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      The Least Likely Spot for Unreality

      Even in the depths of jet lag, Steph never expects the unusual in the land of sameness.

      But a bizarre experience in a suburban convenience store startles her into paranoia.

      Leaving her wondering where ordinary gives way to strange.

      And whether humans stand a chance.

      Can Steph solve the puzzle before the monsters triumph?

      Find out in this delightful adventure deep into The Uncanny Reality of Suburbia.

      

      Part of Monster Hunters, an Uncollected Anthology
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      The first monster Steph spotted was right in front of her, in line at the convenience store.

      She was on the way home after three weeks away on vacation, taking a much-needed break from work and summer heat.

      A quick jaunt out of the broiling Midwest to endlessly cloudy and rainy Ireland had given her the mental, physical, and emotional reset she needed. Along with an intense desire to move there permanently if the opportunity ever presented itself.

      But that afternoon, fresh off the long flight, deep into jet lag and instant city-misery, she almost missed the mystery right in front of her.

      The store was one of those wide-open, brightly lit palaces of cheer and commerce, designed to overstimulate anyone stopping by for a restroom break into breaking out their wallet.

      After all, who could resist a dozen varieties of sugary, watery bubbles in self-serve taps, with another dozen flavor syrups just waiting to create an entirely unique sweet-caffeine explosion in their mouths? Not to mention a dizzying array of chips, which Steph still wanted to call crisps after her too-brief time away, and more candy and other snacks than a good-sized grocery store kept on hand.

      In her somewhat-dazed, culture-shocked state, she could have easily been convinced to spend a hundred bucks on food that wouldn’t survive the twenty-minute car ride home.

      And that might very well lead to serious regret at some point during her post-vacation several hours of sleep.

      Steph had never quite figured out why, no matter how much she enjoyed a vacation, the first couple of days back were inevitably more exhausting than the months of hard work that led up to it.

      But the monster startled her wide awake, with no chance of muzzy brained bad purchasing decisions.

      It looked like an ordinary woman, dressed in typical middle-aged hot-weather gear of knee-length pastel-blue wide-legged shorts and a gauzy pink top. Carefully sun-streaked blonde hair piled in a deceptively messy bun that probably took twenty minutes to get just right.

      Or it would have for a human, anyway.

      Standing a few feet in front of Steph, apparently minding its own business, and in an unusually cheery mood for having just escaped a virtual parking lot on the nearby northbound highway.

      That really was Steph’s first warning sign.

      No one, and she had to emphasize no one, could look so cool and calm and perfectly put together when both the heat and humidity were in the high nineties and the sun beat their senses as relentlessly as the perky music echoing through the store.

      But the woman’s eyes sparkled, she didn’t show a drop of sweat, and her serene smile never faltered as she surveyed everything around her.

      It. Around it.

      Neither the gauzy top nor the shorts were the least bit wrinkled from the car seat, either, unlike Steph’s own travel-appropriate brown slacks and top. The stain resistance had held up, but its supposed wrinkle-fighting abilities were no match for hours jammed into an airplane seat.

      Still, Steph was weary and inclined to mind her own business enough that she didn’t think much about any of that.

      It was only when the monster reached for an obnoxiously yellow candy bar on the impulse shelf beside them that Steph jolted fully aware and awake.

      The apparent woman’s hand didn’t drift out or even grab for the candy. This wasn’t even a jittery-from-too-much coffee move that would have made sense under the circumstances.

      This was more of a snake striking at a hapless mouse kind of reflex.

      So fast Steph never would have seen it if she hadn’t been caught up in a bout of mindless staring, with her almost unseeing gaze fixated on the stack of candy.

      And after grabbing the sugary treat, the supposed woman didn’t hold it in her hand or drop it in a bag or even stash it in her pocket.

      “She” snapped her fingers closed over it without so much as a crinkle from the wrapper.

      When her long-fingered hand drifted open again, the entire thing had disappeared, wrapper and all.

      Steph’s reeling mind cast back to a Venus flytrap plant a friend of hers had back in high school, when neither of them could imagine the high levels of tedium involved in adult life.

      They’d still daydreamed of constant freedom and excitement and endless adventures.

      When her friend dropped some kind of rehydrated bug into the plant’s oval leaves—held open like a baby bird’s mouth but with what looked like thick eyelashes around the edges—the mouth-leaf closed in seconds.

      Hardly the same instant response she’d seen from the so-called woman, but it somehow felt the same.

      And the Venus flytrap had taken days to digest its prize.

      The monster dealt with the candy in the blink of an eye.

      Steph froze, and might have stayed there for hours if someone behind her hadn’t helpfully cleared their throat and grumbled that she needed to step up or get out of line.

      Terrified that the thing in front of her would slowly turn—or worse, snap around in a blur—Steph managed to shuffle forward a few inches.

      Her gut clenched in fear when the grinning cashier who looked like he might moonlight as a carnival barker held out his hand, convinced that he was about to lose it in one gruesome snap.

      Instead the woman only dropped a credit card into his upturned palm and said something about getting gas on pump number seven.

      After a few peppy offers of other things she could add to her total, including a sale on the same candy that had disappeared, the cashier smiled, ran her card, and wished her a fantabulous day.

      Despite her fear, Steph couldn’t get through the line fast enough. She rushed the cashier, looking over her shoulder to try to see what car the monster got into.

      Then her still-jet-lagged mind piped up, reminding her the monster had mentioned pump seven.

      Easy enough, as long as Steph got herself outside in time to…

      What, exactly?

      Did she plan to confront the monster with what she’d seen? Or maybe demand they both go back inside and persuade Chirpy McHappy behind the counter to review the security footage?

      Or maybe simply rush outside in time to follow the monster right back into hellish pre-rush-hour traffic that was backed up for no discernible reason at all?

      Those ideas and others equally implausible rumbled through her brain, offering themselves as the perfect solution to the problem. The nonsense stream continued the whole time she was heading off almost all of the exciting offers from the cashier, throughout her too-fast walk out into the soggy misery outside, and all the way over to pump number seven.

      On the wrong side of the building from her own car, tucked politely into a parking spot rather than taking up space at a pump when a line of sweaty, bedraggled drivers waited their turn.

      Turned out monsters were every bit as rude as humans when it came to gas-pump etiquette.

      She stumbled to a halt about ten feet in front of the seemingly ordinary white SUV, with the useless idea mill still churning away in her mind.

      And with the monster standing beside the driver-side door, candy-dissolving hand on the handle, staring directly back at Steph.

      Unnaturally still, like a suburbanite statue in a bizarre memorial to early twenty-first century transport and consumerism.

      As if she (it) had temporarily run out of data or instructions or motivation, maybe sapped by the tremendous wall of exhaust-stinking heat and hot-shower humidity.

      The highway’s constant drone of traffic noise washed over Steph, full of big trucks rattling and grinding gears as they inched forward, a thousand squeaky car parts, and the happy, show-off whirr of the southbound lane traveling well above the speed limit.

      She still heard her own heartbeat slowing as she locked gazes with the monster, while a sour, metallic taste of mindless fear drowned her mouth and throat.

      The monster finally blinked after far too long, and its fashionably pink lips curved in a somehow threatening smile.

      An instant before the nerve-shattering blast of a horn jolted Steph out of her paralysis and most of her hearing.

      Her legs scurried her forward, toward the monster, in an instinctive effort to get out of the path of a massive red pickup truck with its hood taller than Steph’s shoulder.

      Trying to get herself stopped as the truck roared by inches behind her felt remarkably like stomping on the brakes on a slick, rainy road.

      She skidded to a halt perilously close to the monster’s SUV, still caught in an apparent soccer-mom stare down. All even though Steph had no kids of her own despite her parents’ eager campaign for grandparenthood, and her newly born hope that the monster hadn’t reproduced itself.

      The only thing the monster moved was its eyes, maintaining their unsettling lock on Steph’s.

      Even barely five feet away and without any chance of pretending she wasn’t entirely afraid of the monster, her fracturing brain couldn’t get hold of exactly why the thing in front of her scared her so badly.

      Beyond explanation, even when faced with an SUV that didn’t carry a speck of dust or pollen or even bug guts anywhere on its glaring white paint or pristine glass and metal.

      Every other vehicle around them was marked with some version of summer-driving filth.

      But something about the monster—even beyond its stillness and candy snatching prowess—unnerved Steph all the way down to her bones.

      It wasn’t only that something was off about it.

      Artificial.

      Wrong.

      Whatever inhabited that skin of eerie suburban perfection knew it had failed the reality test with Steph.

      And it didn’t care.

      It was amused by her recognition.

      A drop of grimy sweat stinging its way into her eyes finally got Steph to move. She walked forward, once again toward the monster.

      It only watched with that pretend-human smile.

      A distant, watery echo of the childhood curiosity and stubbornness that kept her perpetually on the edge of trouble as a kid prodded Steph to walk around the eerily clean SUV.

      She held out one hand, depending on the monster’s mimicry going far enough as responding to her human gesture.

      Without looking away, the monster held
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