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			“The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.” ~H.P. Lovecraft.

		

	
		
			The Beginning

			The roaring cracks of thunder echoed through the sky, flashing aqua lights through the broken down windows and cracked walls like a sporadic police siren. The torrent of rain crashed down upon the roof like a thousand arrows. The broken and beaten arcade had seen its share of decay and dread, but even in a history filled with so much blood as that of Mark’s Game-And-Stop, this night would leave a red stained memory. 

			The once shiny white walls had become a moldy, decayed green. On the floor were puddles of green slime, yet no one could know from where they came. Large rodents and spiders roamed these halls as freely as the people outside, seemingly ignorant of the horrid memories this detestable place held for so many.

			Erik clutched tightly against the silver half-heart pendant hanging from his necklace. His eyes began to focus once more, another crack of lightning shaking the earth beneath his feet. He clasped a thick, sweaty hand to his leg. He could feel the blood flowing freely out of the stumped bottom, but he couldn’t stop his stride, even for a moment. 

			He limped his way as quickly as his broken and beaten bones would take him towards the beautiful sight of the EXIT sign at the end of the inky-black, mossy green hallway. As his hand dragged along the wall he was using to hold himself from falling, he could practically feel the years of decay that had overrun the once great arcade of the town of Witchern, Ontario. Some sick part of him wondered what the fuzzy, almost lifelike substance beneath his fingers had been, but he couldn’t bring himself to stop and look. 

			Suddenly something ripped from the wall, sending Erik falling to the floor. He tried catching himself on his arms, but the bruises and gashes all over his body had weakened him so much that he couldn’t hold the weight. He felt his chin smash against a cracked tile on the once checkerboard patterned floor, which now resembled more of a green and dark green pattern. 

			He let loose his grip on the old “Happy Birthday Ricky!” banner that had been the reason for his fall. The rips and tears along the banner only made him think more on the wonderful parties that they must’ve had here all those years ago. He stood himself up, using the wall for balance, and pressed on.

			His mind pushed him forward, beaded sweat causing a stinging sensation through his eyes. Each step seemed to take ages of agony before his foot planted itself to the floor. He wondered, frightened if escape was any closer than—

			A scream burst out, breaking him from thought. It came from somewhere behind him, somewhere far away, he hoped. He instinctively turned towards the sound, but it wasn’t the only sound that met his ears. He began to hear jittering scratches quickly approaching, thousands of them, their long legs scratching whatever surface the little devils decided they’d attach themselves to. He gripped the bloody leg tightly and forced himself to run. Each step he took felt like a hot iron pressing itself tightly against his ankle—or rather, where his ankle should be. He pressed on.

			He felt the sudden irresistible urge to glance over his shoulder. He tried his best to avoid the urge, to press on towards the beautiful safety of the EXIT sign no more than ten meters away. The urge overtook him and he looked, and wished he hadn’t. 

			Thousands—no millions—of red eyes were crawling quickly towards him, the tiny legs on their bodies scratching the floor, and their wide open chelicera fangs snapping shut over and over again. He felt his heart beating faster than he thought possible. He turned back and sprinted as best he could, trying furiously to ignore the pain, the throbbing hell that had become his leg. 

			He couldn’t have been more than a few feet away from the door when a new sound chilled him; a hushed whisper. Like a calm wind, it resonated throughout the arcade until it hit Erik’s ears. The sound sent a chill running through every nerve in his body. The shock made him lose his footing, landing face first in a rather large pile of the slimy green substance that was scattered over the floors. He only hoped it wasn’t fresh. 

			He pulled around, prepared to protect himself from the thousands of fist-sized arachnids in whatever way he could when suddenly…nothing. They were gone. Not a single one of those red eyes was staring at him in the cold dark hallway. He held his breath, holding the hope that he might make it out of there in one piece. He waited, for what, he didn’t know, but he felt that if he ran now, something would get him. So he watched the shadows, but nothing came. The silence screamed a thousand deafening notes in his bloody ears. He could feel his legs moving on their own, wanting to run away, and he finally allowed it, turning towards the door, reaching out towards the handle. But what his hand met was not the handle to the exit door. Nor was it anywhere near the door itself. 

			Suddenly, a drop of green slime fell to his hand. The stinging pain from the fresh venom ran through his arm and up. He slowly felt his body numbing, with a pain like a thousand bolts of lightning were piercing him. He felt the sensation run through his body until he couldn’t hold himself anymore. Erik fell to the ground, motionless, though his eyes could still see the horror before him. 

			The terrifyingly large creature slowly descended from the tall ceiling towards him. As those horrifyingly enormous red eyes lowered ever closer to him, her enormous, spiny white legs shaking gleefully, he watched with his fading, foggy vision as the world slowly darkened to an inky, black shadow. 

		

	
		
			The Reunion

			“Welcome to Witchern!” The sign roared past them as they drove down the two lane highway into the small country town. Sarah watched as the bright green fields flew past at eighty miles per hour. She fiddled with the small golden pendant hanging from her golden chain. It reminded her of the last time she’d seen her brother, just before she left for school.

			***

			“Study hard and no boys!” Her brother had said to her. He tried to keep the stern look to replace the one that should have been from their absent father, but his boyish smile snuck its way through every time. 

			“No parties, back to the dorm by ten every night, and don’t do anything you wouldn’t do.” She finished his checklist for him, trying not to sound too pleased about leaving. “I’m only going for two years…it’s not like I’m moving away forever.”

			“Well, two years without my personal ‘little devil’ will be difficult!” Her brother would always call her the little devil to break the tension, but it almost never worked. “Who’s gonna get me into all kinds of shenanigans while you’re gone?”

			“Please, you and Joey get into more ‘shenanigans’ than anyone in town. With you two asshats around, I think my share will be taken care of.” She gave him a wink. 

			The blue cab slowly turned the corner. It honked, and the tanned driver waved the two down from the window. 

			“That has to be him.” Her older brother waved back, and the cab waited for them at the edge of the sidewalk. “So you’ve got everything? Got your passport, your boarding pass, all your clothes, your carry-on?”

			“Yes!” She shoved him lightly with a laugh. “I’ve got everything. Just help me take it to the cab already!” 

			“All right, all right! Stop pushing!” 

			The two of them meticulously put everything in the trunk of the cab. They would always treat it like a Tetris game together, trying to make it as perfectly aligned as possible. The two laughed at the end, looking at their work of art. 

			“That’s a full line! We win!” Her brother yelled into the wind. 

			“No one can beat us!” She mimicked her brother’s shout. 

			“Well, all aboard, I suppose.” Her brother scratched at the back of his head uncomfortably.

			“Come on, what is it?” She said, crossing her arms at him. 

			“What is what?” 

			“You always scratch your head like that when you’re hiding something. I know you.” 

			“All right. Well, I kinda got you a going away present.” He pulled out a small, white, ornate box from his pocket. 

			“I thought we weren’t doing this!” She scolded him, but found herself excitedly reaching for the box with both hands and opening it. Inside was a small golden pendant in the shape of a small half-heart. Along the edge were small cracks, as if it the other side was chipped off. Alongside it was a long golden chain. She pulled it out gently and threaded it through the looped metal latch on the heart. 

			“It’s beautiful,” she said, in awe of the way the bright sunlight reflected off the face of the heart. “Wait, how much did this cost?” 

			“Don’t you worry about the price. And don’t even try to keep asking, because I’m not telling.”

			She scowled at him, but inside her heart was a burning flurry. She reached back and tied the latch, dropping the pendant down on her chest. It hung a little low, but she imagined she could get it adjusted first thing when they landed. 

			“Look, I’ve got one too.” He pulled out a silver half-heart necklace from under his shirt. “Now we’re always together. You’ve got half of a heart, and I’ve got the other half!” 

			“I think that only works if they’re the same heart, genius.” She looked at him over the frames of her glasses. 

			“Look, I’m workin’ with what I got. Give me a break here. Besides, gold is your favorite color, so we’re all happy here!” 

			“I guess you’re right—we each have half of the other’s heart.”

			“Together forever!” Her brother let loose a wide, toothy smile. Sarah always felt like his smile brightened up the day even more than the sun itself could. 

			“Together for—” 

			HONK

			The driver pressed down on the horn and
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