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Some things die. Some things disappear. And some things remain.
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Sometimes, it is only the beginning of the haunting.

Forever Nevermore.

Caveat Lector.

Copyright 2026 by Rare Square Publishing

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by applicable copyright law.

Some material in this anthology may have been previously published on Medium.com. The individual authors retain the rights to their respective contributions unless otherwise stated.

ISBN: 9798193746973

Published for Piney Woods Writers Group by

Rare Square Publishing

2490 Wells Landing Road

Onalaska, TX 77360

dennismwaller@yahoo.com

719-231-7048

Disclaimer

The stories, characters, places, and events portrayed in this book are works of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental, except where otherwise specifically noted.

References to real cities, locations, historical events, organizations, or other real-world subjects are used for fictional purposes and should not be interpreted as implying that the events depicted actually occurred.

The authors have no intention of portraying any individual, organization, profession, community, belief, religion, place, or country in a defamatory or disparaging manner.

And, of course, if you happen to know any of the ghosts, ghouls, vampires, werewolves, or other creatures appearing in these pages, seek immediate help.

Editor of record – J.W. Hale

Contents

A Word from the Piney Woods Writers Group

About the Piney Woods Writers Group

Mine Forevermore by Pamela Reilly

Cycles by Chuck Mize

Love Story by Austin Deepwood

Late Night Fries by Zoe McDonald

Prison of Skin by J.W. Hale

Skeleton Key by Kristen York

Destination Unknown by Carolyn Bresnahan

Between One Breath and the Next by Holly Belle

Unnamed by Zoe McDonald

Turning a New Leaf by Michael L Huff

Repentance or Confession? By J.W. Hale

There’s No ‘I’ At All by Bella Pritchett

Soul Jumper by Pamela Reilly

Mad Hattie by Carolyn Bresnahan

Camping Near Bath Road, A Tall Tale of The Piney Woods by J.W. Hale

Swamp Witch  by Amelia Templeton

Panic by Kristen York

The Ones Beneath by Carolyn Bresnahan

The Room by Chuck Mize

A Minute Between Years by J.L. White

Disappearances by Bella Pritchett

Bent Time by Edie Leavengood

They Remember by Dennis Waller

Step Aside by Austin Deepwood

The Second Glass by Dennis Waller

Biographies

More from the Nevermore Series

Other Books by Rare Square Publishing

One Last Word

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Word from the Piney Woods Writers Group
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Forever Nevermore is the 5th anthology of the Piney Woods Writers Group, the 3rd in the Nevermore Series. Thanks to the multi-talented Dennis Waller – author, editor, publisher, and herder of cats – our humble little group from Walker County, Texas, has the privilege, once again, to collaborate on a collection of stories and see our work in print. From experienced authors, like Mr. Waller, to talented young authors getting their first taste of publishing, this anthology has a little something for every reader – tall tales and fairy tales, haunted places and terrifying monsters, stories that will suspend physical laws and cause you to wonder if death is truly the end. So, sit back, dim the lights if you dare, and delve into the supernatural world of Nevermore.

Pamela Reilly, Group Leader
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About the Piney Woods Writers Group
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The Piney Woods Writers Group is a community of writers brought together by a shared love of storytelling and the written word. Representing a variety of backgrounds, voices, and genres, its members encourage one another to explore their creativity, develop their craft, and bring their stories to life.

Through fellowship, feedback, and a mutual passion for writing, the group provides a place where both experienced and emerging writers can learn, grow, and share their work.

Forever Nevermore represents the collective imagination of its contributors—twenty-four distinct voices, each bringing something different from the shadows.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Mine Forevermore by Pamela Reilly
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She wasn’t supposed to go before him. She was the healthy one, - that is until the hidden cancer was found, eating away at her body. His beloved Rebekah was gone before he could catch his breath.

How could he live without her? She was his whole life now that their son was grown now with a family of his own.

The silence, the unending silence. There was no rustling in the house of her cleaning or cooking or God-knows-what she filled her time with apart from him. Apart from him...

Jim turned on the TV trying to fill the impossible void. A commercial - of course. Before he could switch to streaming, a man’s resonate voice caught his attention. 

“Have you recently lost a loved one? Do you wish you could see them and talk to them one more time? Well, we can’t raise the dead, but here at Resurrection AI, we can give you the next best thing.” 

The accompanying video showed a distraught woman at a funeral, wiping her teary eyes. Then the scene switched to her sitting at her laptop, happily talking to someone on a video call. “Oh, darling, it’s so good to see you again.”

“What’s wrong dear?” the man on the screen asked, a look of concern in his eyes.

“Well, it’s like this...” The woman’s voice faded into the background as the narrator resumed.

“We borrow a few pictures, texts, and videos of your departed loved one and recreate their avatar online. So real, it’s like having them back in your life again.”

Just to hear her voice again would be worth all the money in the world, Jim thought. He quickly grabbed his phone and punched in the number shown on the TV screen.

What a relief it was just to have someone patiently listen to him as he poured out his heart over the phone recounting how he had recently lost his wife. Once his grief was spent, the operator spoke as a pastor or counselor would. “I’m so sorry to hear of your loss, Mr. Smith. Forty-five years! Such a long time to be together. I hope that we can ease your grief with the services we provide.

“We will need your permission to access your wife’s digital footprint – pictures, texts, videos. The more we have, the more life-like her creation will be.”

“Rebekah also kept a diary. Maybe that would help.”

“Indeed, Mr. Smith. We will send you a self-addressed postage-paid envelope for any such items you think might help us. And we will email the digital release forms and the packages we offer.”

Jim felt relieved after the conversation had ended - that feeling you get when you do something, anything, in impossible situations, even though it doesn’t resolve the issue. But later, as he searched through his wife’s personal belongings, he felt ill at ease. As he flipped through Rebekah’s last diary, he was tempted to read a few entries. No, that felt like prying. Then how could he share such intimate thoughts with a stranger? 

But in the end, he sent the diary, along with a few other items he thought might be of use.  

***
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Jim was amazed when he received an email containing sample images of Rebekah, along with the packages Resurrection AI offered. This was not a cartoon avatar, but his wife at different stages of life. He gravitated toward the younger images of her. Was this wrong? He rejected the “Intimate” package, offering sexual images and verbal foreplay. No way could they duplicate the “intimate” memories of Rebekah, and it was not what he desired as much as just plain old everyday interactions. Yes, he knew what he wanted and he was prepared to pay any price to have her back, in any way he could. He made his choice, signed the forms, gave them his credit card number and hit send.

***
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Who hasn’t wished they could phone heaven to talk to a loved one? And now Jim could. Her image, her voice, all so very real that he easily forgot it was not truly his wife. He missed her physical presence, of course, but seeing her on the screen, hearing her voice, made him believe that she was simply on vacation rather than dead. He believed in an afterlife. Maybe this company really had found a way to phone heaven. She was beautiful, smiling, agreeable, maybe even better than the original, he chuckled. 

“Ah, Honey, how I’ve missed you,” Jim said looking into his young wife’s eyes, beaming with love from the screen of his laptop.

“But here I am, back again. You can talk to me anytime.”

And he did, increasingly more often. It made him happy. And it made the Resurrection AI company happy, who charged by the minute.

***
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“Hi Dad. How have you been?” Jim’s son Nick asked him over the phone.

“Oh, I’m doing pretty well. Some aches and pains, but I’m glad to have my meds.”

“Are you getting up and moving?”

“I do what I can. Like I told your mom yesterday, life management is the best pain management.”

There was an awkward pause before Nick said, “You spoke to Mom yesterday?”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you...” Jim proceeded to tell Nick about the miracle of Resurrection AI.

“Dad, how much is this costing you?” 

“You can’t put a price on love,” Jim stated gruffly.

“But, Dad, it’s not Mom. It’s a chat bot with her face.”

“You don’t understand. You have Julie. Your children are still at home. I had nobody when your mom left me.” At this point his anger was turning to tears. “I can’t live without her. She is my life. Don’t you dare take her from me.”

The phone went dead. Nick was very concerned, but he resisted calling his dad back. Instead, he got out his own laptop and did a deep dive on Resurrection AI.

The further Nick went down the rabbit hole, the more alarmed he became. The founder and CEO of the company, Charles Lambrick, had a sketchy legal history. He had been accused of fraud and various cybercrimes but never found guilty, even when evidence seemed solid. The most alarming discovery was an accusation from one of Mr. Lambrick’s exes that he was involved in the occult. 

The most important thing to Nick was his father’s wellbeing. He had failed to convince him over the phone, so maybe it was time for a visit. Maybe he could persuade his dad to move in with him and his family to assuage his loneliness.

***
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Charles Lambrick asked his secretary to hold all his calls. He closed the door and drew the shades, sending his spacious office into darkness. He struck a match and lit a dark pillar candle encircled by a dragon. He slipped off his Italian loafers, and his knees hit the hardwood floor, a penance of pain to the one he served. Bowing his head, closing his eyes, he began to babble in an unknown language until he felt a hand rest upon his shoulder. He looked up to see a well-dressed man sitting in his office chair, as if just another executive from the company.

“I praise you, master,” Charles said.

“Your praise is received,” the man said, removing his hand. “How’s business?”

“I have done as you asked. Our AI programs have been implanted with prompt injections. Once the subjects are comfortable with the avatars of their loved ones, they will be convinced to do harm to themselves or others.”

“Excellent. I hear word already of subjects committing murder, suicide, or both through these persuasive avatars. You will be blessed if you worship and obey me.”

“Thank you, my lord,” replied Charles, bowing his head once again. The candle blew out and the demon was gone.

***
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“It’s been so hard without you, dear. I appreciate our conversations, but I miss your hugs and kisses,” Jim said to his wife’s avatar, or what he now considered as Rebekah herself.

“I’m so sorry I can’t be there with you,” she replied.

“It’s not your fault. It’s the damn cancer that took you from me.”

“The cancer didn’t kill me.” 

“What?”

“Sure, it weakened me, and the chemo made me sick, but overall, the treatments were helping me. I was actually feeling better the day Steve came to visit.”

“Our neighbor?” Jim was still in shock.

“Yes. He brought me flowers and was kind at first, but after the medical staff came and left and he knew we were alone, he became very hard and cold. He told me you’d been sleeping with Sally.”

“I would never do that to you,” Jim pleaded. “Or them.”

“I believe you, hon. But he was insistent. He said he was going to pay you back, hurt you by taking me away. He put something in my IV. That’s the last thing I remember.”

Steve? He and Jim were not just neighbors, but friends – backyard BBQs, borrowing each other’s yard equipment and just hanging out together. How could this be? Could he have really killed his wife?

“I can’t believe it,” he murmured.

“I know,” she said. “It shocked me too. I tried to convince him he was mistaken. But he was furious, stone cold with resolve. As I was fading out, I heard him say one last thing.”

“What’s that?” 

“I’m coming for Jim next.”

***
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Jim had heard enough. He said goodbye to Rebekah and went to load the shotgun he kept for defense. He went out into the backyard and fired a shot into the ground to test it. Then he went back into the house and peered through the shades at the neighbor’s house across the street. Both Steve and Sally’s vehicles were in the driveway, convincing him they were home. He picked up his cell phone and sent a message to Steve. “We need to talk. Come on over.” Then he sat in his recliner with his gun across his lap and waited. 

He heard noises outside but ignored them, waiting until he heard the expected knock. He did not want to see that traitor’s face, just eliminate the danger and have his vengeance. He positioned himself before the door and fired. The blast left a gaping hole in the door through which he could see that his target had fallen on the doorstep. He opened the door to ensure Steve was dead. But what he saw was the body of his son Nick slumped on the ground, riddled with bloody holes.
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Cycles by Chuck Mize
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The European leather of the steering wheel felt reassuringly cool beneath Lucy Beam’s tapping fingers, a tactile reminder of exactly who she was. She was a woman who didn't wait. She was a woman whose time had a specific, high-bracket dollar value. Yet, here she was, idling her pristine Mercedes SUV at an endless stop light, searching for a laundromat in a part of town she normally would not be caught dead in. The traffic light finally shifted, and Lucy gunned the Mercedes through the intersection. A block later, she pulled into a cracked asphalt lot binding a long-neglected strip center, its rusty metal siding weeping in disgrace. Lucy pulled up to the curb in the middle of the center and stared at a faded, flickering neon sign that read: 24-HR LAUNDRY.

"Unbelievable," she hissed, digging her manicured nails into the leather-wrapped steering wheel.

She had meticulously planned her day to complete every minute detail in preparation for the trip in the morning. At six o’clock in the morning, she and Mick were scheduled to board a first-class flight to Cabo for the annual executive retreat. It was an essential networking event for their business; Mick was angling to secure a new business partner, and Lucy had spent weeks selecting the perfect wardrobe to project just the right mix of effortless wealth and maternal grace. She had engineered every detail to project the image of a deeply moral, supportive wife. She would casually drop how she volunteered for the symphony gala. She would always leave at least a fifteen percent tip, even when the service was mediocre. She knew how to present herself as a good person. She knew how to help Mick reel them in.

But at nine o'clock this evening, the universe had conspired against her. Her state-of-the-art Miele washing machine had let out a pathetic, electronic whine and died mid-cycle, leaving her bespoke linen dresses and Mick’s custom-tailored Ralph Lauren shirts soaking in a pool of stagnant, soapy water. She finally found an after-hours repair technician who showed up with a maddening lack of urgency, but then promptly informed her that he couldn't get the necessary part until next Tuesday.

"Can't you just bypass it?" Lucy had demanded, her voice tight with an aristocratic edge. "I am leaving the country in seven hours. I will pay double your emergency rate."

The technician, a heavyset man whose uniform smelled faintly of stale cigarettes, had simply shrugged. "Can't fix what I don't have, lady."

Lucy had dismissed him with a look of profound disgust and practically shoved him out the door. Useful people were meant to be useful. When they failed in that singular purpose, they were merely obstacles.

With the technician gone, a frantic glance at her phone confirmed her worst fears: even the premium dry cleaners were long closed. She briefly entertained the idea of buying an entirely new wardrobe at a boutique when they landed in Cabo, but Mick squashed that idea. Despite his success, he still kept them on a strict corporate budget. They were wealthy, yes, but buying a brand-new wardrobe at a moment’s notice didn’t make sense to him, not when her closet was full. Besides, the annual meeting started with breakfast just after they landed. She didn’t have time for an impromptu shopping spree.  They weren’t that kind of wealthy. Not yet.

Which brought her here. To the edge of hell.

Lucy loathed laundromats. She hadn't set foot in one since her sophomore year at a mediocre state college, a period of her life she had successfully scrubbed from her social resume. After she landed Mick, all that was just part of her unfortunate past. 

To Lucy, laundromats presented a ridiculously ironic paradox: places designed for cleansing that were inherently, fundamentally filthy. They were the purgatories of the underclasses, monuments to domestic failure, reserved for those who could not do better. Normally, she wouldn’t take the chance of being seen in a place like this, but here she was.

She gathered the heavy plastic basket of wet, heavy laundry against her designer blouse, steeling herself as she pushed open the glass door of the laundromat with her elbow and backed in.

The sensory assault was instantaneous.

The air was thick and humid, heavy with a sickening olfactory cocktail: sour water trapped in aging pipes, overlaid with the suffocating perfume of cheap detergent and scorching machine oil. The humidity clung to her skin like a film of grease.

Lucy gagged audibly, pulling her silk scarf up over her nose. She looked around the long, narrow room. The floors were covered in cracked, yellowing linoleum tiles, some missing entirely to reveal the weeping concrete beneath. Gaps in the ceiling exposed a pitch-black void, hinting that something was up there, waiting. The few fluorescent lights that were not burned out, broken or missing altogether strained to cast an unearthly glow on row after row of oversized cylindrical machines lining the walls, looking like ancient sentinels guarding a cursed crypt.

The place appeared entirely deserted, save for a solitary figure in the far corner.

Lucy froze, tightening her grip on her laundry basket. Sitting in a bolted-down plastic chair beneath a buzzing, flickering fluorescent tube was a man. He was painfully thin, his frame swallowed by an oversized, grease-stained flannel shirt. His skin possessed a translucent, sickly pallor, stretching tightly over a prominent skeletal structure. His eyes were deeply sunken, ringed by dark, bruised shadows.

He didn't look at her. He didn't look at anything. His gaze was fixed entirely on the blank, scratched surface of the opposite wall—a dull, motionless expression that felt utterly hollow. A faraway, distant stare of absolute nothingness.

Great, Lucy thought, her lip curling in a sneer of profound distaste. A brainless meth head. Just what I need.

She kept her distance, deliberately walking down the opposite aisle to avoid getting anywhere near his radius. She felt a familiar surge of superiority. It was pathetic, really, how some people simply surrendered to life, choosing to rot in a fluorescent-lit tomb rather than pull themselves up. She, on the other hand, was a fighter. She was taking control of her bad situation.

She found a seemingly functional washer hiding in a row of once white, lint-covered machines—number 66, its metal exterior dented and scarred—and dumped her damp, expensive clothes inside. The dial required six quarters. She slammed the coins into the slot with unnecessary force, shoved the door shut, and watched with bitter satisfaction as the machine groaned to life, water splashing against the scuffed glass.

Thirty-five minutes. She would have to endure this wretched place for thirty-five minutes, plus drying time. It was already well past midnight, and this wasn’t making being on her six o'clock flight any easier, but at least she would make it and with the wardrobe exactly as she had planned.

Seeking a place to sit that wasn't covered in a layer of mystery grime or refuse left by thoughtless squatters, Lucy walked over to the row of massive industrial dryers. In front of them stood a long, laminate folding table meant for communal use.

But it wasn't empty.

Piled high in the center of the table was a massive, completely mismatched mountain of dry clothes. It was a chaotic jumble: faded work denim, oversized varsity sweatpants, delicate silk camisoles, and even tiny, threadbare children's shirts. Nothing matched. It looked less like one person's laundry and more like the fragmented remnants of a dozen different lives.

Lucy stared at the pile, her blood instantly beginning to simmer.

It was glaringly obvious what had happened. Some thoughtless, inconsiderate idiot had started their laundry, abandoned it to go smoke or wander the streets, and completely forgotten to come back. Consequently, someone else who actually valued their time had been forced to unload the abandoned clothes from a dryer just so they could use the machine.

"Typical," Lucy muttered aloud, her voice dripping with venom.

This was precisely why she despised these establishments and the people who frequented them. They had absolutely no concept of civic duty, no respect for the collective space, and zero consideration for others. They lived like animals, leaving their literal crap for the rest of the world to work around.

She sat down on the edge of a plastic bench; her eyes locked onto the offending pile of clothes. With every passing tick of the washing machine's timer, her internal monologue grew louder, sharper, and more furious.

Who do they think they are? she raged silently. The sheer, unadulterated laziness. I am a busy woman with a life of consequence, yet I have to sit here and look at this communal trash because some degenerate family couldn’t bother to keep track of their own history.

Fixated on the mixed pile of clothing, Lucy imagined the owner of the clothes—some obese, tracking-suit-wearing degenerate with too many kids, who probably lived on government subsidies, collecting a check while people like Mick worked eighty hours a week to pay for it. The injustice of it burned in her chest. She was the victim here—the one forced to sit in the middle of the night, sharing oxygen with the ghosts who had occupied this space before her.

By the time her washing machine let out a sharp, metallic click to signal the end of its cycle, Lucy was practically vibrating with a toxic, manic rage.

She marched over to machine 66, yanked her clothes out, and carried them to the row of dryers. There were multiple dryers, but they all bore yellowed, hand-written OUT OF ORDER signs taped to their glass doors. Only one was functional: dryer number 6, a large industrial unit directly adjacent to the folding table.

Lucy approached the dryer, but as she reached for the handle, her eyes returned to the mountain of abandoned clothes sitting on the folding table right next to it.

A sudden, malicious impulse took hold of her. Why should they get a free ride? Why should their disgusting belongings occupy a clean folding surface while she had to struggle?

In a sudden, vicious movement, Lucy grabbed a massive armful of the stranger’s abandoned, cold clothes. With a sneer of pure hatred, she shoved them violently into a dirty, half-full industrial trash can sitting next to the folding table. 

"There," she hissed into the empty room. "Deal with that, you lazy freaks."

With self-righteous satisfaction she placed her own wet, expensive garments into the open dryer and slammed the heavy dryer door shut, fed the quarters into the machine, and hit the start button. The machine started with a loud demonic screech as the massive drum slowly began to turn with a heavy, rhythmic thump-thump-thump.

Lucy retreated back to her bench, her chest heaving slightly, a twisted sense of triumph warming her veins. She checked her gold Cartier watch. One thirty in the morning. She would still make it home with enough time to pack. 

Thump-thump-thump.

She sat in the oppressive heat, the rhythmic tumbling of the dryer acting as a metronome for her impatience. Thump-thump-thump. She actively avoided looking at the thin man in the corner. He hadn't blinked. He hadn't shifted an inch. He remained a statue of pale meat, staring into the middle distance. 

Thump-thump-thump.  

Finally, after what felt like an eternity in hell, the dryer let out a loud, harsh buzz that echoed like a banshee against the dingy concrete-block walls.

Lucy stood up, smoothing down her skirt. "Finally," she sighed through an exasperated breath.

She walked over to the dryer, her mind already shifting to her packing list. Linen dress, sun hat, the diamond earrings...

She yanked the heavy metal door of the dryer open. A wave of intense, dry heat hit her face, carrying that same suffocating scent of synthetic lavender and hot, oily metal. Underneath it, though, was something else—the sharp, copper tang of old blood and rotten sulfur. 

She reached her arm into the cylindrical drum to grab her clothes. 

Her fingers brushed empty air. 

Lucy frowned, blinking against the searing heat, her eyes watering as she peered inside. The dryer drum was dark, but as her eyes adjusted, she realized with a cold jolt of confusion that the backplate wasn't where it was supposed to be. The interior of the machine stretched backward into an impossibly deep, cavernous tunnel of corrugated metal—extending far beyond the physical boundaries of the wall. Her clothes were visible, but they were bunched up far in the back, looking small, crumpled, and impossibly distant. 

A strange silence surrounded her. The low, rumbling vibration of the building’s plumbing seemed to suddenly cut out, the sputtering buzz of dying fluorescent lights disappeared, leaving an eerie, vacuum-like quiet that made the skin on the back of her neck prickle.

"What is wrong with this piece of junk?" she muttered, her voice echoing hollowly into the dark tube. 

Driven by pure annoyance, she stepped closer, leaning her upper torso entirely into the circular opening of the dryer. Her waist pressed hard against the sharp, unyielding metal rim. She stretched her arms out as far as they would go, her fingers straining, just barely brushing the edge of her favorite white linen dress. 

Suddenly, the pile of clothes at the back of the dark tunnel moved.

It wasn't a loose shift or a collapse of the pile. The fabric abruptly billowed outward, and from beneath the tangled, expensive cottons, something emerged. 

Two hands.

They were not human. They were long, impossibly elongated skeletal structures wrapped in a translucent, weeping grey skin that looked like wet parchment. The fingers ended in jagged, blackened keratin talons that scraped against the corrugated metal. The screech vibrated directly into Lucy’s teeth, a sound like glass grinding on bone. She was paralyzed, her face close enough to inhale the freezing, stagnant reek of the thing’s flesh.

Before Lucy could even process the sheer physical impossibility of what she was seeing, the grey hands shot forward with the speed of a striking viper. 

The talons clamped around her wrists like iron manacles. 

The grip was impossibly tight and freezing cold—a biting, sub-zero temperature that instantly blistered the skin of her arms, burning straight through the delicate silk of her designer blouse.

Lucy let out a sharp, choked gasp, her heart brutally hammering against her ribs. "What—no! Let go!"

She tried to pull back, but the strength behind the hands was monumental, gravity-defying. With a sudden, violent jerk, the entity in the dark pulled. 

Lucy’s boots snapped off the linoleum floor. She was dragged violently forward, the sharp metal lip of the dryer door chewing painfully through her clothes and scraping the skin of her midsection. She kicked her legs wildly, her boots scuffing frantically against the exterior frame of the machine, trying to find purchase, trying to leverage herself backward. But there was nothing to hold onto. The smooth, hot metal offered no grip. She was entirely powerless as she was hauled into the consuming throat of the machine.

In a state of blind, hysterical panic, she twisted her head back toward the open room, looking over her shoulder. 

Through the circular frame of the dryer door, the laundromat was dead silent, unchanged. And there, in the corner, sat the pale, slender man under the buzzing fluorescent light. 

"Please!" Lucy screamed, tears of absolute horror spilling down her cheeks, obliterating her makeup. "Please, mister! Help me! It's pulling me in! Look at me! HELP ME!" 

The man did not move. His hollow, sunken eyes remained fixed entirely on the blank wall in front of him. 

"You idiot! Look at me!" Lucy screamed, her natural entitlement flaring even in the jaws of death. "Do something! I'll pay you! I have money! I have a life of consequence! I have a flight at six AM!" 

The pale man didn't even blink. 

Another violent, skeletal jerk from the darkness cut her off. The entity dug its talons deep into her wrists and hauled her past the threshold. Her shins cracked against the metal rim as the freezing, stale darkness swallowed her whole. The world of executive retreats, symphony galas, and social resumes vanished, replaced by an oppressive void that reeked of copper and decay. 

Even as the freezing darkness swallowed her, Lucy fought with everything she had left, her fingers clawing uselessly at the weeping grey skin of the monster. She was entirely hopeless, drowning in a reality she couldn't comprehend, yet she couldn't stop the furious, desperate words from tearing out of her throat. 

"You can't do this to me!" she shrieked into the abyss, her voice cracking into a raw, final sob. "Don't you know who I am? I'm Lucy Beam! I'm a good person! I don't belong in a place li—"

With a definitive, heavy snap, the demonic darkness claimed her, cutting her off mid-sentence. 

Outside, the heavy metal door of the dryer slammed shut with a dull, echoing thud. 

The laundromat sat silent. The only sounds were the low, electrical hum of failing fluorescent fixtures and the distant, muffled whoosh of an occasional car driving past on the street outside.

A long, heavy moment of absolute stillness passed. Minutes ticked by on the cracked wall clock. Then... the dryer buzzed. 

Slowly, the pale, slender man in the corner stirred.

There was no sudden awakening, no horror or realization in his eyes. Instead, his body moved with the agonizing, jerking rigidity of a machine whose gears had finally been engaged by the timer's end. He stood up slowly, his movements entirely devoid of life, his spine popping in a dry, rhythmic sequence that mimicked the thump-thump-thump of the turning drums. 

He walked with slow, measured steps across the yellowed linoleum floor, his worn shoes making no sound. He did not look at Lucy’s pristine Mercedes sitting idle in the otherwise empty parking lot or become distracted from his task by the headlights of a passing car as they reflected through the glass. He stopped directly in front of dryer number 6. 

He reached out a pale, trembling hand and pulled the dryer door open with a quiet click. 

Inside, the drum was completely empty of human life. There was no trace of Lucy Beam. No jewelry, no designer blouse, no French-tipped nails, no lingering echo of her desperate social resume. 

There was only a pile of clothes. A jumble of expensive linen dresses and custom-tailored shirts. 

The man reached into the machine, his movements practiced, routine, and entirely unbothered by the residual scent of sulfur and burnt silk. He gathered the entire tangled pile of clothes into his arms, lifted them out, and carried them over to the communal folding table. 

Then, his gaze flicked downward. For the first time, a microscopic tremor crossed his blank expression as he looked at the dirty, half-full industrial trash can. He leaned down, his skeletal joints groaning, and manually retrieved the garments Lucy had violently shoved into the garbage. 

Carefully, meticulously, he shook the debris from the trashed clothing. He began to fold. He smoothed out the wrinkles of the stranger's sweatpants, then laid Lucy’s tailored linen dresses directly over them. He stacked them all together, smoothing the fabric with his cold, calloused palms, erasing the boundaries between the wealthy and the under classed until they were just a single, indistinguishable mountain of abandoned cotton. 

He didn't move out of malice, but because the table required a pile.

Without a word, without a single change in his dull, hollow expression, the man turned around. He walked back to his bolted-down plastic chair in the far corner of the room. 

He sat down. He adjusted his grease-stained flannel shirt. 

And then, leaning his head back against the wall, he fixed his gaze on the blank space in front of him, staring deep into a faraway, distant nothingness. All had been returned to order; the laundry was done. 

He closed his eyes, sinking back into the quiet rust of the room, waiting for the next load to finish. 
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“If I were the sun way up there, I’d go with love most everywhere,

I’ll be the moon when the sun goes down, just to let you know that I’m still around.”

-Otis Redding

The ancient golem pushes through the thick night air, wise beyond the twenty-three years of its current caretaker slumped weary and low in the saddle.  The cruel heat of miles past has taken its toll.  The highway song that sometimes proves a reprieve has instead turned as oppressive as the humidity; effectively pounding a nail right through the man’s forehead, ebbing away at his constitution.  He is too tired to turn back, and too tired to press on.  The relentless dull roar of the wind and the motor smother him and ebb away at his psyche like a river. 

And yet on this particular night, on this particular roadway, and on this particular mile, the cacophony of the machine is all but swallowed up by the primordial forest encroaching the narrow ribbon of ninety-year-old blacktop it glides down.  Miles ago, the dim beam of the bike’s headlamp had cast light upon small shadows amongst the pines; tenants of a strange world who long ago developed an instinct to steer clear of the affairs of men and man. But the foliage had since thickened, had become airtight, and now choked away any possibility of life.  The trees towered into the blackness above, stoic and nearly as sage as the malevolence passing them by.  The air is only stirred by the stranger in the saddle.  There is no breeze.  The heavens are scarcely visible.

As the man struggles to take stock of the hopelessness of the situation, an ethereal glow in the bend ahead draws his eye and hints at the improbable.  Miles and miles of deserted and neglected roadways are not wont to offer luxuries like gas stations or c-stores, and yet there it was: civilization.  

The castoff from the neon lights of the ramshackle roadhouse hangs in the humidity like a sickly halo; a hinterland oasis that looks to have been constructed long before the approaching motorcycle had ever rolled off of an assembly line.  A pickup truck and a few ratty cars in the parking lot offer promise.

The young rider, numb from miles in the saddle, gingerly navigates the gravel parking lot; boots slipping once, twice in the rocks as he backs the machine up towards one of the railroad ties flanking the front of the building.  The thunder is silenced.  Gloves are tucked between bars and the tank.  The golem ticks and taps and titters as its motor sheds the heat of the road into the sticky night air; but otherwise says nothing.  Had anyone been present to see it, they might have detected a knowing grin reflecting off the chrome as the rider crunches away towards the building’s only entrance.  There are no windows, and the heart of the Harley Seventy-Four is far and away the
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