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  Voices in the Darkness


  A Foreword by David Niall Wilson


  It has been a long time since I set out to edit something like this. When I first started writing, I launched a small press that did well for about thirteen issues. I’m certain that I learned more from editing, publishing, and interacting with the many authors, poets, and artists that graced the pages of The Tome than I could thank them for. Editing, though, is hard. Finding what you want, reading things that you don’t, picking through the words and sentences and images, not just to enjoy them, but to try and polish them. It’s an art form very different from the writing itself. I thought I was done with it. And to a point, I guess, I was.


  Voices in the Darkness was not an open anthology. I thought long and hard about creating this project. Like a lot of others, my own creative output has been sort of stuck in the mud of 2020, but I wanted to create something memorable. I wanted something to hold and be proud of. I did not give this book a theme, I just told the authors involved that I wanted to publish something special, and that I wanted them to be part of it. I wanted it to be a middle finger flipped up at 2020. I also wanted a book that would make people think, something to entertain and confuse and touch readers.


  I decided on six stories before I asked anyone. The invitation I wrote invited authors to go long on the word count to be sure we reached a good length for a book. Just like everything else in this crazy year, we reached that goal in strange and unexpected ways. Once I had my structure, I had to choose the creative minds to bring it to life.


  The first four came easily. I know what I love to read, fiction that, while usually based in one genre or another, is hard to define. Stories that are often considered to literary for a mostly dark fantasy project. I had just finished listening to the amazing audiobook of Kathe Koja’s novel, Skin, one that I consider a big influence on my own writing. I put her on my short list. There are several stories by Elizabeth Massie that will never leave me, the most powerful (to my mind) being “Smoothpicks,” which appeared in Deathrealm magazine long ago. That was number two. Over the years, I’ve written a lot of collaborations. Some of the best of those were written with one of my oldest friends, Brian Hopkins. Among the stories we wrote were “La Belle Dame Sans Merci,” and “La Belle Dame, Sans Regret”. I approached Brian, who has not been writing for years, and asked him to do a story. Little did I know he would launch into an epic historical fantasy, more than forty-eight thousand words… and I knew it was perfect when he titled that story “La Belle Époque”. It’s really a short novel, published here for the first time.


  Nick Mamatas is an author I know for stories that wash over the genre walls like smoke. My first (and still favorite) of his novels was Move Under Ground, a perfect mesh of Lovecraft and Jack Kerouac. I was very pleased when he agreed to be part of this, and very pleased at his homage to the original “Mack the Knife.”


  At this point I still had two slots and was out of ideas. The problem was not that I did not know enough perfect authors, I know so many I could fill volumes… maybe a series? But the more I thought about the year, and what was going on in the news, and in the world, the more I realized that I wanted this book to be diverse. I wanted stories that would be unexpected to me. I reached out to award-winning anthologist Ellen Datlow, and she gave me a short list of possibilities. On that list I found Nadia Bulkin and read her collection She Said Destroy: Stories and was mesmerized. Nadia became the fifth author. The final slot went to a lady who is best-known for being an award-winning game writer, but whose fiction keeps popping up in best-of anthologies and on awards lists. That author is Cassandra Khaw, and her story “I’d Rather Wear Black” was a perfect addition to the book.


  There was no theme, but one developed. Several of these stories are historical in nature. Brian, Beth, and Nick will be taking you on journeys into the past. The other stories, those in between, are shorter, but powerful in an entirely different way. Kathe, Nadia, and Cassandra went more surreal. The stories are shorter, darker. Kathe’s story, as so many of hers do, is going to be a different story for nearly everyone who reads it. Cassandra’s is going to make people remember past relationships, and think about others… Nadia experiments with telling a true crime story through fiction and will possibly make you reconsider your thoughts on life, and death. Beth’s story revisits a theme that I know to be her biggest fear. Long ago she wrote a book review for me, for The Tome, of Harvest Home, by Thomas Tryon. In that review, she said her biggest fear was one person gaining total control over another. “Baggie” hits this from many angles and will likely give you bad dreams. I love this book.


  The final piece is the cover by West Coast artist Steve Smith. I’ve known Steve most of my adult life. He’s also a tattoo artist of amazing ability, and several of his works walk through life with me daily. He painted the book’s cover, has been reading the stories as they come in… it make think of books, an stories—a voice—lost at sea, washed where the waters will take them. If you are reading this, they have been delivered to you. The tiny red object floating in the wake is a gate. Turn the pages and see where it takes you.


  David Niall Wilson


  11-20-2020


  Vide Cor Meum (See My Heart)


  By Nadia Bulkin


  Don’t Deliver Us


  The Skavas are quiet this morning. By seven A.M., the farm is usually buzzing: Jonah taking feed to the pigs, Lucie taking milk from the cows, Rin taking shit from the rabbits. Jack and Sarah with their hands on their hips, preening smugly over the productivity of their brood.


  And here Neil was worried that he’d get in trouble for being late. If he’d known they were taking their time this morning, he wouldn’t have damn near thrown out his back jumping out of bed to bring Jack a spare alternator for the struggling tractor.


  Neil trudges up the driveway and knocks on the front door. He waits a few seconds, absently counting the pairs of boots on the front porch, and then notices that the house is dark. There is no light leaking out from under the door or through any of the blinds. No sound, either. No grinding coffeemaker, no shrieking girls, no feet tromping down the stairs. Did they go to Jastrow for the weekend, to visit the in-laws? No—the truck is in the driveway.


  Luckily, two of the blinds in the window looking into the living room are bent. Neil bends over and sees someone lying on the floor—well, sees a big pair of socked feet, anyway. Maybe pillar-of-the-community Jack is passed-out drunk—the idea fills Neil with glee.


  Now energized, Neil hurries around Sarah’s lilac bushes. He hears animals lowing in the mist and somewhere in the back aisles of his brain, he realizes how odd it is that there are no little human voices talking back—those kids are always yapping at the livestock—but he tucks that realization under the desire to catch Jack in a compromised position, the desire to not be the subject of ridicule at the pub, for once.


  And then he pauses—the back door is open. Not wide open. Not even an inch open. But it’s sitting there unlatched in a way he knows none of the Skavas would ever, ever leave it.


  Something overtakes him as he crosses the threshold: a splitting between his body and his head. His body enters the house so effortlessly it’s like he’s rolling on wheels; but his head, knowing something is wrong, powers down. Two steps inside and he can already feel some strange dust settling on his skin. So he keeps his hands in the pockets of his jacket. He keeps his chin down. He refuses to even glance at the dark corners of the kitchen.


  “Jack?” he calls softly. He’s come to hate Jack’s voice because it’s always telling him to do this, that, or the other thing, and always in that nicey-nice tone like he’s Jack’s little pal and not his employee, but right now that voice is all he wants to hear. “Hey Jack. You all right?”


  All right escapes his lips after it’s already too late—after he has seen that Jack, lying on the floor of the living room, is in no way all right.


  People look so solid on the outside. Inside we’re just liquid.


  Neil stands over Jack’s body for a small eternity, watching blood seep into the hardwood, until his brain finally finds some other ledge to land on: what about Sarah and the kids?


  He yells up the stairs: “Hello! Hello! Anyone here?” Curiously, he is afraid to call any of their names, even though each one balloons in his throat. And that’s because he knows. By the silence that’s turning his tinnitus into an insectile scream, he knows.


  When he was young, his father told him a story about a man who found the wreckage of a small plane crash in the foothills of Mt. Minot. The man knew from the way the plane had left nothing but black soot on the snow that no one could have survived. And yet, he went to look. “It’s what I had to do,” the man said, even though there was nothing to do but see.


  That’s the story Neil’s thinking about, as he starts to climb the stairs.


  Ten minutes later, he is back in the living room with Jack, calling the police. He could not speak upstairs. He is not sure, in this moment, if he will ever be able to go up the stairs of any house, ever again. Whoever is answering the phones today—some girl, must be new—asks him to wait while they send someone, so he waits. He waits, making little walls around his eyes with his hands. He waits, counting the seconds so he doesn’t think, doesn’t smell, doesn’t hear.


  Fifteen minutes later, he is sitting on the front porch telling the cops about Jack, even though of course they already know all about Jack. He’s telling a story about him and Jack that isn’t a lie, but isn’t quite true, either—Jack the wonderful boss, him the grateful worker, “one of my best friends.” It’s the story that Neil wishes was true. The story that deserves to be true.


  But there is a liquid sound rising from the house behind him, like a gurgling brook, or a boiling pot. Everyone is liquid. The sound builds and builds until it seems to be coming from inside him and Neil finally begs to be allowed to leave.


  He rushes home as if he’s being chased. Not by anything in particular—simply by the great crumbling of the world. The sky is melting. The road is coming apart in pieces. He almost slips twice—once when a stretch of asphalt reveals itself to be ice, then again when he makes the mistake of thinking of Sarah’s face, resting in pieces on her pillow.


  By the time he gets to the gate of his shed-house, the pressure on Neil’s poor old heart is making it hard to move his limbs. Still, he forces his fingers to re-latch the gate, to stumble up the path, to re-lock the door. To protect himself.


  Inside, Neil turns around to maybe have himself a drink, at least catch himself a breath—and then he sees it. Blood welling into his living room, onto his favorite rug, seeping straight out of the floor like a rose pluming from a wound.


  Come Near Me


  The Skavas’ autopsies haven’t told the investigators anything new. Death from hemorrhaging between the hours of three and six. Missing murder weapon, likely an ice axe. There are no fingerprints. There is no DNA. There is no road, let alone a map.


  Anett’s got a feeling, though. She’s got a feeling that the key to unlocking what happened to the Skava family is still somewhere inside that house. It’s in something ungathered, something unswept. She doesn’t trust the evidence collection team in Kolak—they’re just boys with plastic gloves, looking for blades and blood.


  “Maybe he’ll come back,” Dlugosh said when he sent Anett to watch the house. She knows he’s just making her feel useful; if they thought there was any chance in hell of the killer returning to the house, they wouldn’t have sent Anett. She’s heard the theories passed around the break room: oh, it’s a disgruntled farm worker; oh, it’s a burglar; oh, it’s one of those vagrants who’s always lurking at the train station, asking for work. These are not the types of criminals who come back.


  But Anett’s got a feeling. She’s got a feeling this killer fits a profile that they’re not even considering. She’s got a feeling this killer isn’t bounded by the mundane history of modern crime in Kolak. She’s got a feeling that this killer might hover.


  Moonlight catches movement in the bushes around the house. A prowler? Anett had dismissed reports by passers-by of “shadows” hanging around the house, the vague sense of “presence”—just rubberneckers wanting to get involved, she thought—but now she sits straight up in the patrol car, adrenaline shooting so fast it hits her in the eyeballs. He came back.


  She’s about to climb out and make a vainglorious name for herself when a squirrel hops out of the bushes and skitters across the yard. Anett sighs deeply and reminds herself, unhappily, that Dlugosh would rather have her stare at an empty house than conduct a single interview.


  “You’re smart,” Dlugosh told her, “But this is sensitive. You don’t know these people.”


  He’s right, she doesn’t know them. She doesn’t know where Mr. X gets his coffee every morning and how long Ms. Y has been in town and why the Alphas and the Betas love to hate each other, or even that they hate each other at all.


  Ms. Anett has been in Kolak for two years and this is still true. She likes it that way. She likes the quiet impermanence of weekends jogging around the glassy lake with no one but the ducks for company, preparing for another life somewhere else.


  Besides, Anett knows other things. She reads cold casefiles from other towns within a ten-kilometer radius. She sees behavior that the other cops are numb to. She’s immune to their predispositions. Oh, he wouldn’t. Oh, she’s always. That noise just rolls off her back like water off a stone.


  And it doesn’t matter that she never met the Skava family while they were alive. She can see them better this way, with neither bells nor whistles. Truth is cold. Truth is dry bones.


  Anett checks the time, which is midnight. Then she looks up, and her heart—well, it doesn’t stop, exactly, more so goes still—because moonlight has unexpectedly filled the house. Like the winter moon has simply, suddenly, dropped like an anchor into the kitchen.


  For a moment she wonders if this stillness is what it feels like to become dead.


  But then, thankfully, her pulse revvs up like a jumpstarted engine when she realizes what has probably happened: someone has broken in. Anett checks herself for her gear and the house keys before climbing out. Out of habit, two fingers pause on her wrist. She read once that she needs to make sure her pulse is steady before she enters into any potentially violent encounter.


  Badump-badump.


  Anett’s got a feeling, as she sneaks up to the front door. A sour, bitter feeling, but not the kind she gets when she thinks she’s about to have a violent encounter. This is an older feeling, a murkier one, one that can’t be mitigated by any amount of artillery, but by the time her hippocampus has any hope of placing the feeling, it’s too late. She’s already touching the handle.


  Inside, a man and a woman putter around the kitchen. He’s washing his hands at the sink, although the water isn’t on. She’s wiping the countertop with an invisible cloth, round and round and round. When they turn to each other in conversation, their faces blur. Just like all the pictures of ghosts that get tucked away in the back of photo albums, dismissed as “double exposure.”


  She doesn’t wonder for a moment who they are, even though she never met them while they were alive, before their bodies became wreckage. It’s Mr. and Mrs. Skava, cleaning up in the kitchen as if they have not noticed they are dead. Thoughts are colliding inside Anett’s head, so fast and vigorous it’s like hail on a roof, but the only one she manages to pluck out of the storm is the utter horror of spending eternity in what used to be one’s kitchen, wiping up spills.


  Then they look at her. She hopes they have not somehow seen her, but their eyes—oh, their eyes still see. No soft phantom smudges there. Those eyes sink in like millstones. Darker than the night sky, deeper than the ocean floor. Heavy enough to leave welts on Anett’s skin. She doesn’t know how this is possible but by then everything in Anett’s brain has emptied out. All that’s left is the sound of negative space. The burn of bleach. She has become Anett in vacuo.


  What eventually fills the vacuum, to her shock, are her parents. She left them behind a hundred kilometers away, in a humble white farmhouse not unlike this one. They’re probably doing these chores right now. Cleaning up the kitchen. Putting away food. Turning out the lights.


  Anett creeps backward, hands searching behind her for the door. It would be faster to turn and run, but she is too afraid. She can’t put her finger on what, exactly, she thinks will happen if she breaks eye contact with Mr. and Mrs. Skava. But she’s got a feeling.


  So she keeps creeping, and they keep staring, until she is all the way out of the house. She creeps backward all the way to her patrol car, which she quickly slips inside and whose doors she quietly locks, for the remainder of her watch.


  Do Something


  The Skavas are so loud now that they are dead. Ella can’t drive a kilometer without hearing one of them repeat the question on the billboard on County Road 23: “Do You Know What Happened To Me?” Theirs is the voice on the nightly news, reading regional crime stories that now take up half the broadcast. They are the ones who yell at every child who breaks curfew, every spouse who forgets to lock up. They’ve dialed up the ringer on every telephone. Even their ghost house glows like a beacon on a hill in the half-light—or so Ella’s heard.


  So it bothers Ella that only about forty people have shown up for the candlelight vigil marking the six-month anniversary of the murders. It feels like willful blindness. Ella doesn’t understand how anyone could have stayed home, with the Skavas being as loud as they are.


  An a cappella group is singing “Pie Jesu,” and Ella keeps looking around, expecting—well, hoping, if she’s being honest—to see people she knows. Coworkers who have been exchanging photos of the new handguns their husbands bought them. Neighbors who pull over to spitball about the pros and cons of a neighborhood watch, because nobody trusts the police. Or the mayor—where the hell is he? What happened to all his so-called outrage and grief?


  The Skavas are loud, but Ella can’t hear half of what the speaker is saying. Something about “coming together as a community” and “keep praying for our wonderful neighbors.”


  How unsettling, the thought that people who’d been nothing more than a passing pick-up truck or another table at a restaurant have suddenly become so touchable and familiar in death. And here Ella always used to think of death as the great divider.


  There’s a girl about five meters to Ella’s right who looks a bit like Ella’s daughter—that cardiac flare is so much more sensitive now. Except that girl’s brassy-brown hair is too long, and she knows her daughter would not have changed her mind, especially when she hasn’t finished her math homework. “What good is that going to do,” her daughter said when Ella suggested going to the vigil together. “Other than trick you into thinking you’re doing something?”


  Come to think of it, the long-haired girl at the vigil looks more like Lucie Skava than her daughter. The girl doesn’t have a candle, so her face is shadowed, but when Ella leans forward for a better angle she can confirm the aquiline nose, the big plaintive eyes—and then she remembers that she only knows what Lucie Skava looks like because Lucie is dead.


  Now someone else is speaking. Some goof from the police department who wants them to know that the Skavas are “still an active investigation” and they’re doing “everything we can.”


  A disgruntled murmur passes through the crowd, because how can nothing be everything? The woman next to Ella whispers something about a “cover up” and she turns to anxiously ask what that means when she sees a young man a few meters to her left. Well, not a man at all, really—just a boy. A boy with that same aquiline nose, the same plaintive eyes.


  Can the dead still feel the gaze of the living? Does it make them shiver, too? Because Jonah Skava is looking at Ella. His expression is… unreadable, silent. The howling is coming from the exposed tendons in his face, the ragged chunks of flesh where his left jaw should be. The fact that he was killed in a careless hack job somehow makes it ten times worse.


  There’s a flood of white noise as the microphone changes hands, from the policeman to a tearful woman Ella recognizes as her daughter’s eighth grade teacher. This teacher whimpers into the mic that she taught the two older Skava children and is devastated that she’ll never teach the third. “I keep asking myself,” the teacher says, “What can I do? How can I help?”


  Because they are helpless, aren’t they? That’s what her daughter was trying to say. They cannot deliver casseroles to a family that is dead. They cannot organize search parties for a killer who looks like nothing and everything. They can pray, yes, but they may as well be tossing pennies down a well. A curtain of warm certainty—in bodily integration, in doors, in people—has been pulled back from the town of Kolak, and behind that curtain, there is only a void.


  “And I don’t know the answer to that,” the teacher says, looking skyward. “I don’t think anybody does. All I can think is… just don’t let them disappear. Because somebody, somewhere, knows what happened.”


  For all her hearing troubles tonight, these last five words—“somebody, somewhere, knows what happened”—come in crystal clear for Ella. Because there was a time, long before the Skava murders, long before she had her daughter, when she was that somebody, somewhere.


  She’d been fourteen, biking home during a spring thaw and taking a shortcut through Hering Road. She’d seen something in the ditch and taken her foot off the pedal, only to realize that it was a body, emerging face-down out of the snow. Over the years she has tried to convince herself that she saw something else that day—a dead deer, a truck tire—but when her mood is low and the weather is unquiet she can still see the matted hair, the purplish skin, the dirty bra strap. She has spent many a late hour chewing her fingernails, worrying that the corpse is cold.


  Because Ella never said anything. She doesn’t know why. It was as if a ten-kilo feed sack got strapped to her chest as she pedaled home and she lost her ability to speak. By the time she went back to Hering Road, the snow was melted, and there was no body, nowhere.


  At the vigil, a sunken-eyed little girl in bloody pink pajamas is staring at Ella. She’s surrounded by dozens of adults, some of them weeping openly into their candles, but she has chosen Ella. Not the policeman, not the teacher. Ella. She needs Ella. She needs Ella to… what?


  To her horror, Ella realizes she has forgotten the dead child’s name. “Hello, little one,” she whispers, as if sweettalking a rabbit that has hopped across her path—and much like a rabbit, the little ghost girl scampers away. Only this time, Ella follows. She can feel the disapproval of the other mourners as she squeezes past—the judgmental sighs, the tongue clicks—but they don’t see the child. The child didn’t choose them.


  By the time she pushes out of the crowd, the little Skava girl is gone. But there is something tucked in the grass that Ella soon realizes is a body—a very, very small one. A crumpled little brown bird, with a busted-up wing. Under the flickers of Ella’s candle, a tiny leg kicks in desperation. A little feathered chest inflates. Its eyes are clear as glass, and so afraid.


  It’s broken. Injured. But alive.


  After the Fall


  The Skavas have a story like a thousand others: entire family killed at home. It happens in cities and villages, in the sun and the snow. Shaun has read enough of these stories to know that these families are usually destroyed by one of their own—the father, most of the time—but there’s no evidence that this happened to the Skavas. For one thing, Mr. Skava was killed first, and for another thing, none of the deaths look like suicides. The Skavas are just a run-of-the-mill family axe murder that was cold before it hit the ground.


  Shaun got the tip about the story from one of his listeners, a creeper named Cecil Hotel who sends him too many cryptic messages but usually comes through with good leads: calcified little horrors that never got much airplay when they were fresh and malleable. Every time Shaun thinks about how many of these petrified curiosities he’s featured on the It’s Not Over podcast—seventy-one so far, not counting the Skavas—he returns to the conclusion that he and Darren reached when they were fourteen: that humans are not special, not chosen, not sanctified.


  If we were, Darren used to say, God would have given us more protection. Like porcupine quills or toxic blood or something.


  When Shaun reaches the part of the Skava story where the cops are ruling out their only suspects—the farmhand, some homeless man—he stops typing and reads the script, such as it is. There’s a flatness there that he doesn’t like, a defeated finality that he knows will repel his listeners. People like Cecil Hotel, who live for loose threads. The ellipses. The “maybe”s.


  “What doesn’t make sense?” he whispers to himself. “What’s unconfirmed?” Shaun knows there’s a lot of competition in this game. That’s why he has a narrative. A niche. Bloodhound feeds the gore hounds. True Crime Open Call keeps you company. It’s Not Over asks questions. He’s counting on the fact that people love mysteries. People love an open door. Six hundred and twenty-three people love an open door.


  Shaun clicks over to his favorite conspiracy theory forum, looking for ideas. Clicks crime. Searches Skava. There we go. All the familiar suspects, spouting some truly wild stuff that reminds him of the most off-the-wall shit he and Darren used to come up with in high school: the Skavas were spies that got found out and executed; the Skavas were into the occult and accidentally summoned a demon; the Skavas each, somehow, hacked open their own throats.


  It’s usually his favorite part of episode prep, rifling through the crazy possibilities. But something about tonight’s got him queasy. Maybe if it was the grocery store sushi. Maybe it’s the weird tapping he keeps hearing from the kitchen—probably yet another broken piece of plumbing he’ll have to beg the landlord to fix. Probably. Maybe.


  Maybe, he reminds himself, is good. Six hundred and twenty-three people love “maybe.” He kneads the number in his mind, like a tongue dwelling on a canker sore. Sixty-three new subscribers so far this month. Twenty-two to go to meet last month’s total. It makes him feel a little sick to think about those numbers as he tells the stories of the dead, but every new subscriber is another witness, he figures. And isn’t witness the last thing a soul can ask for, after everything else has been taken off the table?


  “I don’t want any of that absolution shit,” Darren used to say, when they were getting high and thinking about the fact that the world is just layers upon layers and layers of corpses. “I just want someone to say, hey, I see you. I see what you did. I see who you are.”


  An electric tingle races down his arm, from his neck to his fingertips, and he pushes away from the laptop as if that’s the thing that shocked him. He doesn’t know why seven years after vanishing off the face of the Earth, Darren suddenly won’t leave him alone. Fucking Darren, for never walking out of a national forest, and fucking Darren’s parents, for having Darren declared dead just because they can’t handle the uncertainty anymore.


  Without a body, though, Shaun has to assume that Darren’s not dead. That’s not to say he thinks Darren is alive. He just doesn’t know how anyone can declare another person’s life to have ended. Fuck that. Maybe that’s what he should have called the podcast: Darren’s Not Dead.


  Shaun always says, on every episode, that he’s a neutral party. He doesn’t care what the answer is, not for any of his tiny tragedies—whether it’s murder or an accident or an act of God or the Devil—he just wants the truth. But he also knows that should his phone ring right now with Darren’s parents telling him “we have news,” he would probably hang up on them. Because he really needs Darren not to be dead.


  When Shaun reaches the part of the Skava story where the cops are freezing the investigation, he lays his head down on the desk. It’s a bad habit he picked up in college: the hope that all he needs is to close his eyes for a second, and he’ll catch a second wind. An art student he dated back then even gave him a copy of that one Goya print, the guy slumped over at his desk with owls and bats flocking around his head: The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters.


  In his sleep, it is winter. He’s in a landscape of rolling hills, the kind he sees in Van Gogh paintings but never in real life. On the horizon, standing against the spiraling sky, there’s a house. A farmhouse. It’s a brilliant blue-white, the color of snow under the twilight, and shooting out bright yellow beams like a car headlight. He isn’t sure how he knows this, but he knows: it’s the house the Skavas live in. No, lived in. No, live in.


  Outside the house, there’s a person. At least he assumes it’s a person. The light’s all wrong, the sky’s a mess. It could be anyone, he thinks, and as soon as he does, it turns into Darren, in his full hiking gear. He yells out Darren’s name, and though the sound barely carries across the field, the Darren-figure turns and goes into the house. At this point, he starts running, feet sloshing through the snow. At first it seems like he’s not getting any closer, like the house is stealing away with Darren—and then he’s walking right in the front door.


  Inside the living room, Darren is lying on the floor. Sleeping? Hurt? He inches closer, and blood starts to pool from Darren’s head. Another step forward, and Darren’s skin begins to decay. He wants to stop now. He wants to go back. Instead he stumbles forward another two clunky steps, and wildflowers burst from Darren’s ribs.


  Shaun is still screaming when he jolts up at his desk in his dark tiny apartment in south Sagantown. Still screaming when the muscles up and down his spinal cord buckle as if he’s about to vomit, but nothing comes out, not even the leftovers. Nothing but an acidic scream.


  Fucking Darren. Fucking Darren’s fucking dead.


  Tell Me (That You Love Me)


  The Skavas are up next in Gabby’s podcast queue. She checks the description: family murder. Big family murder. It’s not exactly what Gabby feels like listening to right now—give her a good fraud, a good workplace scandal—but she’s already got the episode downloaded and she can’t get connected to the airport Wi-Fi. The silence is excruciating. She quickly presses play.


  The headphones that have been sitting in her ears like little stones come to life, filling her head with It’s Not Over’s eerie theme song—all twisted notes and stressed synth, like the soundtrack to an old noir—and instantly, the pressure in her chest unwinds. This is why she listens to true crime. Being transported into the service of quietly listening to someone else’s disaster is the only thing that beats back the void that licks at the edges of her life.


  “The last time anybody heard from any member of the Skava family alive was eleven o’clock the night before, when Lucie Skava—the middle child—texted her friends goodnight.”


  Listening to the coolest, loudest, most beautiful of her neighbors sob in the hallway of her apartment building on sticky summer nights has convinced Gabby that other people sense it too, the void. They just use other things to cover up its droning, to keep themselves busy and productive and validated. Cute photos. Nice font. Love, love, love.


  None of that artifice helps Gabby. What she needs is the thunder-burst of malice, the reminder that the only song the human family has in common is a litany of suffering. A dirge of pain. She doesn’t expect anyone to understand. Her roommate thinks it’s morbid that she falls asleep to murder investigations. When she told her father what she was listening to, the last time she was home, he just shook his head and walked away.


  “The cuts were so deep that they had been nearly decapitated.”


  A small tic tugs at the corner of Gabby’s mouth as she pauses at the departure board: A2. Until now she has tried to avoid visualizing the body that she will find in her father’s hospital room, unless of course she is too late. Her mother says he’s pale and deflated and tied up in tubes ferrying medicine and oxygen. It’s strange to think of her father as a corporeal being with veins and cells and failing organs, instead of some bloodless corporate headshot. She checks the board again, but the gate hasn’t changed: A2. She glances at the time.


  “No charges were ever brought against anyone. Not even close.”


  Some parts of MacDougall Airport burst with oversized suitcases and beeping transport carts and ambition and possibility. Other parts, like the far end of Terminal A, are a wasteland. The gates are small, the flights are regional. Gabby’s always believed that the void seems bigger—closer—in the quiet tail of Terminal A, which is why she takes her time getting there.


  “If they’d had just one neighbor who lived a little closer, could they have been saved?”


  When Gabby was in high school, she got into a car accident. Her mother had been out of town, and she was so excited, so nervous, to call her father from the hospital. Now, she thought, you’ll have to come see me. And the hours crept by and the nurses changed shifts and not once did her father pull the curtain open. “Is there anyone we can call?” they kept asking, until she finally told them, “No.”


  The void is starting to pull down the walls of the airport again, so Gabby stops at Gate A14 and gets in line for a coffee she doesn’t want. The man in front of her has a baby crawling over his shoulder, rubber ring between its teeth.


  “There’s a lot of theories out there. I don’t feel like talking about ’em. No matter what, it’s a tragedy that this family’s whole entire legacy is the fact that they died. The fact that if you type in their names, what comes up is ‘murder.’”


  The word pinballs inside her head: tragedy, tragedy. She remembers from high school English class that this word has a specific meaning, in the Greek sense, and it’s got something to do with realization. Recognition. A calamity is not a tragedy. A brutality is not a tragedy. If you never look into the sun and feel your mistakes burned into your retinas, that’s not a tragedy.


  Gabby’s family
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