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			I would like to thank my professor, Erik, for encouraging me to create a sprawling, weird world in his class. He pushed me to create a story that was wholely unique, and that focused on the most important part of storytelling: being a fun story. Without him, the original version of Odtown would never have been born.

			I would like to also thank my friend, John, who gave me priceless feedback and encouragement every step of the writing process. Additionally, John helped in the video preview of this book, giving a voice to its protagonist. He helped sharpen the image of Richter and Odtown into the form they’ve taken today.

		

	
		
			Audio Log Entry One: Solitary Humidity

			I couldn’t help but tap my foot on the ground and trace my eyes around my apartment’s furniture to the tune of rainfall.

			The console table near the entrance to my bedroom, which held my ashtray, the shabby lamp to my left, whose lights flickered every few seconds whether it was on or not — It really needed a lightbulb change, but I’d get around to it, eventually — the radio whose static was really starting to get irritating, my dining room table, set for two, and my refrigerator, stocked with all of the snacks and drinks Evan and I would partake in for the occasion…

			Where the hell was he?

			I looked to the clock behind the armchair I was presently sunk into, too tired from a cocktail of paperwork, booze, and waiting to get up. My neck cracked as I looked back as far as I could.

			Ouch.

			11:24 PM.

			I looked over to the phone on my kitchen counter, a few inches from where it normally sits. No calls, none in the past five minutes since I last looked over there. I looked to the entrance to my apartment, trying to will that triple-knock on the door into existence. No knocks came. None at all.

			I looked back to the clock.

			11:25 PM.

			The lack of any auditory stimulation, other than the white noise of my radio and the rainfall outside, only made my impatience grow. It didn’t help that the night was especially humid and muggy… How the hell was I sweating when I was drinking something that felt like a Siberian winter turned into a liquid? The impossibility of that situation didn’t help my worsening mood.

			I’m sure my slouched posture and grumpy expression made me look like the spitting image of Ebenezer Scrooge as I waited for something, anything, to disturb that perpetual nothingness.

			11:26 PM.

			Still nothing.

			Something was up.

			With an annoyed, exasperated, and groaning sigh, I heaved myself out of the comfort of my recliner. Walking over to the kitchen countertop, I eyed the rotary phone. I saw it begging for me to ring him up.

			I almost did.

			If he hadn’t shown up yet, he wouldn’t answer a call, I told myself. There wasn’t any point, so I set my drink down by the phone, right next to my first and second of the night.

			It was when I looked to the other side of the countertop that I really started to get annoyed; that was when I saw Evan’s untouched drink.

			Every Thursday, for the past twenty odd weeks, Evan Pardo would come by my apartment. We would have a drink or two, or a few too many, and talk about… Everything. We’d talk about what’s going on in our lives, what’s going on in the city, what cases I cracked recently, or the latest story he got published. Evan knew how much I valued these nights, and I knew how much he liked them as well… He made that clear with the hundred damn times he’s told me so. He wouldn’t miss our meetups if the goddamn world was ending…

			It was that exact reason I was wondering why the hell he hadn’t knocked on my door.

			The more I thought about it, the more I paced around my apartment, the more I began to suspect that something might be afoot. Just last week, Evan had told me about looking into something for a new story he was considering writing. He didn’t tell me the specifics — I didn’t remember them, at least — but he made it clear that it was some weird stuff he was getting into. Something about a town in the middle of nowhere up in the New England area, I couldn’t remember if it was in Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine, or going all the way into Canada…

			“So… I’ve been thinking about writing something new, right?” Evan leaned forward in his seat, placing his drink on the table in front of us. I was always curious to see what he was cooking up.

			“What genre? Is it a romance?” I grunted, already starting to lose the more enjoyable effects of alcohol consumption.

			Evan laughed in response. His face was beet-red, which was typical whenever he got plastered. Better than looking like a porcelain doll.

			“Nah, nah. I do know how much you like those, though. Especially those naughty ones?” He grinned, I scoffed. “Maybe I’ll get around to writing one someday. Hell, if I do write something like that, you might even read something I’ve written!” He kicked my leg.

			“Ow.”

			I distinctly remember that, in that moment, he had that look on his face. The Evan Pardo look, as I called it… 

			In reality, I think he was staring somewhere in the vicinity of my kitchen countertop. His eyes were glossy, and his mouth was agape as if he was in a daze, but I could tell he was nowhere near absent-minded in that couple of moments. But Evan was staring far past that mess of food and liquor bottles… He was staring at his own mind, the concepts running around inside his noggin, the gears of creativity turning. He was looking at the building blocks of a story, trying his best to put his words into a form so a dumbass, such as myself, could understand and, hopefully, appreciate his grand ideas.

			“Richter, you remember a bit ago, that case you were involved in? The one about the ring of…” He took a swig of his beer. “Whatever it was?”

			I nodded. “Yeah, the… What’s it called…” I pinched my brow, trying to remember that mess. I snapped my fingers a few times, trying to jog my memory. On the fourth one, it clicked. “Human trafficking thing.”

			“Yeah, yeah!” Evan glowed with a light that, in any other context, would be extremely confusing, borderline worrying. He always had the strangest reactions and points of view on these sorts of things. That being said, he was very good at getting people’s attention in these situations. “I was thinking about that the other day, and I was thinking about… Just how fucked up people can be, y’know?”

			I gave him a look of confusion and intrigue, beckoning for him to continue without moving a muscle below my neck. He smiled when he realized he had piqued my interest.

			“I was thinking about… Trying to capture the essence of human evil in a story, the essence of how screwed up we can be. I think it’d be interesting to try and… Condense everything wrong with us into a story. Throw in a bunch of symbolism and all that crap you hate for good measure too.” He pointed at me as he took another drink. That sarcastic, smug look on his face.

			“Really making a good case for me to finally read something of yours, huh? Sounds like a swell time...” I kidded him.

			Evan shrugged, leaning back in his chair.

			“I dunno, sometimes it’s easier to base fiction off reality than it is to come up with something new... Anyway, I was looking for some inspiration in the library, right? I came across this town that was just creepy from head to toe. Perfect setting for this story I’m thinking of! It’s in,” my memory failed me, in the one instance I needed it to work properly, “and it’s already got a bunch of missing persons cases surrounding it,” he paused to take a sizable gulp of his drink, “the architecture is all dilapidated and wrecked, and it’s right in the middle of nowhere!”

			This guy’s totally nuts, I thought to myself with a light chuckle as he continued.

			Evan would always get excited about the weirdest things. I would never fail to find it amusing to see him chatter about something I had never heard of. It’s a good portion of why I like his company.

			I started to really not like the idea of Evan telling me about him looking into some weird shit, especially if it was inspired by a goddamn human trafficking ring. Based on how he was talking, it would theoretically bring him a decent bit away from our dear sleepless city if he were to go investigating it for himself, which he definitely would, no doubt about that. Then, after telling me about this, he was a no show…

			I made up my mind.

			I didn’t like that idea.

			When a private investigator starts to not like an idea, that’s when you start to have a problem.

			I found myself eyeing my dictaphone recorder, which just barely peeked out of my coat’s breast pocket. I knew what it would mean if I walked over to the ajar closet, took it out, and slotted in a new cassette. I knew damn well what that meant. I just didn’t like the idea of it very much — proceeding with the notion that my best friend may be missing and all that jazz.

			I lit a new cigarette.

			Fuck.

			A tiny ember glow slowly built inside the closet interior.

			~Click~

			“June 17th, 1954, about 11:30 PM. 11:32, to be exact. It’s a hot and humid night in the city, a ripe time for a cold drink with your best pal. Only thing is, I seem to be all by my lonesome.”

			I took a drag of my cigarette.

			“Evan Pardo is not the type of man to break a promise that he’s made. That’s partially what has me wondering if something in his circle went wrong. If the man doesn’t write me or call me for a few days, that’s nothing new. If he doesn’t show up to our Thursday night gatherings, which we made a promise to always uphold, that’s something to take note of. Sure, he’s missed one or two weeks, but he’s told me beforehand that he couldn’t make it. No such call or letter this time around.”

			I took another drag. Smoke filled the tiny closet with my slow exhale. I moved towards my living room.

			“Tomorrow, I might swing by his apartment to see if he’s around. Best case scenario, he just went on a real bad bender and is absolutely, positively wasted. Worst case scenario…?”

			I took a long puff that time, letting the smoke fill my mouth, singe my tongue, and burn my lungs. I let it all out.

			“I’ll make another recording on this tape.”

			~Click~
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