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			Readers Beware

			You are traveling into a dark and humorous place. We start you off with light, soft stories, but be warned. 

			You will find yourself falling into the ever darker, gorier, and more demonic stories with each passing page. 

			You may look at your couch, your washer, and even television and wonder if you should be laughing anymore. 

			Will your household turn on you? 

			Keep your Owner’s Manuals close by!

		

	
		
			The Fisherman Nutcracker

			By Kerry Evelyn

			Nutcracker

			Was that…sunlight? I’d been in the dark so long I’d forgotten the blinding power of the sun. I snapped my eyes shut. The surface under me shifted. A need to get to the light consumed me.

			“Did you hear that?” The high pitched feminine voice grated my eardrums. 

			“Hear what?” Another young female, with a lower voice.

			“I think that box is moving.” The first voice again. A box?

			I felt them approach before I could see them. The filmy fabric that had served as my bonds was removed. Dare I open my eyes?

			“It kinda looks like the wooden sailor figures my grandpa has on his mantle. Have you ever seen anything like it?” The first girl asked.

			“Hmmm…” The second girl. “No. What about you, Meggie?“ She got closer, and I could feel her breath on my face. ”I think it might be a nutcracker.”

			“I think you’re right, Mellie.” A third young lady. “I wonder why it’s painted with its eyes closed.”

			Maybe because it didn’t want to be disturbed from its sleep, I thought. I slowly lifted one eyelid. I was right. Directly above, three adolescent girls gathered around me.  Well, if I couldn’t rest, then I would have a little fun. 

			I opened my eyes.

			The first girl screamed. “Did you see that?!” I stared at her. 

			“Oh my goodness! The eyes are open!” The one called Meggie started to shake. “I swear they were closed. Maddie, when you found it, they were closed, right?”

			“Uh-huh, I swear it!” That Maddie’s voice was as high-pitched as I’ve ever heard. 

			“Hold on a sec.” The quiet one leaned in curiously and stuck her hand out toward me. It cupped my back and she lifted me up.  I held her gaze. 

			With gentle care, she looked me up and down, examined every inch of me and I was glad I was wearing my finest yellow rain slicker. She stroked my beard then set me to rest upright on a flat surface. 

			I didn’t like the way they stared at me. I shift my eyes to my left. A gargantuan brown box sat at the other end of the plane. Had I been in there?

			Mellie leaned in and looked me right in the eyes. “There’s a story Old Man Wetherby told me once about his father. His dad had been lost at sea when he was just a boy.”

			This girl was smart. Her friends leaned in. I knew this story. I was this story.

			“His dad had been captaining a ship that was returning to port.  He said they must have been trying to beat the squall, but they didn’t make it.”

			We had been trying to beat the squall. The crew hadn’t seen their families in months. To sail around the storm would have meant days of delay. The crew had unanimously voted to push on.

			“What happened?” Meggie asked.

			“The ship crashed on the rocks, and went down. All on board drowned. In the next few weeks, things from the wreck began to turn up on the beach. Old Man Wetherby collected everything he could. He told me his favorite thing was a fisherman nutcracker. He said it reminded him of his dad. I bet this is it.”

			“Oh, wow,” Maddie said. “I wonder how it ended up in the donation box, then, if he liked it so much?”

			“I don’t know.” Mellie frowned. “Probably no one realized what it was. He said he had lost a box of his stuff when he moved after his father died. Do you think we should save it for him? Let him decide?”

			Donation box? I’d been sleeping in a donation box?

			“Yes, let’s do that,” Meggie agreed. “Mellie, maybe your mom can stop at the Roosevelt on our way home?”

			The Roosevelt? The asylum? It had been a long time since I had thought about that place. What was my son doing there?

			“I’m sure she can. Let me text her.” The Mellie girl held up a rectangular device and drew on it with her index finger. She paused, then slid her finger on it again. “Mom says sure, just be ready 15 minutes earlier than we had planned to leave.” She lifted me up and stared at me again. “I could have sworn his eyes were painted shut when we found him.  I must be so tired my eyes are playing tricks on me.”

			No, missy, er - Mellie. Your eyes were not playing tricks on you. Heehee!

			“Should we bring the whole box?” Maggie asked. 

			“Nah. Looks like there’s just some old curtains and dishtowels. Those can go.” Mellie carried me to higher surface. From my new vantage point, I could see we were in the back of a church. Awareness dawned. The half-dozen stained glass Tiffany windows on either side were the same as they’d been in my youth. Gone were the whitewashed family seating boxes and plain white benches behind them. In their place were rows of finely-polished pews that rivaled the fanciest I’d seen in the cathedrals overseas. Someone had taken great care creating them.  How long had I been sleeping?

			I watched the girls for a while. They had a handful of boxes set up on their table, and were sorting items into bigger bins under the table. Toys, home goods, clothing, books, etc.  Kinds of things I’d never seen before. How long had I been sleeping?

			I almost jumped when the sound of “Revelry” began to play. I stood at attention. I searched for a trumpet player with my eyes, but didn’t see anyone else in the room. Turned out it was that girl’s device. Strange kind of magic, it was. 

			“Time to meet Mom.” The girls headed toward me. Maddie picked me up. “Eyes are definitely open.”

			She carried me down the side of the pews to the doorway situated behind the altar to the reception area in the back of the church. That was different, too. A beautifully polished desk matched a wardrobe behind it to the left. A bible verse was painted on the wall to the right of it. And Jesus said unto them, Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men. Matthew 4:19. How quaint for a seaside town.

			“You girls ready to go?” The lady who was presumably Mellie’s mother held a large bag on her shoulder and keys in her hand. She peered at me and raised her eyebrow. “What is that?”

			I tried not to be insulted. It was a fair question. 

			“It’s a nutcracker, Miss Tracy!” Maddie explained.

			“See, Mom?” Mellie rotated me until I was belly-down on her palm and wiggled my lever. I laughed.

			“Huh.” Her mother grunted. “All right, then. Let’s go.”

			In a second, I was tossed into a deep cavernous sack, being jostled among the girl Mellie’s personal effects. My head landed near the rectangular device and it lit up, displaying a glowing image of a horse’s face. 

			I abhor horses.

			I concentrated my thoughts and willed it to go away. It flew out of the bag. Did I do that?

			“Oops!” Meggie exclaimed. “Dropped my phone! Guess I missed tossing it into my tote.” “Oh darn, the screen is cracked.” That thing was a phone? Must be witchcraft!

			“Oh no!” Maggie’s figure cast a shadow over me. “Does it still work?”

			“Yes, for now at least.” Mellie frowned. “I’ll keep it in my pocket til I can get it fixed. I should have gotten a screen protector.” 

			The bag was set down on a surface and it began vibrating. Must be in a vehicle of some sort. Smooth ride. It came to a stop about ten minutes later and the sack was tossed again. This time I was face up on top of a spiky hair brush. Well, that had to go.

			“Mellie, you dropped your brush,” Maddie said.

			“Thanks!”

			“Geez, girl, you’re a mess,” the older woman proclaimed. “Get it together.”

			“Yes, Mom.”

			With every step, the sack banged up against the girl and everything shifted. By the time she pulled me out, I was head-down and wedged between two smaller zippered sacks. Women.  Doesn’t matter the age. They all seem to need to carry everything they own on them everywhere they go. 

			“Have a seat and make yourselves comfortable,” an authoritative voice instructed. The girls gabbed and I tried not to listen. 

			Suddenly a familiar voice caught my attention. It sounded just like my father. 

			“Well, well, what a nice surprise!” The old man’s voice froze me. Could it be? “Four lovely visitors come to visit a cranky old man!”

			“Hi, Mr. Wetherby!”

			“Hey, Charley,” Mellie’s mom greeted the voice. Charley? My Charley? That couldn’t be right. My Charley couldn’t be that old. He was just a boy. I needed to see for myself.

			“We found something we think belongs to you in a donation box,” Mellie explained. “I just wanted to make sure you wanted to get rid of it.” Her hands closed around me inside the sack. “Kat may not have known when she was packing up your things, but I remembered a story you told me.”

			Mellie lifted me out of the sack and set me on a surface. I blinked. In front of me was an old man who resembled my father, down to the short white fuzz on his chin. But it couldn’t be.

			He leaned in until his face was only an inch away. “Oh, yes, I remember this,” he whispered. “It belonged to my father. I haven’t seen it since before Mother and I moved in with the Captain.”

			It was my boy. Charley Wetherby was no longer the young lad I’d left behind on my last voyage. He had to be pushing eighty by the looks of him. What year was it? How long had I been trapped inside this wooden host?

			He lifted me into his hands gently. We swiveled and glided for a moment and stopped in between a couch and a wingchair. Was he in a wheelchair? I strained to see. The sitting room at the asylum had changed, but the red brick fireplace was the same. Why was my son in the asylum? Above it hung a portrait of Theodore Roosevelt, who had visited our area of Maine when I was young.  It had made a real impression on me that someone would have that much money and donate it so that land could become a National Park.  But what a fine park Acadia National Park was. They’d named this place after him. 

			“Thanks, Mellie.” His voice cracked. “This is definitely not something I want to donate.” He looked away from me. “Do they all know the story?” he asked her.

			“I don’t think so. Truthfully, I don’t remember all of it. Maybe you could retell it?”

			He nodded. From where I laid on a quilt in his lap I had a perfect view of him. His face, old and weathered, crinkled as he fought back tears. Good boy. Crying is for women.

			“I was born during the Great Depression. My father was a Great War veteran who became a fisherman after the war. He was captain of the ship and he’d go out for months at a time. The Maritime Academy was new back then, and this place was an asylum for the afflicted. Both his parents were patients here, and times were hard for my mother when he was gone. The academy offered him a job, and he accepted. He just had to get through one last fishing trip. No one really knows what happened.” 

			He looked down at me, as if I could answer him. I wished I could. Maybe I could get into his thoughts. 

			“A storm came up suddenly. We were all worried because it was during the time frame they were expected back in Winter Harbor.”

			He took a deep breath. I could have heard a pin drop. 

			“If they had sailed around it, it would have delayed their return. He would have missed his first day at his new job.” 

			He stroked my face. I wished I could explain. 

			“Residents at the Point claim to have seen the schooner sailing by as lightning struck. The next day, the ship was sighted crashed up against the rocks. Things began to float to shore.”

			“Wow, I’m so sorry,” the girl called Meggie sounded so sad. 

			“How old were you?” Mellie asked.

			“I was six.” He looked at me, as if he could see right through me. Maybe he could. I closed my eyes, and opened them again. I’m so sorry, son. Look at me.

			He looked down at me. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. His eyes bored into me.

			I know. We were okay, Dad. 

			Was I really hearing his thoughts? Or was that my imagination?

			“That must have been so horrible for you.” Mellie’s mother touched his shoulder. “No wonder you came back when Kat’s parents and grandparents were lost in their own horrific shipwreck.”

			He didn’t answer right away, rubbing the back of his head, his incredulous expression still trained on me. “Yes, ma’am. I left for the Marines as soon as I was able. I hated my stepfather. My mother remarried quick. Captain Huttleston was my dad’s friend and he was kind to her. He didn’t know what to do with me. I was a mess. I wish I had been different.” He looked right at me. “I know my father was doing what he thought was best, taking a job close to home to take care of us all. When he went missing, I felt abandoned.”

			Oh, kid. That was never my intention. I just wanted to get home to my family.

			“Mom had run out of money while he was away. She took in laundry work just to feed us. Dad had told her that my grandfather had hidden money somewhere in the house before they moved to the asylum. We searched that house up and down, inside and out. Never found it. We came here to see if we could get answer from him. He just kept repeating the word, ‘Teddy’ and staring at the portrait up there.” He shook his head. “No one ever knew what happened to the money.”

			“Hmm…” Sneakered feet padded over the hardwood floors. “Maybe it was clue.”

			“He was just a crazy old man. He and my grandmother got what we now call Alzheimer’s’ early on. Sometimes they didn’t even know who we were.”

			“Maddie, Meggie, come here. Let’s see what’s behind this.”

			“Mellie, who do you think you are, Nancy Drew?” Mellie’s mother chastised. “Don’t wreck that ancient thing.”

			I couldn’t see what they were doing. I concentrated with all strength to try to shift my position. Tell them to pull out the brick.

			“Pull out the brick?” he asked.

			“That’s my plan,” Mellie said. Good. She was smarter than I thought.

			“Dad?” Charley whispered. “Your eyes are glowing.”

			Well, how about that. I want to see. He rotated me to face the fireplace. The girls took great care to lift the painting from its anchors. They set it on the ground. Mellie stepped up onto the base of the fireplace and ran her fingers along the bricks. 

			“This one is loose!”

			Well, how about that. 

			“Mom, do you have a nail file?” Wordlessly, Tracy reached in her handbag and pulled out a metal nail file. Her daughter took it and began to scrape around the loose brick. Her friends stood on either side of her. Charley and I watched along with bated breath. 

			Mellie pulled the brick out and peered inside the hole. “There’s something in there!” 

			Her friends stepped up next to her. “What is it?” Maddie asked.

			“I’m not sure.” She stuck her hand in. “Feels like velvet.” She pulled out a long black pouch about the size of a shoe and held it up. “You should open it,” she said as she offered the pouch to Charley.

			“I can’t believe it. After all this time…” Charley was clearly unprepared. I was a bit surprised myself. But only a bit. My father had always been full of surprises.

			Charley propped me on his lap and took the pouch. I watched as he reached in and pulled out a wad of war bonds.

			“Holy Mary, Mother of God,” he whispered. “They’re all issued to my father.” Tears streamed down his cheeks. He looked up at Mellie. “Thank you,” he croaked. 

			“That is so cool,” Meggie breathed. “What’s that all worth?”

			“A lot,” Tracy said. She looked at me. “Um, that thing’s eyes are glowing…”

			“It’s priceless,” Charley said, ignoring Tracy’s comment. “He didn’t leave us high and dry after all. I wonder why my grandfather hid this in the chimney?”

			I wondered that, too. Crazy old man.

			A flash lit up the room. There was a loud crack and I felt as if I was being torn in two. Another flash. Rain pelted my face as I slid down the deck toward violent, salty waves. A final flash and my eyes closed, as the sea took me down, down to where I should have perished all those years ago…
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			Are You Still Watching?

			By Kathleen Lopez

			DVR Box

			Ding

			The comforting low-toned ding of the TeVo chimed as I accessed the Guide button on the remote. It was a cold and rainy Sunday, and with nothing really to do, television seemed like a great time waster. Yes, there was laundry, but there would always be laundry, so it could wait a bit more. At least it was clean, folding would come later.

			The TeVo sounded as I flipped through the program guide trying to find something that was just enough to keep me interested.

			Boop

			Boop

			While the idea of a nap was intriguing, I found myself channel surfing. I clicked the TeVo button on the remote to pull up my recorded shows. The DVR was nearly full, so I figured I would settle in for a long viewing binge. I scanned the various viewing options and saw a folder with several episodes of my guilty pleasure, Supernatural. There were several weeks’ worth of episodes, some I have seen, some not. But it was Supernatural, so whether I have seen it before or not was irrelevant. I browsed through My Shows, found the Supernatural folder, and scrolled to the first in the list and pressed play.

			By the middle of the third episode into my marathon, I was curled up on the couch, partially ensconced in a thick fuzzy blanket. On the floor in front of me were a few snack wrappers I grabbed between the first and second shows. I grabbed a large drink and a few items to nibble on, so I would not have to leave the comfort of my darkened den.

			Third episode done, I immediately clicked over to the fourth one listed on the DVR. Sitting alone, curled up on the couch, and getting lost in my show was a perfect way to waste the day. As I clicked onto the fourth episode however, I noticed the show was taking a bit of time to load. That stupid circle swirly thing kept going around and around while my show was loading.

			“What the hell? Come on you stupid TeVo, work,” I muttered aloud to no one. Well at least I thought there was no one listening. As soon as the words left my lips, the DVR froze. The stupid circle swirly thing stopped, the live stream of the TV channel up in the corner froze, it all just stopped.

			“Seriously? You’re going to die on me now?” I huffed in frustration as I started at a frozen television screen. That is when I truly realized, I may not have been alone. Suddenly the screen dulls and a message scrawls across the screen:

			“Are you still watching?”

			For a moment I wondered if I switched over to Netflix and was staring at that automatic message that appears after you left a series of episodes running end to end. I blinked at the screen confused for a moment.

			“Yea, I’m sure I…” I trailed off my audible outburst trying to recall my wits at the moment. Then I looked closer at the screen. There was no Yes or No options to click, just the message blaring at me.

			“So how do I get out of this? Yes, you friggin’ TeVo. I was watching that.” Again, without warning, the fourth episode loaded and started to play.

			“What the hell was that all about?” I wondered aloud, but soon became disinterested in the temporary dilemma as the show’s opener played. Everything was right as rain again, just as the aforementioned weather pounded on the windows as the storm kicked up a few notches. The room grew darker, and it may have been my perception, but felt a few degrees cooler than it had moments ago. I snuggled in deeper to the plush blanket and watched Sam and Dean try to determine if it was ‘old man Jenkins’ in the monster mask that was terrorizing the town.

			Just as it was getting to the good part, the one where the big revelation is discovered, the damn TeVo locked up again. I grunted in frustration.

			“Damn it. You have like one job to do!”

			“Don’t you have a job to do?”

			I stared slack jawed at the screen. The retort to my complaint practically glowed brighter than the last commentary my TeVo decided to share with me. The ‘you’ in the text was actually italicized as if to add attitude to the commentary being displayed. Again, there was no mechanical way to respond to the message, judgmental as it was, despite my automatic reaction of aiming the remote in the direction of the television.

			“Just play the damn show,” I found myself shouting at the TV. After a moment’s hesitation, the show resumed. I was dumbfounded at the exchange. This time, I was not so dismissive at what had just occurred. A bit preoccupied with the interruption, I finished watching the show. 

			Once the show was over, the standard message asking if I wish to keep or delete the show appeared and I responded with ‘Delete’. I sat there staring at the menu, hesitant as to whether to continue with my marathon. I questioned the very nature of what I thought I saw.

			“Maybe I’m just tired and I thought I saw that,” I mumbled. “There’s no way…I mean really.” I found myself once again just staring at the television. Cautiously I clicked the remote and selected the next show.

			Boop…Boop

			I inhaled and pressed play.

			Boop

			“Really this is all you’re going to do today?” appeared instead of my intended show.

			I glared at the screen. No more was I confused or concerned at what was happening. I found myself angry.

			“Yes seriously, this is my plan for the day. I am going to sit here and watch my show, and you’re going to sit there and play my show. That’s how this is going to work.”

			I was astounded at what was happening. I was yelling at my TeVo as if it was sentient or something. In a moment I would realize that perhaps it was not just all in my head.

			“Yes, this is what I do, but this is not all that you do. Or is it? Is this your best plan for the day? Sitting like a lump becoming completely unproductive? At least I am doing something.”

			Holy crap! I just got bitch-slapped by my TeVo? I was now all wound up. I re-read the message as if I had perhaps indeed have had a stroke. Nope. There it was, emblazed across my screen defiantly. I had had it and officially lost my mind.

			“Listen here you piece of…”

			“Name calling. A sign of intelligence. Get that from sitting on your ass all day, do you?”

			I was floored. What the hell was happening here. Was my TeVo hacked? Could you hack a TeVo? Who knows today, but something, or rather someone was responding to me. I began to wonder if my house was bugged or something. Not that I am anyone to bug, but what other explanation was there to this behavior. Some bored teenage geeks with nothing better to do hacked into my TeVo and decided to slowly drive me nuts. That had to be it. Anything else was crazy.

			“Stunned silence. That’s what you have for me? Well let me see who I’m dealing with here, shall we. Ah, at least there is no reality television in your season pass list. Nothing like watching others have a life as you just sit and watch. Typical shows, nothing exciting here. Ooh, what’s this? You have a documentary in your To Do list. Trying to educate yourself, huh? How’s that going for you?”

			The rambling commentary of my viewing habits scrolled up my screen like a teleprompter gone mad. I sat glued to the screen, digesting every word as it appeared. This was happening. This was really happening. My TeVo continued to remark on its take on my scheduled and previous recorded shows, going as far as ranking them as to quality. I watched as the TeVo systematically analyzed each viewing option listed. As crazy as it sounded, some of the observations were actually informative.

			“Viewership is dropping for this one,” the TeVo critique continued. “So, don’t expect for this to be back next season.”

			It was the snarky-ness that I could have done without in all honesty. But given the nature in which the TeVo was speaking so frankly, I could not help but get swept up into a conversation with it.

			“Really? You know the book of this movie was waaay better. Oh, sorry. Given how much is in your queue, do you not read?”

			I bolted up from my spot on the couch, offended slightly at the retort.

			“Given my schedule, I don’t have time to read,” I said in justification of my viewing habits. I stood in front of my television with my arms outstretched as if my posture would emphasize my point. Then the realization hit me, the DVR probably could not see me. Feeling a bit foolish, I lowered my arms and waited for its reply.

			“Well if you cut out some of these lower rated shows I highlighted here,” as the screen lit up with various shows appearing as selected at once, “then you would have a few hours freed up, so you can expand your mind by reading. Or at the least, run a vacuum over the floor; it couldn’t hurt you know.”

			Now I was getting suspicious. Yes, like the laundry, the vacuuming was yet another chore I was putting off. How did my DVR know that?

			“Gotcha!” I barked. I figured now I had them, those pesky kids who I had imagined hacked into my TeVo. There is no way my TeVo would know if I had been derelict in my cleaning regimen. That was outside of its operating system. “How do you know I haven’t vacuumed unless you can see that I haven’t! Who are you? Where are you? Do you have a camera in here somewhere?”

			I started to feel paranoid. I whipped my head from side to side, scanning my room for some spy tech or something. Not that I would know what I was looking for really. The pang of the TeVo brought my attention back to the screen.

			DING

			“Sorry. Had to get your attention. I know you haven’t vacuumed, or rather assumed, given that I share a plug outlet with where you would plug in the vacuum. Again, I assume this is the case as I feel the power fluctuate occasionally and I suspected it was due to you plugging in a vacuum.”

			I stood frozen after reading that message. I did use that outlet for the vacuum. The assumption was valid. It made rational sense. Let me wrap my head around this…my TeVo made a rational argument that I have not vacuumed my living room. I realized this was logical. I discovered that I was slowly abandoning my notion that I was being spied on and that I was communicating with my TeVo. This could all be a dream, I thought. I could have fallen asleep during my marathon and be dreaming this whole thing. I was watching Supernatural, it could have affected the idea of the dream, right?

			Or maybe there was a surge in power due to the storm. Maybe a lightning strike fried the TeVo circuitry and it has gone haywire. That could be a reason why my TeVo started acting as if was possessed. While these were plausible explanations, I decided to continue the conversation with my TeVo. I found that I was more intrigued with the phenomenon than I was concerned as to why it started in the first place.

			“You do have a point. But it is a rainy day and I just wanted to veg-out. Do I seriously have to be judged merely cause I want to watch my shows? I said it before, that’s your job, to record my shows so I can watch them later. Isn’t that some prime directive of yours to provide that service?”

			“Prime directive? You segued into Star Trek there, huh? Yes, you have a point, but you had sat for like four hours before I intervened. That is a long time to veg-out as you put it.”

			Again, I found myself agreeing with the device. The concept seemed odd, but started to become strangely natural, comforting almost. It was a peculiar sensation to say the least.

			“Well I have nothing to really do today, other than the vacuuming and laundry,” I begrudgingly admitted.

			“Well I do not know about the laundry as I do not share electricity with that unit.”

			Fair enough.

			“How about this, I’ll watch the next episode while folding the laundry. Sounds good, you judgmental little bastard,” I said sweetly. “Then I would be actually doing something, rather than just zoning out. I mean come on…you pulled this crap with a cliff hanger episode. Not fair.”

			The TeVo was dormant for a moment. It was as if it was considering the compromise. Then the screen illuminated with its reply.

			“Sounds like a deal. But dare I ask for something in return?”

			What on Earth could the TeVo want in return, I wondered. I responded with little hesitation despite my confusion. A bit curious as to the pending request.

			“Sure. Whatcha got for me?”

			“Read me something. Nothing that was made into a TV movie. Something different. Something you haven’t seen a version of before. While some of these shows are good, funny, whatever, I’d like something new.”

			It seemed like a decent request. One that was not outrageous for the TeVo to ask for after all, I thought. Okay, let me wrap my head around that idea for a moment.

			“Alright. Sure. I can do that. So, just so we’re clear…one more episode as I fold the laundry, then story time?”

			“Yes. I promise. I’ll even skip the commercials for you.”

			To my surprise, that was the clencher. It could not get better than that.

			“Deal!”

			The next hour had me finding out what happened to the Winchester boys while getting my laundry done. I found myself talking aloud to the episode with the TeVo quietly responding, in the form of close captions. With the episode, and laundry, done, I popped up off the couch and headed over to the bookshelf. I picked up a book I surely have not seen or viewed before. I announced my choice of literature for approval.

			“Now given you’ve judged my viewing habits, don’t judge me on this. I don’t typically read these types of books, but my friend said she loved it and lent me her copy. It’s a trashy romance novel; certainly nothing I’ve viewed on TV. What do you think?”

			Again, the TeVo was still for a moment.

			“It is a change from what I typically listen to given your viewing habits. Sure. Let’s try that then.”

			With the choice of book agreed upon, I sat down on the sofa once more, adjusted my comfy blanket, and flipped through the book to get an idea of what I was in for in the read. My eye caught a very saucy section and knew this was going to be a page turner. I snuggled in deeper to my lush cocoon and returned to the first page.

			“Well, let’s see what you’ll have to say about this.”

			Kathleen Lopez

			Dr. Kathleen Lopez started writing at fourteen, a junior high journalist.  She continued her passion for writing short stories and poetry after graduating college.  Writing was never just a hobby, but a way of life.  As an Indie Author, she released suspenseful romance, thrillers, murder-mysteries, and paranormal stories that draw the reader in and take them along for the journey.
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			@imkathleenlopez
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			Mow the Lawn!

			By L. E. Perez

			Mower

			Chapter One

			I waited. I knew she would have to come here eventually and when she did I would have a chance to let her know who was more important.

			I mean really, how dare she assume I couldn’t do the job I was asked to do? I was just as powerful, just as quick and if truth be told, I was also easier to manage.  But no, instead she ignored me. Acted like I wasn’t even there. 

			She didn’t care for me the way she did for the others. Granted I was nowhere near as pretty. I had a habit of quitting halfway, which she hated, but I was dependable. Dammit, I was more than that. I was the best damned lawnmower she’d ever owned! 

			I heard the back door open and waited. She had no clue I could sense her. I was 4 years old. Older than the other yard equipment but the only one she hadn’t replaced. Yet. 

			It was only a matter of time, but I would prove myself to her, I would.

			[image: ]

			Debra took a deep breath before stepping out into the backyard. She hated yard work, but more than that she hated using the lawnmower. 

			It gave her the heebie jeebies whenever she put her hands on it. Needless to say, she used it as little as possible. She didn’t know what it was. 

			She liked to think of herself as a practical woman. An empty nester, she had raised her kids and welcomed the peace and quiet. Only it wasn’t quiet. There was something very strange about her backyard always had been, but she hadn’t noticed until now. Now that she was alone.

			She headed toward the shed and looked around at all the overgrown grass. This rain is for the birds. Every week for the past month she’d had to pull out the weed whacker and the lawnmower to get the grass down to where it was manageable. She was damned tired of it.

			She stopped in front of the shed and hesitated, flexing her ankle. The lawnmower had bogged down last week when it went over a branch and she had tumbled over it spraining her ankle. It was a tiny branch. The mower should have been able to chew it up easily, but it hadn’t.

			Yanking the doors open she shrieked. A gecko balanced precariously on the lawn mower jumped at her. 

			“Ew…ew…ew…” The only thing worse than a palmetto bug was a gecko.

			Shaking out her hands she reached for the lawnmower and paused. It wasn’t where she left it.

			“What the blazes?” 

			A low rumble in the distance made her reach back out. She wanted to be sure to get the lawn done before the rain started but now she was more freaked out than she was before.
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			I could feel myself start to rev up but I controlled myself  Doing that certainly wouldn’t get her to trust me, so I waited as her hand reached for me.
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			She had to admit it was freaking her out a bit. Maybe she was mistaken, but she could swear she had put the mower over in the back corner of the shed. Mostly because it did give her the willies and she didn’t like seeing it first thing.

			Debra bit her lip and pulled out her cell phone.  The mower was primed and ready to go, but she still had questions. The text she sent her son was simple. 

			‘Did you borrow the mower? If so, please put it back in the corner next time.’

			Her son’s response was immediate. 

			‘What are you talking about Ma?’

			She froze. He didn’t move it. 

			‘Forget it. My mistake. Love u’ 

			She shoved her phone back into her cargo shorts and took a step back. Her imagination was getting the better of her. Another rumble created a sense of urgency and she reached for the mower again despite her misgivings.
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			I glared the way only I could. I knew why she hesitated. I should have stayed put. I don’t know who she was texting but she didn’t look happy. When she shoved the phone back in her pocket, I waited to be ignored again. Waited for her to put me back and reach for the weed whacker. She didn’t. Her hand on me was electric. Didn’t she feel it? I did.
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			Debra was losing her mind.  She had never truly been alone. She left her mother’s house and moved in with her husband at nineteen,  had kids, and lived her life with others.  Now, she was alone.  With her husband Gabe’s passing, and the kids grown and gone, she finally got to experience it, adulthood, being alone.  She didn’t like it.  She saw movement where there wasn’t any and let her imagination run away with her when it came to the lawnmower.  

			The lawnmower. It was Gabe’s. He died using it. Maybe that was what bothered her. 

			Debra primed it and yanked on the cord. It started right up with a growl that sent a shiver up her spine. Mowing the lawn was usually soothing, like her gardening, but not today.  With a storm approaching the air felt heavy, thick and thinking about the upcoming weekend was discouraging. The anniversary of Gabe’s death. Anger filled her at the thought and she kicked it.

			The mower bogged down momentarily and revved back up in earnest. She was determined to avoid the spot where they found him until it was all that was left to mow.  Twenty minutes and god only knew how many calories burned later she stood there staring at the patch of grass. 

			She could still see Gabe as she’d found him. Slumped over the lawnmower as he wrestled for the last time with the primer bulb. Stupid lawnmower, damned aneurysm. 

			She kicked it again. This time it bogged down completely, jerking and shuddering before shutting off. 

			“Flipping great.” 

			She wiped at her tear stained face and yanked on the starter again. Once, twice, it started on the third pull but by that time she was exhausted. A drop of rain kicked up some dirt and she cursed.  She was running out of time. She let the engine rev before moving forward. A couple of passes and she should be done.  
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			She kicked me. Why did she do that? Didn’t she know we were connected? I would do anything for her. I started right up for her and still she kicked me. We were passing over the spot soon.  Would she feel it? Would she know?

			[image: ]

			Debra pushed over a stump and cursed when the mower caught on something. 

			“Come on damn you!” She pushed through the tears running down her face and grunted as the mower cleared the obstruction.  Only it didn’t. She screamed as something shot out of the back of the mower and whipped through her leg. She heard the mower sputter as she fell holding her leg. The swelling was immediate and the blood. Oh God the blood.  The pain had her pinned to the ground and she cursed when she realized where she was lying.

			“No, no, no…” She scurried back like a crab, away from the mower and the spot where Gabe died. Her whimpers filled the yard as she tried to get up. She couldn’t. Her leg wouldn’t support her weight. The mower sat there, like a disgruntled bastard. Hands shaking, she reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone.

			That’s when the mower growled.

			She screamed.

			Chapter Two

			Mom are you sure you want to stay by yourself?” Alex looked down at his mom on the recliner. 

			“I’ll be fine honey. Thank you for taking care of me.” Debra smiled at her oldest child. She’d given them all quite a scare two weeks ago.  When she hadn’t answered her phone, Alex had driven over and found her bleeding just a few feet from where his father died. The mower sitting quietly to one side of her. 

			“Okay. No yard work okay? I’ll be by tomorrow after work to cut the grass.”

			“Of course honey. Don’t worry.” She smiled again when he kissed her on the forehead.

			She waited until she heard his car pull away before getting up. Using the crutches she managed to get outside to her garden where she took a deep breath.  She wasn’t scared anymore just a bit angry with the circumstances. She managed to get herself to the shed and opened the door.  She wasn’t surprised to find the mower right in the doorway. She smiled.

			“Hello Gabe.”
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			Killer K-cups

			By Vanessa Valiente

			***Disclaimer: If you’re reading this, and your name is Tiffany, I’m sorry.

			There was something wrong with the Pumpkin Spice latte. Not the taste or smell. Or the black Sharpie name scrawled on the paper cup.

			It was the people. Particularly women, and the unnatural way they gravitate to it like air.

			Standing at the edge of the counter, waiting for my order, I had the perfect view of the college girls filtering in and out of the small café in the local town square.

			Each one ordered a different variation of the same drink: pumpkin spice, no whip, extra hot, listing some specified degree temperature, while the barista suppresses an eye roll before moving on to the next customer in line.

			I don’t get it. The obsessive desire to ingest a steady diet of all things pumpkin and chai flavored confections every Fall season. And then, Instagram about it. Like the ridiculous way Florida girls wear winter boots and jean shorts in 70-degree, because hey, it’s winter, even though, really, it’s not. Insert eye roll. Come on, its Florida. It doesn’t get cold here. No matter how much we wished it. This is the only time we can walk to our cars without dying of heat stroke.

			“Green tea extra sugar!” the barista shouted, placing the cup on the counter.

			My fingers close around the paper cup, and I eased into an empty chair, still close enough to the counter to people watch. I blew at the curling steam drifting along the reflective green surface, then took a sip, a small spot of warmth spreading through my chest.

			“I thought I’d find you here.” Ruby Fallas, my best friend and fellow editorial intern at the Willis Literary Agency across the street, slipped into the empty chair beside me. “Stop it.” She smacked me on the hand, jolting me out of my thoughts. “The space between your eyebrows is starting to form permanent frown lines.”

			Often mistaken for sisters, we shared the same dark curly hair and tanned skin, only she was a head taller than me. I sighed. “I’m worried.”

			“You’re tired. It’s only natural,” she said, sympathizing. “How long did you spend editing that manuscript last night?”

			All night. Barely slept an hour before my alarm went off and the sunlight was already filtering through my curtains. I had a deadline to meet, taking longer than expected to complete the required line edits for this morning’s meeting with my client.

			“Judging by your silence, I suspect all night.”

			I sighed. Checking my wristwatch, I rose out of my seat and gathered my bag. “Come on. Let’s go,” I said, Ruby taking my lead. We had thirty minutes to get to my internship. Draining the last of my tea, we both slipped out the door and dashed into the white office building across the street.
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			The green tea wasn’t strong enough.

			After Ruby went to her cubicle, I stepped into the breakroom, needing a stronger injection of caffeine. Pulling out my small silver coffee percolator, I twisted it open, filled the bottom with water, spread coffee grounds into the funnel, then set it on the small kitchen stove.

			Cuban coffee—the only kind that really mattered. So strong mi abuela claimed it had the power to awaken the dead. My skin tingled, thinking about it. If this doesn’t work, nothing will.

			Leaning my right elbow into the counter, I pulled out my phone and clicked open my Kindle app, slipping back into the fantasy novel I was reading.

			Tiffany Shine stepped into the room, followed by three other girls, clicking her red bottom heels on the white tiled floor, flicking her glossy auburn hair over her shoulder.

			“You have the best ideas, Tiffany.” Paige cooed like a dove. “Let’s all be like Tiffany.”

			“Let’s not,” I muttered. There’s already a million carbon copies of girls like her on Instagram, posting their amateur modeling pics for likes and validation.

			Tiffany placed a brown bag on a table. “I have presents,” she said, pulling out the counters for the others to see.

			“Omg, I looovvveee pumpkin spice everything,” the girls squealed, crowding around Tiffany.

			Oh, no. It couldn’t be…. I was half way out of my seat, trying to peer over their shoulders, then I saw… 

			“K-cups for everyone!” Taylor beamed into each interns’ eager face.

			I closed my eyes. No.

			“YES!” The collective screamed.

			Because only girls named Tiffany drink pumpkin spiced lattes. ‘“Where in the hell did you get those?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

			“The coffee shop across the street, Andrea.”

			“It’s Andriana.” I corrected her, rolling the “r” for emphasis. If Tiffany hadn’t mispronounced my name all summer, I would’ve let it pass. At this point, she wasn’t even trying to say it right. Like how I try to tolerate her existence.

			“Miss Catalàn.”

			I closed my mouth and turned, hearing my name. “Yes, Mrs. Willis?”

			“A word, please. In my office.”
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			The meeting was short, brief, like my last romantic relationship. (If you’re reading this, Peter, you’re a dick.) God, I really need that cup of coffee.

			Half way to the conference room, I knew there was something wrong—a disturbance in the air.

			What the…I couldn’t believe my eyes. Tiffany stood in the center of the copy room, and she wasn’t alone. No. The other interns were on their knees, faces touching the floor. Worshiping her. Their eyes betrayed them, slightly pulling out a focus, and then, their pupils almost winked. Not their eyes—their pupils. THEIR. PUPILS.

			I ran into the bathroom stall and slammed the door shut. This can’t be happening, I silently screamed. Come on. Think!

			I need to get Ruby out of here.

			I ran to Ruby’s cubicle. She was in the middle of an email, when I yanked her out of her seat. “What the—” She started to say, but I pushed her forward into the hallway closet before she could finish her sentence.

			“What is wrong with you?” Ruby asked, once I closed the door.

			“The other interns think Tiffany is a god.”

			“Are you high?”

			“Ruby, I’m not joking,” I urged, keeping my voice low enough so as not to be discovered by one of Tiffany’s minions roaming the hallway. “They were worshiping, Tiffany. I mean worshiping. And I’m not talking about their usual flattery. They were on their knees, praising her name like she’s bloody Jesus Christ.”

			Propping the door open, leaving a sliver, I scooted over, giving Ruby enough room to peak through. “See for yourself,” I said.

			“Okay. I believe you.” Ruby said, terrified. 

			“What did you see?” Spinning heads, demons walking on ceilings, my imagination was taking in all different directions.

			“Angela kissing the janitor,” she shivered. “That wouldn’t happen unless she was completely possessed by a demon.”

			Oh. I almost gagged in my own mouth. Enough said.

			“What should we do?” Ruby asked, panicked.

			Before I could respond, the closet door slammed opened. “Ah. There you are,” Tiffany said, filling up all the available space in the door frame. She reached down and grabbed Ruby by the head, forcing her mouth open, then forced pumpkin spice down her throat.

			Ruby’s arms slackened, her pupils dilated, and a cruel smile spread across her face. Ruby was one of them.

			“You’re next.” Tiffany’s hands reached around my throat, digging her thin fingers into my windpipe as she dragged me into the breakroom.

			K-cups flew over our heads as we rolled onto the floor.

			“Why. Won’t. You. DIE!!!” I yelled as I kept slamming her head into the white tiled floor, her laughter slipping through my fingers as I prayed for relief. This is what I get for making fun of the Tiffanys of the world.

			Dark stains dripped down the white cabinets, falling on Tiffany’s face.

			I had forgotten my Cuban coffee was still brewing on the stove. At least half had splattered onto counter from percolating.

			Where the Cuban coffee had touched Tiffany, her skin started to bubble, first …. And then she screamed out in pain. Wait. Maybe mi abuela was onto something.

			I tipped over the cup and doused Tiffany with the Cuban coffee, her eyes widening as the hot brew seeped into her skin. Tiffany writhed in pain, smoke leaking through her ears, her nostrils like an angry bull. It would’ve been funny if it hadn’t been my life. Her mouth contorting into comical shapes.

			I stood over her and said. “That’s real coffee, bitch.” A swell of deep satisfaction swept over me.

			“Get away from me, peasant,” she snarled, coffee dregs dripping down her face. Her pupils had returned to normal.

			Really? So being a bitch had nothing to do with the demon living inside of her after all. Great.

			They don’t pay me enough for this shit. Actually, they don’t pay me at all. But still…it’s worth mentioning.

			Fucking K-cups. If anyone tries to sell me eggnog-peppermint-flavored-anything this time around Christmas, I will burn this city to the ground.

			Vanessa Valiente
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			Invitation

			By Brandon Mead

			Air Conditioner

			Calling all forms of spiritual energy with an inclination towards malice. Calling all demons and faux-friendly poltergeist ready to rage. Calling all distant unsettling lights and identifiable burning orbs, this message is for you. All ghosts on a mission, this is your official invitation. This is your opportunity for revenge.

			The forecast for the day is over a hundred degrees Fahrenheit with a solid chance of interdimensional travel. It’s desert sun with central air conditioning on the lowest setting. It’s a demon dance party in the living room of a two story hardwood floor house somewhere cactus grows in lawns filled with stones instead of grass. It’s my one shot to get out of here. 

			With how much trouble I went through, I have to say this is easily the nicest place I’ve ever tried to open a portal. When you see the turquoise tile countertops and southwestern architecture, you’re going to agree, it was well worth the effort. 

			Tasteful decor choices aside, the best thing about suburbia is these kids love a good spirit board. They get a real kick out of any oracle cards or crystals they can get their hands on in a chain bookstore or vaguely metaphysical boutique. These tweens with their lab created blue sparkling sandstone and chakra power bracelets, they’re all but exposing every gate to the Otherworld when they come across some ancient ritual on the internet that’s been poorly translated and transposed in a font with curls at the of end of each letter. Some serif text that looks the way a cloud filled with glitter at the end of a rainbow would feel. The Tiger Beat sponsored adaptation of the Necronomicon.

			It wasn’t jumping to the kid that was that the problem. All in all, even when their daughter was smashing Dorset glassware from the contemporary white-washed maple cabinets and scrawling pentagrams on each of the four bathroom mirrors with her mother’s $90 Louboutin Velvet Matte Lip Colour, the owners of the house were pretty nonchalant. 

			“Puberty,” they’d say with an understanding smile and shrug of the shoulders, then hand their female offspring a chocolate coconut flavored estrogen bar. Something wrapped in dark teal that would sync her intimate lunar cycle with the phases of the moon.

			“It’s a beautiful process becoming a woman,” and they’d book her a sixty-minute float session in a sensory deprivation tank followed by ninety minutes of reiki so she could, “find her balance.” 

			The hard part was getting out of Teen Vogue and into something I had calculated would be strong enough to create the vortex. A device that could bring a freeze into a small space, draw the energy from the natural heat out of the room and replace it with a few hundred of my friends back home. Tear the roof of this Pueblo Revival mansion and let the beige walls bleed for the party of
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