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	See you in the shadows,
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How I Adopted a Demon
By Melissa Gibbo

	 

	Glen assessed the pantry contents with an expression better suited for a middle-aged woman demanding to see the manager than a meek middle-school boy. He shrugged and grabbed a box of Twinkies. He tossed the snack cakes onto the center of the dining room table.

	The starched, white linen bore a pentagram of red vines as well as a mixture of elegant tapers with a few leftover birthday candles merrily whistling to fill out the circle. Glen stood the box of Twinkies up on its side in the center of the flaming ring. He turned off the overhead light. The tiny flames were overshadowed by the pleasant glow of the afternoon sunlight streaming through the large window.

	Rolling his eyes, Glen closed the curtains and cast his makeshift altar into the shadow. With his summoning space littered by burned-out matches among his orderly icon of candy, Glen knelt on top of a chair and leaned forward in what he hoped was an ominous manner. It wasn’t.

	“Demon of the underworld,” he intoned as he raised a butter knife over the circle of flames. “I, Glen Chesterfield, summon thee to my abode.”

	The boy laughed as maniacally as he could despite his voice shifting between soprano and bass. He waved his arms over the altar. A few of the candle flames danced with the passing rush of his arms.

	“Accept my offering and do my bidding, oh condemned one,” Glen said as he dramatically stabbed the box of Twinkies.

	It took seven attempts to break through the thin cardboard box and plastic wrappers. The boy’s tongue peeked out the corner of his lips with each theatrical assault on the pastries.

	Airy crème filling oozed from the package and onto the pentagram. The candles died. Glen’s nostrils recoiled at the sudden reek of sulfur and iron. He shrank and slid off his chair; the child scooted on his rear away from the table.

	The outline of the red licorice was iridescent while the container of the sacrificed pastries disappeared. Through the boundary of their dimensions, six jagged horns emerged. Two shimmering amethyst orbs stared into Glen’s wide eyes from a skinless crocodile-like skull; tendons stretched taut against the bone as the creature snarled low and wrenched its spiny torso through the puny, chewy opening.

	Glen reached up and tugged the curtain open three inches without peeling his eyes from the demon. When he caught a better view of its four arms ending in talons and two-hoven feet, he decided not seeing was better. He pulled the curtain closed again. Breathing heavily, he shuttered his eyes and hoped the creature would devour him quickly. He didn’t want to experience being chewed. Or whatever else the demon might do.

	“Are you the mortal known as Glen Chesterfield?” the demon asked.

	Its voice was like gravel in a blender. Its breath was worse. Glen opened and shut his mouth twice. He blinked a few dozen times in the span of nine and a half seconds. His eyes locked on the demon he’d summoned, curious that he wasn’t already being eaten or mauled.

	“Um… yeah.” He glanced past the menacing creature of Hell. “But my dad will be home soon and he’s a deacon. It’s fine with me if you just want to call the whole thing off and do this another time.”

	Glen forced a lopsided smile. He prayed that this would work. The hell spawn hovered over the nervous preteen.

	“What was your offering to Tweavy the Flayer, Weaver of Misery, Supervisor of Dismemberment Training, and Digester of Attorney Tongues?”

	Glen paled.

	“I didn’t have any live animals.”

	“You do not answer my inquiry.”

	“You see, I really didn’t think anything would happen.” Glen inched away until his tailbone was practically embedded in the drywall. “I didn’t mean any harm. I just wanted do something bad like the cool kids in school.”

	“Your sacrifice was what, human called Glen?”

	The candles reignited into foot-high sparks. Tweavy pointed an arm covered in scales and tufts of oily, dark fur at the area where the Twinkies had been split open.

	“Twinkies. I sacrificed little sponge cakes full of icing.”

	Tweavy grinned. Glen prayed and clenched his eyes; he went back to hoping he was devoured in one piece so it wouldn’t hurt as much.

	“Thank you, Glen. Your offering was delicious and rare,” Tweavy said with a tilt of his head. “How may I serve you?”

	Glen held his breath. He opened first his left eye then his right—both glacially slow and deceptively large. His vision was blurred at the edges as the demon from the agony plane eagerly praised the sugary treat that brought him to the suburbs. The boy felt his body grow heavy. His eyes moved free of his control. He passed out.

	The demon pressed its earhole to Glen’s chest.

	The boy’s body reflexively started breathing again. Tweavy waited for a minute before sampling the red vines. Delighted to consume something other than raw chicken or goat, he explored the kitchen and poured various spices and condiments into his maw.

	Glen watched Tweavy gobble the dish soap and Crunch Berries. The kitchen was trashed. His dad would be home in twenty minutes, and he had a demon in the house.

	“So, uh, mister demon…”

	“Tweavy.”

	“What?” Glen asked.

	“I am named Tweavy,” the monster rasped between fruit-scented burps. “Call me Tweavy. Or if you prefer, you may call me by one of my titles from the agony plane.”

	The boy peered at the digital clock on the microwave.

	“Okay, Tweavy, my dad really will be home soon, and he isn’t going to be happy about a demon being in the house. No offense, I’m sure you’re a great demon but he’s a deacon—sort of against demons and all—also, I’m not allowed to have company without permission.”

	Glen and Tweavy locked eyes.

	“You wish me to leave?”

	A wisp of smoke trailed out of the demon’s nostrils. He stared at the boy. Glen nodded.

	“Please?”

	Tweavy sank into a heap. He held his head in his hands and let his voice drop to a whisper.

	“Can’t I stay longer? I technically owe you a favor for your offering.”

	Glen thought of the kids at his school meeting his personal demon. He smiled. Tweavy noticed and sat with his partially-exposed spine straight. Glen glanced at the food wrappers covering the linoleum. He thought of his dad’s response. The smile dissolved as the boy’s eyes widened.

	“Only if we can keep my dad from finding you. Help me clean up.”

	The pair hastily gathered the trash and Glen cleaned up the dining room. Tweavy licked the crumbs off the counter. A car engine rumbled in the driveway. It turned off.

	Glen twisted his head left and right in search of a hiding place for a seven-foot demon. He ran his hand through his wavy brown hair and mouthed places as he thought of them. Closet. Trash can. Under the bed. Shower. Attic.

	Tweavy watched the boy panic. Keys turned in the lock. The demon spotted a photo of a fluffy beast on a magazine in a pile of mail. The front door opened.

	Mr. Chesterfield peered at his son and the creature beside him.

	“Glen, I’ve told you, no dogs in the house.”

	Glen swiveled his head. There was only air where he expected to see a horrific fiend. He let his chin drop and saw Tweavy’s disguise: a poofy golden chow. He blinked. Tweavy the Flayer, Weaver of Misery, Supervisor of Dismemberment Training, and Digester of Attorney Tongues was adorable.

	“Sorry, Dad, it followed me home.”

	Deacon Paul Chesterfield set down his keys and phone on the counter. He slid his palm along the countertop.

	“It’s nice you wiped down the kitchen, but you still can’t keep that dog. Tomorrow, we’ll go down to the shelter and drop it off, so its owners can find it.”

	Glen noticed the chow seemed to be growing. Its teeth elongated past the furry outline of its mouth as its gaze fixated on the man. The boy whispered out the side of his mouth to Tweavy.

	“Stay calm. Dad’s the one who gets us the Twinkies.”

	Tweavy returned to his docile form and yipped in agreement.

	“How about we keep it for the weekend?” Glen grinned at his father. “Doesn’t the good book say we should treat animals kindly too?”

	The deacon beamed back and watched as Tweavy licked the side of the trash can.

	“I suppose a couple of days to see if someone comes looking won’t hurt. But don’t get attached.” He relented.

	“Thanks Dad.” Glen waved to the demon as he ran through the living room to his bedroom door. “C’mon Tweavy, we only have a few days.”

	The demon—known in the agony plane as Tweavy the Flayer, Weaver of Misery, Supervisor of Dismemberment Training, and Digester of Attorney Tongues—scurried across the beige carpet as a twenty-pound ball of fur and excitement. A thin trail of pungent, asparagus urine followed the fuzzy demon’s path. Paul Chesterfield rolled his eyes and grabbed a roll of paper towels and a bottle of cleaner. He wondered what the dog had been fed to make its piddle puddles so rancid. As he scrubbed the mess, he noticed some of the carpet had been singed as well.

	Once in the room, Glen shut the door and spun to find a lumbering demon searching his backpack.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Until you instruct me to aid you, I plan to avail myself of the freedom this world provides as well as the delights of its consumables.”

	Glen snatched his bag away from the demon.

	“Fine but ask first.”

	Tweavy glowered but nodded to show his assent.

	“What is it you need help with, tiny human?” he inquired.

	Glen sat on his bed and thought.

	“I dunno. I want to fit in with the kids in my class, I guess.”

	Tweavy gestured for the boy to continue. The polite motion coming from a hell spawn whose skeleton appeared to be gradually escaping its hide gave the child a shudder.

	“Well, there’s one group of kids that do whatever they want and everyone wants them to like you ’cause if they don’t, they’ll tease you or take your tablet and everyone else will start being jerks to you too.”

	“And you wish to be like these humans?”

	“Yeah, I guess.”

	“Why?”

	Glen wrinkled his nose and looked at his feet.

	“Because not being like them gets you pushed into lockers or makes them steal your lunch every day for a week.”

	Tweavy raised the scales over one eye.

	“They do this to you?”

	“Yeah,” Glen muttered. “All the time.”

	Tweavy the Misery Weaver rapped a clawed finger against his chin while he crossed his lower arms. When he spoke, his words were slow and soft. The grinding gravel of his tone reminded Glen of the crunching of autumn leaves underfoot.

	“Do other mortals suffer as you?”

	“Yeah, anyone who’s not doing bad or dangerous stuff to be cool.”

	“Do they all summon my kind to be spared your torment?”

	Glen looked up at the demon and laughed. “I doubt it. Why?”

	Tweavy shrugged.

	“You did so to join the ranks of mean ones. I thought, perhaps, this was the required ‘bad or dangerous’ thing you spoke of.”

	The demon picked up an errant sneaker from the carpet. He sniffed it. Glen watched as he licked the bottom of the shoe. A wayward chunk of gum hung between the demon’s forked tongue and its sole. Tweavy slurped it like spaghetti with a purr.

	“Uh, no, I did that because it was the worst thing I could think of doing without hurting someone.”

	“Where would you gain such a notion?” Tweavy inquired.

	“My dad.”

	“You wished to also upset your father?”

	“No. Yeah. I guess a little.”

	Tweavy stared at him for what felt to the boy like hours. He sighed.

	“Dad wouldn’t do anything but quote scriptures like ‘Turn the other cheek’ and stuff. I asked for help, not preaching.”

	Glen looked at the demon expectantly. “So how does this work? You like use magic and make me cool?”

	“Do I look like a genie?” Tweavy chuckled. “I can either destroy your foes or offer you advice to do so yourself. I have no magic for you.”

	The boy’s posture melted.

	“Well, you can’t hurt them. That’s wrong and I’d get in trouble…”

	“Yes, cruelty brings you to my plane. Your fellow small humans sound as though I will be tormenting them. Perhaps, I could agree on the manner of eternal agony for your least favorite?”

	Glen cleared his throat.

	“Uh, no, that’s okay… So, what advice do you have?” he asked. “I think advice is good enough.”

	Tweavy pointed at the backpack. Glen reached in and tossed him a bag of chips and a pack of spearmint gum. The demon joined him on the edge of the bed, its horns scraping some of the popcorn in the ceiling loose. The elite torturer poured the chips and gum into his mouth together and chewed with gusto.

	“Without physically harming them?” Tweavy said after swallowing the mix.

	“Yes.”

	“Ignore them. Be you. Live well.”

	“That’s it?” Glen blurted out with a shocked expression. “My Dad said almost the same thing. Are you sure? I mean, deacons and demons shouldn’t be agreeing so… is that really your advice?”

	Tweavy tossed the packaging onto the floor.

	“Yes,” he answered. “Cruel beings end up suffering—do not try to be among them. Also, enjoy the tasty things.”

	Tweavy noticed the confusion on the preteen’s face. “You do not comprehend?” he asked.

	“No, I get it,” Glen said. “It’s just not very helpful.”

	“Most things that are correct are unpleasant.” The beast awkwardly patted the child’s back. “As you grow wise, you will adapt to these things.”

	“But if I don’t?”

	“Then you will not be wise. And you may become mean. Then I punish you terribly. It is not good to go to my home. There is much blood and no joy, only pain and regret. Never Twinkies.”

	Tweavy smiled.

	“I have helped you?”

	Glen nodded. “Guess so.”

	The demon rose with a sigh of acceptance like an old mutt who knows the vet is putting him to sleep.

	“Then our contract is complete,” he said wistfully. “I am compelled to return to my duties.”

	Glen watched as the demon made one last look around the room for any snacks. He leapt to his feet.

	“Do you like it there?”

	“No one likes it there. It is not a place to be liked. The only things to consume are the offerings, almost always blood from goats or chickens. Occasionally worse.”

	“Then stay,” Glen offered.

	The demon grinned so wide that both sets of his teeth were visible. Glen dug through his desk and pulled out a candy bar. He held it out to his new friend.

	“I don’t have many good friends, and being nice to someone is a good thing.”

	Tweavy gobbled the chocolate bar without removing the plastic wrapper. He cooed as the nougat coated his forked tongue. Glen laughed as the beast shuddered with joy. The crackling of the demon’s shifting ribcage revealed tiny protuberances within the beast’s flesh. Glen thought some looked like tiny hands outstretched toward him.

	“Even when the person you’re nice to is a little different,” he added.

	“Thank you. I will consider this an additional offering and remain to assist you further with the mean ones.” Tweavy grinned. “Perhaps even allowing them to see what the agony plane will be like by making a proper introduction…”

	 

	***

	 

	Tweavy the Flayer, Weaver of Misery, Supervisor of Dismemberment Training, and Digester of Attorney Tongues compressed his protruding spine, squeezed the tormented souls within his torso, and compacted his varied organs and limbs into his earthly form. Tweavy the Floofiest of Doggos was ready for his walk.

	Glen clipped the leash onto his new collar. The nylon band disappeared into the gilded fur like a bat into the night sky. The canine’s mouth stretched into an impossible grin, revealing several rows of jagged, broken teeth and emitting a stench that made the boy woozy.

	“Tweavy, you can’t do that. Real dogs can’t do… whatever it is you are doing with your jaw.”

	The demon glanced again at the image he’d used for a model. It was true. Their bottom maw didn’t split vertically to smile so menacingly. He subdued his appearance. Wagging his tail, Tweavy was once again a cute puppy.

	“Let us stride to meet your unpleasant colleagues of learning at the place agreed.”

	Glen smiled.

	“All right, we’ll head over to Chad’s house so I can ask for my tablet back. Just remember, no hurting anyone.”

	“We have agreed this,” Tweavy replied. “I shall cause no physical harm; rather I will educate this human on the disdainful future if they continue their harshness.”

	Ten minutes later, the pair stood out front of the charcoal and vermillion townhouse where the middle school’s most vicious bully lived. Bright chrysanthemums lined the front of the home and a banner for the winners of the last Superbowl hung in the yard. Glen let out a long breath. Tweavy felt the leash tremble slightly. He took a few steps up the driveway and his mortal summoner followed the tension with measured steps.

	Tweavy let out a low woof. Glen ignored the knots in his stomach and the sweat beads rolling down his flush skin. He knocked.

	Nothing.

	He peered at the dented red car in the driveway. Haltingly, he raised a loose fist and knocked again.

	He recognized the voice that called out in response and stiffened at the advancing footsteps.

	“Yeah, I’m coming. Hold on.”

	Chad opened the door, the annoyance on his face blatant.

	“What do you want, loser? It’s Saturday. I’m busy so beat it and I’ll kick your ass Monday,” Chad snipped, already swinging the door shut.

	“I want my tablet back.”

	The door stopped a few inches from the frame. Chad opened it wider and smirked.

	“You do, huh?” His eyes landed on Tweavy. “Is that why you brought the mutt? Trying to scare me, Glenny boy?”

	“I don’t want trouble. I’m just giving you a chance to do the right thing. Give me back my tablet and leave me alone from now on.”

	Glen’s voice grew more confident with each word. His posture was stern. Tweavy added a light bark.

	Chad scratched his fingertips on the patchy fuzz along his jawline. He smiled and opened the door entirely.

	“Okay. It’s in my room. C’mon in,” he said.

	Glen cleared his throat and nodded.

	“Thanks.”

	The pair followed the larger boy through the living room and into a disheveled bedroom. Glen spotted his tablet on a pile of laundry in the far corner of the room. Chad pointed at it.

	“Go ahead. Get it and leave.”

	The boy hurried over to the corner. Tweavy watched cautiously. Too easy.

	Chad closed the door and cracked his knuckles.

	“You really are dumber than I thought.”

	Tweavy growled. The bully tossed a sneaker at him. Suddenly, Tweavy’s fur appeared to darken and mat together as the dog grew larger.

	“It doesn’t have to be like this, Chad.” Glen worriedly tugged on the leash with one hand while cradling his tablet in the other. “Let us leave or else.”

	The bully laughed. He took two large strides toward the Glen.

	“Or else what, loser? You’ll tell my Dad?”

	“Or else you shall deal with me mortal,” Tweavy’s deep gravelly voice rumbled.

	Chad froze and turned to face the dog—a dog that had just spoken and was now doubled in size.

	“Did that dog…” he started.

	“Be silent, human called Chad.”

	Tweavy reached up an elongating paw and used his boney claws to unclip his collar. Chad stumbled backward, tripped on a game controller, and fell against the side of his bed. The demon smiled as he did before, unhinging and contorting his face. He stretched and slowly stabbed his inch-long talons on his new hands into his belly and ripped apart the furry pelt of his earthly appearance, devouring it in his gaping chops, to reveal his scales and spinal protuberances. The pungent scent of urine filled the room.

	Chad cowered on the floor with his palms up. Tears streaked down his face as he whimpered nonsensical utterances. The demon hovered over the bully. Strands of jelly-like saliva spilled on the carpet near his feet, burning tiny holes into the flooring like hot oil on soft flesh. He exhaled, sending waves of reek that tousled Chad’s hair.

	“I am Tweavy the Flayer, Weaver of Misery, Supervisor of Dismemberment Training, and Digester of Attorney Tongues. This human Glen summoned me but wishes only to regain what is his: his property and respect. Do you comply or shall you continue your meanness and I will collect you to my plane for all time?”

	Chad bobbed his head repeatedly and crawled across the floor toward the door.

	“Ye-yes, please, just go. I swear I’ll never bother Glen again. Please,” he pleaded through the snot bubbling in his left nostril.

	“Or any other kids?” Glen added.

	“Never again, I promise.” He openly sobbed as Tweavy shifted a leg to block the bully’s retreat. “I’ll be nice from now on. I’ll give back everything I took. Anything. Please.”

	Tweavy glanced with a raised eye ridge at Glen. His summoner smiled as he held out the collar and leash.

	“Agreed.” The hell spawn returned to his innocent, earthly form. “And also, some Twinkies.”

	Five minutes later, Glen and Tweavy strolled home with a box of Twinkies, their prize and their victory. Once they’d returned to Glen’s room, Glen hung his head low.

	“Tweavy?”

	The demon sat on the bed, lapping crème filling from the blissful pastry he adored.

	“Yes, human Glen?”

	“How about I agree to keep feeding you and stuff and we extend our deal?” he suggested.

	“I would enjoy that, however, I must know my part of the contract before consenting.”

	The demon gazed longingly at the treats in his hands and the boy he had come to know the last few days.

	“Well, I guess just to be my friend,” the boy muttered softly. “If you wanted, I mean.”

	Tweavy grinned as he offered a Twinkie to Glen.

	“Our deal is struck. I will remain as long as I am wanted and kept fed with these treasures.”

	 

	***

	 

	When Sunday came, Mr. Chesterfield quickly realized that once an animal had been named by a child, the battle to get rid of the stray is unwinnable. He never noticed his son’s pet as it seemed exceptionally well-behaved (once it was housebroken). Or that Glen had begun to eat far more without gaining any significant weight. Or that his son no longer seemed to have issues with other children at school. All he knew was that his boy was happier with his puffy dog, Tweavy and that his adopted dog had breath straight from hell.

	 

	* * *


Wrong Address
By S. B. Duncan

	 

	There was a package waiting for Tom when he got to his apartment door. He couldn’t remember ordering anything and the trademark Amazon grin wasn't printed on the side of the box. When he bent down to retrieve it, he noticed one corner was warped with water damage. The label had his address and apartment number, but it was addressed to someone named Leanna Greene.

	In the apartment, he put the box on the dining room table and carried the two paper bags in the kitchen. He pulled a thick, greasy burger from one bag and a bottle of vodka from the other. After a long pull from the bottle, he configured the burger, fries, and onion rings on a plate. The vodka went into an iced tea glass with a half can of old soda.

	Before he left the kitchen, his eyes went to the box on the table. He would have to return it to the post office. Hell, there was probably a number or an app he could use to get them to come pick it up. Either way, it would have to wait until his vision wasn't coming in and out of focus.

	He made his way to the living room. Flipping through channels, he found a marathon of house-flipping shows that would easily take his mind away. He drank deeply from the glass at his side. For the rest of the night, he concentrated on erasing the day.

	 

	***

	 

	He woke up at a quarter past three in the morning, drool running down his face. His head was quietly throbbing. Above him, the TV was playing reruns of a reality show. An attractive couple of twenty-somethings were screaming at each other.

	Slowly, he placed the glass in his hand on the TV tray in front of him and rose on numb legs. His head threatened to explode at any moment. With a hand that shook slightly, he pressed the button to kill the TV. He would have to take small movements to get to the kitchen where he kept the aspirin. Once there, he swallowed four with an entire bottle of water. He leaned over the sink. He wasn't sure if he was going to be sick. The taste of bile and stale alcohol did not go away, but it seemed better.

	The apartment was silent and dark without the TV. The only light was the glow of his digital clock on the nightstand in the bedroom which was usually just enough to lead him where he had to go without stumbling into anything. He was about to shuffle toward the faint glow when he heard a sound in the apartment.

	Tom froze.

	He heard it again. Soft. Almost not there at all.

	Scratching.

	His head swiveled in the dark. When the sound came again, he was able to focus on a direction. Stepping slowly and quietly, he walked from the linoleum of the kitchen onto the hardwood of the dining room. When the sound came again, it was directly in front of him.

	Tom flipped the light switch and the sound stopped.

	He stared at the box in front of him. He picked it up. It didn't weigh anything. When he shook it, he could hear something small rattling around inside. He set it down and took a step back.

	He dropped to his hands and knees, thinking the sound must have been coming from under the table. He thought of rats scurrying around his apartment in the dark. He scanned the baseboards for mouseholes. He saw nothing.

	He went to the kitchen and retrieved a paring knife. Once again standing over the box, he did not allow himself time to think. He cut the tape in quick, jerky motions.

	His brow furrowed as he looked in.

	Inside the box sat a handful of doll furniture. He saw a bed and the linens which had fallen off in transit, a small vanity with a polished mirror, a stool, an ornate bench, and a closet. The furniture lay haphazardly around the doll which was standing upright, her head bowed. She had golden blond hair that seemed exclusive to dolls and wore a simple white dress. If he had to guess, Tom thought she stood no more than two inches tall—just tall enough to fit in all of the furniture.

	As he peered inside the box, the doll's head rose to look at him. Her shining blue eyes met his huge brown ones. In an insane act of contemplation, the doll cocked her head to one side.

	Tom stumbled backward into the wall and bounced back. He hit his elbow hard enough to make his right arm go numb, but he hardly felt it. His mind raced with incoherent thought. His veins hummed with electricity. Slowly, he stepped forward until he could see over the box's edge.

	The doll was trying her best to pick up the closet, clearly struggling. Her arms were like toothpicks. He inched closer to observe her endeavor. When he couldn't take it anymore, he reached in to help. The doll shrank away from him, retreating to a corner. Looking down, he saw the situation through her eyes; she was two inches tall and he was six feet. As surprised as he had been to see her, she must have been equally terrified.

	“It's okay,” he said quietly. Her eyes darted between his hand and his face. He wasn't sure she understood him. “I'm just going to help.” He lifted the closet and turned it, so the double doors were facing her. After a thought, he placed the bed and vanity upright as well. He thought about dressing the bed with the scrap of sheet and decided against it. She was spooked enough as it was.

	Tom pulled his hand back and watched as she looked up at him and smiled.

	Once the shock wore off, he found he was fascinated with the tiny girl in the box. She was beautiful. Her hair was impossibly golden, her eyes were bright and curious, her skin was pale as milk. He didn't dare touch her, though he wondered what she would feel like. Would she be warm or cold? Soft or hard? Was she actually a tiny person or a living porcelain doll?

	When she seemed comfortable enough with his presence, she walked to the closet and opened it, revealing a small collection of outfits. Some had fallen off the hangers and she set those right before pulling a blue dress out and laying it across the unmade bed. Her pinpoint blue eyes rose to where he stood, watching. She looked from the dress to him, back to the dress. “Oh,” he muttered and looked away. When he looked back, she was wearing the blue dress, her plain white slip returned to the closet.

	He grabbed his laptop from the bedroom, hurrying because he didn't want to let the girl out of his sight. When he came back, she hadn't moved. She seemed to have forgotten he was there until the familiar chime of his computer starting up made her jump as she looked up at him over the edge of the box. Tom held up his hands in apology and smiled. She turned away, her interest in him once again lost.

	Staring at the screen, he realized he didn't know where to start. He'd heard in college that everything was on the Internet but as he stared at the blinking cursor, he realized he didn't know what the girl was, let alone how to look for information on her. The only word he could think of to describe her was “fairy” but she couldn't be a fairy. Fairies weren't real.

	Tom looked into the box and felt stupid. How was he supposed to assume what was real and what wasn't?

	He searched for fairies and got thousands of pages. He tried refining his search and found himself centered around Peter Pan's tiny friend. As much as he was willing to suspend his disbelief, Tom couldn't bring himself to think that he had Tinker Bell in a box on his dining room table. He labored through search engines and terms, trying to find the right one to describe his visitor. Most of what he found were children's books and movies which advertised immediate digital copies if he was willing to pay for the outdated DVDs.

	A soft sound took him away from his work. He looked at the girl in the box. She danced in circles around her makeshift room. Her lips were parted in a half smile. Through them, she was humming a melodic song. Her voice was high-pitched and hypnotic.

	As he watched her dance, he remembered his father taking him to see The Nutcracker when he was six. The dancers on stage had spun and posed the way the doll was doing in front of him. His father had elbowed him in the side, spilling beer on them both. “You see her, Tommy,” he had hissed through a cloud of stale beer. “That's Thumbelina.” He held his fingers up only inches apart. “Only that big but she can dance. And those fucking legs!" His mother’s sharp “Shh!” stopped him from going on. By the third act, his father had been snoring loudly in his theater seat.

	He turned back to the screen and typed in the name: Thumbelina. The top results were popular movies and books, but there was also artwork and fan fiction. Apparently, Thumbelina was almost as popular as Tinker Bell. He clicked a link and stared at the illustrations of the character on his screen. She had been recreated in dozens of different styles but always seemed to have golden hair and bright blue eyes. A darker corner of the Internet gave her sharp claws and dark, bloody fangs, but he adjusted his search terms and steered away from those.

	When he looked back into the box, the girl was draped across the bed, the linens pulled up to her waist. She stared at him with sparkling eyes. “Are you tired? You want to go to sleep? Should I turn off the light?” She did not respond. Tom flipped the switch, once again throwing the apartment into darkness. The only light in the room was from the glow of his laptop screen as he continued to search.

	 

	***

	 

	He didn't roll out of bed until two o'clock the next afternoon. He rushed to the dining room, afraid the box would be gone or, if it wasn't, that the girl wouldn’t be inside anymore. Doll house furniture maybe, but no girl. She would have been a creation of his drunk and stressed mind. He peered inside. She sat in the chair, waiting for him. When she noticed him, she smiled and waved. He waved back.

	He was in the kitchen pouring milk into his cereal when he realized she hadn't eaten, at least since the box had been delivered. He sat at the table and lifted a dry crumb out of his bowl. “Are you hungry?” he asked her. The girl looked at him without response. He showed her his offering, but she only stared, her mouth curled in a half smile. Unsure how to proceed, Tom placed the cereal in the box. She looked at it and turned away.

	He finished his cereal and considered her position. He assumed because she was smaller, her metabolism would be faster. She would have to eat more often, he thought. She would have to eat something soon.

	“Okay then,” he said into the box, “let's find out what you like.” He went to the fridge, started with the top shelf, and worked his way down. He cooked for an hour, warming scraps of different food and bringing it to her only to have her turn away each time. She would not eat lunch meat, lettuce, eggs, bacon, hot dogs, hamburger, or bread. He tried to reheat fried rice he
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