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CHAPTER
ONE




As with all such stories, it
began with a nightmare.

Victor Roland’s eyes rolled
open to a haze of fog, feeling cool tiles against his flushed
cheeks. He staggered up, head aching, knees trembling—wherever he
was, it was cavernous and quiet. A chill ran down his spine, and
Victor propped his trench coat’s collar. The tattered thing was a
lone shield between him and the unknown.

Regardless, he was reminded
of infernal circles and dark woods of error.

His halting footsteps echoed
throughout a hallway, and the mists lifted ever so slightly,
revealing a nave of oaken pews and pillars—stained glass, stone,
and steel. Beyond the altar Victor saw an organ, composed of bronze
pipes and copper corpses, playing a dirge. The cathedral felt
hollow, as if its holiness had faded long ago.

Upon the far threshold lay a
door.

Something nagged at him.
Victor was here for a reason. He was searching for—something. He
passed by a baptismal fountain, staring into its still water. Dirty
bangs drooped over his gray eyes, brow dotted with acne, a stubbled
face wearing a solemn expression.

He sighed,
continuing down the nave until he saw strange lights twinkling far
above. Against them, he could
see the constellations
of thoughts, even with his eyes closed. Hopes and memories,
twinkling and drifting, cast about by currents of want and fear. He
knew their despair, how the lost and the damned swam up the
ethereal streams, only to be siphoned away into a void blacker than
death; and for what?

Above the door
was a chiseled placard, reading,

ANIMI
FIRMITAS

As he wandered,
Victor saw other lights behind the windows, dancing in tune to the
dirge. But the closer he came to the door,
the darker everything else became. Staring beyond, he knew fear of
the unknown, as something stirred in his own rising
shadow—

At once, an otherworldly
shriek echoed from behind as monstrous clouds wafted from the
towering aberration, swallowing all. He tried to run, but collapsed
under the weight of shock, caught in this roaring flood of fog.
Tossed in its currents, the miasma drained all warmth, leaving him
naked in darkness. Embraced by its chill, Victor felt memories slip
away. He forgot the taste of food, his mother’s touch, and the days
of springtime.

He was nothing
now.

Out of instinct Victor
raised a trembling hand, his palm somehow shining in the mists.
Cobalt light seared through the roiling clouds and Victor escaped
the churning tide, bolting down the nave, another roar at his back.
If his escape was a happy chance or a game on the shadow’s part,
Victor did not know, nor did he care. He burst through the gilded
doors, exhausted and panicked, wits spiraling out of control, but
his memory returned.

Then all went
black.

#

Victor’s eyes flew open. He
rose from bed with a start, muttering profanity under his breath.
Noise brought him back to the Waking World, a flat blur of the
modern and urban. Regardless, the nightmare did not leave him for
some time. Maybe he’d forgotten his medication, or maybe he’d just
slept poorly. Sighing, he clicked a button on the radio, resuming
the symphonies which had stopped sometime in his sleep.

Fantasie Impromptu…Chopin…Opus No.
66…bliss….

He swallowed a couple of
antidepressants and scanned his dormitory room. It was a cluttered
mess, with not a visible spot of plastered wall. Everything was
either a bookshelf or a painting. It all smelled like yellowed
pages and washed rinds, but Victor did not mind—Mr. Carroll was all
the company he needed. The rabbit nestled in a small habitat on an
oaken desk covered in draft upon draft of half-written dream
journals, with Victor’s laptop barely visible. He often sat there,
trying to formulate ideas into notes, perhaps even a brief
melody.

Easier said than
done….

When awake,
Victor chased ideas like a determined hunter after game, always
shifting mental gears, which spun a complex web of relations, from
Marxist theory to Beowulf. To anyone else, his thought
processes would be a dizzying labyrinth of dead ends and passages
to nowhere. But to Victor, the journey was just as sweet as the
conclusion. And in dreams, his myriad obsessions converged into a
cauldron of beautiful yet morbid fantasies.

Then he noticed
the time. 5:37 p.m.

Victor had seriously
overslept, and had class in less than thirty minutes. He staggered
toward the closet, where he cobbled together an outfit—a striped
turtleneck, black slacks, and buckled boots under his trench coat.
Although tattered and wrinkled, Victor wore that like a child’s
security blanket. His attire was based on comfort rather than
fashion.

He was a young man who would
have been good looking, if not for his hygienic and social apathy.
Victor liked to think that stubble attractive, but knew that was an
excuse to avoid shaving. Just then, he felt something familiar in
his pockets.

Oh! I forgot I
had that….

He pulled out a wooden box
of tattered tarot cards. Though he hardly believed in fortune
telling, he always kept it close. It was an heirloom, passed down
for generations on his mother’s side. He was interested in the
mysteries of the occult, even if he’d rather not admit it. As he
caressed the worn cards, Victor felt a mysterious connection. Not
to any supernatural power, but a power within—something Carl Jung
would have had a field day with.

When he had
finally gathered most of his wits, he grabbed his books and left
the dormitory, earbuds cancelling out all with Mozart’s
Symphony No. 40 in G minor. He walked down the street, and all was right with his
world.

For as Nietzsche once said,
“Without music, life would be a mistake.”

As the minutes dragged on,
Victor wandered into the arboretum, a shortcut to campus. He passed
a familiar site, a chapel of broken buttresses, all gray and mossy.
Beyond its threshold lay only gloom. Victor remembered spending
childhood days in its shadows, playing amongst the rubble. He
removed his earbuds, reflecting on this. Over time the place had
become melancholy, dilapidating as he aged like a gothic giving
tree. Now it was a specter of innocence and youth. As he stared,
droplets of fog tickling on his brow, Victor heard something
scuttle in the undergrowth. He spun around, and saw
nothing.

But he felt eyes upon him,
cold and unrelenting.

It’s probably
nothing….

Perhaps it was anxiety
running rampant again. Resuming the music, he went on his
way.

Yet deep down, Victor
remained unconvinced that he was alone.

#

Victor stared
under his desk, reading Dante’s La Divina
Comedia for the twenty-third time at the
very rear of this massive classroom, buzzing with scribbling pens
and the whispers of youths. The scratchy voice of Professor Swain
still reached him. She stood at the far end of the lecture hall, a
wiry woman with a bowl cut, as annoying as her class was
boring.

I don’t care
about the Pythagorean Theorem. Why can’t we talk about something
relevant, like the history of mathematics? It was a branch of
philosophy in Ancient Greece, in the days of Plato, Aristotle, and
Socrates! Pity that math became its own subject—I could probably
get away with quoting The Meno otherwise. Goddamn, someone is
chewing gum very loudly….

He glanced at the clock.
Only fifteen minutes into the lecture. He had to endure it, just
like every other day of social purgatory. Victor sighed and looked
about. It was hard to be non-judgmental when surrounded by
murmuring idiots who just texted and gossiped all day. That was not
to say that Victor was a good student. He often paraphrased Mark
Twain—schooling was getting in the way of his education, as seen
through his mildly autistic eyes. This class was acceptable to
despise, as no sane student could tolerate Swain for five
minutes.

Thus, he began his amateur
compositions. Although Victor was hardly a savant, he was somewhat
skilled in mimicking his musical forefathers. It was like molding a
great ball of clay, watching in awe as it took form, and as he
jotted down a prelude’s sketch, inspiration hailed on him like a
storm. Victor felt a rush of nostalgia, bombarded by memories of an
inner world, memories that took on images clear as day. He called
it, “the Opera House,” and it was his estate. Truly beautiful, and
he almost tricked his senses into beholding its glory.

“All right, if
you remember from last week…,” the nasally voice rattled
on.

He was interrupted, again.
Swain was perhaps the most wretched family name in etymological
history. Just hearing it made Victor’s skin crawl. At least Ms.
Moist would be alliterative. But seething would not get him a
passing grade, so he tried to pay attention.

“So, who can tell
me what formula we use to—?”

“Pretty annoying,
isn’t she?” a feminine voice whispered from behind.

He turned around—it was a
wonder Victor had not seen her before. Dressed in a biker jacket
and torn jeans, her raven hair was long and smooth, punctuated by a
bright blue streak, matching her eyes. Victor looked away, for eye
contact made him uncomfortable. After all, eyes were windows into
the soul, and he preferred to keep his soul to himself.

It was a weird sensation,
but exciting nonetheless.

“Reading Dante,
huh?” She gave a soft smirk. “Love him.”

“Err…yeah,”
Victor mustered a reply. “Written between 1308 and 1321, quite the
epic poem, and controversial for its time.”

The goth girl
looked surprised. “Damn, I’ve only read Inferno.”

“Interesting.” He
didn’t know how to react—how could one love a poet without reading
their magnum opus? “Have you read Milton?”

“Paradise
Lost?” The goth girl cocked her head and
pondered. “No, but I know of it.”

“It’s a—good
read….” Good read. What was he, a guttersnipe? “Coined the term
pandemonium.”

“Latin for all
demons,” she replied. “I know that much.”

He was impressed by her
general knowledge of classical literature. “What is your
name?”

“Beatrice, but
I’m going to change it the second I get the chance.”

Victor took pains to keep
his jaw from dropping. “L-like—”

“Yeah,” Beatrice
shrugged. “Like from Dante, I guess. It’s still a shitty
name.”

Marry me, you
literary succubus….

“Err…I like
it.”

Damn. The conversation had
run its course. He had to think of something. He’d even made a
conversation chart for such an occasion. But his guile had run
dry—not that it was very fluid to begin with. “So—what else do you
read?”

Beatrice shrugged. “Just
about anything really. Orson Scott Card, heard of him?”

Victor stifled a scoff. “You
mean the homophobic zealot who wrote the Ender’s series? Yes, yes,
I have.”

She was a little shocked. “I
did not know that. You didn’t like it?”

“Oh no,” Victor
clarified. “I love the books for what they are—a coming-of-age
story involving a gifted young man in an extraordinary
circumstance. As for the writer, I cannot respect a man who would
have same-sex couples criminalized and who would vote for Newt
Gingrich,” he shuddered. “That said, Ender’s Game was well
written.”

Beatrice shrugged again.
“Well, if you’re going to judge a writer by their actions and their
work, then you should rule out Locke, Marx, Kant, and Ayn Rand,
too.”

“Sorry?” Victor
did not quite understand. This made him feel awkward, his brain
constricted by a neurological python. “Do explain.”

“Locke owned
slaves, Marx was an impoverished mooch, Kant was a racist dick, and
Rand lived on welfare at one point. If you’re going to judge a
writer by their actions then their words don’t mean anything, when
they clearly do. We don’t think of philosophers as people: we think
of what they left behind.”

Victor tried to retaliate,
but could not justify any comeback. He had been wrong.

“What’s your
name?” Beatrice asked. “Dante?”

The perceived flirt caught
him off-guard as he stuttered, “V-Victor.”

“Beatrice,”
Swain’s shrill voice echoed across the lecture hall. “Are you with
us?”

“Yeah.” The goth
girl rolled her eyes. “I’m here.”

Victor took social leave,
propping his coat’s wrinkled collar, but his anxiety rose. The
classroom was filled with gibbering, fingernails tapping the desks,
and that harpy’s shrieking. He could almost hear the melody playing
softly in his head, just loud enough to mask that blathering. He
shut his eyes, thoughts in tune with its tempo.

Beautiful….

He could see the stars again
as he kept rhythm. They called it a “hallucinatory”—he equated it
to meditation. But as the opus continued, he noticed something was
off—it wasn’t his original composition, but a variation thereof.
Just as regal and epic, having the same lyrics for the most part,
even pleasant if he was in the mood. But right now it was wrong,
too tense and dramatic. It made him notice how the jocks, or
“sportsmen,” as he preferred, stared at him, no doubt whispering,
“What the fuck is that retard doing now?”

Victor knew that was an
insult.

He had to contain a fit of
resentful muttering, while trying to force the music, the wrong
music, back to its softer state. As he dove deeper into his mind,
the sights of the lecture hall dimmed. But Victor dug too deep and
too quickly, and beheld his sanctuary, clearer than he thought
possible. And then, with a mental slip, he was lost in his
head.

When all vision dimmed, and
when ambiance faded, homely comforts gave way to another world. The
Wall of Sleep was behind, time lost all meaning, and surrealism
took hold—at first. Then a voice ran through Victor’s mind, like a
mantra.

Do you remember,
Victor?

His eyes drifted open,
beholding his inner sanctum at last. Its murals were laden with
deep, blue lights, as flashing neurons. The arched dome was
supported by grand, gothic pillars. The balconies and rowed seats
were bare, and a desk lay in the chamber’s heart, identical to the
one in his apartment, resting before the stage with velvet
curtains.

There he sat, listening to
the narration.

Do you remember
this place as it used to be? This Opera House? This cornerstone of
cornerstones? Once it housed the thousand faces of your psyche, but
now, it is devoid of persona, little more than a vacant realm of
former imagination. Perhaps it is due to age, perhaps neglect, but
wonder has long since left the wonderland. For though your memories
and melodies evolve, your life is dull and gray, that of a mediocre
man, that which you hold in such disdain.

Awakening is not
your concern, but remedying dreams before you truly forget to live,
as you will soon learn. For heed my words—darkness is coming for
you, and it is a darkness of your own making. Though you cannot
feel it beyond anxieties and depressions, it germinates still, and
all happiness will crumble without intervention.

For a man who
does not heed his own words, even in dreams, is foolish
indeed.

With that, Victor felt the
Opera House fade into the misty limbo, behind a shattered mirror of
fear and regret. But dreams were just that, for as he drifted back
to awakening, like a diver breaching the surface of the sea, he
knew the world would still be the same: dull, gray, and sorrowful,
and he questioned its merit.

“Victor!” An
unwelcome voice dragged him back to reality, to be greeted by the
thin frown of Swain. “Are you with us?”

“Oh,
umm…y-yeah…,” Victor stuttered, praying she would get back to
lecturing, so he could contemplate on what had just
happened.

“You look
exhausted. Are you all right?”

The class giggled, but he
could barely hear them over sheer dread.

“You were
muttering Latin…again.”

“I’m fine,” he
replied curtly, trying to feign eye contact, staring at her
forehead—an old trick. It usually worked on these
people.

“All right….” She
seemed unconvinced. “Just pay closer attention.”

When Ms. Swain turned her
back, Victor fondled his tarot cards, trying to distract himself,
until one slipped out of the smoothly worn box and landed on the
floor. But as he picked it up, Victor saw the Moon Arcana—the omen
of dreams and fantasy. He was trembling, as the question, “What
if?” burrowed into his skull. It was a question he could not
answer. Only five minutes remained of the class, but it was going
to be a hard push.

He looked over his shoulder
at Beatrice.

Her eyes were closed. At
least he wasn’t alone.


CHAPTER
TWO




When class ended, Victor
walked down the arboretum road back to the dormitories. The fog was
thicker now, soupy and somber, obscuring the way forward. Before
long, he sat down by that cathedral. He hadn’t put the Moon Arcana
back in the box yet, holding it close, as if trying to find some
rationality behind the esoteric. Making sense of this was
impossible. He slipped the card into its deck, moving on with faux
urgency.

Brilliant, but
lazy.

Those words described him
too well. Then it dawned on Victor—maybe there was more to life
than misanthropy and elitism. He pushed it aside, like he did all
inconvenient epiphanies, but the thought lingered. Victor was meant
for greatness—he’d said it a thousand times over. But then, why was
he here, amongst the squalor he so despised?

Maybe I’m not so
different.

Regardless, he shuddered to
think of himself as one cog in the machinations of humanity. He was
as far from great as one could get, except in his dreams. Amongst
the haze, all ambiance was unfamiliar, distortions of suburban
noise, making him ponder who or what lay hidden, while beyond lay a
weird light, that aria echoing still.

And yet, Victor
felt something was off this time.

A wicked laugh echoed
through the twilight as a phantom emerged from the mist, fresh out
of medieval poetry, and not quite human. Whether angel or devil, he
could not say.

What the hell is
this…?

Victor took a step back,
recognizing that laughter as his own. Indeed, he saw his own face
in the figure’s, only for it to morph into a venetian mask of
silver.

“Dude, Victor!” a
familiar voice called. “What are you up to?”

Victor snapped out of deep
thought and spun around, seeing Charles Garner emerging from the
mist. As a middle-aged hipster, his style was an acquired taste. He
was dressed in a tie-dye tee under a deep green peacoat. Below his
peace belt buckle and ‘70s Walkman were cowboy boots and denim
jeans. His face was like Colonel Sanders with tea shades,
grayish-blond hair pulled back into a ponytail, utilitarian yet
nonetheless “groovy.”

“Weird weather,
huh?” He looked about, adjusting his glasses with a
sniff.

Victor said nothing—he was
not in the mood. He took one last look at the cathedral. He saw
nothing else, but remembered the Opera House and those warning
words.

Charles looked concerned.
“You all right?”

“I’m
fine.”

“Bullshit.”
Charles rolled his eyes. “You look like someone ran over your
puppy.”

Victor stared into the
groves, still pondering the nature of this predicament.

“What’re you
looking at?” Charles joined in the staring. “What’s up?”

Victor tried to formulate
his thoughts into words, but his attempts fell utterly flat. “I’m
not sure I can explain it,” he began. “You know how I meditate
sometimes, right?”

“Yeah, I knew a
few Buddhists way back who did that.”

“What would you
say if I told you that—when I do, really deeply, I see
things.”

“Uh….” Charles
ran his fingers through his hair. “What do you see,
man?”

Victor showed Charles his
symphonic sketches. “Can you sight read?”

“Fuck, man,” he
scoffed. “You know I barely played piano.”

“Right,
right…sorry.” Victor cleared his throat and sung the overture, but
by the look on Charles’s face, it sounded better on paper. “Anyway,
it’s based on my dreamscape—”

“Is your
dreamscape by chance the lovechild of Hendrix and Wagner? Because
it seriously sounds like it.” Charles paused, no doubt realizing
his poor choice of words. “Hey, didn’t mean it like that.” He
looked about, a glimmer of paranoia in his eyes, and pulled out a
smoke. Whether spliff or cigarette, Victor didn’t really care. “You
mind?”

Victor smiled. “I’ll take
that as a compliment though.” He stared into the distance. “Ever
since I was little, I dreamed of this other world, if that makes
sense. This afternoon, I had a nightmare. I was in this concert
hall, there was this force, and—I hope they’re just hallucinations.
I can’t help but wonder.”

“That’s….”
Charles stared at him in disbelief, his smoke sticking out like a
farmer’s straw. “I don’t even know. Did you take your
Zoloft?”

“Yeah.” Victor
stared back into the grove. “But this makes me think about matters
on an existential level. You know, cosmic scale philosophy,
relating humanity to the stars and beyond, how one man fits into
the boundlessness of reality, and—”

“I know what
existentialism is.” Charles rolled his eyes. “I’m the one who made
you take that philosophy class, asshole.”

Victor’s eyes shifted away.
“Sorry.”

“You mean, like
‘is any of this for real’ and stuff. Solipsism?”

“More or less,
but that’s more metaphysical than existential.”

“Well….” Charles
dropped his charred end, grinding it into wet cobblestone. “I think
I know what you need. Want to go to Gerald’s and get some cheese
and beer?”

Victor held back a smile.
“Sure. Why not?” He calmed down. “You’re a good friend, Charles.
Thank you.”

“Hey, a friend in
need’s a friend indeed—”

“But a friend
with weed is better?” Victor smirked.

“You know me too
damn well, dude.”

#

Once past the oaken doors,
Victor smelled parmesan and IPAs almost instantly. Most bars were
deafening nightclubs, but they were men of taste, at least they
liked to think so. Gerald’s at G Street was a classier place,
having the only cheese selection Victor didn’t scoff at. They
pulled a seat and ordered their usual—a pitcher of malty beer and a
double crème platter. Charles was a boisterous drinker, draining
his first in less than two minutes.

“Some things
never change.” Victor took a sip.

Charles covered his mouth as
he belched, and retorted, “Please. If there’s one thing I taught
you, it’s that nothing cures an existential crisis like a cold one.
I would know.” His eyes widened as he noticed something. “Hang on,
is this a chess table?”

Victor glanced down and
indeed saw a chessboard, complete with two drawers containing the
respective pieces.

“I’ll play you,”
they said almost simultaneously, before laughing and setting up the
game.

“Of course, you
picked black,” Charles said. “You’re more goth than geek,
man.”

“I always choose
black,” Victor replied. “Your move.”

As the game continued they
engaged in small talk, something Victor only enjoyed with Charles.
Despite their differences, he found they complemented each other.
Without Charles, he would be an unsociable pariah, and in turn,
he’d taught Charles the beauty of classical music. Before long, the
two were making “dick jokes” and debating who was worse, Tojo or
Stalin.

“Checkmate.”
Charles flicked over the blackthorn king. “Jesus, you really
suck.”

“I have no gift
for strategy,” Victor acknowledged. “Right brain and all
that.”

Meanwhile, the bar had grown
crowded, and Victor fiddled with the cards.

“Tarot?” Charles
gave him a cock-eyed look. “I didn’t know you bought into
that.”

“I don’t,” Victor
said. “I-it’s just an heirloom, seriously.”

Charles sighed, smiling to
himself. “I remember last time I got mine read. I was what,
sixteen? Got the Magician Arcana, for some reason. But doesn’t it
mean like, energy and leadership? And initiative? Or….”

As Charles rambled on,
Victor finished a fourth beer, until he recognized someone nearby.
“Beatrice?!” he sputtered. “W-what’s she doing here?”

Beatrice sat in the corner,
oblivious to them, sketching on thick paper with some charcoal. Her
skin was smooth under her clothing—a Sisters of Mercy T-shirt,
cleavage on display, with dark jeans and platform boots, and
pinned-up hair.

Like a modern
Bettie Paige.

“Oh, that’s her
name? Hell if I know.” Charles finished his sixth, and let loose
another belch, not bothering to cover his mouth. “I spend more time
playing ‘dem vidya games than wit’ women, you know that. My last
girlfriend was in ‘95.”

“Is she looking
over here?”

“Why?” Charles
punched his arm harder than he probably meant. “You into
her?”

Victor rubbed his bicep.
“What if I am? We aren’t in middle school.”

“We sure as hell
act like it,” Charles said. “Go talk to her.”

Victor gave him a stupefied
look. “You, sir, are drunk.”

“So?” Charles
shrugged and took another swig, glasses lopsided. “You’re young and
allowed to do that shit.” He squinted at her. “Roll against
hotness, brother, you’re gonna need it.”

Victor’s vision was so
blurred, he could not tell if she was looking back. “She’s smoking,
like Pompeii before its eruption.” He got up, bottle in hand. “And
know what? I’m going to talk to that beautiful, alluring, young,
beautiful—”

“All talk, man.”
Charles stifled a chuckle. “Seriously, when you’re my age, talking
doesn’t get you far. Sooner or later, you’ll have to just do it.
Otherwise, you’ll end up like me, wishing for a pile of money under
a pile of titties, and a diploma.”

They burst into idiotic
laughter, drawing the attention of most people, including Beatrice.
When he regained his senses, Victor turned around to see her
walking towards them, boots clomping as the world slurred, his
stomach dropped, and his heart began palpitating.

“Hey.” She tried
to smile. “I didn’t know you drank.”

“Oh.” Victor ran
his fingers through his hair. “I drink, all right. When I drink, my
friends know I’m drunk.”

Beatrice tried to hold back
pity-filled laughter, but Victor brushed it off as a
compliment.

“Would you like
to join us?” He turned to Charles, only to find him haphazardly
rolling a spliff, while looking over his shoulder in an
anxiety-fueled stupor.

“Do you have a
ride to the dorms?” Beatrice ignored Charles. “I have a
bike.”

Victor waved his hand. “I’m
fine.” He leaned on a barstool, trying to look cool while trying
not to keel over. “Do you come here often?”

“Oh my god.”
Beatrice winced with disdain.

“Hmm?” He did not
hear her.

“Oh, nothing.”
She tried to smile. “Really though, you’re trashed. It’s like
you’re begging to get mugged. The streets aren’t exactly safe this
damn late.”

“Then, what would
you suggest?”

“That you let me
drive you back to campus.”

“Ah!” Victor
pointed his index fingers like revolvers. “I see, you’re coming on
to me!” He twiddled his thumbs. “Just as planned.”

“I was. You
seemed nice and kind of nerdy, until you started acting like a
socially challenged frat boy.” She patted Victor’s back. “It’s
okay. I can take your friend home too.”

#

The three stumbled out the
door, trying not to knock each other over, Beatrice practically
holding them upright. Victor was blinded by streetlamps and
thickening fog, and he saw a weird light in the bar’s television,
reminding him of that dream. But he shrugged it off as a trick of
liquor.

“Okay, guys.”
Beatrice gestured down the sidewalk. “My bike is there.”

“Bike?” Victor
did not understand, distracted by nothing. “You mean like
a—bicycle.”

“Yes, Victor.”
Beatrice radiated with sarcasm. “I ride a bicycle on the freeway.
No. I ride a motorcycle. It’s way more badass than a car. I can
still fit you both.”

Charles, having fallen
behind, staggered after them. “Guys, wait up!”

She guided Charles back to
the sidewalk. Sure enough, they came to a parking garage in mere
minutes and found Beatrice’s motorcycle—riveted and decorated with
a cobra seat and chrome pipework, and large enough to hold three
people, counting the sidecar.

Its license plate read,
DRAGULA.

“All right.”
Beatrice hopped on and revved the engine. “Who wants
shotgun?”

The next thing he knew,
Victor was clinging onto Beatrice’s waist for dear life, while
Charles stared wide-eyed in terror from the right. The cold night
air swept through Beatrice’s bangs. She smiled, zipping down the
avenues and onto the freeway.

Victor, despite his drunken
haze, felt like he was in some high-speed nightmare, squeezing the
driver as tight as he could without actually hurting
her.

“I wish I’d
walked,” he muttered in a maddened mantra. “I wish I’d
walked.”

Victor wondered just how
often “bikes” crashed near the interstate, drivers mutilated in an
inferno of metal and gasoline. He shuddered and glanced at the
speedometer.

80
MPH

“Having fun?!”
Beatrice shouted as loud as she could.

“No!” was all he
could muster.

She laughed and slowed down
to sixty-five.

At this barely tolerable and
legal speed, he tried to see something beyond the surrounding fog,
only to hear something truly uncanny. First came a wail on the
wind, a noise no vehicle could make. Victor glanced over his
shoulder, eyes wide. Some cars stopped in mid-lane, others
accelerated beyond the possible, as the concrete and yellow lines
warped in the mist.

And then, a rift between two
worlds ruptured.

Victor’s hold slipped and he
looked away, almost falling onto the pavement. Beatrice swerved to
the side, piloting the bike carefully so as not to send them
flying. But in mid-turn, Victor gazed in horror as a truck’s
headlights closed in, its horn drowned by the cries of his panic,
and for a time, he saw only whiteness, ears ringing with a familiar
voice.

I warned you,
clearer than day, but you did not listen. Now you must pay the
price, for darkness has descended. Dreams are just as important as
reality, and now your perception is obscured by the fog of pride
and denial. But how you react is your choice alone.

“Victor?”
Beatrice’s voice rang past the delirium. “Victor!”

He snapped back to reality,
lying next to the sputtering motorcycle, Beatrice and Charles
looming over him. It was clear what he saw, and it wasn’t a
hallucination.

Charles stared in shock,
beginning to sober up. “You—you’re not dead!”

Victor tried to speak but
found himself at a loss for words. Time had stopped, the city
sights obscured by billowing mist, save for its source—a ripple in
reality, all churning and ethereal, a vortex of darkness and
starlight, nearer than it looked.

“What
is that?” Charles stared
at the black hole, and from its threshold came a melody of twisted
metal in G minor. “V-Victor,” he stuttered. “What is
that?”

“I…,” Victor
choked. “I don’t know. But I think it’s calling to me.”

“Calling to you?”
Beatrice came to his side. “What the fuck are you talking
about?”

“My God,” Charles
chuckled, as if trying to lighten the mood, though something was
wrong. Horribly wrong. “This was real for you, and now—real for
us?”

“Real for us?”
Beatrice’s voice tightened. “What kind of shit is that?! This has
to be some kind of mass hysteria or something! This is just a bad
accident, and—”

Suddenly, a shrieking chord
filled the air, echoing from the toppled bike’s radio, and Victor
turned his head. His own shadow extended into the rift, where doll
masks floated in a pool of oozing ichor, all roiling and viscous,
their bodies slowly rising.

Charles’s jaw dropped, and
he took a step back. “What the—?”

The shadows charged towards
Victor with infernal cries, as if drawn to his terror. He felt
someone tackle him, and the next thing he knew, Beatrice loomed
over him.

“Run.” She
flipped a combat knife from her boot stop, kneeling.
“Run!”

Victor hoisted himself up.
This was his chance—but then what? Hide in his apartment? Drift
deeper into madness? No. This was a darkness of his own making.
Victor felt something in his pocket again, the Moon Arcana, the
omen of dreams and fantasy, igniting another possibility, opening
the way to a road less traveled.

“I….” Victor
pinched the cards desperately. “Brave or stupid. I need to
know.”

At that moment inky
tentacles swept him up, tossing him into the portal before Victor
could even scream. In his petrification, all peeled away to a
maelstrom of deepest fog, where stars were warped towards a
funnel’s end. At the end was an eye, its gaze unblinking and
unrelenting, like the lens of a cosmic camera. And so, Victor saw
reality’s threads thin, cast into whatever lay beyond, blinded by
nothingness, until the voice returned.

Welcome to your
innermost world.
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