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 17CL

Prologue: The
Writer

 The Writer woke with a start, something
felt off. Rising from his bed framed in some ancient red tree's
wood shaped like roots and branches to give one a feeling of living
in nature, topped with modern Tempurpedic mattress that was nothing
like sleeping on the hard dirt floors of nature, he looked around.
His modern wooden cabin lined in similar cherry colored wood, a
stained oak he believed, was in order, nothing was amiss, no
windows or doors seemed forced open, which means he probably wasn’t
startled by a burglar or, more likely, a bear.

He breathed in and sneezed, that's what had
woken him, the acrid scent of chlorine. Today was Sunday, the pool
man came to him on Wednesdays unless he had plans such as a
vacation that would force him to work during a different time, and
if that had been the case he would have warned The Writer who
cherished his reclusive house that was so out of the way he often
walked around nude despite his giant plate-glass windows looking
out into his fair sized deck which acted as his backyard. Who would
see? The pool boy who forgot to tell him he was coming or someone
who didn't belong? What did he care? Maybe he'd impress
somebody.

Glancing down, he grabbed a sagging left tit,
yeah right.

The Writer hadn't always been this out of
shape, he mused as he drew his covers back and looked over his
large belly. Hair covered legs still in fine shape lied below his
unimpressive member, the same as it had always been, and only
lightly covered in fur itself. Covers tossed to the end of his bed
The Writer rose into a robe he grabbed up from his room's floor,
cursing at the pool boy. Why was he using so much chlorine The
Writer could smell it?

Grumbling to himself, like the aging fussy
man he was growing into, he walked through his early morning house,
bright with the rising sunshine over the mountains on the far side
of town, and out onto his back porch. His mind caught up with him
that something was wrong before he realized it himself. There was
no pool boy on the deck he stepped onto, his pool was clean but not
freshly tended to, the aspen leaves atop the canvas cover proved
that.

He eyed it with wanting, but it was too cold
outside, the temperature nearing sixty, it'd dip into the low
fifties at night. One of these days he'd purchase himself a hot
tub, it's not like it'd make a dent in his substantial savings, but
he was just a procrastinator at heart, something his agents knew
well.

With a sniff The Writer realized the smell of
the deadly chemical wasn't from the pool, it was from around him,
as if someone had soaked the environment in it. Glancing around he
looked for anything out of the ordinary, but there was nothing to
see. He didn't have the greatest view of the front of the house
from back here, but he could look down upon Penton, Colorado. His
house sat upon a cliff high upon the mountain side, while the 3
yard long and nearly eight yard wide monster of the wooden deck,
yellowish brown in contrast to his cherry colored cabin and its
roof of dark grey tiles, hung off the side of the straight drop,
held up by tons of steel meshed into a complicated support
structure anchored into the cliff-face.

The drop below was a good twenty feet at
least, but the mountains slope below was so steep had he wished to
end his sorry life he could have pushed off his railing and gotten
a good fifty feet of free-fall, maybe more if the odd gust swept
him away. Sometimes he thought about trying it, see if he could
beat physics and drop right into town, ending everyone’s
troubles.

But he had fought so long to stay alive
achieving such a feat seemed cheating himself, his daughter, and
the few that cared for and helped him through trying times.

Mountains crowded the small city about the
size of nearby tourist trap of Aspen, touching each side of the
city, not counting what city had grown into the mountains, which
wasn't much. In this hole in the rocky mountain range the citizens
where left alone by most government, law, and popularity, the
people here where, like The Writer himself, a bunch of
recluses.

The city had its share of problems in the
center of the Rockies. Travel out was nearly impossible. Air travel
was impossible with not enough room for jets or even a small plane
to land or take off in without taking a great risk at becoming a
small mark upon the mountainside and helicopters unable to clear
the peaks. The only ways out by vehicle was an ancient miners
tunnel turned into a vehicle access tunnel on the east side, but
this was still two lanes of road, untouched by work since the
nineteen fifties, and an even more dangerous but roomier one that
ran by his house and through the mountains normally only braved by
truckers who had more than once fallen off the side of the
mountain. The last and most reliable way out was a train line, a
single rail that came in and out of the city, coming into it from
the southwest normally, down the mountains by his house, crowding
the aforementioned road, as one had done dead midnight while he was
trying to sleep, into the city, and back up out eastward. This rail
though rarely ran passenger trains and instead ran cargo for local
stores and the city’s one big factory.

Another problem was weather, it hardly rained
which means the city ran mostly on imported water, brought by
train, but when a storm snuck in it'd seem to get stuck in the
mountains and it'd rain until it spent itself causing massive flash
flooding. Like the water, air didn't exactly have a way to leave
the town either, fog and pollution could hang over the town in
thick blankets, today it was fog, the less brown of the two. The
fog was unusually thick even for Penton, he couldn't seen anything
other than two of the city's largest towers, buildings that topped
the height of the Sears tower and the tips of the smokestacks of
the local factory. One tower boasted apartments, the other was an
office for the local private military corporation and a dozen other
businesses.

That corporation, Black Skull Elite, trained
their own military and made their own weapons to ship out to wars
in place of America's actual men and women of service. BS Elite, as
many who didn't trust them, such as The Writer, called it, had
gotten into a lot of trouble when a whistleblower caught it selling
weapons on the black market and then had several of its own
soldier’s abuse, rape, and kill citizens during the second Iraq
war. Since then it had moved to Penton like many to escape from the
spotlight, and it had worked. It was like this little town The
Writer had never heard of before was on a different plane of
existence.

This had all been before he moved up here to
get away himself, but according to the few locals he knew before
BSE the town had been on the verge of dying. Its money helped the
town prosper if not flourish. Plus The Writer couldn't hate the
company too bad, it was the draw for his newest novel, a novel
about a small secluded town overrun by a vicious, murderous,
private military corporation.

He watched the little town and listened, and
as he listened he found it odd. Though far above the city vehicle
traffic, construction, training of the military boys, the PMC's
factory and wildlife would echo throughout the mountains. Now he
heard nothing, no engines, no horns, no people, no grinding of
machinery, no birds, just silence offset by the constant sound of a
moving world, the sound of wind that sometimes blew down around his
house and the sound of earth creaking.

He glanced back at his house, noting the
grime and mildew that was growing within the recesses of the fake
wood logs. Later he would hire a professional to come in and wash
it down. Back through his sliding plate glass door he entered his
house to ready himself for the day. He'd eaten himself out of his
week's worth of groceries and needed to go to the local, and only,
town grocer, while also paying a visit the mail office since the
mail lady was reluctant to drive up the side of the mountain to his
home.

***


 The Mother

Sundays where great, The Mother thought as
she woke in bed. Her husband was probably in town doing his Sunday
chores, since she was alone in bed, and judging by the silence of
the house her two children were sleeping in. She sat up and
breathed in.

The air tasted funny, and then she muddled
over that weird thought, tasting the air, she wasn't a snake. Still
it rang true, there was an acrid chemical scent on the air she
couldn't place that was easy to taste once the airways brought the
scent through her mouth. Oh well, a bad smelling day didn't mean
the day was going to be bad. From her bed she rose in a loose
fitting pink floral nightgown and matching silk underwear,
strolling to her window which she rolled open the blinds for to
sigh at the site.

Today was going to be a fog day, a day the
low sitting bowl of a town would sit covered in fog until the
midday heat cooked it away, if they were so lucky. If not, it could
sit around till night during which it would fall to the ground as
condensation and rise again tomorrow as morning fog, lasting for
days. Outside white tendrils of thick smoke like mist swirled
through the lightless air, lit up by her security light, seeming to
blanket even thicker just a few inches off the ground. Luckily the
fog carried none of the towns usual brownish pollution from the
tons of vehicle exhaust trapped within the mountains added to the
soot the military corporation's factories pushed out daily.

She turned, rounded her bed, and exited onto
her… grimy tile floor. The Mother picked up her foot to peer at the
bottom, but between the fog and the fact that the sun hadn't yet
peaked high enough over the mountains to shine down upon the town
it was downright dark. She tried for the hall light and found them
unresponsive, great. It was likely the dog, their eight-year-old
golden lab, had relieved herself during the night again and it had
dried to this, it wouldn't be the first time nor the last time
she'd stepped in it.

She loved that dog since her puppyhood, the
dog had brought her through hard times, through living with a hard
husband and raising difficult children. But recently she showed it
more dislike than she felt fair at some times. She hated the animal
often, hated it for ruining her house and she hated it for breaking
her heart as it slowly wasted away due to old age.

With another sigh The Mother stepped through
the grimy tile floor into the living room carpet, which, if it was
dirty at least didn't feel it. She hit the T.V. before she realized
that the hall light being out probably meant no power, she didn't
hear the air conditioner either. As she suspected pushing the
T.V.'s button that wasn't really a button but a piece of the T.V.
that could read heat and pressure caused nothing to happen. That
meant no coffee this morning she thought with another sigh.

“Doodle!” she called, their dog's name was
Snicker-doodle, but the family mostly called her doodle. Usually
upon request of her name the dog would come trouncing up expecting
attention or food, or both, but now the house remained in silence.
She hoped the dog hadn't kicked the bucket, she wasn't sure if
she'd be more depressed or angry at it if she found its corpse
dirtying the house.

Turning about she noted her sliding glass
door into the back was about an inch ajar, tendrils of the fog
licked the inside of the doorframe before dissipating into
nothingness. It could be her husband let their dog out before he
left and she never came back in, either enjoying the morning mist
or lost in it. The Mother smirked at the thought of her poor lab
lost in her own backyard in the thick fog as she made her way
towards the door and rolled it opened it, coughing at the strong
smell of the acrid air before taking another breath, “Doodle!?”

There was no answer, the fog was thick enough
she couldn't see the back fence in its entirety or the neighboring
house behind it at all, still she had no sense of out of place
shapes or movement, her dog wasn't back here. Odd.

She heard a little girl titter bringing her
back into the house to slide the door shut, her eight-year-old was
up. Two children called her mom, they shared bunk beds in the room
across from her and her husband’s. Her daughter was eight years of
age, daring and curious, and The Mother feared the day when
sexuality became what she was curious about. She protected her from
overly sexualized movies and shows and even songs as much as she
could, but she couldn't keep control of it and one day she'd have
to go from keeping her daughter ignorant to educating her, to one
day even buying her birth control, hell middle school students
where getting knocked up these days. The Mother just hoped she'd
teach her daughter well enough to be responsible.

Her other child was her five-year-old boy of
brown-red hair, he was a handful and, luckily for The Mother, hung
off his sister's arm most off the time. She entered their room,
“Morning you…” and stopped, having expected to see one or two kids
playing, possibly with the family dog, it was disconcerting to find
the room empty of life, even more so that the beds where neatly
made, an impossible feat for her children.

“Mary? James?” She glanced around, even
opening the closet door and finding only clothes within, some white
ones stained with something brown like coffee. “Doodle?” She called
again. The silence was deafening, her heart quickened a beat.

With a breath through her lips she forced a
wash of calm through her, her husband must have taken all three
with them, doodle loved car rides and the kids loved their father.
But why had he made the beds, and why had she sworn she had heard
their kid’s laughter? More laughter rang out behind her from the
living room, it was a duo of children, her children, and along with
them was the soft patter of padded feet. She rolled her eyes, they
were toying with her or she was going crazy.

Back through the grimy hall into the living
area she found it empty, silent. “Mary and James Schwab, front and
center or you're all in trouble!” She listened, all she heard was
her voice bouncing off the walls. The Mother steeled herself; it
was Sunday and if the kids where playing a prank at her expense so
what? They were just being kids.

The duo of laughter and a bark rang out to
her left, from through the cracked front door, “No,” she whispered,
“Mary! Mary get your brother in here right this instant!” she
screamed as she ran for her door, she threw it wide open “it's too
dangerous in this fog!”

She listened, but there was nothing to listen
to, not her children, not her dog, not the traffic of the city, nor
the grinding workforce of the nearby military factory or the
trainees of the corporations' army. The city was dead silent, the
only thing moving the thick tendrils of fog which curled around her
legs like a lonesome cat.

A shadow to her left grabbed her attention,
disappearing into the fog, “Mary? James! Come back!” she cried out,
running after the shape she had seen, hoping to catch them before
they ran out in front of a car.

***



The Trucker

The Trucker woke with a start and the blaring
horn that had woke him stopped. He realized it had stopped because
he had taken his head off the steering wheel. From out his
windshield he could see his truck had run over and knocked down a
power line which the cab now straddled. He had been in an accident
and he remembered nothing. He remembered entering thick fog at the
edge of Penton, and everything else was a blur. No other vehicles
where about so he doubted he had hit anyone, hell even the
emergency vehicles were missing, and he had arrived dead night, now
the sun was hitting the mountains behind him, lighting up the house
midrange their height and the surrounding mist.

The town’s usual fog was thicker than he was
used to, but he doubted it ran him off the road. Maybe he had
fallen asleep, he tried to keep to the new code of driving hours
but sometimes you weren't in a good spot to pull over and sleep.
He'd been in the Rockies when his time had hit, what was he going
to do, pull off the side of a cliff for a nap? Tunnel his way into
the other side's cliff face? Disappointed with himself he shook his
head, glancing through the fog at the power line, some of its black
elastic cables lying about the street, snapped in half from the
accident.

A quick touch of his key before drawing back
his hand didn’t earn him the shock of his life, and he grabbed hold
of the keys to crank his engine, only instead of cranking it
clicked, dead in the water as they said. The battery was DOA,
possibly fried from the power lines own electricity, meaning not
only where the lines likely alive, they might have been throwing
deadly amounts of voltage into his metal behemoth at one time.

Great, he thought, he hit his horn, blasting
the nearby area with enough sound to deafen most residents, no way
would no one hear it, yet after about ten minutes of use not a soul
came out to see what his deal was. “Fucking backwoods Penton
residents, the fuck are the police?”

The Trucker decided that if no one was coming
to him he'd have to find someone. With a kick to open his door he
immediately recognized the stench of chlorine that wafted in. He
had been hauling bleach, the regular chlorine kind, and if his
crash had been rough enough his trailer could become a chemical
hazard. Hell if someone nearby used the wrong ammonia they could be
in for a very explosive surprised.

Deciding to risk it he jumped down, relief
relaxed his taut muscles when he didn't fry on contact with the
ground, he took a round key he never used from an old house he was
no longer an owner of, a key he kept just because he was too lazy
to remove it from his ring and did so now, tossing it towards the
downed power lines with enough precision that landed it right next
to one. There was no reaction, no violent arching, and no visibly
heating metal. The power lines might have been dead, turned off by
the public power company yet to send out its service vehicles, or
knocked out by the accident itself, still he wasn't getting
anywhere close to it to find out for sure.

Back behind his trailer he used a square
headed key to open the padlock, once unlocked it took a shove
before it rolled up into the ceiling all by itself. He pulled
himself up and over, into the trailer where some bleach had fallen
but were packed tight enough that the damage had been minor, there
were no signs of leakage. In fact the smell of chlorine in here
seemed diluted, meaning it wasn't his bleach causing the
stench.

Relieved that he would not get much trouble
from his bosses for his carelessness, they only cared how damaged
their product was, he exited his trailer, hopping down from it, and
pulled his door shut with the red rope to its side, it locked
automatically once the hook latch swung down into place through the
door handle. Glancing around he called out “Hello?” his voice
echoing off the nearby businesses and houses. He was on the western
side of town, one of two ways into the town, the western side was
tricky to get in and out off because the road was a steep ascent
into the mountains, the residents preferred the east tunnel, but
trucks couldn't fit into the tunnel and often became stuck or
caused accidents by riding middle the two narrow lanes.

From where he came from other than the
railroad that also descended into the town the only thing up there
was that one lonely house of some rich asshole who thought himself
above the town. Shrugging off his thoughts The Trucker pulled his
cell phone out and frowned at the lack of signal bars, he wasn't
even receiving roaming. He pocketed his cell and started south
towards the downtown area where shops, offices, and emergency crews
populated the city.

***


 The Pair

The Employee huddled with his older coworker
inside the elevator that had entrapped them since last night. She
was asleep, snoring on his shoulder, he was starving and couldn't
snooze like her because of it. They had stayed late last night
working on a project but as their elevator had descended out of the
top three floors of the tall office, the power had shut off,
trapping them. To make matters worse, it seemed cell service was
out as well, so they resigned themselves to a night of sleeping and
holding in their bathroom needs in hopes someone would notice
Sunday morning.

He shifted, she snorted awake. “Sorry” The
Employee said.

“No problem,” his co-worker, whispered, “you
weren't the only thing to wake me.” She groaned as she stood.

Glancing up at her he grimaced, “Is it an
emergency?”

She nodded, “My bladders killing me, I can
barely move.”

He looked around, not favoring living with
the smell of urine until rescued, his long crooked nose was
sensitive “Try to go in a corner only, keep that our bathroom spot
I guess.”

The Coworker was an auburn haired middle-aged
lady at least seventeen years his senior, she glanced at the door
“I have a better idea, help me with this door.”

His eyes widened, “Are you insane? You can’t
expect to balance outside and not fall!”

She smirked at him, “Help me and I'll show
you.”

Reluctantly rising he pushed his fingers into
the rubber recesses of the left door as she took the right. She had
them open it only just a crack, “Could you pee and stuff through
that?” She asked.

“Yeah it'll fit I guess, why?”

“Cause I'm a lady and need to pee backwards,”
she gave him a knowing look, he blushed, looking away, “So I can
sit on the doors, plus if rescue comes late enough eventually one
of us will have to take a dump and we can lean against this and
it'll hopefully just fall out and below.”

He laughed, “Yeah, possibly on top of some
maintenance workers.”

She giggled into her hand, wrinkling her
nose, “Then that'll tell them someone is up here, now, as much
privacy as possible, please.”

He blushed again and walked to the far side
of the car, trying to ignore the patter of liquid as it splashed
the concrete wall outside or the strong smell of dehydrated urine,
causing himself to notice all the more.

In a way it turned him on, and that was what
worried him.



Silence of a town.

The Writer straightened his black polo's
collar, not wanting to go out looking like a fool and a rich
douche. He laughed at himself, he considered himself part of the
middle class though his money made him part of the one percent, and
he dressed like he often belonged there. His black polo and his
khaki shorts was a prime summer golfing uniform, something their
unfortunate president might wear.

Exiting the restroom with his teeth refreshed
from his morning brushing, his belly called out for breakfast and
he decided to grab some at his usual hole in the wall diner before
shopping. As he rounded through his cabin, the living room, and
towards the front door he stopped by his house phone. Picking it up
he meant to call his daughter, since she had become a politician, a
member of congress in fact, he hadn't gotten to talk to her
much.

Politicians that befriended suspected
terrorists and criminals didn't keep their jobs long, one with
father's that where both lasted even less. She had distanced
herself from him, widening the hole her mother, his ex, had created
when they had divorced and stolen his daughter from him during his
troubles.

The phone to his ear he dialed, it rang and
rang before her voicemail picked up. “This is the private Cell of
Congresswoman Greene,” he frowned at her last name, she had taken
her spouses last name, and it felt like it was just another way to
pull away from daddy, “if this is an official call please leave a
message indicating which noob gave you this number, and call my
office instead. Otherwise leave a message and I'll get back to
you.”

The Writer frowned as the beep rang out in
his ear, he wanted to start the day talking to his little girl, not
hearing her recorded voice, but it'd have to wait. “Hey baby, it's
dad, you probably know from the number though. I was just feeling
kind of lonely and wanted to call and talk. I'll be in town running
errands most of the day but if you feel like I'm worth the time of
a mighty congresswoman, give my cell a call, it's charged and ready
to go.”

He felt dizzy suddenly and dropped the phone
to stumble against the wall, the room spinning. “Whoa,” he mumbled
picking back up the phone, “Sorry hun, fumbled the receiver. I'll
talk to you later, push a liberal bill through in my memory.”

With a grin at that last joke, as if it had
been the best joke he had ever told, and it wasn't, not by far, The
Writer steadied himself on the doorjamb on his way out. His head
swum as he opened it, he felt sick, and the morning light which was
just reaching the town wasn't helping, anymore than looking down
the cliff side behind his house was. He wondered if he was ok to
drive but mused he didn't have much of a choice if he wasn't going
to starve to death. Maybe it was hunger and he'd feel better once
he had a stack of pancakes sitting in him.

The Writer shut his door without bothering to
lock it, who would to come up here to steal his stuff? He ambled to
his orange Diablo, a jet roaring by overhead as it cleared the
mountains for some place east, probably Aspen.

Climbing into his sports car, the closest
thing he'd ever want to a lover in his near future, he turned the
key. There was a click but no response. Not now, he thought, of all
days to die not now. He turned the key again and smiled as the car
attempted to turn and then roared to life in a way only these
Italian cars could.

With the roar of a mighty beast he backed out
carelessly onto the unused road up the mountain and sped down it,
taking turns down the cliff sides at much too high a speed,
drifting around switchbacks with the scream of his tires. It let
back in some excitement in his new droll and lonely life, he was
once again on the edge of death if only for the few minutes it'd
take him to get into town.

The sixth round down the mountainside road he
noted he was catching up with the persisting fog, tendrils of it
rolled across the ground as if the mist was too heavy for the air
to carry, acting more like a liquid than vapor. The further down he
went, the foggier it became, until he had to slow to a crawl
because he didn't want to end someone else by mistake. Once off
what he considered his mountain he began his drive through the
residential area, the city was dead silent but his ears where
further silenced against the world by a ringing in his ears, his
head swam heavily.

His stomach lurched and an invisible hand
clutched at his throat as his eyes burned, he felt like he was
suffocating. His heart sped in fear and he was sure he was having a
heart attack, many problems could be the cause of heart attacks and
as of late he hadn’t had an exercise routine. At a nearby curb he
pulled over as the ringing grew behind his ears and ceased all
other sound, opened the driver side door and rose from his car to
scream for help, spun on his foot instead, and hit the pavement
hard.

***

“James!” The Mother screamed for what seemed
the last of a dozen times. Her voice cracked and hoarse, she
continued calling for her children too quiet and too soft to hear.
She walked to the side of the road she had been running down and
tried to get her bearings. The surrounding houses where similar to
her own so likely she was still in the neighborhood though the
street was not entirely familiar. With fog this thick she could
have been five feet away from her house and never know it. Trying
to calm herself, gather herself and take some control of the
situation, she looked down to her unsteady legs, realizing she had
dashed out in her pink nightgown and not much else.

She was lucky the gown extended to a few
inches past her unmentionables or she'd be giving the neighbors a
show. The light easily showed the shadow of her body, her small
bosom and soft midsection, if glanced at the right angle anyone
could get enough of a show. Glancing around The Mother wondered
where the neighbors were. Not one person had come out to see why
she had been screaming her children's names in the middle of the
street, not one officer called for a disturbance of the peace, no
one had even almost ran her down despite the early morning hour.
What hour was it? The sun had finally hit the town though it barely
warmed her within the persisting fog, but she had no phone or watch
to tell the time. Had she been at it ten minutes, thirty,… an
hour?

She had to get her bearings and call the
police as soon as possible. The nearest house was a peach colored
stucco walled thing that screamed Hispanic heritage. It was rare to
see a building like this, this far from the south, but here it
was.

The place was a mess, the peach walls where
smeared in something that was half soot and half slime. Her
curiosity wanted to touch it but revulsion made her steer clear.
With a grimace she tapped the yellowing cobwebbed doorbell, it
chimed loud and low, a noise she remembered from her own childhood
when her grandparents had a doorbell that chimed through pipes that
looked to be from an organ.

Brushing the cobwebs from her finger onto her
nightshirt she waited, and after a few short minutes chimed the
bell a second time. When there was still no answer she went to
knock, but her knuckles touched the dust covered door and pushed it
to slowly creek open. At the door she watched as its loud rusted
hinges swung the oak behemoth in before peering in to look around
the darkened entrance hall, “Hello!?”

There was nothing but silence, The Mother
exited the fog which swirled lightly into the house and noticed a
hall phone, considering it was an emergency she decided she'd just
have to explain herself later and walked, barefoot, over the grimed
caked tile hall to the center. The blue phone was also dirty, while
not grimy it had dried brown dustings all over the handset in the
shape of several large handprints and fingerprints on most of the
keys, as if a fan of chocolate that never bothered to wash lived
her. It wouldn't surprise her to find an unsanitary fat slob
sitting around here, probably passed out behind his bag of cheese
nips in front of the television, his hands down his pants,
constantly needing to make sure his little winky hadn't shrunk back
into himself.

The Mother shook herself out of her thoughts
and tried to calm her rise in disgust and anger less she return to
her high school career of bullying losers. She picked up the phone
and placed it to her ear, but instead of a dial tone, or no tone at
all, there was a loud screech of constant static on the other side.
She depressed the receiver twice without making a difference.

“Hello? Hello!?” She shouted into the
receiver.

“Hello Hello!” Somebody shouted right back.
She jumped back from the receiver, allowing it to fall to the
floor, her heart galloping an unsteady beat, her knees trying to
buckle under her forcing her to use the table as support. That
voice hadn't been normal, hell it hadn't even sounded human. It had
been as dry and scratchy as the static it inhabited, like some
creature from hell possessing the oldest woman in town, Mrs.
Creedy.

For a moment she watched the phone, expecting
it to rise and dispel whatever creature has spoken, but it just sat
there, talking to the floor. She picked it back up, steeled
herself, and asked, “Who's there?” rather meekly

“Who's there” came back just as meekly and
nearly unheard.

“Fuck me,” she sighed.

“Fuck me,” it replied though the sigh was
just a breath of static. Nothing was talking to her, or, at least
she was talking to herself. Whatever was causing the static was
causing the receiver to play back into the earpiece, creating more
static and scaring the piss out of her, creating in her the urge to
the use the restroom.

Replacing the receiver on its base she turned
a one eighty and walked through an open doorway into what appeared
to be the grimy, stained, living area. If she could hold it she
wouldn't try to pee here, goodness knows what their toilet looked
like.

The couch in here had once been rich brown
leather but age and misuse had wrinkled it, cracked it, and bled
its color a cream soda red that made it look fake. The TV on the
far wall looked ok, so she walked to it to switch it on, just for a
little company. The old Tube set's button clicked, but nothing
happened, either it was dead or the power was still out. Taking a
glance around the house The Mother found a lamp covered in cobwebs
to the side of the couch and on its chain, nothing.

Power was still down while the phone worked
because it ran on the power of the phone company which was no doubt
backed up in case of emergency power failure, plus she doubted the
entire city was down, or she'd of heard sirens alerting of some
major disaster. Then again, that the town was so quiet was
disconcerting.

Beyond the living room was a kitchen and a
small dinette area, the table still had a steaming bowel of
something on the table. She wasn't sure what that something was, it
was lumpy, red, and somewhere between gelatin like and flesh like,
and that was as much as she wanted to know about it, the smell was
putrid and sweet.

She opened the fridge, gagged, and closed it,
more of what was in the bowl was inside, and it also came in green
and yellow all poured into small Tupperware. Something like hair
poked out of the sinks drain, she noted as she passed by, clogging
it with an inch of brownish water, and she didn't bother with the
pantry beyond, wasn't here for food anyway.

Out another open door she was back in the
hall, across from her was the bottom of the stairs not far from the
phone, down the hall the front door still stood open, more of the
fog rolled across the floor than had before. She should have left
but felt the need to check upstairs and didn't know if her bladder
could make it home. She started up the stairs, up the first steps
onto a mid landing, each step creaking even under her light weight,
then turning right and up another dozen.

The second floor was open to the ceiling and
foyer, sided by a banister so she could see the ground floor
easily, but it seemed darker, further away from the fog filled
daylight which poured in through the front. Up here there were
three rooms. The middle room was a shared bathroom, but she decided
she'd just as well use their floor, the toilet filled to the brim
with what she hoped to Jesus was shit, which also caked over the
tank, handle, and sink. A curtain that shrouded the shower and bath
combo had also been hit in what seemed an excessive bean curd
explosion.

She felt bile rise to bite her tongue, the
toilet bubbled, she was out.

She was turning for the stairs when childish
laughter rang out from the door to the left of the restroom. She
wondered what sick monster would raise a child in such conditions.
After a moment of hesitation she decided to see if the child was ok
and then march into the other room for answers. Opening the door,
she caught a blue elastic ball marbled in white rolling across a
dusty floor, leaving a trail of clean behind it.

“Hello, is there anyone in here?” The room
seemed empty, but compared to the rest of the house it was at least
immaculate, if dusty. “I heard you playing, I was wondering if you
could help me. I lost my own children and I've seem to become
lost.” She was using her sweetest voice, the voice she used when
she was talking to strange children she didn't want to frighten, a
voice foreign to her own children.

The Mother started in past the door, aside
from the dust she disturbed in her wake nothing moved. She spotted
a well made, lightly disturbed child's bed, and peaked under,
“Hello?” But there was nothing, the room was lit so she could see
all the way back to the wall. That caught her as odd, she looked up
to note the room's light was on, “How?” she breathed, something
creaked behind her and she turned on here heel to just catch the
rocker in the corner next to the bathroom door stop rocking.

“James?” she whispered, “Mary?”

There was a thud behind her and she turned
again, to a closet. The doors where two pairs that slid open like
an accordion, wooden, they appeared as solid blinds as if to create
the ability for someone to see out without others seeing in. A
shadow moved under the door, just a quick flick, in and out.

She wanted to run, but if there was some poor
kid in here, or her kids, she needed to know. Moving towards the
closet doors she slowed crawl, “I'm sorry if I scared you,” she
called out, “I just need some help, and…”

She winced as she pulled the doors open to
nothing. The closet was full of hanging clothes, clothes that
looked like they might have been fashionable for a girl back in the
thirties, with their white purities and beige trims. Uselessly she
pushed a few clothes around in the closet but the depth was maybe
two feet, no one was hiding in here.

There was a loud thud from behind her, she
turned, looking out of the bright room onto the dank and dark
house. “It's daddy,” something whispered, something that was
nowhere and everywhere at once, “lights out.”

A whining rose behind her ears, a note way
above the treble clef bit at her head, she looked up as the light
above her glowed brighter, and brighter, until it was as blinding
as the sun and smoked at the edges. Then just as she was about to
make a run for it to get away from the noise the glass case that
covered it, shaped like a gourd, snapped and shattered.

The light darkened, casting her into a
temporary blindness, thick shards of glass rained down upon her
head, something larger than a shard, smoldering hot, bit her cheek
and that was all she needed, she was out into the hallway in a
flash, bracing the banister to keep from running through it.
Something thudded hard against the third unused door beyond the
restroom, she heard muttering.

“Sir?” she called out reaching for her face,
the glass had gashed her and it bled.

The door shook under a heavy impact,
something bellowed behind it, human like but muffled, as if an
angry man with a face full of sandwich was having at the door. With
another slam against the door The Mother decided it wasn't worth
checking to see if whoever, or whatever, on the other side was ok,
she wanted out.

She backed up towards the stairs, only
turning to tread down them so she wouldn't fall. As she hopped the
last step, the door slammed one more time and then slammed to the
floor with a deafening boom that caused a cloud of dust and filth
to reign down onto the floor before her. Whatever stepped out
upstairs bellowed louder than ever, if it was human it was insane,
she didn't dare look as she ran for the front door into the
tendrils of light filled fog, away from the house, the door
slamming behind her, and across the street. For a while she kept
running.

***

The Trucker felt like he had been walking
forever, for a small town it could be a good distance to anywhere.
He could have headed straight for the town’s factory, but his heart
said he needed to hit the police department. Finally, after rows of
housing that edged the entire western side of the town, it stopped
and gave way to commerce. On his right he passed a pawnshop, the
sign on it said closed, not unusual for a Sunday morning. He walked
on, passing the duo of towers that raised over the city, into the
fog so thick only the first five floors where easily visible, and
down onto Main Street, the street that was the Rome of this city,
where all roads lead to, or at least most did.

Cutting left he kept to the sidewalk, mulling
over the lack of traffic this late Sunday morning, not a
parishioner in sight. There were a few cars that appeared dusted in
dirt parked in marked spots along the curbs, but not one drove down
the street.

He reached the fire department first,
frowning. Years ago he had been in an accident in California that
had claimed the life of a young woman which he heard screaming as
she burned to death. He had been unable to reach her and the fire
department had only arrived as the flames where already receding
and the woman was long since roasted, a smell he'd always remember
and a reason for lost love between him and firemen.

Still, it was the first emergency responder
he'd reach without walking another good mile, so it was his first
choice. One of the garages where open, with half of a ladder truck
sticking out. On his way by the truck he noted a bucket with a
brush in it, the scummy bucket filled with brownish water, meaning
the guys had probably finished washing the behemoth earlier, yet
judging by the gunk on the thing's windshield they had done a piss
poor job of it.

Maybe it was break time, too busy eating
union required lunch to clean their truck, or rescue his. Past the
garage he walked up to the station’s front door, which stuck before
popping open, “hello?”

The dirty floor squeaked under his sneaker,
it was grimy and black, soot covered, he hoped these guys fought
fires better than
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