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    For the ones who run,
and the ones who stay—
May you always know the difference
between a refuge and a trap.
— R.S.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The devil doesn't always come with horns.
Sometimes, she brings sweet tea and a smile."
— Bayou Proverb
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The Widow’s Web
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Amzie Wicksey stood in the doorway of what had once been his rental house, his mind trying to process what his eyes were telling him—and failing, the way minds do when confronted with the sort of thing that doesn’t belong in the normal world of morning coffee and unpaid bills and wondering if the Hornets were gonna make it to the playoffs this year.

The thing was, Amzie Wicksey knew about bad things. Hell, he was running from one right now, some piece of ugly business that had sent him slinking back to this dead-end neighborhood like a dog with its tail between its legs. But this... Christ Jesus, this was something else entirely.

Two bodies sprawled across his linoleum floor like broken marionettes. Petey and Repeat—though in life he’d never been able to tell which was which, and now, with their heads sitting separate from their shoulders like discarded Halloween props, the point seemed kind of moot. Blood had pooled beneath them in dark, sticky lakes, and the metallic smell hung in the air like a copper penny held too close to your nose.

Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look, his mind chanted, but his eyes kept moving anyway, drawn by some terrible magnetism to the hands of the corpses. Each clutched something. Petey—or was it Repeat?—by the door held what looked like stone fragments, while the other gripped a piece of yellow cloth that had seen better days, maybe in another decade.

Something made him cross the room—not curiosity, exactly, but something deeper and more primitive, the same instinct that makes you poke at a sore tooth with your tongue even though you know it’s going to hurt like hell. He pried the items loose from dead fingers that felt like cold chicken skin, pocketed them without thinking, and then heard the sound that every guilty man learns to dread: voices, getting closer.

The neighbors were coming, drawn by whatever cosmic frequency attracts people to tragedy the way moths are drawn to porch lights. And Amzie Wicksey, who had enough troubles without explaining to the local constabulary why he happened to be the first one on scene at a double murder, did what any sensible man would do.

He ran.

The banana trees behind the house cluster offered about as much cover as a politician’s promise, but it was what he had. The streetlight threw weak yellow circles on the cracked pavement, and Amzie pressed himself against the inadequate foliage, feeling foolish and scared and wondering why the hell he was hiding in the first place.

Because you’re already running from something else, dummy, his mind supplied helpfully. Because cops ask questions you don’t want to answer. Because your hands shake when you get scared, and right now they’re shaking like paint mixers.

That was his tell, had been since he was a kid—when the adrenaline kicked in, when fear or anger or even excitement grabbed him by the short hairs, his right hand would start its crazy dance. It was doing it now, a palsy that made him look guilty as sin even when he wasn’t.

Well, even when he wasn’t guilty of this particular sin, anyway.

The hair on the back of his neck prickled, the way it does just before lightning strikes. He looked up and felt his heart slam against his ribs like a bird hitting a window.

A woman stood not ten feet away, staring straight at him through the inadequate screen of banana leaves. She wore a white nightgown that hung to her calves, and her long hair fell across part of her face in a way that should have been pretty but instead made Amzie think of old movies, the kind where the pretty girl turns out to be dead and doesn’t know it yet.

“Hey, you Amzie, ain’t ya?” she said, her voice soft as cotton but somehow cutting through the night air like a blade. “What you doin over there?”

Amzie’s mouth worked like a fish pulled from water, but no sound came out. His brain had apparently decided to take a little vacation, leaving him standing there like a scarecrow in a thunderstorm.

“Mmhmm, that’s right,” the woman continued, and now he could see the smile playing at the corners of her mouth—not entirely pleasant, that smile. “You Amzie—the one got that rental house, ain’t ya? I ain’t seen you in a minute, but don’t worry, I still know who you are.”

Memory clicked into place like a key turning in a lock, and suddenly he knew her. Beyonka. Pretty as a picture and twice as sharp, married to that fool Darlington who thought he was God’s gift to women and bourbon. He’d been to their wedding, for Christ’s sake, just a few months back.

“I... I... My house, man...” The words fell out of his mouth like dice from a shaking cup, making about as much sense.

Beyonka’s eyes narrowed, and in the weak light they looked black as coal. “Yeah, I know. Folks ‘round here been talkin. Heard there’s been another killin in this settlement—said it happened at your rental house this time. I was fixin to head over there too, see what the fuss was about. But what you doin hidin out here instead?”

Another killing. The words hit him like ice water. Another.

“Nah, it ain’t like that, I swear,” he whispered, the words tumbling over each other in their haste to get out. “Don’t go thinkin I had nothin to do with it. I just got here, went straight to the house—then I saw Petey and Repeat layin there, dead. I freaked out soon as I heard folks comin from all over. I got scared they’d think I did somethin, so I just... I panicked and ducked off in here.”

Beyonka studied him for a long moment, and Amzie had the uncomfortable feeling she could see straight through to the back of his skull, to all the ugly thoughts and guilty secrets he kept there.

“Well if that’s how it is, come on, quick—just follow me,” she said finally. “You can stay at my place tonight. We’ll talk ‘bout it later and figure things out tomorrow, while everybody’s still crowded ‘round your house.”

When he just stood there, rooted to the spot like a tree growing through concrete, she sighed and shook her head. “Amzie, you done forgot, huh? I’m Beyonka—yeah, Beyonka. Back when you was a teenager, your uncle used to bring you ‘round here a few times. Last time you showed up was when y’all was handlin the papers for that house you started rentin out. And don’t act like you don’t remember— you came to my weddin with Darlington just a few months back.”

“Ohhh, Beyonka!” The relief in his voice was palpable. “Yeah, I remember now. My bad—I ain’t recognize you at first.”

She stepped closer, and he caught a whiff of something—not perfume, exactly, but something sweet and cloying that made his stomach turn just slightly. “A’ight, come on—hurry up and come with me to the house. You’ll be way safer there than dealin with all them nosy folks later. Folks ‘round here been real on edge lately, ‘specially with all them weird deaths happenin back-to-back like that.”

“Huh? Wait—so folks been gettin killed ‘round here before this?”

The question hung in the air between them like smoke from a house fire, and for just a moment, Beyonka’s smile slipped. In that instant, Amzie glimpsed something behind her eyes—something cold and calculating and utterly without mercy.

“Later, Amzie,” she said, the smile sliding back into place like a mask. “I’ll tell you once you ain’t hidin behind them banana trees no more. I can find you easy, and that’s not even countin the neighbors ‘round here. Just think ‘bout if they caught you sneakin around there right now—won’t be pretty.”

A shudder ran through Amzie Wicksey then, starting at the base of his skull and working its way down his spine like cold fingers walking on his grave. Because suddenly, standing there in the yellow circle of streetlight with this woman who smelled like dying flowers, he realized something that made his right hand start shaking all over again.

He wasn’t being rescued.

He was being collected.
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“What?” The word came out of Amzie Wicksey’s mouth like a death rattle, and he could taste the copper pennies of fear on his tongue. “Darlington’s gone? Jesus Christ, you’re pulling my leg.”

But he could see in Beyonka’s eyes—those dark, fathomless pools that had seen too much—that she wasn’t pulling anything. Death had come calling in this godforsaken place, and it had been busy.

“First one to go,” she said, and her voice had that flat, emotionless quality that Amzie remembered from the war, from the medics who’d seen too many boys come back in pieces. “After that, it was like someone had opened a door that shoulda stayed locked. Dark things came creeping in. Dyer went next—found him face-down in Marsten’s place with his arm hacked off like a rotten pumpkin. Then Dwindy Suggs, poor bastard. And those two boys renting your place, Petey and Repeat...” She trailed off, but the silence said everything.

Amzie felt something cold crawl up his spine, something that had nothing to do with the August wind rattling the windows. “Beyonka, I’m sorry about Darlington. I know what he meant to you.”

She waved a hand, dismissive, but he caught the tremor in her fingers. “Don’t make it out to be more than it was. Darlington had his demons, same as those other fools. Always drinking, always chasing tail, throwing money around like it was confetti at a funeral. Maybe they all turned on each other. Maybe the devil finally came to collect what was owed.”

There was something else in her voice now, something that made the hair on Amzie’s arms stand up like soldiers at attention. Something that whispered of secrets buried deep and doors that should never be opened.

“But what about you?” Beyonka’s voice cut through his thoughts like a blade through silk. “How’d you manage to crawl back to this place? Where you been hiding all this time?”

She leaned back on that ratty couch, stretching her arms along the back like a cat in the sun, and Amzie felt his breath catch in his throat. The movement pulled her dress tight across her body, revealing the pale skin of her arms, the dark hollows of her armpits. He tried to look away, but his eyes betrayed him, drawn downward to where her dress had ridden up, revealing a flash of white cotton against pale skin.

Something hot and shameful coiled in his belly, and he started coughing—harsh, choking sounds that echoed in the small room like gunshots.

And that’s when he felt it. Something else in the room with them, something that wasn’t quite right. The air seemed to thicken, to press against his skin like invisible hands, and he could swear he heard laughter—soft, musical, terrible laughter that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

Beyonka leaned forward, concern creasing her brow, but there was something else there too—something predatory and knowing. “You alright, honey? Let me get you some water.”

As she moved closer, Amzie caught a glimpse of her cleavage, the soft curve of her breasts beneath the thin fabric, and the heat in his belly flared into something desperate and hungry. The coughing got worse, his chest burning like he’d swallowed live coals.

Somewhere in the shadows of the room, something giggled.

“I’ll get you that water,” Beyonka said, rising gracefully from the couch, and Amzie watched helplessly as she walked away, her hips swaying with each step like a hypnotist’s pendulum. Even from behind, she was magnetic, dangerous, pulling at something deep inside him that he’d thought was long dead.

He pressed his hand to his mouth, trying to stop the coughing, trying to stop the thoughts that were crawling through his mind like insects through a corpse. Nothing made sense anymore. Nothing had made sense since he’d come back to this place where the dead outnumbered the living and the shadows seemed to move when you weren’t looking directly at them.

Above him, clinging to the ceiling like some nightmare spider, something watched and waited. Its scaled body pulsed with an obscene life, and its female face—beautiful and terrible as a medieval gargoyle—smiled with sharp teeth that had tasted blood before and would taste it again.

In this place where four men and a woman had died in ways that defied explanation, where a widow smiled too knowingly and moved like sin itself, Amzie Wicksey began to understand that he hadn’t come home at all.

He’d walked straight into hell, and something was already reaching up through the floorboards to drag him down.
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Amzie Wicksey was trouble with a capital T, the kind of trouble that followed a man like a shadow at high noon, dark and inescapable. Beyonka could smell it on him—not just the stale cigarettes and desperation that clung to his clothes like a second skin, but something else. Something that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up like a cat sensing thunder. It was the smell of a man who’d crossed a line he couldn’t uncross, and the thing living inside her—the thing that called itself Wanzella—practically purred with anticipation.

What did you do, Amzie? she wondered, watching him from across the room. What terrible thing did you do?

The snake that lived in her dreams writhed with excitement, its scales catching light that wasn’t there. In towns like Mayfield, Kentucky or Athens, Ohio, folks might’ve called what was happening to Beyonka possession. But down here in the Deep South, where kudzu grows thick enough to strangle a man and the past never really dies, they got other names for it—names whispered in churches and spoken over graves.

But Beyonka had made her deal a long time ago, back when the world had chewed her up and spit her out like so much gristle. Now she was something else—part woman, part weapon, part walking nightmare dressed in a sleeveless white dress that showed off curves designed to make men forget their own names.

Amzie sat hunched over in that ratty chair like a man carrying the weight of the world, or maybe just one very specific weight. One body-shaped weight. His right hand trembled—not the casual shake of a man who needed a drink, but something deeper. Something that spoke of violence done and more violence to come.

Tell me your secrets, Amzie Wicksey, she thought. Tell me what you did to that woman.

Because it was a woman, wasn’t it? It always was. Men like Amzie, men with that particular brand of rot eating them from the inside out—they had problems with women. Problems that sometimes got solved with rope or knives or bare hands in a moment of rage that lasted just long enough to ruin everything.

The thing that called itself Wanzella had gone quiet, leaving Beyonka alone with her thoughts for the first time in weeks. Maybe it was testing her. Maybe it was giving her rope to hang herself with. Or maybe—and this was the thought that made her stomach clench like a fist—maybe it was afraid of what Amzie had brought with him.

She picked up the tea tray, her movements deliberate and predatory. The sweet tea was perfect—just the way Mama used to make it before the cancer took her, before the world went sideways and Beyonka learned that sometimes the only way to survive was to become something else entirely.

“Go on and take a sip, Amzie,” she said, her voice carrying just the right note of Southern hospitality mixed with something darker. She bent forward to set the tray down, knowing exactly what the view would do to him. Men were simple creatures, really. Show them what they wanted to see, and they’d follow you anywhere. Even to hell.

His eyes locked onto her cleavage like a heat-seeking missile, and she let him look. Let him drink in the sight while his right hand did that telltale tremor. There was hunger there, and need, and something else—guilt that sat on him like a second skin.

What’s your story, sweet Amzie? What made you kill her?

Because he had killed someone. She was as sure of that as she was of her own name. It was written in every line of his body, in the way he held himself like a man waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“You go on and sleep here tonight, alright?” she said, still bent over, still giving him the show. “Tomorrow, you ain’t going nowhere neither. Maybe for a couple days—then we’ll figure out what we gonna do next.”

The words came out honey-sweet, but there was poison in the honey. There always was.

“Aight. Appreciate you lettin me crash for a bit, Beyonka. For real, my head’s all over the place right now,” he said, and his voice carried the weight of a man who’d seen his own reflection in a funhouse mirror and hadn’t liked what looked back.

She straightened up and moved to the chair across from him, watching as he reached for the tea with hands that shook just enough to slosh the liquid. When he drank, it was with the desperate thirst of a man in the desert, and she could see some of the tension leave his shoulders.

Sweet tea and sympathy, she thought. Mama’s cure for everything that ails you.

Except some things couldn’t be cured. Some things just festered in the dark until they burst.

“Whenever my right hand starts actin up, I always make me some warm tea,” he said, and there was something almost childlike in his voice. “Those nightmares? They mostly hit in the mornin, so they mess with me too. But hey, thanks again for puttin up with me—I know I ain’t the easiest.”

Nightmares. Now that was interesting. In Beyonka’s experience, nightmares were just the past coming back to collect what it was owed. And judging by the way Amzie flinched when he mentioned them, his past was a particularly nasty creditor.

She smiled—just a little thing, barely there and gone again like smoke. But he caught it, and his eyes widened like a man seeing salvation in the distance.

“Why you helpin me, Beyonka?” he asked, and now there was suspicion creeping into his voice. Good. Smart men were harder to fool, but they were also more fun to break. “You ain’t even a lil’ suspicious ‘bout where I come from?”

Oh, honey, she thought. If you only knew where I come from.

“Everybody got they own mess, Amzie,” she said instead, her voice carrying the weight of absolute truth. “Who am I to be judgin you? ‘Sides, you ain’t tried to judge me neither, right?”

He smiled then, and for just a moment she could see the man he might have been before whatever darkness had claimed him. Before he’d wrapped his hands around some poor woman’s throat and squeezed until the light went out of her eyes.

Avyanna, the name whispered through her mind like a ghost passing by. Avyanna Penellope Amarant. His boss. The woman whose face probably visited him in those morning nightmares.

The knowledge came from nowhere and everywhere, the way knowledge sometimes did when you’d made the kind of deals Beyonka had made. She filed it away for later, another card to play when the time was right.

For now, she just smiled and watched Amzie Wicksey drink his tea, two predators sharing a moment of perfect understanding. Both of them running from something. Both of them carrying weight that would never get lighter.

In the distance, thunder rumbled like God clearing his throat, and Beyonka wondered which one of them would destroy the other first.

It was going to be an interesting few days.
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The eyeball hung there, a sickening little ornament popped free from its socket, swaying like a pendulum with every jerk of the corpse’s frame. It glistened wetly in the dim light, a blind witness to its own ruin. The dead face swiveled toward Amzie Wicksey, pale as a slab of moonlit ice, the kind of pallor that comes when the blood forgets how to climb back to the head. Her hair was a mess of wild, snaky tendrils, spilling every which way like it had a mind of its own, while her body—stiff as a plank yet twitching with some unholy spark—mocked everything decent about death.

Amzie jolted awake, his chest heaving like he’d clawed his way out of a coffin, lungs clawing for air. The cold sank deep into his bones, a grave-chill that turned his right hand into a trembling traitor. He could still see it—the corpse lurching upright with a brittle snap of joints, its remaining eye bulging with a hatred so fierce it could’ve burned through steel. Those hands, gnarled and claw-like, reached for his throat, hungry to squeeze the life out of him.

“Amzie, Amzie... what in the world’s goin on with you? C’mon now, wake up... please, baby, just wake up...”  

Beyonka’s voice sliced through the haze, soft but urgent, her face hovering close. He was shivering now, the cold gnawing at him like a living thing. She’d woken to his muttering, his thrashing, and now she threw her arms around him, her warmth a flimsy shield against the icy terror still gripping his
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