had a bad dream.”

“Yeah... a bad dream.” He nodded, still shaking. “And it was a doozy,” he managed to laugh a moment later.  Turning his head, he scanned the carpet alongside the bed for any evidence that his friend from long ago had ever been there, before Paula turned off the light.  

“Just a bad dream,” he whispered to himself in the dark, before drifting back to sleep.

Chapter 2

“When is this guy supposed to pick you up, again?” Paula asked him from the hallway outside the bathroom’s doorway on the way to the kitchen, dressed in the tee shirt and panties she had slept in.  

“Well, Viktor said he’d swing around by ten,” Status said offhandedly, watching himself in the mirror as he finished up shaving. “I gave him our address, which I hope he forwarded to this client of his,” he sounded uncertain. Turning on the faucet, he rinsed off the razor, then cupped warm water in his hands, which he splashed on his face to wash off the remaining shaving cream. “I think he said the guy’s name was... Rex Saffron?” 

“What the hell kind of name is Rex Saffron?” she chortled, walking away.

“What the hell kind of name is Status Chelan?” he called back to her, as he regarded the middle aged man who stared back at him from the mirror. His blond hair over the years had darkened to a mousy color, while gray had filled out his thin goatee since he had been that twenty something kid working security for Viktor all those years ago. Still, he had his hair, which not many guys pushing sixty could boast, and even had managed to keep thin, despite the bulge of belly fat that he could never seem to lose. Heading to the shower, he had to wonder about Viktor, who he remembered a looking like a stand in for an older Martin Landau thirty years ago. What could he expect, now?
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The plate sat empty on the kitchen table in front of Status when he was done eating, and he was finishing his second cup of coffee when the car horn blared from outside. Both he and Paula looked up at the clock on the wall, and saw it had just struck ten. 

“I presume that’s for you,” Paula muttered ambivalently, wiping her mouth with her napkin. “If you don’t want to go through with this, you don’t have to on my account. We’ll figure something out.”

“I have to on our account,” Status said quietly, sliding back his chair to stand up. He paused for a moment, his face lowered as if in thought before he spoke again. “Listen, if anything should happen to me...”

“Goddamn it! What do you mean, if something happens to you?” She looked up at Status from her half-finished breakfast with a look of alarm. “It’s about that man you used to work for, isn’t it? You’re afraid...”

“No, no, I misspoke. I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head with a calming hand raised. “I just meant to say... if something unforeseen happens, I want you take those legal papers to a lawyer just to make sure Viktor pays just the same. That’s all.” He smiled weakly. He knew she was well aware he was verbally shoveling horse shit, again, but what could he do, now after the promises he made to do the job? Again, that voice at the back of his head tried warning him how any Mephistophelean deal could never end well, till he silently told it to shut up.

Standing up from the table, she threw her arms around his shoulders, and pressed her mouth to his, before saying, “I swear to Christ, I’ll never forgive you if something bad happens to you.”
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Hurrying out the front door with duffel bag in hand, he walked toward the gun metal colored, ‘67 Barracuda parked in the driveway. He has an eye for classic cars; I’ll give him that, he thought as the driver’s side door opened and the man behind the wheel got out.

“Status Chelan?” the man asked, walking around his car, the breeze whipping his long, sallow colored trench coat about his legs. Besides being bald, what Status first took notice of was how everything about this heavy set man was wide, from his broad shoulders, to his barrel chest, to his belly. 

“Yeah,” Status said with a nod. His feet slowed as he eyed the man suspiciously as he approached. Even after thirty years, he knew trusting anyone associated with Viktor was dangerous. “Rex Saffron?” 

A smile spread across the man’s wide face that seemed somehow both old and young at once. “Just Saffron, please. I’m not enthused with the first name I got saddled with,” he laughed, extending his hand, which Status hesitantly shook. “I’m your ride. I’m also in charge of this particular event being staged on Viktor’s property.”

“Okay... Saffron,” Status found himself chuckling, warming up to how the man had just broken the ice, despite his own better judgment. Just a jolly fat man, no danger to anyone, right? “Viktor was pretty vague about what I’m being paid to do.”

“You’ll be brought up to speed once we’re there,” Saffron said as he walked back to the driver’s side to open the car door. “I’m afraid at the moment, it’s on a need to...” he began to say as he got in.

“...need to know basis,” Status finished for him, and nodded with a knowing, pursed lipped grin as he opened the passenger side door, and tossed his duffel bag into the back seat, before climbing into the front himself. “Trust me, I used to work for Viktor, so I’m used to it.” He couldn’t help but find himself admiring the car’s push button transmission on the other side the wheel; a thing he hadn’t seen in years.   

As the Barracuda backed out of the parking lot to the street beyond, Status saw Paula standing at the window. Even at this distance, he could see the concern and sadness on her face. He waved, but didn’t know if she saw, as they drove away.
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There was little to do on the drive – first on the crowded freeway, then along a lonely stretch of highway – to fill the hours save to talk. Status found his driver to be amiable enough, but also evasive.

“So, how long have you been one of Viktor’s clients?”

“More years than most would believe.”

Status cracked a can of Pepsi from the cooler in the back seat. “I used to work for the guy thirty some years ago. I assume it was sometime after that,” he said, taking a sip.

Saffron only chortled, keeping his eyes on the road.

“So... what’s your business with him?”

Saffron furrowed his brow with a bemused expression, as if considering what he could or couldn’t reveal, before saying, “A lot of that is on a need...”

“A need to know basis.” Status nodded. “I get it.”

“But let’s just say, I and my peers have an interest in reclaiming certain properties that rightfully belong to us. I approached Viktor some time ago regarding services he could provide in attaining our long term goals.” Afterwards, he only changed the subject when Status asked more.

Later, the subject of siblings came up, when Status mentioned his estrangement between his sister and himself, about a ridiculous argument over how she refused to wear a mask during Covid. That only grew into an out and out fight over her and her husband’s devotion to the previous president, who had led his right leaning supporters to believe the virus had been just a leftist scam, which in time led to wide spread, hysterical suspicion about vaccines and pretty much anything in regard to medical science.

“I can sympathize. There’s bad blood between me and my brother,” Saffron said, slowing to take the next turn for a flyspeck town consisting of a gas station and a few stores along the main street, as dusk approached. “He’s out in the Pacific. I haven’t seen him for ages.” Soon, the neon sign for Barry’s Bar & Grill flashed on and off up the road, as darkness began to fall. “I’m hungry, let’s get something to eat,” he suggested to Status, as he pulled into the parking lot already filled largely with pickups, cars old but not old enough yet to be classics, and a few semis beneath the lights that had just flickered on overhead.
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“Hey, I’ve got money,” Status said again, after the bleach blonde waitress delivered two plates of steak and fries to their booth, before walking away. “I don’t mind paying my own way.” He took a sip of the beer she had refilled minute before.

Saffron shook his head as he chewed a piece of sirloin he had just sliced off, before speaking. “Don’t worry about it. Consider meals to be part of the job package.”

The bar & grill was hardly the sort of place Status had expected to feel comfortable in when they first arrived. Country music played on a jukebox, while the clientele seated either at the tables around the restaurant, or at the bar, tended to speak and laugh loudly as people tended to do who had too much to drink. He saw a lot of red MAGA caps on the heads of both men and women, while either Fox News or NASCAR played with the sound way down on the two big screen TV screens on either side of the room. His sister would have felt right at home here. 

“If you get tired, I don’t mind driving,” Status offered, spearing a slice of steak with his fork. “I think I still remember how to get to Grand Central.”

“Sorry, but no,” Saffron answered, firmly, as he dipped a fry into ketchup. “The only guy who gets behind the ‘Cuda’s wheel is me, so enjoy the ride.” He grinned. “Besides, I don’t get tired.” After that, they made small talk between bites.

Angry shouting from the bar caused both men to turn their heads almost a half hour later.

“That’s no way to talk to a woman!” the skinny redneck said, standing up menacingly from his bar stool to hover over a short, dumpy man seated at a nearby table, where a glass was tipped over and beer was spilled over the table top. It was obvious to Status who watched, he was trying to impress the hot blonde who he had been seated next to earlier.

“He wasn’t yelling at me,” the dumpy man’s wife, a middle aged woman with
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