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A Sinking Feeling
By Warren Benedetto

	 

	“How long before help comes?” Andrei asked.

	The two of us were sitting on a sodden mattress that was semi-submerged under the water. It wasn’t exactly a life raft, but it was buoyant enough to keep us somewhat dry. Without the mattress, we’d be in the water up to our necks. With it, the water was only up to our ribs.

	I glanced at Andrei. Wet hair stuck to his face in thick, matted strips that looked like rotting seaweed. Beads of water clung to his spiny, rust-colored beard. The chattering of his teeth reminded me of the clicking of Scrabble tiles in a velvet bag.

	“I don’t know,” I replied. “A few hours? They’ll probably need to wait until the sun is up.”

	“But they’ll come, right?”

	I nodded. “They’ll come.” I tried to sound more certain than I was.

	The ship had an emergency beacon, that much I knew. When triggered, it was supposed to send a distress signal, along with GPS coordinates and a bunch of other data that could be used to help locate the damaged vessel. If it worked, help should be on the way. If it worked. In the meantime, we were on our own.

	I have no idea what hit us. We were asleep when it happened. Both of us were thrown from our bunks, sliding across the suddenly slanted floor and crashing painfully into the opposite wall. I managed to stand and stumble over piles of fallen debris toward the cabin door. Before opening it, I paused to peer through the peephole into the hallway. It was a good thing I did. Otherwise, we’d be dead.

	An irregular gash, maybe 15 feet long, was gouged through the hull right outside our cabin. A torrent of water the color of graphite foamed in through the breach, transforming the narrow hallway into rapids that roared angrily toward the front of the ship. My stomach cartwheeled when I saw it. The ship was nose-down. It was taking on water at an incredible rate. That could mean only one thing: we were sinking.

	The descent was quick. At first, I could hear the screams of others in my crew echoing through the ship, overlapping with the sounds of rushing water and rending metal. Some were begging for help. Others seemed to be praying. Others wailed inconsolably. Then, one by one, each of them fell silent. Even after the screams ended, there was still some banging, metal on metal, as if someone was hitting a wrench against a pipe. The pattern was unmistakable: S-O-S. Soon, that, too, subsided, growing weaker and weaker until it tapered off to nothing.

	Andrei and I called for help until our voices were raw. After a while, we lapsed into silence as well. There was no use wasting our breath. We were too far gone. We both sat quietly on the crooked floor, each of us lost in our thoughts, waiting for the end to come.

	I mostly thought about my mother. She was an addict who used to go missing for days on end, taking off with whoever was supplying drugs to her at the time. She’d stumble home for a few days, burn a quesadilla or two in a halfhearted attempt at mothering, then disappear again.

	Nighttime was the worst. I’d sit in the dark for hours, huddled on the filthy mattress in our tiny one-room apartment, waiting for her to return. I always left the door unlocked in case she forgot to bring her keys. As I grew older, her absences grew longer. Hours turned to days, and days turned into weeks. Eventually, I started locking the door again.

	A few months after I last saw her, I found out she had OD’d in a hotel room in Arizona, 350 miles from home. The police found her with a needle in her arm and a baby in her belly.

	I was twelve.

	I guess my mind went there because it was the last time that I remember feeling so scared and alone. I had the same sense of being completely powerless. There were no good options. No good outcomes. No matter what I might do, I was doomed.

	The funny thing is, I was wrong about that. I turned out all right. I moved in with my grandmother, finished high school, took some community college classes, and ultimately ended up finding a life as a ship’s cook.

	I knew being at sea was risky. Intellectually, that made sense. But I never felt like I was really in danger. There were some close calls, sure, some wicked storms that made me puke on my shoes, but I always felt like, ultimately, everything was under control. Until we sank, that is.

	When the ship hit bottom, I was sure I was dead. The hull let out a mournful groan that sounded like a whale song. Then, there was a series of bangs, one after the other, like a ten-car pileup on the freeway. A second later, the whole room turned upside down, sending Andrei and me tumbling ass over elbows. It was like being in a snow globe thrown from an airplane.

	Our cabin ended up almost entirely inverted, with the angle where the floor met the wall now steepled overhead. We were trapped in a triangular pocket of air that was maybe five feet wide and ten feet long. From our position on the floating mattress, we only had a few inches of headroom. It was tight.

	Andrei’s voice broke me out of my thoughts. He sounded far away. Lost. Numb.

	“Marla had her ultrasound last Tuesday,” he said absently.

	“Oh, yeah? Boy or girl?”

	“Girl. We’re gonna name her Ripley.”

	“Ripley? Like, from Alien?”

	He looked up and smiled a little. “Pretty badass, right?”

	“Pretty badass,” I agreed.

	I looked down through the murky brown water. I could dimly make out the shape of the cabin door far below us. An emergency beacon over the door frame flickered erratically, filling the space with an eerie glow that reminded me of a vintage horror film. Diffused through the filthy liquid, the light had a sickly yellow cast. It made the whole scene feel like a literal nightmare.

	I shook my head bitterly. That door was supposed to have been watertight. It wasn’t. It had been closed and locked—it still was—but the cabin had flooded anyway. The damage to the ship must have deformed the door frame enough to compromise the seal, allowing water to rush in around the edges. Within minutes, the space filled up to our waists, then to our armpits, then to our shoulders.

	And then… it stopped. I didn’t know why. Maybe the pressure equalized, somehow. Maybe there was something about the way the air was trapped, like when you put a glass into a fish tank upside down.

	Or maybe something wanted to keep us alive until it was ready for us.

	Suddenly, a hollow clunk resonated through the ship. The surface of the water rippled and sloshed, distorting my view of the door below. That sound was followed by another, one that my concussion-dulled brain had trouble processing.

	“What was that?” Andrei asked. He looked around nervously.

	I held up my hand to silence him then placed my ear against the wall. The metal was cold and slimy against my face.

	I didn’t know how long we had been underwater at that point—we had no way to measure time—but for however long it was, we hadn’t heard any noises outside of our own movement and the occasional groan of the ship’s structure as it settled into the ocean floor. But this noise was different.

	Something was moving. And it was close.

	I listened in silence for a few seconds. Then, I heard the sound again, louder this time. It was a dissonant squeal that reminded me of a garden rake dragging slowly across a pane of glass. I didn’t know what was making the sound, but I wasn’t taking any chances. It could be a diver or one of those underwater drones with a camera on the end. I thought maybe we were being rescued. Maybe we had been found.

	I wasn’t wrong. We had been found. Just not like we hoped.

	“Hey!” I shouted. The sound was explosive in the enclosed space. It was startling, even to me. I began pounding my palm against the wall. “Hey! We’re in here!”

	Andrei balled up his fists and joined in the ruckus, drumming on the wall as hard as he could. “Help!” he yelled. “Hey! Hello! Can you hear us? Hello?”

	We kept at it for a solid minute, making as much noise as we could. Then, we stopped and listened.

	The water around us had grown still. I could see to the bottom again, all the way down to the door. As I looked, I felt my heart stall. My breathing stopped. Everything seemed to slow to a halt.

	Somehow, during the short time while Andrei and I were pounding on the wall, someone—or something—had opened the door. Where once there had been the unmistakable architecture of the door’s horizontal handle and crisscrossing support struts, there was now nothing but a yawning black chasm opening into the lightless depths below.

	“Andrei,” I said quietly. “The door.”

	Andrei looked at me with a quizzical expression. “What?”

	“The door,” I said again, more urgently this time. “It’s—”

	That’s when the light went out.

	I wish I could say that the bulb died. That would have been upsetting—but understandable. After all, the ship was submerged deep under the ocean. The emergency electrical system probably wasn’t designed to withstand such brutal conditions. It would have been totally reasonable for the wiring to short out or for the battery to run out of juice. But that’s not what I saw.

	What I saw was a long, black appendage slithering around the top edge of the doorway. It was smooth and featureless, and so black it seemed like a tear in the fabric of reality itself. Even the ink-black depths of the water beyond the door looked pale and gray in comparison. The thing snaked along the edge of the doorway, coiled around the emergency light’s plastic housing, and it squeezed, crushing the fixture in its grip.

	The light hadn’t just failed. It had been extinguished.

	The resulting darkness was total. Not a single photon of light remained. It was as if I had gone completely blind.

	There was a loud sloshing noise, like something moving across the surface of the water. I whipped my head around, trying to locate the source. It sounded like it came from the far end of the space, past Andrei. It was hard to tell, though—the way sound bounced off the angled ceiling made every noise seem to be coming from everywhere at once.

	“What was that?” I whispered.

	“I don’t know,” he answered. “I can’t see anything.”

	“You heard it, though?”

	“Yeah.” His voice was thick and heavy with fear. I could hear his throat click as he swallowed. “There’s something in here.”

	My mind raced as I tried to picture what it could be. A shark? Maybe. But sharks didn’t have… a what? What the hell did I even see? A tentacle? No, not really. Tentacles had suckers on the bottom. What I saw was completely smooth. It was more like a worm or an eel. It didn’t move like one, though. It wasn’t slithering. Or swimming. It was… reaching. That’s the impression I got. It was reaching for the light. And then, it snuffed it out. It wasn’t an accident or a coincidence. It was intentional.

	“What do we do?” Andrei asked. His breath was coming in short, panicked gasps.

	“Just don’t move. Maybe it’ll go away.”

	“But—”

	“Shhh!”

	I listened intently for any indication of where the thing might be. Was it getting closer to us? Closer to me? Was it under us, swimming along the bottom? Or had it slipped silently along the surface, circling between us, winding in figure eights as it tried to decide who to attack first?

	I tried to rein in my panic. The thing could be harmless. Just a curious fish exploring the new artificial reef that had so rudely intruded on its habitat.

	The water was calm. Quiet. Nothing made a sound. The only thing breaking the silence was Andrei’s labored breathing. There was no attack. No movement. No nothing.

	Then, a voice spoke. It was smooth and pleasant. A woman’s voice.

	“Andrei?” it said.

	My eyes went wide. What the hell was that? my mind screamed. Before I could say anything, Andrei answered.

	“Marla?” His voice was full of awe.

	“Come home, Andrei. We’re waiting for you. Ripley and I.”

	Andrei exhaled a shuddering sob. “I know. I’ll be back soon. I swear.”

	“Andrei?” I said, my voice wavering on the edge of total breakdown. “That’s not Marla.”

	Of course, it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. We were trapped god-knows-how-far under the ocean, dozens of miles out at sea. There was no way his pregnant wife could be there with us. And yet, I had heard the voice, too. It was as real as my own. As real as Andrei’s. It even echoed off the walls of the space a little, just like ours.

	There had to be a logical explanation. Maybe it was some sort of auditory hallucination, a shared delusion manufactured by our oxygen-starved brains. Or maybe it was sensory deprivation. The darkness was so complete that our minds had started to make up sounds to fill the void in our senses.

	“Where are you?” Andrei said to the not-Marla. “How are you here?”

	“It doesn’t matter,” the voice replied. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

	I realized suddenly that I could see again. The dark wasn’t quite as absolute as it had been a moment before. A barely perceptible luminescence was pulsing in the far corner of the room, below the surface of the water. It gave off just enough light for me to see Andrei silhouetted against the dim, blue glow.

	It wasn’t just an auditory hallucination. I could see her, just under the water: her pale, porcelain skin, her eyes sparkling like blue topaz, her black hair rippling behind her like a sheet of silk in a bath. I could see the curve of her breasts and the roundness of her belly. It was Marla. It really was.

	She began to drift closer to Andrei. He leaned down toward her. Reaching for her.

	“Marla,” he whispered. His tone was almost reverent. His fingers dipped into the water.

	“Andrei!” I hissed. “Don’t—”

	Suddenly, Marla disappeared in a burst of brilliant, white-hot radiance. The searing light stabbed through my eyes, blinding me. At the same time, the air was filled with a terrifying screech. It was the same metal-on-glass squeal we had heard only minutes before. Except now, it was a thousand times louder.

	I reflexively covered my ears and squeezed my eyes shut as tightly as I could. Then, I opened one eyelid just enough to see what happened next. I wish I hadn’t.

	The light was emanating from a fleshy orb attached to the end of a smooth black appendage, similar to the one that had extinguished the emergency beacon over the doorway. It protruded from the center of a gaping mouth lined with rows of clear, crystalline fangs, pin-sharp and glistening. The mouth was at the front of an undulating, boneless body, midnight-black and lined with a dozen eel-like tentacles. Above the mouth was a single enormous eye the size of a volleyball. An oily black eyelid slid over it as it blinked.

	The light began to strobe, turning the creature’s fluid movements into hellish snapshots of jerky, uneven motion. Its tentacles elongated then lashed out of the water with whip-like speed, seizing Andrei and yanking him forward. The thing’s octagonal mouth flared open like the underside of an umbrella. The inside was lined with rings of barbed hooks that slanted inwards, the kind of adaptation that evolved to prevent prey from escaping as they were swallowed alive.

	The last thing I saw before I closed my eyes again was Andrei being dragged into that horrifying maw, his body folding in half backward, his spine snapping like a tree branch in a summer storm.

	He never made a sound.

	 

	***

	 

	I fully expected the creature to grab me after it was done with Andrei, but it didn’t. Not yet anyway.

	As far as I can tell, it’s gone. It’ll be back though. I’m sure of it.

	In the meantime, I sit here in the darkness, alone and scared. Waiting. My eyes are open, but it doesn’t matter. It’s just as dark with them open as it is when they are closed.

	Time passes. My thoughts return to my mother.

	I’m twelve again. I’m sitting on the sagging mattress in our tiny one-room apartment, waiting for her to come home. It’s after midnight. The electricity is out. The room is pitch-black except for a faint blue glow flickering in the corner from the streetlight outside.

	I hear her voice, just beyond the door.

	“Billy,” she says. “I’m home.”

	I slide off the mattress and walk across the apartment, water sloshing around me as I move. I can see her silhouetted through the screen, her black hair flowing behind her in mesmerizing waves.

	I unlock the door. Open it. And step out into the brilliant, blinding light.

	 

	* * *


The Winter Cabin
By Nate Lock

	 

	Samantha was dead. She could feel it in her bones. She understood it intuitively. But what she didn’t understand was why she could still see herself as she walked toward her base camp. If she were dead, what was she doing headed toward her research team?

	 

	***

	 

	It was the winter of 1997. Samantha and her crew were in the middle of the Alaskan wilderness, and the temperature had reached a record-breaking low. Never before had Alaska delivered such a bitter-cold winter, and the research team Samantha was with was ill-prepared at best, fatally unequipped at worst. Despite these grueling circumstances, they pressed on and were doing well. They were working on a drilling and excavation project to gather new information about the earth’s crust. This location in Alaska was perfect because forgoing the insane amount of snow and the fact that it was in the middle of nowhere, the crust here was untouched. Pure and perfect and ripe for the taking. The samples they would get could change the face of modern geological science as they knew it.

	Samantha and her team were highly trained professionals, a mix of geologists, archaeologists, chemists, and more. Each and every one of them was passionate about their work, and as is common with highly intelligent and nuanced professionals, each had their own little quirks. The best example was Christopher, a fellow geologist and one of Samantha’s best friends on this expedition. He had a tendency to leave camp for days at a time without telling anyone where he was going or when he’d be back. It drove their team leader insane and understandably so. He’d be gone for a few days and then come back with a sample of earth or rock that pushed the research forward. In fact, Christopher was currently a day and a half into his most recent disappearing act. An act that marked the beginning of how Samantha died.

	 

	***

	 

	Something nudged Samantha out of her sleep. “Sam,” a voice hissed, “wake up. You have got to see this.” She rolled over groggily in her sleeping bag

	“What time is it?” she muttered, still half asleep. “It’s three in the morning. Now get up, I need to show you something.” Finally coming out of her slumber, Samantha sat up in the tent. “Christopher?” she asked incredulously. “What are you doing? You’ve been gone for almost two days, and now you’re back in the middle of the night and waking me up. What’s your problem?” Christopher just stared back at her, not saying anything, a small smirk on his lips. She wanted to slap it right off his face. “Evan is going to be furious. You know he hates it when you just leave without telling anyone.” “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know all that. It doesn’t matter, though. When you see what I’ve found, it’s going to change everything.”

	Her curiosity was piqued, and Samantha rolled out of her sleeping bag. “What is it?” she asked, all traces of exhaustion gone from her voice. “Did you find a new sample or something?”

	“Sort of,” he replied, “just come out.”

	She quickly tossed on her winter gear and climbed out of the tent. Outside, in the light of the camp, Samantha saw the dark rings around Christopher’s eyes.

	“When was the last time you slept?” Samantha asked.

	“What?” Christopher replied, confused at what had prompted the question.

	“Your eyes. You have huge bags under them. Around them. You must have been awake since you left camp two days ago.”

	“Yeah, I guess I have,” he answered without interest, “I’ve been up doing work on this sample. It’s incredible.”

	Standing next to Christopher in the snow was Ted, one of the research team’s lead chemists. Samantha hadn’t been expecting anyone to be with Christopher since he usually worked alone.

	“Hey, Ted,” Samantha said with slight hesitation, taking in his rigid demeanor.

	“Hey,” Ted replied with equal excitement. She didn’t know this man very well, but she’d had a few interactions with him, and he seemed nice enough. He was an odd fellow, but no odder than any of the other geniuses who were on the research team.

	“There’s just one thing about this find,” Chris said through a small grin, pulling Samantha back to the present.

	“What?” she asked with trepidation.

	“I... don’t have it with me. We have to use the snowmobiles to get to it.”

	Samantha let out a small groan. There was always something extra with Christopher.

	“It’s totally going to be worth it, though,” he quickly added, seeing Samantha’s subtle movement to get back into her tent. “You’re already in your gear and we’ve got the snowmobiles primed and ready to go. Come on,” Christopher begged, drawing out the last word.

	“I don’t know,” Samantha answered, “it’s almost morning and if we’re not here when everybody wakes up, Evan is going to be out for blood.”

	Christopher rolled his eyes at the mention of Evan.

	“Samantha, trust me. You’re going to want to see this—to get your hands on this thing and be one of the first geologists to get samples.”

	She paused, her hand on the zipper of her tent. New discoveries and new information were the reason Samantha had even agreed to come to this forsaken area in the first place. Her curiosity as to what lay under the crust of the Earth was insatiable. And Christopher knew it.

	She groaned again, taking her hand off the zipper.

	“Can we be back before sun-up?”

	 

	***

	 

	The snowmobiles roared across the Alaskan landscape. Tree after tree darted past them, a writhing sea of green and white blurs. The farther from camp they got, the more uneasy Samantha became with their unplanned expedition. She and Christopher were on one snowmobile, and Ted was on another out in front of them, leading the way. Her arms wrapped tightly around Christopher. The last thing she wanted was to be thrown from the vehicle into the icy snow. Resting her chin on his back, she was surprised at how little he was breathing.

	They had only been riding for a few minutes, but that was long enough to put them far outside the camp’s designated research area. And far away enough that if something happened to their snowmobiles, the walk back to camp would be impossible.

	As if on cue, she heard a sputtering sound come from the engine and felt the vehicle begin to lose speed. The wind, which had been roaring in her ears just seconds before, was now slowly quieting to an uncomfortable silence.

	“What’s going on?” Samantha asked Christopher, a slight edge of panic in her voice.

	“I’m not sure. Maybe there’s a short in the wiring or something?” Christopher replied over his shoulder as he guided the limping snowmobile to a slow stop. “Where’s Ted?” he asked, looking around.

	“Right there,” Samantha pointed in dread. Up ahead of them, not 20 yards away, Ted was on his snowmobile tearing the hood open as a column of smoke wafted from the engine.

	“Uh-oh,” Christopher muttered, the realization setting in.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Samantha said, exasperated. What were the chances that both of their snowmobiles would break down at the same time?

	Christopher hopped off the snowmobile and jogged over to Ted to make sure everything was all right. Samantha followed behind.

	“What happened?” Chris asked.

	“I’m not sure. I was just riding it, and then there was a huge thud from under the hood, and the next thing I knew, smoke was coming out of the engine. What happened to you guys?”

	“The same thing. Well, minus the smoke part.” Chris answered.

	“I wouldn’t speak so soon,” Ted nodded in the direction of their vehicle. A plume of black smoke was billowing out from underneath its hood.

	Christopher swore. “That doesn’t look good.”

	 

	***

	 

	Having put out the fires and assessed the damage, Ted looked up from the hood of the snowmobile.

	“Bad news, guys. These things aren’t going to be back up and running without some serious tools.”

	Christopher let out a groan, and the panic started to settle in around Samantha. They’d been here for about an hour now, and it sounded like they weren’t going to be able to get the vehicles up and running again.

	“So, what now? We’ve got to start back to camp, yeah?” Samantha suggested, an edge of nerves in her voice.

	“That’s going to be a long walk,” Ted said flippantly, a slight trace of annoyance in his. “We’d be better off waiting for the guys at camp to wake up and have them realize we’re missing. They’ll send a search crew and should find us within the next few hours.”

	“They’re not going to think twice about sending out a search crew,” Samantha snapped back. “Christopher is always going off alone, and Evan has made it perfectly clear that he’s not going to bother tracking us down if we haven’t bothered telling anyone where we’re headed.”

	“With three missing crew members, it’ll be different,” Ted shot back. Before Samantha could let Ted know just how likely she thought that was, Christopher interrupted them.

	“Guys, look over there.”

	Ted and Samantha followed Christopher’s finger, peering into the distance through a cluster of trees. There was a small, yellow light not far off.

	“Is that a…”

	“House. Yeah, I think it is,” Christopher finished.

	“What is a house doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” Samantha asked.

	“Who knows? This is the Alaskan wilderness, though, so I’m not too surprised. There are winter cabins all over the place.” Christopher said.

	“We should go check it out. See if there is anyone that can help us,” Ted suggested. Samantha was wary of the idea, but she couldn’t think of a better solution to get them out of this mess. As she could see it, going to the cabin and looking for help was their only option.

	They tucked the snowmobiles behind some trees, hoping to be able to come back for them later, and then trudged up to the cabin. Samantha was the only one breathing heavily by the time they reached the small cabin. Though not a far walk, the copious amount of soft snow had made it a difficult one.

	Christopher took off his gloves so that he could rap loudly on the door.

	No one answered, so Christopher knocked again, this time harder. A few moments passed and still no one. Ted went to try the knob.

	“What are you doing?” Samantha blurted out before she could stop herself.

	“It doesn’t look like anyone is home, but either way, maybe they’ve got some supplies that can help us fix the snowmobiles,” Ted replied. Everything about this situation was beginning to feel wrong to Samantha.

	The doorknob turned, and the door swung open to a brightly lit entryway. ed walked in with Christopher, close on his heels. Samantha followed cautiously, uneasy about breaking into the cabin but, once again, she did not see any other option.

	“Let’s split up and look for things that could help us. Let me know if you find any tools, gear, or even a radio we can use to signal back to camp. Meet back here in 15 minutes,” Ted said. And with that, the three began slowly drifting off in different directions to search the cabin.

	 

	***

	 

	Samantha was a bit creeped out by this unknown cabin in the woods. As far as her team had known, this part of Alaska was totally uninhabited. Christopher was right, though, and it wasn’t uncommon to stumble upon someone’s hunting grounds or something of the sort. Alaskan natives were famous for their adventurous spirit and were always turning up in the most remote locations. It was just strange that out here, there was this immaculate cabin that seemed to be totally abandoned. It gave her the heebie-jeebies and she wanted to get out as quickly as possible.

	As she explored the house, she felt like she was being watched as if her every move was being monitored. She thought she could hear small movements all around her, but when she glanced about, there was nothing. Just cold, still silence.

	Samantha walked down the hall and through an open doorway. It was someone’s bedroom. In pristine condition, the room didn’t even look slightly lived in. Maybe the owners were just away for the season? She walked around the room and heard a small click behind her. She swung around, expecting to see Christopher or Ted in the doorway, but there was nothing. Just empty air. Perhaps a draft had swung the door on its hinges? She continued exploring the floor. Room after room, she found nothing to suggest that the house had been lived in for some time now. But, if that were the case, why had all the lights been on when they first walked in?

	As she doubled-back to the entrance, she saw wet puddles staining the carpet a dark tint. Samantha paid little attention to the melted snow, spaced evenly in such a way as to suggest that it had fallen from Christopher or Ted’s boots as they explored. Even though she knew it was just water, Samantha couldn’t shake the image of how much it looked like drying blood on the red carpet.

	If she had stopped to look at the puddle more closely, it may have saved her life. She may have realized that it indeed was snow, but the wet stain was near all the way dry. Much too fast to have been from their recent entrance into the cabin. Someone had been here before them, and the trace of their visit was not quite gone. Perhaps they were not quite gone.

	Samantha waited at the front door for Christopher and Ted to come back. It had almost been half an hour since they split up, and she was beginning to think that something had gone wrong. Where were they? Were they okay? She paced the floor, trying to calm herself. As she pivoted near one of the walls, her foot sank slightly into the floor, and there was a soft click from a bookcase on the opposite wall.

	Curious as to what it was, she approached the bookcase and touched it. With only a slight squeak, it swung smoothly open.

	“What in the…” she muttered to herself. She was confused and a little terrified, but her curiosity once again pushed her forward past the bookcase and down a set of metal stairs. She could hear her footsteps echoing off the walls. An eerie silence lurked behind each footfall.

	Her eyes began to adjust to the dim lighting, and she descended the rest of the staircase. As she left the last step, automatic lights flicked on and illuminated the room.

	Samantha let out a blood-curdling scream.

	There in the middle of this circular room were three metal operating tables. The one farthest from her was empty, but the other two held the bodies of Christopher and Ted. Horrified at her discovery, she rushed to her friends, but it was too late. They were dead. Their bodies were strapped down on the gurneys, stomachs cut open with surgical precision. A foul smell wafted up from the corpses. The most gruesome part of the whole scene was their eyes. They had been removed from their sockets, gaping red and black holes in their place, gazing into the ceiling.

	Tears began to well up in Samantha’s eyes as sadness and horror overwhelmed her.

	“Now, now, now,” a women’s elderly voice cooed from across the room, “don’t cry, it will make the eyes too easy to puncture.” Samantha jumped at the unexpected intruder. She wiped the tears from her face and swallowed her fear, a fierce hatred and disgust growing in its place. She was scared to her core, and she didn’t know what was going on, but she knew this voice must be responsible for whatever had happened to her friends. She looked up to face the voice, which belonged to an elderly woman in a white lab coat
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