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“Welcome, Children.” 

It’s the first thing you hear, pain throbbing at the back of your head, radiating somewhere from behind your eyes. You take a measured breath - in and out - and can feel your stomach expand with it, your jaw locked in place. It was a fix your previous therapist taught you, to imagine your stomach blowing up like a bright red balloon, only to deflate, and fill right back up again. 

You can’t open your eyes. You don’t really want to, hoping this is all a bad dream. 

You imagine your body flipping over in bed, away from your windowed curtains and high-pitched blare of your alarm. 

But your body, here, doesn’t move. 

The same rich voice which spoke before lets out a chuckle, cavernously deep; the hair on your arms dances on end. Only when you feel a pinch on your arm do your eyes open, and nigh immediately, you’re puzzled. 

A table, large and circular - one that reminds you of a cafeteria table in school - spread out before you in swirling orange-brown grain patterns, which your eyes trace to a dark brown knot in the middle. 

Sitting atop the table are stacks of cards, each one pitch black. Three stacks stand in perfect lines around the midpoint; one carries gold scroll work, as ornate as you’d ever seen in your moderate existence, stark and glittering against the black background. The next pile over is lavished in silver, dripping in the same exquisite scrolling around the edges - dips and dives, feathered patterns, creating shapes you can’t put a name to. 

The third pile, instead of gold or silver, carries accents of the darkest garnet. You catch glints of red if you turn your head just so, and the scroll work is different on these. The lines are no less delicate or deliciously painful to the eyes, but they’re sharper, angled to make the pitch of the card seem as if it could reach out and dust its fingers against you. 

You swallow. 

A gasp erupts from your right, and jolting up, you realize you aren’t alone. 

Six other people sit equally spaced around the table, all as dazed and terrified as you. 

“What the fuck?” the one next to you whispers. You turn, and catch the whites of his eyes. He looks like a lost member of Guns ‘n Roses, all black leather and tumbling curls wrapped tight in a black bandana. His eyes are as big as yours, and as you scan down the arms coated in dark mesh and tattoos, you see the seep of blood out of the side of his stomach crawl to a halt. 

You can’t breathe. 

“You’re bleeding,” your words tumble out cracked and half dry, staring dumbly at the blood that won’t escape. 

“Oh shit, yeah,” he mumbles, reaching down to push against the skin. After a moment he nods and looks up at you, gaze trailing before it lands on the side of your head. “You’re not much better, sweetheart,” he adds, wincing a little. 

You blink dumbly before reaching a hand up and grazing the side of your skull. You don’t feel pain, not anymore, but something wet tugs at the tips of your fingers. 

You freeze. 

“Breathe,” he says, it’s stern but quiet. 

You didn’t think she hit you that hard - not hard enough to leave damage. Sure she didn’t mean it, really, you think she didn’t. But, why-

“C’mon now, in and out,” the man beside you encourages, breathing slowly with you. There’s a hand on your arm, and you unconsciously follow his direction - red balloon on a sunny day - and find yourself rocking back and forth slightly. The pressure around your forearm deepens, and you nod when you find control of your lungs again. 

The rest of the table is silent, except the woman sitting in front of you, along the table’s edge that feels a mile off. Long black hair dips down, settling over her shoulders and inching down her back. You don’t see where it ends. 

Her face is round, and her lips are pulled so there’s a sort of perpetual smile, just a soft one. The only thing troubling is her skin - it’s a sickly gray - as deep and ashen as when you saw your grandfather before he passed. There’s a purpley green hue to the sheen on her cheeks as she mouths: “Are you okay?” that makes your stomach turn. 

You nod, and she returns the favor, flashing a quick smile, probably out of habit - you figure - and you find yourself staring at the table again.

“Listen,” the guy beside you starts up, knee bouncing while his fingers - bedazzled with chunky rings, some of them, you notice, are splattered with blood - tap at his thigh. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m Ronnie.” He offers, holding the hand out which was just on your arm. You take it, shakily.

“Like, Dio?” you ask, taken aback. A smile, long and bright, blooms on his face, punctuated by dimples. 

“No, I wish,” he says, the laugh passing. 

“Diane,” you say, after a beat, feeling slightly less afraid. But only just. 

“I’m Kseniya!” you hear, your attention drawn back to the woman with the beautiful hair. Her excitement - and it was excitement - made you muster up a smile. 

The person to your left sits stock still. She taps a foot against the ground, a heel, by the way it clicks. An olive green dress supported by a crinoline spills over her legs, dusting just above the ankles. You’re no historical costumer, but you’d watched enough YouTube to know this lady was either a reenactor or a time traveler, bundled up in an 19th century silhouette. Her features are angular, sharp and sallow from the profile you could glimpse; her hands had fallen together in her lap. 

Beside this woman sits a person with an electric shock of hot pink, black, and feathered blonde hair all draping over one eye. The other is heavily outlined in black, with rubber bands and jelly bracelets stacked up to their elbows that tugged at your nostalgia. 

The man beside them sported a handlebar mustache and a brown sport coat. It looks almost velvet; his shoulders sag, and there is something troubling to you in the deep-set bank of his eyes. 

Alongside him, as a welcome change, is Kseniya. You’ve known her for all of two minutes, and already feel the sunshine seeping out of her, despite her pallor.

On the other side of Ronnie, sitting comfortably near Kseniya, a child kicks his legs. He sits on a high chair without a tray table, absentmindedly tracing his finger along the wood grain, letting his little fingertips feel the light split of the table. The tight brown curl of his hair, and the sweetness that he looks at everyone with - waving as well he could - cracks your heart. Thankfully, you can’t see any wounds on him. 

“Alright,” Ronnie says, loud enough to get the attention of everyone at the table - not like anyone was speaking anyway. “Does anyone know what’s going on here? Because half of us look like hell, and I don’t remember how I wandered in here.” 

Silence takes over for half a beat, the only noise coming from the child, reaching as far as his little arms can to keep up the pattern. 

“I do.” 

It was the same voice, luscious with bass, that you heard earlier. You can’t pinpoint where it comes from, and judging by the looks on everyone’s faces, neither can they. 

The room around you had been white - unfettered and unfeeling - a bright but medicinal color that made your skin crawl. Now, it begins to dim around the edges, like you’re slipping in-and-out of consciousness, but you know you’re very much awake. 

Out of this darkness, you see a claw. Or what looked like a claw. It’s jet black, same as the cards gracing the table, and hooked; a moment passes, and another appears, then another, another - four sharp hooks peel their way from the ink to reveal long, slender spider-like legs carrying a purplish-black carapace, studded in hardened spikes. Leading up from the carapace is a torso, as iridescent as the rest, branching off into two arms and a head - a human head - with human arms.

Eight eyes dot its face, each a different color, each more impossible than the last, blinking of its own volition. Its mouth split into a smile, revealing lacquered pincers jutting out from its lip. No ears grace its head, but tiny holes; and as it makes its way towards the table, more
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