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"This book is dedicated to all you readers of weird fiction. May you enjoy these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them. We are a sick, demented bunch. I love you all."
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Preface
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“I cannot give thanks enough to Joe Mykut and Marie Dawn Moldovan for bringing this collection to fruition. It was a long, arduous journey to get this volume of stories into your hands. We started on bringing this to print over 4 years ago, but with the pandemic hit, the publishing environment during that time, and a host of others, they kept at it, and I appreciate them to no end.

Another big thank you to Victor Holecek. His amazing artwork is what graces the cover of this collection, and I could not think of another artist that can convey the feeling of what is contained in these pages. Much appreciated, my friend.

May these stories fill you with awe, horror, and wonder. After all, that is what you see when you get a glimpse beyond the veil."

Try as you may, try as you might,

what is up is down, what is left is right 

glimpse too long beyond the veil of night

and you just may lose your sight!

-Joseph Mykut
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“Breaking News: William Samuals Released

Illinois, May 12, 2015 – In a bizarre turn of events, William Samuals is free tonight, much to the outrage not only of the residents of the town of Cooper's Blend but also of the nation.

The trial of William Samuals, also known as 'Bus Driver Willie,' took the media by storm weeks ago when he was arrested for the abduction, torture, and murder of six children in that south-side town.

The Department of Justice has initiated an investigation into the handling of evidence in this case, and there are even calls for Judge Wilkins to step down.

The Attorney General will be issuing a televised statement within the next hour regarding how the CBPD could have gravely mishandled this arrest.

The parents of some of the victims were unavailable for comment.”

“John, are we really doing the right thing?” Meredith asked with nervous apprehension.

She avoided looking at the darkened stage before them; the crimson grand drape that hung down seemed all the heavier in the newly converted theater. Her delicate hand rubbed the freshly lacquered, smooth finish of the large mahogany table where they sat. She tried to conceal how her other hand was on her thigh, clutching the blue fabric of the evening dress she wore.

John placed his hand over hers, feeling the bones through her skin. He remembered how strong and full her hands had been, all those years ago. He tried not to notice how dry, like parchment, they felt now as he answered.

"Honey, it is. We both know it is. We've come too far to turn back now," he said, giving her a feeble smile and wondering if his eyes seemed as heavy as hers, clutching her hand a little tighter for reassurance.

She sighed and straightened up in her seat, but even the soft cushioning of the oak chair could not ease the tension in her shoulders. She looked at the curtained stage fifty feet before them and scanned the arch high above; the bone-white comedy and tragedy masks seemed to scrutinize her and John menacingly. 

Meredith had tried to delay coming here as much as possible by changing dresses, attempting to conceal some of the silver strands in her red hair, and redoing her makeup, but John saw through it and waited patiently. Despite the two-hour drive, they still managed to be the first ones there. There was barely any traffic this late in the evening.

She turned her head to look at him. He appeared almost boyish in his black suit, his tie slightly askew as he shifted in his seat. She noticed how he had missed a few spots when shaving; the stubble had a tinge of gray that matched the shade at his temples.

God, she thought, we have both aged so much these last few years.

Where had the time gone?

She swallowed hard, trying not to think about the months that had passed. It still felt just like yesterday.

She sensed he knew what she was thinking.

"Remember that opera we went to years ago? I think it was our first date, and I thought I would try to impress you by being 'cultured'?" he chuckled, shuffling in his seat. "I can't believe that happened."

She gave a weak grin, looking down in recollection.

"You tripped over that man's foot getting to our seats. When you hit the floor, your fart could be heard throughout the whole opera house." She closed her eyes and shook her head.

"And when I got up, I said—"

"I guess the fat lady sang," Meredith cut him off, giggling. She looked at him as he gazed into her eyes. She felt she couldn't have loved him more than at that moment. What he conveyed with that glance communicated more than any words could.

His distraction worked, if only for a little while.

Meredith took a deep breath and looked around. This theater was much smaller than the opera house they had attended years ago. With the absence of a mezzanine or balcony, she guessed this facility could have accommodated about two hundred people at best. It was hard to gauge since the area behind the table where they sat at was void of seating; the evidence of which was erased by the slight sheen of wax on the newly refurbished hardwood floor. When they first entered, her high heels echoed loudly throughout the interior, no matter how lightly she tried to tread.

She figured John must have been reading her thoughts when he said, "It must have cost a small fortune to remodel this. I'm guessing this must have been where the orchestra pit was." He tapped the toe of his dress shoe on the floor, and a slight hollow echo bounced off the Acanthus motif of the freshly papered walls; the brass sconces attached to them seemed to flicker in reply.

John looked at the remaining six seats on the side of the table where they sat; the reddish hue of the oval cushioning almost seemed to stand at attention as they faced the stage. The large table could have seated at least twenty-five people all the way around. "One of those chairs alone is half of our mortgage payment a month," he muttered. "I don't see how—" The interruption of a door opening far behind them stopped him mid-sentence. Their heads both turned in trepidation toward the sound. Seconds later, a young couple appeared, pausing as they entered and giving John and Meredith a cautious look. The youthful-looking woman's hand clasped onto the forearm of her blond-haired companion in slight

fear, while he placed his hand on hers protectively.

They resembled members of a church arriving late to a service, drawing the silent ire of the other attendees with their attire. He was dressed in a white long-sleeved shirt, black tie, and matching pants. She wore a formal white summer dress.

Clutching a small purse to her chest, she tilted her head up to the gentleman who towered over her. Her flaxen hair was tied back in a modest ponytail. John estimated they were about the same age. She waited expectantly for the young man to speak, but he stood there, his jaw clenching in either embarrassment or indecision.

Moments later, John sensed the consternation in the young man and blurted out, "Come on in! The party will start soon!"

Meredith briskly put her hand on his arm. "Dear..." she murmured.

The couple looked at each other. The young man shrugged his shoulders and then motioned with his head for them both to proceed. The close-knit pair hesitantly entered; their footfalls resonating throughout the theater as John gave Meredith an apologetic grin.

The blond-haired man cleared his throat. "Is he here?" he asked faintly.

John was about to make a quip about the obvious but decided

against it. "No," he answered, shuffling in his seat. "We just got here a little bit ago ourselves."

The couple looked around the expanse of the theater in silence; their attention diverted to the large, curtained stage.

John stood up and walked toward them, his arm outstretched. "I recognize you from the trial," he said solemnly. "I'm John Richards. You must be Jerry and Ellen Coswell."

The young man looked at the extended hand and shook it reluctantly.

"It's Jeremy," he replied. He swallowed hard and turned to the young

girl next to him; she guiltily diverted her eyes as John nodded in her di-rection.

"...your sister. She was...I mean...I am sorry..." John stammered. Jeremy pulled the woman close to him.

"Thank you," he interrupted, as he held Ellen close to himself, protectively.

"Sarah...her name was Sarah," his voice grave. "Before our parents died, we promised them we would watch over her."

His dead-eyed stare looked into John's, waiting for a response but hoping not to get one.

"I'm Meredith," John heard his wife say as she came up from behind him, relieved that he did not have to reply. "I am deeply sorry for your loss." She shook both of their hands as Ellen's eyes scrutinized her.

"Your daughter was Janet..." Ellen said softly. "The same age as Sarah."

John looked to Meredith as she answered, "She would have been twelve."

The two women looked at each other with an emotion that John could not define: something resembling pity and defiance.

His wife's eye started to shine from the feeble light with the tear that she was fighting not to let fall.

"She would have been twelve," Meredith repeated.

Their heads all turned in unison to the familiar sound of the door opening behind them, only to be slammed shut loudly by the large figure that entered. The rotund man in a gray business suit strode briskly to-wards the two couples, the glint from the sweat on his balding forehead matching the spectacles he wore.

"I hope this is not some goddamned joke!" he said, taking a heaving breath. "Is Mr. Zhang here yet?"

The couples looked at each other, at a loss for what to say.

John was in the process of attempting to answer when the portly man looked at the watch on his fat wrist. "I am here right on time at least. I thought I was going to be fucking late. My phone has been ringing off the hook at my office from the goddamn reporters calling. He did say eight o'clock, right?"

Jeremy and John looked at each other with a slight mixture of confusion and embarrassment from the man's entrance.

"Umm... yeah," Jeremy was the first to answer. "That is what he said when he... invited us."

"Invited, my ass. It was more like a direct order, as far as I was concerned," the man blurted out, spittle flying from his lips. "He creeps me out to no end."

"I think that is unanimous here," John added. "I am sorry. I don't believe we have met."

The man extended his hand; his sausage-like fingers gripped John's like a vice as they shook.

"Striener. Lewis Striener. You are Richards, right? I remember you."

John blinked in slight uncertainty, failing to recollect the gentleman before him. "Yes... yes, I am."

He turned to his wife to sort of gauge if she had any memory of the man when Jeremy remarked, "You were in the back of the courtroom shouting when the verdict was read."

"Damn straight! Everyone knew he did it! Everyone! Damn, the police messed it up royally. The missing search warrants, the mishandling of my niece's evidence bag. Those prosecuting attorneys didn't know what they were doing. Idiots!" he barked, pointing a stubby finger at Jeremy, the young man flinching.

Meredith put her hand to her mouth in shocked recollection. "Suzie.

Suzie Holmes. She was your niece."

The man's shoulders slumped as he lowered his hand and looked at her, a somber expression coming to his face. "Yeah... yeah. That girl was an angel. What that monster did to our family... what my sister..."

Lewis looked at the four faces staring at him, noticing the shock that was still there from his entrance and outburst.

"I'm... I'm sorry. These last six months since the trial ended and with Sylvia..." His voice trailed off as the red on his craggy face turned from rage to embarrassment.

Ellen walked up to Lewis and put her hand on his forearm. "Please, sit," she said tenderly.

She looked at the others. "Let us all just sit. He should be here any minute."

Lewis looked at her and nodded. They all pulled out the heavy chairs, the feet scraping loudly on the wood floor.

They all seated themselves. John and Meredith sat with the young couple on their right and Lewis on their left, facing the front of the stage in silence. Waiting.

"Is this it?" Jeremy asked in a forlorn voice. "Are we the only ones?" "I guess so," John answered with a deep sigh.

They all looked at the curtain as it hung motionless; Lewis checked his watch again. "8:05. What the hell?" he whispered. "We have known this guy for almost two years, and he has never been late by a second."

John turned to him. "When did you last hear from Zhang?"

Lewis pulled out the folded letter from his inside jacket pocket, tossing it on the table in front of John. "Probably the same as you all. When I got this in the mail last week."

John unwillingly picked up the paper and opened it, knowing what it might say but reading it anyway:

Mr. Striener,

As I communicated to you months ago, if the outcome of the trial took the turn that we all feared, I would send you instructions on what I would have to do to take the next step in doing what has to be done. The legal representation I hired for you and the other eleven families did what they could, but sadly, the careless mishandling of key evidence and arresting procedures in Cooper's Blend County was unconscionable. I have been taking the initial steps to ensure that justice will be done since it seems the legal system has failed, not just you, but all parties involved, miserably.

I have confirmation from a few other families that they would commit to proceeding to the next level, and I hope you will be joining them. Unfortunately, the others declined. My final method to set their minds and spirits to rest was sadly rejected, even though I did all I could to support them financially and emotionally.

The time and address for the final solution are attached. Sincerely,

Malakai Zhang P.S.

My thoughts and condolences go out to you and your family during this time. I have enclosed a check for any funeral expenses for your sister, Sylvia. Please use it accordingly. The final solution that I hope you will be attending would have healed her and relieved her of grief

from the loss of her daughter, but sadly, she chose to do otherwise. I am deeply sorry.

John folded it closed and handed it back. "It says about the same thing that was sent to Meredith and me."

After a moment, he added, "...your sister... I recall her. I'm..." Lewis put the paper back in his jacket pocket.

"I know. 'Sorry.' Everyone is 'sorry'! All these words from so many people, but no action," he blurted out, trying to contain his frustration and rage.

"From the lawyers. From other family members. Everyone. Words didn't stop him from going to jail or getting punished. Words did not stop my sister from swallowing a bottle of pills because that man was set free. Oh, no!" Lewis pounded the side of his fist on the table.

Jeremy leaned over the table, looking at him in desperation. "Mr. Striener, I know how you feel. We all do," he said sympathetically. "We have appealed, my sister and I think we have found a lawyer—"

"Bah!" Lewis bellowed, waving him off. "Do you seriously think that will go anywhere?! He was freed! Do your research, kid! I am only a second-rate accountant, but I know a little bit about the legal system. It is done!"

John and Meredith looked at each other during his outburst, both at a loss for what to say to intrude but knowing it wouldn't matter.

Jeremy leaned back in his seat in defeat, shrugging his shoulders as he shook his head at Ellen.

"Once Zhang arrives, I am sure he will be more clear about his 'final solution,' or so he calls it. Let's just wait to see what he has to say," John remarked as he looked from one man to the other, attempting to relieve the tension in the air. "After all, he has done all he can to help us and—"

The muted sound of motors stopped John in mid-sentence as the curtain started to slowly rise, and a beam from an overhead stage lamp came on. The large circle of light illuminated the black trousers and shined shoes of a single individual. The orb of light continued to follow the raising of the curtain to illuminate the chest and other features of a tall, immaculately dressed man, highlighting his bald head and the Asian characteristics of his smiling face.

"You are correct, Mr. Richards," his voice resonated around the theater. "All of your questions will be answered, and I have been here for quite some time."

The silence was deafening as he stood there. He raised his hands together before his chest, the fingertips barely touching as he acknowledged them with an appreciative nod.

"Okay, Zhang. What gives?" Lewis asked as he stood up, pushing the chair behind him.

The frustration in his voice was evident as he continued, not giving the imposing figure on the stage a chance to answer. "The news better be good. Bringing us all out here to God knows where. Cryptic letters. Not hearing from you these last few months."

Lewis took a step forward, his voice rising. "You better be here to tell us that you used all these mysterious riches you have to hire a hitman to blow Samuals' brains out! Do you have any idea the nightmare..."

"Sit down, Mr. Striener!" the tall man ordered; his commanding voice echoed. His posture and pose did not change as he glared at the large man. His dark eyes seemed to glint from the beam of the lamp that reflected off them.

Lewis' heavily jowled mouth shut, and he slowly sat back down in his chair, his contained anger still radiating from his face.

"Thank you," Zhang said, clearing his throat. "I am glad you few were able to make it. Believe me, it was no easy undertaking to prepare for an event such as this. When the verdict was read, I immediately had to get the preparations underway for you all."

“Prepare? For what?” Ellen asked, trying to make her voice sound less nervous than she actually was.

Mr. Zhang clapped his hands twice rapidly; the piercing sound made Ellen flinch in her seat.

The faint sound of stomping heeled shoes could be heard, getting louder and louder, as a multitude of figures of the same nationality as Zhang materialized from the opposite sides of the stage; silent, stone-faced figures dressed in waiter and waitress attire, their maroon vests and ties matching the color of the velvet-lined walls.

They all carried plates of fine china, polished silverware, cloth nap-kins, and assorted cutlery and proceeded to make place settings in front of the attendees at the table; their emotionless faces saying not a word to the confused looks of the five that were seated.

“What the hell?” John muttered to his wife as he sat there frozen, watching the rapid motion of the servers make neat, professional settings in front of him. They seemed almost choreographed as if they had done this numerous times.

In between the tinkling sound of various-sized pieces of silverware being placed on the table, Lewis' voice could be heard in disbelief. “What the hell is this? Some sort of dinner for the defeated?”

"Not quite,” Zhang replied. His accent was distinguishable as he spoke steadily, gazing at the five as they looked at each other. “Of course, this feast could be open to more than one interpretation. It is a ‘victory dinner’ of sorts to you. A ‘last meal’ to others.” He clasped his hands in front of his face, the two forefingers pointed upward and tapping his lips with a slight smirk.

John held his hand up to halt when he saw Lewis was about to voice his disgust once again.

“Mr. Zhang,” John said, trying to contain his composure. "I am sure I speak for everyone here when I say that we appreciate all that you have done for us, but you have been an enigma ever since you entered our lives."

"With the disastrous outcome of Samuals' release, we are in dire need of answers and want this nightmare to be over. We need to get on with our lives," he continued, clenching his jaw in vexation. "We wanted—no, needed—him to pay. We are at a loss for what to do, so excuse our frustration."

John took his wife's hand as she looked at him with a mixture of pride and sorrow. "We are angry, and we are tired of all of it."

"Do you remember the day we first met?" Zhang asked as he clasped his hands behind his back and started to slowly pace the stage.

"I... I think so," John answered, looking weakly at the others. Zhang nodded at him, urging him to continue.

"I remember the days before the trial. You came to our house," John looked up at the shadows of the ceiling, far beyond the glare of the lamp, recollecting. "We were afraid that we would have to take out a second mortgage on our house. I hadn't worked in months. Meredith and I were... lost."

Jeremy saw the despair in his face and tried to interrupt John's memory.

"You approached us as my sister and I were sitting in the car in the

parking lot at the police station when we got the news that they found Sarah," he addressed Zhang. "We couldn't find the strength to get out of the car until after you talked to us."

Zhang nodded appreciatively. He then turned to Lewis with a tilt of his bald head, his domineering look anticipating what the man would say.

Lewis sat back in his seat with an irritated sigh.

"You came to my office, introduced yourself, and gave me your business card. You didn't say much except your offer to help," he said, regarding Zhang with disdain for the way the man stood there, scrutinizing him. “Then again," He added, "you knew that you wouldn't have to ex-plain much. I bet you knew I would find some things out on my own."

Just then, two more waiters appeared. One with a tray of wine glasses and the other with a finely carved silver bucket with the necks of open bottles protruding from it. One waiter placed the glasses in front of the five while the other poured with robotic synchronicity.

John caught a glimpse of the label and gasped in shock. "Whoa!

Wait... is that...?" he asked, his wife giving him a quizzical expression.

Lewis snatched one of the bottles from the bucket and read the label; an ingratiating smile appeared on his face. "'Domaine de la Romanee-Conti,'" he announced, shoving the bottle back into the bucket harshly, clinking them against the others. "Then again, we wouldn't expect anything less, would we?"

Zhang rocked on the heels of his shoes for a moment, with his hands behind his back, the two men looking at each other as if in a game of mental chess.

Ellen blinked at the glass of wine before her, afraid to touch it as she asked, "What is going on? What 'things' did you find out?"

Lewis took a deep breath, his gaze not leaving the imposing figure on the stage.

"Mr. Ching Ho Zhang, also known as Malakai, was born in the Guangdong province of Guangzhou, China, in 1945. Born to the par-ents of migrant workers who died in 1961 (due to unsavory conditions, no doubt), he was shuffled around to numerous orphanages (which probably had the same, if not worse, conditions during Chairman Mao's rule at that time)."

Zhang looked at him with a grin, his eyes not leaving Mr. Striener's face as he waited for the large man to continue.

Lewis picked up his glass, took a long sip, and inspected the contents appreciatively in the theater light; the others gazing at him with intense interest as he recommenced Zhang's biographical history.

“He disappeared off the grid until 1972 when he showed up as a family member of Deng Xiaoping, the most powerful figure in the People's Republic of China

Zhang graduated from Peking University in 1977, right around Mao's death, receiving top honors in History, World Economics, and such. He moved to America in the '80s, right after the Tiananmen Square debacle. There were rumors and conjecture about his involvement in that, and in the late '70s when his dear ol' adoptive daddy 'destroyed his opponents' after Mao kicked the bucket.

Fast forward to the 1990s when Zhang changed his name and studied existentialism (for reasons I have not a clue), traveled to Tibet a few times, came back to America, and made millions in the stock market until the 9/11 event. The impending recession did not seem to affect him in the slightest.

In 2007, Zhang could be seen hanging around Li Ka-shing, Warren Buffet, and the like. He started becoming a sort of philanthropist, doing a great deal of charitable work, and was even involved in the development of the Tsz Shan Monastery, an institute of Chinese Buddhist practice and spiritual education. There were whispers that he helped Li donate $1.7 billion for that.”

A slight whistle could be heard from John as he picked up his glass and carefully took a sip, his eyes widening at the taste of the wine.

Lewis turned to John. "Yeah," he nodded towards the glass. "Our 'mysterious benefactor' has made it a habit of helping people, not those of the famous elite, mind you, for the last few years, showing up in cases like ours."

"What? What do you mean?" Jeremy asked.

Lewis rolled the stem of the wine glass, admiring the liquid. "Have you ever heard about the Reinholt case?"

"God," Meredith exclaimed.

"Those people that were murdered in that restaurant. Of course, it was all over the news." Meridith turned her head away, momentarily regretting what she said, recollecting how their daughter's picture was all over the media outlets, and the internet...

Zhang stood frozen on the stage; his eyes still unblinking from the beam of light that shone off them.

"Yep," Lewis remarked. "One of my so-called 'informants' showed me a picture after the trial. You could see Zhang in the background talking to one of the families. Then another picture of him talking to another family."

"Wow, Mr. Striener," Jeremy remarked. "Are you sure you're a CPA?

You would make a great detective."

Lewis chuckled. "Kid, trying to keep my business running in this economy, I research a lot of stuff. Hell, who needs to pay an accountant today when you can do your taxes online for free?"

He continued, "I especially do my homework when someone approaches me to help me financially. That is something we all have in common here," Lewis looked at Zhang up on the stage. "But then again, you already knew we would not turn you away, didn't you?"

They all turned to Zhang, gauging his response. There was silence for a few moments until the tall Asian man unclasped his hands behind his back and proceeded to clap in an apathetic
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