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Dennis Clover stepped out of the city hall building feeling lower than gravity itself.

The heavy oak doors clicked shut behind him, sealing away the final shred of his dignity. Even the municipality had rejected his job application. It wasn’t that he had any grand desire to spend his youth working a mindless bureaucratic desk job, but he was at the absolute end of his rope. The rent was three weeks overdue, his bank account was a string of zeroes, and the walls of his life were closing in fast.

He walked aimlessly until his legs gave out, finally sinking onto a weathered park bench. His hands trembled as he unwrapped a bargained $1.50 hotdog, munching on the cold meat just to give his stomach something to do. He looked up at the canopy of oak trees above him, feeling a sickening wave of paranoia; it felt as if even the leaves were rustling in mockery, laughing at his pathetic downfall.

“A broke man is just repulsive,” a sharp, aristocratic voice cutting through the quiet park air remarked.

Dennis blinked, his jaw tightening. An overly privileged woman strode past his bench, her nose upturned as she gossiped loudly into her phone, dragging a pampered, pristine poodle on a rhinestone leash. Dennis was already teetering on the edge of a psychological abyss. He could have ignored her comment, but then the world pushed him just an inch too far. The poodle trotted over, sniffed the air, and deliberately lifted its leg, taking a leak directly over his only pair of campus shoes.

Something inside Dennis snapped.

A lifetime of bitter resentment flared into a blinding, white-hot rage. For twenty-four years, he had lived by a strict, foolish code: be helpful, offer assistance, be a good person, and the universe will reward you. It was all a lie. The world didn't reward good people; it trampled them.

Dennis shot up from the park bench like a reanimated corpse. Before the woman could even gasp, his large hand shot out, grabbing the startled dog by its rhinestone collar, lifting it high, and hulking the animal violently onto the dirt path in a display of pure, unadulterated psychosis.

The woman’s shriek pierced the afternoon sky, a horrific sound of absolute terror at the stranger's sudden, feral violence. The poodle scrambled to its feet, largely uninjured but deeply shaken. Clutching the trembling animal to her chest, the woman bolted down the path faster than a speeding ambulance, but not before casting one final, venomous glance over her shoulder.

“You psycho!” she screamed, her voice cracking. “I hope you die a painful death!”

Those words struck Dennis like a bucket of freezing water, instantly shocking him back to his senses. The red mist cleared from his eyes, leaving behind a suffocating weight of sheer horror at his own actions. What had he just done? He looked down at his shaking, split knuckles, a wave of profound nausea swelling in his throat. He wanted to retch, to violently purge the sickness from his gut, but nothing would come out.

He grabbed his canvas bag with trembling hands and ran. He didn't look back.

A few seconds after his frantic footsteps faded into the distance, a slight figure stepped out from the heavy shadows of a nearby willow tree. It was a young girl, small and teenage-built, her fingers idly stroking the matted fur of a stuffed cat tucked under her arm. Her eyes locked onto the empty bench, a terrifyingly vacant smile spreading across her youthful face.

“Man,” she whispered, her voice entirely devoid of warmth. She tilted her head, looking down at the toy in her hands. “Looks like we have another one, Sandy. Let's make this one a little more interesting, huh?”

Dennis arrived at his downtrodden apartment on the outskirts of the city completely breathless. The frantic, desperate sprint from the park had at least served one purpose—it had cleared the manic fog from his head. But as his breathing finally slowed, the harsh, frozen reality of his life slammed back into place.

He was entirely exhausted. His rent hadn't been paid. He had exactly one pack of cheap cup noodles left to get him through today, absolutely no food lined up for tomorrow, and he was completely unemployed.

“Okay, that’s a lot of problems,” he muttered to himself, his hand trembling as he turned the key in the rusted lock. He braced himself to enter what would soon become his former abode if he didn't come up with a radical plan, and fast.

The moment the door groaned open, the stale, suffocating air of poverty greeted him. The first thing he did was head straight to his small, cramped kitchen, his stomach growling for those almost-expired cup noodles. It was his final lifeline.

But what he saw when he stepped over the threshold shattered his heart into a billion pieces.

A sickening wave of betrayal and inadequacy washed over him, making him feel even more deeply hurt than the day his ex-girlfriend had coldly informed him she was pregnant with his supposed best friend’s child. He could still hear her voice echoing in his mind, throwing those vicious insults and cruel comparisons, reminding him yet again of what an absolute failure he was. He had thought he couldn't sink any lower than that day.

He was wrong.

There on the dirty kitchen floor sat his cup noodles, the plastic packaging ripped violently apart, the contents already halfway gone. Four dastardly, unnaturally large rodents were actively feasting on his only dinner right in front of him, their black eyes glinting in the dim light.

Dennis stood there entirely stunned. He watched in a paralyzed daze as the bloated rodents scattered into the shadows at the heavy sound of his canvas bag dropping to the floor. Rage competed with absolute confusion. His apartment was clean; he didn't even have roaches.

Then, the pieces clicked together. It was obvious who had done this. Mrs. Simmons. The landlord’s wife.

The old woman had possessed a twisted, predatory obsession with him from the very beginning. Ever since the horrifying day Dennis had walked into his room only to find her waiting for him completely naked—and he had outrightly, cleanly rejected her—she had made his life a living hell. She forced him to pay double the required amount of rent compared to every other tenant in the vicinity. She had even gone to her husband, spinning God knows what sickening lies about Dennis, until the landlord himself had started looking at Dennis with a deep, unearned disgust.

Now that the old woman knew Dennis hadn't paid this month's rent, she was openly moving to spite him, treating him like an animal to be broken.

And just as he had guessed, a shadow fell over the entryway. Mrs. Simmons appeared right at the kitchen doorway, blocking his only exit. The look on her face was deeply disturbing, her features twisted with a sickening mixture of pure lust and naked ugliness.

“This could all be over in a few minutes, Dennis,” she said, her voice a raspy, confident purr. “Just do as I say, and you won't have to suffer like this again.”

She took a step forward, inched closer, and closer, and closer, trapping him against the kitchen counter. She was close enough now for Dennis to smell that cheap, pungent, disgusting perfume she always caked herself in—a scent that made his throat tighten with pure repulsion.

She reached a wrinkled hand out toward his chest. “Come here, darling. Let me take ca—”

She never got a single chance to finish her sentence.

Mrs. Simmons wasn’t prepared for sweet, compliant Dennis to launch an attack. The shock on her face was instantaneous as her eyes bulged. He was surprisingly strong, his fingers digging into her flesh with a terrifying, mechanical precision, his grip tightening as if he were using a vice instead of his bare hands. For a second, the sheer satisfaction of pushing back against his abuser blinded him.

But just as Dennis began to regain his composure and realize what he was doing, the heavy thud of footsteps echoed in the hallway.

The landlord happened to coincidentally pass by the open apartment door. Looking in, he froze, his eyes widening in pure horror as he saw his wife's life hanging by a fraying thread. With a guttural roar, the man launched his own attack, bursting into the kitchen and wildly throwing punches without any real form or aim.

He fought as sloppily as an angry teenager, his fists swinging blindly through the air. Dennis had no choice but to let go of the woman’s throat, taking a sharp step back against the counter to create some distance between himself and the frantic couple.

Dennis stared at them, his chest heaving as a bitter sting of betrayal washed over him. These were the once-friendly people he had shared a welcoming table with back when he had first started his working life, fresh-faced and optimistic, cities away from his family. Now, they looked like monsters.

“Dennis Clover!” roared the landlord, his voice trembling with rage as he shielded his coughing, gasping wife. “I treated you like a younger brother, and this is how you repay me? Attempted murder? Get out of my house this instant before I call the police! I never, ever want to see your face again, do you understand?”

Dennis didn't say a word. He grabbed his canvas bag and walked out into the fading light. That was the last time he ever saw the Mr. and Mrs. Simmons duo in the flesh.

Dennis woke up the next morning shivering under the damp wooden slats of the apartment's garden shed. He had crawled under there like a stray dog to hide from the night patrol. He knew he had to keep scarce; if he lingered anywhere near the block, the police would throw him straight into the slammer.

As he brushed dry dirt from his clothes, he muttered to himself that jail wasn't even such a bad idea. At least behind bars, he gathered he could have guaranteed meals, a roof over his head, and a break from the biting cold. But then, vivid memories of the horror stories he had read on his late-night security shifts flashed through his mind—tales of prison politics and guard-organized gladiator fights.

He shook his head grimly. It was better
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