The Village Below Us
 
Before the first day of the expedition was over, we had already encountered something peculiar: a large orb-weaver of the genus Nephila. Some of my companions disagreed on its precise classification, one insisting it resembled Nephila inaurata due to its unusually vivid red coloration. More likely, it was Nephila pilipes exhibiting atypical pigmentation. Yet I could not dismiss the possibility that it represented a rarely documented subspecies — or something entirely unrecorded.
The discussion, though minor, offered a revealing glimpse into the erudition of our guide, Mickey. I had not expected such familiarity with taxonomy. Later that evening, he shared that he first arrived here over twenty years ago with a Dutch expedition and never left. He now lives on the outermost margins of what one might only generously call civilization.
I cannot blame him. Despite the oppressive heat, the suffocating humidity, and the relentless insects, this region feels like a separate world entirely. The jungle absorbs sound and light alike. Daylight narrows to green shafts before vanishing altogether. One could step ten meters off the path and disappear without trace. It is mesmerizing in a way that borders on disquieting.
One of the local guides asked whether we intended to visit nearby ruins — a known cluster of stone structures a few kilometers east of our route. Mickey confirmed their existence. Since these sites seemed already well known to the locals, we decided not to. Our objective lies elsewhere. Perhaps we will stop there on our return. For now, extracting something of genuine academic value from this expedition remains my priority.
Tomorrow we cross what I jokingly referred to as the “imaginary boundary” beyond Starlink coverage. In truth, the matter is moot. During yesterday’s river crossing, the satellite unit and several electronic instruments were submerged in turbid water. The equipment may recover once dried, though I am not optimistic.
We are moving toward genuine isolation now.
I have attempted to ignore the near-constant coca leaf chewing among the local workers — Mickey included — but I am beginning to question whether its prevalence signals more than mere habit. The deeper we proceed, the more restless they become. Mickey assures me this is normal; none of them have traveled this far inland before.
This evening I began to feel feverish. I hope it is nothing more than physiological adjustment to the climate.
Last night, most of the contracted laborers — along with Terry — abandoned camp and began their return. Only Mickey remains, along with Bell, Ray, and myself. Compounding the situation, all four of us are now running elevated temperatures. We have agreed that should anyone’s condition worsen significantly over the next few days, we will withdraw.
Sleep eluded me. I woke scarcely two hours after closing my eyes. Above my tent, a cluster of bioluminescent fungi clung to a rotting trunk, emitting a faint green radiance. It was weak but persistent — an organism generating light in complete darkness. The sight reminded me why I am here.
This may be my final opportunity to secure something truly foundational.
I hesitate to use the term “indigenous tribe,” as it fails to capture what we have encountered. If my preliminary observations hold, this discovery may redefine an entire branch of our evolutionary narrative.
We have so far made contact with only a small number of individuals. They reside within a subterranean network of limestone caverns not marked on any survey I have seen. Their settlement extends beyond the accessible chambers. There are more of them below.
The physiology is unmistakable.
Each individual possesses four digits on both hands and feet. There is no visible remnant of a fifth metacarpal or metatarsal structure. The reduction appears congenital and uniform across observed members. Their skin is uniformly ashen in tone, lacking the expected variation of melanin one would anticipate in this latitude. The irises are pale and frequently display heterochromic patterning.
These traits are not anomalies within a population — they are uniform across it.
I do not make this statement lightly: we may be observing either an isolated evolutionary offshoot of early hominins or a lineage that diverged long before recorded history accounted for it.
With the tools presently at my disposal, I cannot properly determine exactly which.
Wilson Wright broke into laughter as he refilled his glass with more bourbon.
“Wait,” Greg said, barely containing his own amusement as he shuffled through the printed correspondence. “That’s not even the best part.”
Across the room, Mister Leer sat behind his desk, half obscured by the slow bloom of smoke from a Cuban cigar. He did not laugh.
Greg cleared his throat and resumed reading.
“‘Bell’s linguistic aptitude has already allowed us preliminary insight into the tribe’s complex social hierarchy…’”
He flipped a page.
“Here — ‘The leadership of the tribe is maintained by a single individual who, upon reaching maturity, self-replicates and becomes, in effect, pregnant through himself.’”
Wilson let out a sharp bark of disbelief.
“Pregnant through himself?”
Greg tossed the sheaf of papers onto the coffee table. The ice in his glass had long since dissolved.
“Can you believe the absurdity of this?”
Wilson shook his head. “He’s gone. Completely gone. This is worse than the psilocybin incident.”
At that, Mister Leer finally stubbed out the cigar and rose from his chair. He began pacing slowly behind the desk.
“Mister Peito,” he said evenly, “has burdened this faculty with spectacle for long enough.”
He stopped.
“His unfortunate popularity among lay readers has made his removal… inconvenient, to say the least. If we mishandle this, he will turn it into another book. Another lecture circuit, another performance that will cultivate his groundless fame.”
Wilson’s smile faded slightly.
Leer resumed, voice measured.
“This, however, presents opportunity… I presume he requested something from the board?”
Greg straightened.
“Yes, he’s requesting additional funding,” Greg said. “Equipment, human resources.”
“Of course he did,” Leer smirked. “Very well. We shall provide just that.”
Wilson glanced up. “Meaning?”
“We frame it as an exceptional field opportunity,” Leer said. “Career-defining, highly competitive. Self-funded, naturally.”
Greg understood immediately. “You want to send—”
“—those students whose presence has proven administratively inconvenient,” Leer finished. “They will be… enthusiastic.”
Wilson smirked. “And the equipment?”
“Delayed,” Leer said simply. “Supply chains are fragile. Crates misroute. Batteries fail. Insurance claims take time.”
He retrieved a fresh cigar from a lacquered box and rolled it between his fingers.
“We should get his original team to report back to board, in person,” he continued, “We debrief them thoroughly. Bell and Ray, yes?”
Greg nodded. “Bell and Ray.”
“Peito,” Leer said, “would have to remain in the field to secure his extraordinary discovery.”
There was a brief silence.
“And if communication resumes?” Wilson asked.
Leer lit the cigar this time. The flame reflected briefly in his eyes.
“Then we manage the narrative,” he said. “Whether of a groundbreaking discovery… or rather, its unfortunate absence.”
He leaned back into his chair, gaze drifting upward to the ornate coffered ceiling.
“Institutional continuity,” he added quietly, “must not depend on unstable men chasing subterranean fantasies.”
 
Wilson Wright scattered measured portions of feed into the cages lining the rear wall of the laboratory. The white lab rats gathered with quiet urgency, pink eyes blinking beneath fluorescent light.
He did not feel affection for them.
But he respected their utility.
“Contribution,” he tried to define it in his thoughts. “Purpose.”
The door at the far end of the lab swung open with unnecessary force.
A young woman stood there, red hair uncombed, worn green jacket hanging loosely from narrow shoulders. She straightened when she recognized him.
“Professor Wright.”
“Mela,” he replied without turning. “Come here.”
She dropped her bag by the door and approached, eyes drifting briefly toward the cages.
He knew her type.
Bright, by conviction driven to succeed. From nowhere important. The sort who believed merit alone could bend the system in their favor. Admirably naive.
“You’ve realized by now,” Wright began, sliding another pellet through the bars, “that diligence alone does not guarantee advancement.”
Mela said nothing.
“It requires timing,” he continued. “Positioning. And occasionally… willingness.”
A sharp squeal cut through the room.
Wright froze.
He turned slowly.
Mela stood rigid with a satiated manic smile smeared across her delicate features.
A rat dangled from her grip. Its neck had been twisted too far. Blood spilling between her fingers.
The other rats scattered into the corners.
“For God’s sake,” Wright said sharply. “What did you do that for?”
Her expression was warping into confusion.
“You were trying to show me,” she said quietly. “That they serve something larger.”
She held the dead animal as if awaiting instruction.
“I thought… you wanted me to prove my dedication.”
There it was.
Not cruelty, a misapplied devotion.
Wright exhaled, stepping toward her carefully.
“No,” he said evenly, recomposing himself.
He removed the rat from her hand and placed it gently on the stainless steel table.
Mela swallowed. A flicker of embarrassment passed over her face.
“I’m ready,” she said. “For whatever it takes.”
That sentence interested him more than the blood.
He walked to his leather satchel and withdrew a thin folder.
“This,” he said, handing it to her, “is an opportunity that could make a career.”
She scanned the pages rapidly.
Field expedition. Senior faculty oversight. Publication potential.
Her breathing shifted.
“It’s… extraordinary,” she said. Then hesitated. “But the cost—”
“More than half subsidized,” Wright said smoothly. “Equipment included.”
A gently delivered lie.
“My parents remortgaged their house for tuition,” she said, voice lower now. “I don’t know if I can—”
“You have until Friday,” he said. “There are others who would accept without hesitation. But I thought you deserved it.”
She closed the folder carefully.
“I’ll let you know.”
As she reached the door, Wright added, almost casually:
“It is time to decide if you are willing to step up and be part of it.”
The door shut behind her.
Wright returned to the cages.
The remaining rats had already resumed feeding.
Such an efficient creatures.
 
He kept trying to catch her eyes as if that would make it meaningful.
Kissing her neck with exaggerated confidence, the kind learned from cheap films and locker-room mythology. It was already irritating her.
At least he was big and strong, not the strongest or the biggest she had, but there was potential.
Her fingers traced vague lines across his abdomen, more evaluative than affectionate. He mistook it immediately. His breathing shifted, maybe he thought she was impressed, she wasn't, but wouldn't let on, either way.
Sweat was starting to form on tight skin beneath her fingertips as he was working himself deeper into her with renewed vigor.
Quickening of his breath gave him away before she could feel it coming.
She was furious enough to hurt him, but was content with a slap across his cheek. 
“What the fuck do you think you are doing?” she demanded.
He tried to apologize, she didn’t care to listen.
“Can you go again?” she asked, not because she wanted him to — but because she wanted to see if he could.
Of course he couldn’t.
He withdrew almost immediately, fumbling with his clothes, ego collapsing fast into its natural flaccid state.
She watched him leave without expression.
He reminded her how much she hated assholes like him that always made it all about themselves.
She returned to her seat and slumped back, the vinyl cold against her shoulders. The cabin hummed around her.
She slipped her headphones on and closed her eyes, as if sound could dissolve the narrow aisle, the recycled air, the faces she would soon have to manage.
A flicker of doubt surfaced — unnecessary, lingering sentimental.
She gulped it down without consideration.
It was just positioning, nothing more.
Hierarchy would form quickly.
It was better to define it early.
She let the music swallow the rest.
Three more hours in the air, then five hours by road and the boat. It all played out clearly in her mind without requiring her stress of active participation.
At least in the jungle, weakness would not hide behind confidence facade.
 
Before the boat came to fully dock, they saw him waiting.
He stood alone at the edge of the warped wooden pier, boots planted wide as if bracing against something unseen. Greasy strands of hair escaped from beneath an old canvas hat. His beard, caught somewhere between rust-red and ashen grey, clung to his jaw in uneven patches. The skin of his face was blistered and flaking from sun exposure, stretched tight over sharp cheekbones. His eyes seemed slightly too round, too alert.
He was chewing constantly, not casually, but with a strange mechanical consistency.
Mela stepped off first.
“You’re with Peito’s expedition,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
“Yes,” she replied. “You’re Mickey.”
He nodded once, slow. His eyes drifted past her, counting.
“This all of you?”
“Yes,” Mela said. “I’m Mela. That’s Benny.” She gestured toward the young man with the heavy mustache and city-clean clothes that hadn’t yet learned the climate. “And Ron.”
Ron was crouched behind them, scrambling to gather spilled equipment from his open bag. Mickey moved before Mela could even introduce Matt.
“I’ve been waiting near a week,” He said, already turning and walking along the dock. “For reinforcement.”
He glanced back over his shoulder.
“For this.”
Mela lengthened her stride to match his.
“There are supplies coming,” she said evenly. “Equipment. Possibly more personnel.”
Mickey stopped.
“When?”
Silence stretched.
Benny cleared his throat. “That depends on faculty logistics. The plan is to relieve Peito’s original team. They’ll return once we—”
Mickey stared at him long enough that Benny’s voice thinned.
“You don’t know,” Mickey said flatly.
He resumed walking.
Mickey stopped walking.
He cleared his throat with a dry, scraping sound and spat into the water below.
“Peito’s four days deep,” he said. “And that’s if the river behaves.”
He looked at them properly now.
“There are no roads. No marked trails. Half the time there ain’t even ground where you think there is.”
His jaw worked slowly, chewing.
“You’re talking about routing traffic through it like it’s a supply corridor.”
He shook his head once.
“It takes everything you’ve got just to reach him.”
A beat.
“And that’s before the jungle decides whether it wants you there.”
 
They were exhausted before they had properly entered the jungle.
Everything felt overexposed, cutting sharply into the fabric of their sense. The air itself pressed against them — wet, breathing and constantly alive. Light fractured through layers of canopy they couldn’t name. Trees rose like pillars, swallowing the sky. Birds shrieked and sang in an overlapping cacophony of patterns that never resolved into silence.
It was beautiful, but too much all at once to appreciate or enjoy it.
“So…” Mela’s voice came strained between breaths as they pushed forward. “What exactly did Peito discover?”
Mickey stopped walking.
He removed his hat slowly and wiped the sweat from his brow. For a moment he just looked at them — not irritated, measuring.
“You’re telling me,” he said, voice low, “they sent you out here without saying?”
Ron shifted his pack higher on his shoulders. “We were told we’d assist with documentation of a significant find.”
“That’s it?” Mickey let out a short, humorless laugh.
Benny scoffed. “If it’s another ‘groundbreaking’ species of beetle, I swear to God—”
Mickey cut him off.
“It’s people.”
Silence fell harder than the humidity.
“We stumbled onto them three weeks back. Didn’t look like any people I’ve ever seen.”
He hesitated.
“Four fingers. On every one of them.”
Benny barked a laugh. “Come on, you gotta be shitting me.”
“I’ve been out here near thirty years,” Mickey snapped, turning on him with sudden sharpness. “I know what five fingers look like.”
The jungle noise seemed to swell behind his words.
“They live in caves, deep down. We only saw a handful. The rest stayed inside.”
Ron frowned. “That’s… not possible.”
“Yeah,” Matt said, a faint laugh under his breath. “I don’t think we’d be the first choice to assist an expedition that uncovered remnants of an alien civilization in the rainforest.”
“Aliens?” Benny shot him an incredulous look, like he’d just admitted to eating dirt.
“They would pretty much have to be,” Matt replied evenly, “to suggest an entire population lost their pinkies through evolutionary process.”
That pause lingered.
Mela said nothing.
But for the first time since stepping off the dock, something felt misaligned.
Not the jungle, but why they were there.
 
“The worst thing out here,” Mela said, stretching her legs toward the fire, “is the absence of a shower.”
“No,” Benny replied immediately, gulping from his canteen. “That must be the bugs.”
“And not the total isolation?” Matt added lightly. “No immediate contact with the rest of the world.”
The silence after that lingered just long enough to be noticed.
Benny smirked. “Sounds like you might need something to take the edge off.” He jerked his chin toward the hammock where Mickey lay in the dark.
“What do you mean?” Ron asked.
Mela rolled her eyes. “He means the coca leaves Mickey chews all day.”
“Isn’t that illegal?” Ron said.
“You can’t enforce legality on something that grows behind your house,” Mela replied. “And the leaves contain a fraction of the compound. It’s barely stronger than coffee.”
“Not even that,” Benny added. “Every night he smokes opium to fall asleep.”
Ron let out a tired breath. “It just keeps getting better.”
“I think whatever they found,” Benny said quietly, “it unsettled him.”
No one argued.
The further they moved inland, the heavier the air seemed. Nothing was visibly wrong, but Benny saying it aloud made it harder to ignore.
“We’ll know soon enough,” Mela said, drawing her knees in and fixing her gaze on the fire.
“I just hope it’s worth what I paid,” Benny muttered, leaning back and staring into the canopy above.
Matt closed his paperback and looked at the others.
“Don’t you think it’s strange,” he said, “that they assembled this team without a single one of us focusing on anthropology?”
“Well,” Benny said casually, “Ron is.”
Ron shifted slightly. “I have a bachelor’s in anthropology. From the College of Gethsemane.”
“Gethsemane,” Matt repeated with tangible scrutiny in his voice. “Is that a Christian college?”
“Yes.”
Mela let out a small, humorless exhale. “You’re kidding, Ron.”
“Wait,” Benny said, pushing himself upright. “Our anthropological backbone of this expedition is a bachelor from a Christian school?”
“I didn’t assign myself here,” Ron replied evenly. “I received the offer, just like the rest of you.”
Something in Mela’s chest tightened.
She was weeks away from completing her master’s. She had leveraged debt, favors and positioning.
And this wasn’t where she was supposed to end up.
“I always wondered,” Benny continued, “doesn’t it bother you? Studying all the contradictions?”
Matt reopened his book but didn’t look down yet.
Ron stared into the fire for a moment before answering.
“Not everything contradicts,” he said. “But when it does… I just suspend my belief to memorize that concept, whatever it is, until I'm done with it.”
“That’s convenient,” Mela said rolling her eyes at the irony of it.
“I don’t have to imbue something with belief to grasp it,” Ron replied quietly.
No one spoke for a moment.
Benny broke it first, pulling a small pipe from his hoodie pocket.
“Well,” he said with a grin, “how about suspending your believe long enough for a puff of this?”
 
Before they reached the clearing, Mela felt it.
Not fear, rather something displaced beyond familiar and natural.
The trees seemed to lean inward, canopy folding tighter above them. The air felt denser, as if it had settled and forgotten how to move. Even the constant insect hum and distant birdsong thinned behind them, retreating into a muffled background.
Mickey slowed without saying why.
He was listening.
Peito emerged from between the tents.
For a moment even Mickey did not move.
He had grown a thin beard that stretched sharply along his cheekbones. His jacket hung loose, dirt-streaked and torn at the cuffs. He looked less like a professor Mela remembered and more like a man who had misplaced the structure that once held him upright.
More unsettling still — his head was cleanly shaved.
Strange symbols marked the skin, forming an elaborate pattern. But not anything Mela could identify.
Yet his eyes were alive.
Burning with almost manic passion.
“Mickey,” he said, stepping forward, animation flooding him all at once. “You’ve returned. We were beginning to worry.”
“Professor Peito,” Mela said, stepping forward out of habit more than warmth. She extended her hand.
Part of her wanted to keep her distance.
When their hands met, a faint static shivered up her arm — not pain, not shock, just a subtle resistance. As if something unspoken pressed between them, trying to pull her back.
Peito smiled, but his gaze slid past her through the rest of the group almost immediately.
“So this is the reinforcements to our little expedition.”
There was a flicker — brief, difficult to read.
Expectation adjusting to reality.
“Yeah,” Mickey said flatly. “And they want the original team to return back.”
Before Peito could react, Mela clarified.
“Yes, the board is requesting first-hand accounts. We’re to continue the work here.”
The warmth in Peito’s expression faltered.
“That’s not possible,” he said with a short, brittle laugh. “Most of my team left before we even reached this deep. Ray is dead and Bell is the only one capable of meaningful communication with them.”
After a pause he continue.
“So unless one of you is a linguistic prodigy, that ain’t happening.”
Something dark crossed his face then — not grief, something more akin to recognition.
“Dead?” Mickey asked.
Peito waved it off too quickly.
“Wildlife accident. These things happen.”
The dismissal felt nonchalant like it was of little importance.
Matt stepped forward slightly. “So it’s true, then? About the tribe.”
That did it.
Peito’s restraint cracked into fervor.
“Oh yes,” he said, eyes brightening unnaturally. “You have no idea.”
He ushered them into the largest tent — headquarters, kitchen, sleeping quarters all compressed into one space.
What Came Would Not Stay
 
He sat rooted deep in the old leather armchair while the rain hammered against the windowsill, loud enough to drown out the crackling of the fireplace — what little warmth it still offered. Autumn had come early this year, staining the countryside red and brown too quickly, as if the land itself had grown impatient.
He felt cold all the time now. Not the kind that licked your skin into goose bumps, but something that settled behind the eyes, siphoning warmth away by degrees. Every day it hollowed him out further, filling the space it left with a dull husk, indifferent cold.
With a sigh, he leaned forward and stirred the logs in the fireplace. Sparks leapt briefly, then sank back into embers.
Outside, he heard a car engine crawling up the gravel drive. The sound grew closer, then cut out. He rose and crossed to the window just in time to see his brother’s shadow slip out of view. Beyond the glass, the tree line stretched endlessly — soaked dark and colorless, as if the rain had leached even autumn colors from it.
Before the familiar weight of self-loathing could settle in, something shattered downstairs.
Glass exploded, followed by a shout.
His heart jolted into frantic motion beneath his ribs. He rushed down the stairs two at a time and skidded to a stop at the foot of the hall.
The old chandelier lay in pieces on the floor, its crystals scattered like jagged yellow teeth. A bottle of wine had met a similar fate, its dark red contents spreading across the tiles in a glossy pool near his brother’s boots.
“Can you believe this shit?” his brother said, looking up at him.
Elias still felt the echo of panic buzzing in his chest.
“Almost took my head off,” his brother continued, nudging the fallen fixture with his foot. “This whole damn place is falling apart.”
He gathered grocery bags from the floor and hauled them toward the kitchen.
“Was that a good bottle of wine?” Elias asked, forcing his voice into something neutral as he followed.
“It took me two hours to fetch that bottle,” his brother laughed. “What do you think?”
“Doesn’t mean it was good,” Elias said, stopping in the kitchen doorway.
His brother snorted as he began stuffing groceries into the pantry without any order. “Do you know how much I make in an hour? That might’ve been the most expensive bottle of wine you’ve ever owned.”
“Still doesn’t mean it was good,” Elias replied. “Do you even know where any of that goes?”
“Nope. And I don’t care,” his brother said easily. “You can reorganize it later. Might do you some good. Keep you busy.”
He clapped his hands together once. “Come on. Help me grab the rest from the car.”
There was more wine in the trunk. More food than he would realistically eat. His brother’s vacation days were running out, and he had to get back to work. Apparently, he was worried Elias would curl up and die if left alone too long.
He appreciated the concern. Truly.
But it was beginning to feel excessive. Too present. Too heavy. As if something essential had gone missing in him — some small faculty that allowed a person to function without supervision.
And, to be honest, he was starting to feel as though that were true.
 
That evening, Elias and his brother sat in the second-floor room they had unanimously decided was the most livable in the house. It had once been their grandfather’s office, later a library. It held the largest fireplace, and it smelled of old books — not the sharp, exhilarating scent of a library, but something more grey and wet, like paper left too long in neglect. Ripe with memories and mold. Still, it was the warmest and most inviting room the estate had to offer.
His brother laughed, his voice echoing loudly as he finished yet another story whose beginning Elias had already forgotten. The laughter faded, and silence stretched just long enough to signal a subtle change.
“You know I can take a longer leave,” his brother said at last.
Here it comes, Elias thought. He had been expecting it all day.
“You don’t have to,” he said quickly, standing to refill his glass. “You really don’t. I’ll be fine.”
He paused, searching for words that would not sound rehearsed. “It’s just going to take time. I still mourn her. I still miss her. But I know that won’t bring her back, no matter what.”
He swallowed before continuing. “It’s different when tragedy takes someone from your arms. It’s not like our grandparents. We loved them, but we expected it. This…” He gestured vaguely at the room, the house, the world beyond it. “This is something else. And it just takes time. That’s all.”
He hoped it would be enough.
His brother turned toward the fire, staring into it. “I’d just feel better if you weren’t here alone,” he said. “In the middle of nowhere. In this falling-apart shithole.”
“I love this shithole,” Elias shot back with a grin. “And tell me — how often did you visit me in my apartment in the city? I’m just as close to anyone here as I am there. One button, that’s all it takes.”
His brother nodded, as if convinced.
“Still,” he said, draining his glass, “I’d feel better if you were in your apartment. This place depresses me even when I’m drunk and in good company. I can’t imagine what it’d do to me if I were here alone for a week.”
Elias laughed. “That’s why they left you the cars.”
 
His brother left after breakfast the next morning.
It started that same night.
Elias felt her touch — her warmth spreading through the bed, filling the space beside him. He dreamed of her, of being with her again, and it felt so real that when he woke he could still feel her there.
It didn’t take much effort to dismiss it. Alcohol and isolation had a way of playing tricks on the mind, especially a desperate one like his.
He spent the day cleaning. The shattered chandelier. Then, the decades of accumulated garbage in the garage. The weather refused to improve — it either rained relentlessly or wrapped the land in fog so thick and wet it might as well have been rain. No matter how much firewood he burned, the house remained cold, damp, resistant.
That night he went to bed without dinner, deciding he would eat when hunger demanded it, not out of habit.
That night, she returned.
Secretly, he had hoped she would — even if only in a dream, even for a moment. Why not? It was all he had left.
But she felt real. He could smell her. Taste the salt of sweat on her skin. She mesmerized him, intoxicated him more completely than any wine ever had.
He begged her to stay.
She did.
And he vowed his eternal love to her, to her alone.
She didn’t speak a word, but he felt the passion in her lips mirror his devotion.
When he finally rose from the bed, the light outside was already fading. He turned instinctively, knowing what he would see.
The bed was empty.
And yet she was still there — so close, so tangible — like she had only stepped into the bathroom and would return at any moment to lie beside him again.
Of course, he knew she wouldn’t.
The house was so cold it made him shiver.
 
Elias didn’t waste time. He fetched firewood and set about rebuilding the fire, his hands trembling as he struck the match. The flame caught slowly, reluctantly. He moved to the kitchen and filled the coffee machine with beans, trying to occupy himself with small, mechanical certainty.
Still, he couldn’t deny that something had changed.
He knew it without doubt, and there was nothing his rational mind could seize upon to explain it.
The electric lights blinked and went dark for a fraction of a second, silencing the grinding coffee machine mid-cycle. The interruption felt deliberate, as if an intangible presence had briefly pressed a finger against the world.
He looked up. The lights did not flicker again.
He restarted the machine.
“Ghosts?” he murmured under his breath, wanting to laugh — but the word only unsettled the empty space further.
Sitting by the fire, he wondered whether it was psychosis. Or the onset of some neurological failure he hadn’t yet learned to name. Some days he couldn’t bring himself to do anything before scrolling for hours through her photographs, barely holding back sobs as her face stared back at him from the screen. It had become a strange, masochistic ritual — reminding himself, again and again, that this was his new reality. That she was dead. That he was alive without her.
And yet the emotion had dulled.
The sadness that once cut so cleanly now felt distant, as if the images could no longer properly reflect her. As if her likeness had begun to fail. She felt more real when he closed his eyes and summoned the phantoms of the night, and the thought filled him with a dangerous kind of ecstasy.
He sat staring into the fire until the coffee in his cup went cold.
There were only two explanations he could tolerate: either he was losing his mind, or it was her ghost. Given the choice, he preferred the ghost.
He needed the voice of reason — someone else’s, if he no longer trusted his own. He reached for his phone and dialed his brother.
“Do you believe in ghosts?” Elias asked as soon as the line connected.
There was a long sigh on the other end, heavy with disappointment.
His brother listened as Elias tried to explain what had been happening, though even as he spoke he knew he was failing to express it properly.
“Come on, buddy,” his brother said at last. “You’re the most sane man I’ve ever met. Just think about it. How likely is it that after her death she waited a month, then decided to come back as a ghost — to fuck with you — without even having a body anymore? Honestly, I’d say it’s more likely a demon from hell is spawning in your bed every night.”
He burst out laughing.
And, painfully, Elias knew he was making more sense than he was.
“You’re not insane,” his brother continued. “Remember that trip when we got wasted doing all that crap with the guys? You were the only one not flipping out. You were the one keeping us from going completely off the rails. This… it just takes time. Like you said the other night.”
They talked a while longer, until both of them felt it was safe to hang up.
It was easy to pretend during the day. But at night — just before sleep — when suppressed fears rose to reclaim the faculties of reason they had never truly relinquished, the pretenses fell apart. The fantasies he had constructed so carefully offered no shelter then.
The truth was simple: he still loved her. He still wanted to be with her, even if only inside his own head.
He felt her touch and craved it like nothing else.
But tonight it was different.
Her touch was colder. He could still smell her, but only if he strained for it. He whispered the names of every god he could remember, invoked anything that might listen, desperate to feel her again.
Nothing answered.
He woke at dawn, having barely slept. The mourning had returned — the same dejected weight of loss — but now it felt sharper, more obscene.
As if he had lost her again.
 
The next night felt worse still. Elias felt as though he were withering, desperately reaching for something that was no longer there. The rain hammered against the thin glass of the old windows, against the patched roof, until the sound became unbearable — a relentless cacophony that drove him toward the edge of sanity. Like the heavy footsteps of an executioner approaching his solitary cell.
He no longer cared what form the catharsis would take.
The resolution hovered on the tip of his tongue, and it did not take long for him to finally admit it — to accept it.
This was not a whim. Not a sudden surge of emotion through his system.
When he was a teenager, his uncle had taken his own life. He had never even met the man, but over the years Elias had returned to the thought again and again, turning it over with quiet seriousness. He had come to believe that no one should ever make such a decision lightly, or for something fleeting, or for someone else.
This, he knew, was neither.
He poured himself another glass of bourbon. It dulled the edge just enough, settled his thoughts into something clean and composed. He sat behind the desk in the old library and let his gaze drift slowly across the darkened room, toward the dying fire in the fireplace.
The gun rested on the table beside the bottle.
He felt no panic now. He had already decided.
Earlier that day, he had taken the gun outside and fired a few shots into the rain, just to be certain it still worked. He wasn’t leaving a note. There were too few people he cared about to justify the effort, and he suspected the silence he left behind would say more than he ever could with his clumsy words.
He didn’t finish the last of his bourbon.
He pulled the trigger.
She sat on the table, her heart torn between love and hatred, watching him die. There was nothing she could do. No matter how desperately she tried to hold him, to shake him, to strike him, even to cut his flesh with her claws — he felt nothing.
He did not hear her screams.
He did not hear her vows of love, echoing the ones he had spoken not long ago.
They could have been together. Forever.
But he was gone.
The phone buzzed on the table. His brother was calling. The screen lit up with his face, bright and ordinary.
There was no one left to answer.
Her tears would not stop. No matter how hard she tried to contain them, to swallow them down into some deep, lightless pit within herself, they spilled freely. The phone continued to vibrate, insistent.
She thought she should have killed the asshole sooner — after she had disposed of that bitch. The thought brought no satisfaction.
It didn’t matter now.
She coiled her tail around Elias’s leg and held his lifeless body, clinging to him as the last warmth slowly drained from his flesh. If she could not be felt, she would at least feel him, for as long as there was anything left to feel.
Eventually, even the slow drip of blood from the wound in his head stilled.
And there was only cold, dark quiet — emptiness that would never answer.
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