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ONE LONG YEAR IN THE MAKING: 

It began as an idea in much the same way the sinkhole was conceived on Maple Street. Small at first, but then it grew larger and larger. Back in February of 2013, Michael and I first talked about writing a story that could encompass all of man’s basic fears regarding the unknown.  We asked ourselves what scared people? We agreed that spiders, darkness, and height were the basic foundation of the fear trained adrenaline pumped into our glands. I’m personally afraid of heights. Michael has a profound fear of darkness and spiders. What could summarize all this in one literal and symbolic image? Why, a sinkhole, of course. 

Thus began the gestation process, and we gave birth to the Void.  This book slowly came alive like an apron. Cutting off a flab of skin we molded and melded and stitched the flesh, surprising even us. We were doing our best to outdo each other, with every chapter we exchanged; making sure the story was intact, that sight was never lost. Keeping in mind a long thematic undercurrent had to run through the story, I built an arc which represented the hidden motivations of our characters and a deeper meaning as to why the characters acted the way they did—homicidal, maniacal despots.  One does not kill just for the sake of killing. 

As we reached the end, Michael concluded the story with a tragic, almost human touch which caused me to blink back tears, no doubt. I hope you enjoyed this ride as much as we have creating it. I hope this story had an equal measure of thrills, chills, elation, tragedy, jaw-dropping action sequences which you’d never seen before. Most of all, I hope you remember this ride because Michael and I are at a construction site next door, building another one… drilling the cement… and hammering the nuts and bolts, hoping you will ride with us once again. 

There would be no coasters without the riders. 

You are our riders. Thank you for giving us a chance. 

- Albert Kivak  June 10, 2014 - 

When I think of the creation of this story, one particular conversation early in the process always comes back to me. It went something like this.

 

Albert:              How long do you think the story will be?

Me:               I don’t know. Fifteen, maybe twenty thousand words?”

Albert:                            Are you sure it will be so long?

Me:              I don’t really know, let’s just write it and see where it takes us.

 

More than a year later, with around sixty thousand words and numerous edits and revisions behind us, I look at the story and I can’t help but smile.  By rights, this shouldn’t exist. The process of writing was incredibly organic. We went in with nothing but the idea of a sinkhole opening in a suburban street and a boy with special abilities who knew all about it. 

That’s it.

No outline, no chapter ideas. 

We worked by each writing a chapter or chapters, getting to a point where it felt like a natural place to stop, and then handing over to the other, who would read what had been sent and then pick up the story without any prior discussion. I think now such a way of working would frighten the hell out me, however something just clicked, and it enabled us to push and feed off each other creatively in a way that was incredibly exhilarating. The end result is the story you just read. 

Our aim was to present to you, the reader, a story which was thrilling, frightening and thought provoking in equal measure. 

As Albert alluded to earlier, this isn’t the end of the Void story by any means. At the time of this writing we are deep into developing a sequel (This time properly plotted out!) which we hope to make bigger, better and more intense in every way. 

All that’s left to say is a huge personal thank you for the continued support, and a giant thanks to everyone who donated their time to edit, beta read, provide feedback and give us honest advice during the creation of the story, particularly during the editing process.  

Believe it or not, it’s support like this which makes us continue to try and push the boundaries and deliver the best work possible.  

Thank you.

- Michael Bray -.



 
   

 

 
   








 
  

Chapter One
The sinkhole formed just outside Brewster’s house. At four feet in diameter and growing, the asphalt crumbled and collapsed in on itself, as the fragments of broken tarmac pattered down the ever widening hole.  Seven days later, what was once mistaken for a pothole became a safety hazard. 

A car coming down the street veered off sharply and hit a fire hydrant, sending a wall of water twenty feet into the air like a geyser.  

Nine-year-old Morgan Brewster stepped out of his white house and crossed the immaculately mowed lawn. He strolled to the edge of the street. Two yards ahead of him he saw the opening in the earth. In his arms, he clutched a glass jar, taped on the outside with masking tape. Morgan stooped down on his knee in prayer and lifted the container, appearing as if he were about to drop it into the hole, but before he could, his mother banged out the front door.  

“Morgan!”  She yelled as she ran towards him and picked him up and hoisted out of harm’s way. Meredith shook her son’s shoulder, hard. “Are you insane? Do you want to get yourself killed?”

“Mom, it’s just a little hole.”

“A little hole?”  Meredith cried out, visibly shaken. “Are you blind?” She pointed at the sinkhole, and Morgan’s piercing blue eyes tracked the aperture. “How can you call that little?”

“It doesn’t hurt as much as what’s inside our house,” Morgan said, not missing a beat. “Could you put me down now?”

His mother carried him back to the front porch of their terrace and parked him below the awning. “You stay here now. It’s dangerous down there.”

“Calm down. I wasn’t going to kill myself, Mom.”

“Don’t ever do that again, young man—ever.” 

“I’ll do whatever I want.”

“It’s a hole!” Meredith breathed, scatterbrained. “You could’ve gotten yourself killed.”

“It’s not a hole.”

“That’s enough. Not one more word.”  

Morgan Brewster played with the jar, lightly tapping his fingers on the glass. Then he clicked his fingernails on the smooth surface. He watched his mother move to the corner of the street along with crowding pedestrians, their necks craning to see the carnage of the car wreck. 

The Maple Street residents had never seen anything like this before. The person behind the wheel moaned as he lay in the driver’s seat, his face bloody. Nobody came to help. Everybody whispered amongst themselves on what was causing the anomaly of the hole.

 

II

 

Brian Embry rolled out of bed and felt pain. He tried to piece together the fuzzy, jigsaw mess of the night before and like every night; it was lost in the remains of another alcohol-fueled daze. He stumbled to the bathroom, glancing in the mirror above the sink. All signs of what he was sure would be a killer hangover was present and correct: the sunken, darkly rimmed eyes, the pale waxy complexion, and the splitting headache which raged and bounced behind his eyes and made him shy from the hazy morning half-light. 

He opened the mirror’s cabinet, popped the lid of the aspirin and dry swallowed a couple of pills, then shuffled back to the bedroom, curious to see what all the noise was about. He pulled the curtains open, wincing as the golden light of the day streamed through his window, further aggravating his headache. He sighed and leaned on the window frame, resting his forehead against the cool glass and watched the people mill around on the street. Some were residents, people he recognized. There was the old man from number fifty-three, and across the way, he could see the Jones woman sipping a steaming coffee cup and talking on her mobile phone pressed against her ear, mouth in overdrive. 

There were quite a few more strangers, he noticed, certainly more than the last few days. He supposed they had been attracted by the car crash, or maybe it was the sinkhole which he noticed had grown larger.

He grimaced, noting that the hole was now almost right up to the edge of his lawn. As overgrown as his garden was, he didn’t want to see it disappear into oblivion. He grabbed the frayed pack of cigarettes and his lighter from the end table, hands acting automatically. 

He popped the cigarette in his mouth and flicked open the lighter, igniting the Pall Mall and inhaling deeply as he watched the crowd point and stare at the wreckage from the crash. Scattered pieces of charred plastic and shattered glass still shone like jettisoned jewels in the shimmering heat. There was also blood. Of course, there was, Embry thought with a sigh. It wouldn’t be a worthy of such attention without blood. 

Embry inhaled, dragging in the toxic concoction of chemicals and letting it billow out of his nostrils, the smoke temporarily blocking his view of the street below. When it cleared, he saw the Brewster kid from across the street staring into the hole with one of those damn jars of his. 

Embry frowned. A young kid like that should be happy and smiling and out eating ice cream or riding bicycles with his friends, doing normal things kids of that age did. Not the Brewster kid, though. He reminded Embry of one of those old men who would sit on the porch and watch the world go by with eyes that were ancient and knowing beyond his years. Embry smoked and watched, trying to figure out what the hell the damn kid was doing.

He was crouched at the edge of the hole, peering into its depths, apparently oblivious to the yellow tape that had been erected to keep the curious at bay. 

Embry let out another hazy breath as he watched the child get up and run back into his house. Embry nodded. He was a strange one, all right. He remembered trying to talk to the kid once when he found him dawdling around the porch. Embry had asked what he was doing and, instead of crying and sobbing as he expected most kids would do when challenged by an adult. He had looked at Embry, blue eyes deep and fearless, skin pale.

“I’m looking for spiders,” he said simply as if Embry had asked the most ridiculous question in the world.

“I don’t see any, kid.” 

“It went inside your home, mister,” Morgan chirped, looking beyond Embry to the open door. 

“I’ll take care of it. You go on home.”

“But he’s in there.”

Not it—a he. 

“Huh? How do you know that, kid?”

“I know,” was his response—just a simple, I know. 

Embry inhaled and coughed, trying to figure out just what it was that freaked him out about the kid Maybe it was Embry’s fear of all things arachnid or the fact that the kid reminded him of himself when he was the same age, always full of question and curiosity about life and its meaning. A curiosity that never abated until the day the life in question turned around and kicked him firmly in the balls. Either way, he had bigger problems than the Brewster kid and the hole in the street. 

Bigger problems indeed. 

He returned to the bed and collapsed face-first onto the messy tangle of sheets, leaving the world of too-bright sunshine, freaky neighbors, strange kids, and a hole that never stopped growing to its own devices.

 

III

 

He dozed for another couple of hours, in the fuzzy limbo between sleep and consciousness. He could still half hear the commotion from outside as he tried as to make a decision to either get up and be done with it or try to sleep on. Knowing the latter option would never come, he rolled onto his side and sat up, surveying the bedroom. His eyes locked on its target, and he picked up the bottle of scotch from the floor, noticed it was empty, and tossed it aside with a grunt.  There was no sign of the crowds dispersing and taking their noise with them, and so he got out of bed, knee joints groaning in protest as he walked towards the en suite bathroom. 

He leaned one hand on the wall and emptied his bladder, grimacing at the sight of blood spraying against the porcelain. Not only was Embry an alcoholic, he also had terminal cancer.

He had read stories about others in his position that had gone to great lengths not to let the disease beat them, but he didn’t go in for any of that shit. He was a realist and knew just how much of a motherfucker the big C was.

It had been five months since he was first diagnosed, which roughly coincided with the time he stopped giving much of a shit about anything. The doctors, of course, fed him the party line, told him it was treatable. However, he could see the truth in their eyes. He always thought it would have been better had the doctors been straight with him from the start. He would have respected them more and maybe wouldn’t have outright declined any form of treatment. 

If they had said to him: “Sorry Mr. Embry, I’m afraid you’re fucked. If you’d have come to us sooner when you first noticed the blood in your urine, then maybe we might have caught it. Instead, your stubbornness has cost you your life. Sorry about that.” He might have understood, he might even have tried to put up a fight. Instead, they fed him with false hope. He wasn’t at all bitter about it. Life had a habit of throwing shit like this at people. He had decided right there in the doctor’s office to give fate the proverbial middle finger, and do everything he could to speed up the death process with a steady diet of drink and cigarettes. 

He felt like shit and thought the odds were still roughly fifty–fifty as to which would kill him first, the booze or cancer. Flushing away the bloody water, he  moved back to the window again to see the sinkhole  A cold seam of condensation covered the glass, and Embry swiped it away with his hand, lighting another cigarette. 

Someone was at the edge of the hole. A woman in a white dress stood at the rim, looking down below. She glanced in his direction, and his heart seemed to freeze for a split second.

Hanna?

It certainly looked like her. He couldn’t quite tell because of the crowd and the angle at which she was standing. If not her, the woman was eerily similar. He was even half convinced she was wearing the dressing gown he had bought her for her birthday.

The woman who may or may not have been his wife took a step and lost her footing. His cigarette fell from his lips.

He ran to the front door, unlocked the deadbolt, and sprinted out into the cool morning, pushing his way through the crowd towards the hole. He reached it and gazed in. 

The darkness gazed back at him, swallowing the light. It was so dark down there; he could barely see more than a few feet down the hole. He swallowed, almost unleashing a scream at the thought of her falling into those inky depths.

“Hey, are you okay?” someone asked from behind. He turned, looking the podgy, blue-haired female stranger up and down.

“My wife—I thought she...” He cleared his throat and returned his attention to the hole, unable to collect his scrambled thoughts or articulate what he was trying to say.

“Brian?” 

Embry whipped his head around and saw her standing by the barricade. She was chewing her bottom lip the way she always did when something was troubling her.

“Are you okay, honey?” she asked.    

Embry struggled to formulate words.  “I—I thought I, I mean I thought I saw you jump into the hole,” he stammered. 

A small crowd had gathered around him, and he realized he had become the second act of the morning’s entertainment. 

“You weren’t in the house,” he added, glancing at the Middle Eastern man and the Asian woman who both lived further down the street.

“I was sure it was you,” he uttered.

“Is everything okay?” the Asian woman asked.

“He thought he saw his wife fall into the hole,” the Middle Eastern man said, a small half smile on his lips.

“I’m sure it was just your imagination,” the Asian woman said. “The thing gives me the creeps, I’ll tell you that.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Embry said, not at all sure it was his imagination. He suspected it could be the cancer. Maybe it had finished ravaging his insides and had moved up into his brain to see what kind of damage it could cause up there. Either way, he had developed a definite dislike for the sinkhole. There was something unnatural about it, something… sinister.

“Come on, back to the house,” Hannah said, hooking her arm through his and leading him away from the watching crowd. Embry allowed himself to be led, trying to decide if what he’d seen was real or a trick. He glanced into the crowd, and saw the Brewster kid from across the street, staring and holding another one of those damn jars of his..



 
   








 
  

Chapter Two
Morgan crept down the hallway, making sure to avoid the creaking floorboards. He paused outside his mother’s bedroom and listened to the rhythmic sounds of her snoring. Satisfied, he forged on and slipped downstairs. The shadows were deep and pure, but he was not afraid. He waded through the gloom, his familiarity with the house making it easy for him to navigate. 

The light was better down here, the yellow-orange glow from the streetlights outside illuminating the kitchen. He didn’t switch on the light; he knew his way enough in the dark. He could do it with his eyes closed if he had to. He walked past the table where he ate breakfast and to the basement door. He opened it without hesitation and flicked on the light switch. A soft, yellow glow bathed the wooden steps. He closed the door softly behind him and descended. 

No matter how many times he came here, it made him smile. This was his secret place. He cast his eyes on his collection and walked towards the dog-eared armchair laced with cobwebs. He sat in the chair and tucked his knees up to his chin. 

The shelves around the edges of the room were filled with jars, and inside were his prize possessions. He had spent a long time collecting them, his beloved spiders. He had hoped he wouldn’t have to, but they were strong tonight, and he would have to send one down the hole. He hated to do it, but there was no other way. It would be okay as long as he could keep finding them, but they were becoming harder to find, especially if they didn’t want to be found. He cast his eyes over the jars, reciting the names of the spiders in his head. He locked onto one of them, an old coffee jar with a red lid, and knew that he had found the one. 

It was always this way. There was no changing it. He always just knew. That was how it worked.

He crossed to the red-lidded jar and scooped it up, pressing his nose against the glass as he tapped his finger on the lid. The spider skitter-jerked across the smooth surface and stood there, waiting.

Morgan smiled and hugged the jar close to his body. 

Yes. 

This was definitely the right one.

He headed back upstairs, turned out the light, and closed the door. 

 

II

 

“You don’t have the balls for it.” Candy said as she looked Eddie up and down.

“Don’t dare me; you know I’ll do it.” 

“Bullshit you will. You’re not that drunk, yet.”

Eddie grinned, the bravado oozing out of his pores as he shifted gear, the cherry red Camaro growling in response as it accelerated.

“I swear to you, I’ll do it. I have my climbing gear in the back. The question is,” he said with a smile, snatching a quick look at the crop top that she was almost spilling out of. “What will you, do for me?”

Candy smiled and flicked her blonde hair out of her eyes. “Everything,” she said, grabbing his crotch across the seat.

“Holy shit, you got a deal, baby. I’ll do it right now.” 

She released her grip and looked at him, as he shifted into fourth, towards the hole on Maple Street that had been all over the news. 

Eddie parked the Camaro around the corner and was about to get out when Candy leaned across the seat and grabbed his arm.

“Look, you don’t need to do it, okay? You proved your point.” 

She looked scared, and Eddie liked that just fine. He was sure that he would look an even bigger hero after it was done. He turned to her and flashed his best smile, the one he saved for girls like Candy.

“Look, this is nothing to worry about babe. I’ll go down there and take a look, see how deep this bitch goes.”

“Let’s just forget it. We can find a bar, get a drink or something.”

“And have you tell everyone I lost my nerve? No thanks.”

She grabbed him and kissed him hard, probing into his mouth with her tongue. She could taste booze and mint from his chewing gum. He could taste her fear, a heady, sweet-sour taste. She came up for air and gripped his face in her hands.

“Look, forget it. I’ll still do you, I was going to anyway. You don’t have to impress me.”

“Oh yeah?” he asked, flashing a grin. “Prove it.”

She smiled and reached over, unbuttoning his jeans.

“You asked for it, Eddie.”

She leaned her head over the seat, and Eddie closed his eyes. He couldn’t believe his luck.

 

III

 

Morgan opened the door quietly, keen to make sure he didn’t disturb his mother. It was a warm night, and a light breeze ruffled his hair as he went outside. He pulled the door closed behind him and turned towards the hole. It looked to have grown even bigger since the morning, and he crossed to it quickly, making sure to keep a tight grip on the jar. He approached the edge, and a woozy dizziness came over him as he stared into the black depths. It seemed different at night. Without the crowds and the noise, there was a different vibe, one he, more than anyone knew all about. A light breeze pushed out of the hole, a hot breath of some slumbering beast which made Morgan wrinkle his nose. He looked up and down the length of the street at the houses which were dark and silent like graveyard tombs housing the dead. He held his breath, and apart from the steady drone of traffic in the distance, there was absolute silence. He clicked his finger against the jar as his stomach began to quiver.

Tap tap. Tap tap.

He licked his lips, and held the jar up in front of him, rotating it in his hands, wishing he didn’t have to do what he was about to do. Another breeze drifted from the hole, and the smell was stronger now. It smelled like the dead cat he had found under the porch, the one that had been there all summer and was rotten and covered with maggots when he discovered it. 

Not much time. 

He shuffled on his knees to the very edge, a few loose stones falling into the abyss. He held the jar out in front of him and closed his eyes, preparing himself for what was to come. It was the way it was, and the way it had to be.

 

IV

 

Candy finished and lit a cigarette as Eddie fastened his jeans.

“Holy shit, baby. That was something else,” he said, a cocky grin plastered across his face.

Candy smiled, her eyes nervously flicking to the window. Although it was around the corner and out of sight, she could almost sense the hole, and it scared her.

“I’m glad you liked it, Eddie. Now let’s go, okay?”

“Absolutely babe, whatever you say. Just as soon as I take a quick look in this hole.”

“Eddie, no. You promised.”

He didn’t answer; instead, he climbed out of the car and opened the trunk, taking out the large roll of rope. Candy climbed out of the car, stalking towards him.

“You said you wouldn’t,” she whined.

“No, I didn’t. Do you remember me saying I wouldn’t go ahead?”

“But, I don’t want you to.”

“I’m not scared.”

“Well I am,” she whispered.

He hesitated for a second, and she thought that on some level, below the macho bullshit and bravado, he was scared, too. He had just put himself in a position where his pride wouldn’t let him talk his way out of it. He closed the trunk and locked the car.

“Come on, let’s go take a look,” he said, tipping her a wink. 

She started to protest, but he was already walking up hill towards the hole.

 

V

 

Tap tap. Tap tap

The jar felt cold in his hands, and even though the night air was warm, the breeze on his skin had a chill which raised goose bumps. Morgan shuffled, adjusting his position. He was ready now, and as much as he hated to do it, it was time. He relaxed his body and was about to release his grip when he heard the voices coming towards him. He opened his eyes and ran back towards the house. He went inside and walked to the window in the sitting room, watching from the edge of the curtain.

Eddie strode towards the hole, Candy behind him and begging him not to go ahead. He dropped the rope at the lip of the hole and stood with his hands on his hips.

“See, nothing to worry about. It’s just a hole in the ground.” 

Although the words sounded confident, his expression was anything but, as his eyes darted around.

“This is a bad idea,” Candy said, hugging herself against the chill in the air. 

“Nah, this is a great idea,” he said, taking off his jacket and putting it around her shoulders.

“This won’t take long; I just wanna take a look.”

“Why? So you can brag to Mike and the rest of those asshole buddies of yours?”

“No, because I want to do it!” he spat, glaring at her.

“Fine, then do it. But I’m not going to stand here and watch. I’ll wait for you in the car.”

She turned on her heel and stormed back down the hill. He watched her go, and his gut told him to follow her, that she was a good one and probably the best thing he would ever have in his life, but if there was one thing about Eddie, he was stubborn. He snorted to himself and picked up the rope. He tied one end securely around a nearby lamppost and made a basic rappel loop around his legs. 

Morgan watched from his window, and although he knew something bad was about to happen, he knew he couldn’t interfere. Instead, he watched, and tapped.

Tap tap. Tap tap.

Eddie tested the rope, making sure it would hold his weight, and then  leaned back over the edge of the hole. Now that he was hanging over its edge, and with his girlfriend out of sight, the confidence melted from his face, and his fear took over. His heart raced, and the blood pounded thickly in his temples. He prepared to lower himself when he thought he saw a flash of movement below. He held his breath and stared into the darkness. He could see nothing, but was aware of how small and vulnerable he was, balancing ass first over a hole that looked from his vantage point to be bottomless. He wrinkled his nose at the awful stench that billowed out of the gaping maw and finally decided that Candy was right. There was nothing to prove, and even though people in movies did stupid things like this all the time, he wasn’t so dumb. 

“Fuck this,” he muttered to himself, as he pulled himself back towards safety.

It happened quickly, but Morgan Brewster saw it because he knew it was coming. A flash of color, a lighter shade of dark against the opaque depths, and Eddie was snatched from his rope into the hole. There was no scream, no sound at all. As quickly as it had arrived, the shape had gone. 

Eddie’s rope hung over the lip of the hole, swaying gently before coming to a halt. Morgan watched and tapped his jar, then held it up in front of his eyes, looking at this small black occupant. He took the jar, walked back to the kitchen, into the cellar, and put it back on the shelf where he got it. It would be safe tonight, and his spider would keep for another day. He smiled, caressing the jar lovingly, then headed back upstairs, turned out the light and went back to bed.

 

VI

 

Meredith Brewster woke up in the middle of the night. Her son, Morgan, was tucked in bed. Earlier, she thought she heard rapping noises in the foyer and something skittering overhead, but when she went to investigate, her son was fast asleep. As she dozed in between the waking world and the dream state, she wondered why her son was transferring the jars from his bedroom into the cellar. 

Why was he collecting them to begin with? That was the real question.

Twenty jars rested throughout his room, on top of desks, nightstand, bureaus, and book shelves. They looked empty.  Some were grimy, blanketed by years of settling dust.  Others had scratches on the inner surface of the glass.  Whilst leaving her son’s bedside, she saw something flicker in one of them. A tall spider fiddled its front leg, trying to escape from its prison. She shuddered, wondering how Morgan could sleep with something like that in his room.  She hurried out of the door, shutting it, and bringing the dream to an end with an exhale

 

VII

 

Meredith bolted awake when she felt something cold playing with her hair. It shimmied down her legs, and then the strange electrifying sensation disappeared. In the gloom, she saw a woman standing in the far corner. She was dressed in a white, an almost a party gown. Her face was compressed, squashed to one side. Her skull was crushed; she looked as though she’d landed on her head. A streak of blood splashed the front of her dress.  

The woman in the white apparel extended her arms, reaching for support. Her fingers unfurled, opening and closing, as they hooked into a claw. And, Meredith realized the woman seemed to be falling. The way the dressed billowed out and her hair swelled around her, flapping in an imaginary breeze, her mouth wide open in a strangulated angle, it appeared real, right before her eyes, a scene reenacted like the vestige of an old reel. 

Meredith shrieked in a high-pitched voice, jerking the bed covers to her chin. She was naked save for a t-shirt and panties, and blindly fumbled for the lamp light. She snapped it on. The figure was gone. 

She began to wonder if the phantom was nothing but her mind playing tricks on her, perhaps the remains of a half remembered dream. The idea that someone could have entered the house freaked her out even more. Her breath came in shallow and ragged gasps, and she knew she’d have to check if the front entrance was locked she intended to get any sleep at all.  

She crawled out of bed. The sheets rustled. She could just about make out the contours of a body under the blanket, her fiancé, Donald, who slept soundlessly and undisturbed. Meredith walked through the house, checking the doors and windows. Everything was locked. The house was secure.

She returned to her bed and climbed in, settling down and closing her eyes, drifting into an uncomfortable sleep. Someone straddled her, cupping a hand on her left breast. It was light and familiar, a gesture she recognized from a time almost forgotten.  In the dark, she imagined she could hear throaty, labored breathing. Slowly, the sounds became frenetic as she felt her panties slide down to her ankles and something warm and hard enter her from behind. It throbbed, and she smiled, mumbling in her sleep, “Baby, I love you.”  It drove deep inside her. “I miss you. Baby, just like that. Oh god, that feels good.”

Her orgasm was powerful and a restless sleep soon followed. She turned over on her side and began snoring.

Something parted her moist flesh and crawled out.

 



 
   








 
  

Chapter three
In the morning, Meredith poured herself a bowl of cereal. The milk swirled into the bowl, crackling the frosted wheat checkered squares. She sat down at the table, rubbing her temples to try and sate the headache. She dipped her spoon in the liquid, winched a mass of sodden muesli, and chewed. It crunched in her mouth. Each bite worked her lower jaw muscles, triggering fresh pain that spiked up her temporal lobe.  

Her eyes watered. 

What in God’s name happened last night? She thought.  

She had awakened early to take Morgan to school. On her way home, she grabbed a cup of coffee at a fast food chain. Sipping the hot java, she heard her stomach rumbling. She was awfully hungry; she didn’t know why. Usually, she didn’t eat breakfast, but for some reason, all her energy felt sapped. 

She scooped another spoonful of cereal and jammed it in her mouth. She ground her teeth, crushing the wheat-sized meal with the incisors and back molars, and swallowed. The front door opened and closed.

“Morgan actually likes this stuff?” she said, aloud, to no one in particular.

Footsteps made their way up the entrance into the dining room where Meredith was seated. She chewed without looking up. She knew who it was even before his voice filled the quarters. 

“Hey, what’s wrong with Wheaties?” Donald Sheridan asked. 

“It’s too sugary,” she replied to her fiancé of six months. Don sat down.    

“Nothing wrong with sugar,” he said.

“What are you doing here?” 

“I’m here to propose to you,” he joked. 

Meredith glared at Don. For the past several weeks, Don was busy with work and he couldn’t come for his regular visits. The fact he finally got down on his knees and proposed two years after dating almost caused her an aneurism. Now, that they were engaged Donald Sheridan thought he could just come and go as he pleased as if this was his own house.   

“You think that’s funny?” she asked.

“Do you see me laughing?” he countered.

“You know how I feel about marriage.”

“Yeah—yeah,” Don said, digging in the cereal carton, and popping a few squares into his mouth. “Is Morgan here?”

“He’s at school.”

“Already? I thought it was still vacation.”

“No,” Meredith said. “Today was his first day back after the holidays.”  She lifted the bowl with two hands and drank the milk from the source. She was about halfway done when a big, black, hairy blob surfaced to the top. It was a dead spider floating, winy legs curled under its abdomen, bobbing upside down. 

Her heart stopped. 

The spider spread its legs.

She reeled back, screeching, and flung the bowl across the room. 

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Don asked, getting up from his chair. “That was your favorite bowl.”

“Fuck the bowl,” Meredith screamed, eyes engorged and spilling out with horror. “There was a spider. An enormous one!” She trembled at the thought of what had almost happened.  She had almost swallowed a spider—a whole friggin’ spider—down her throat. The thought of drinking the same milk the spider had shared, skinny dipping in the white pool, made her nauseous. “Dear God, I almost drank it.”

“Would you calm down?” Don headed to the upturned bowl. It hadn’t shattered, miraculously. “It was just a spider. You make it sound like you drank arsenic.”

“It’s still alive,” she said in a hushed whisper. “Be careful.”  

Don stooped down to pick the upside-down bowl back right-side up. As he grabbed it, the bowl shifted to the right, hard, dragging Don with it. Don’s eyes bugged out of his head. 

“It moved me. Something’s under here.” Don said, incredulously.

“I told you,” Meredith said. Beads of sweat formed on her upper lip. She licked them. “Watch out. Kill it as soon as it pops out.”

“With what?”

“With your hands, you pussy,” she hissed. “Your shoes. Anything!”

“Christ,” he said, and gulped. He reached back down, touched the bowl, counted to three, and flipped it over. It clattered round and round on the wooden surface of the floor. They stared at the where the spider should be, but there was nothing.

It was gone.
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Four hours later, during lunchtime, Morgan played basketball with a group of school socialites at recess. He participated for a couple of minutes, but when he realized none of the other players were passing the ball to him, he grew bored of watching the rebounds and the shots smacking the rim, but rarely going in. Everyone sucked. They thought they were all hot-shots.

“Here, here!” Morgan said, waving his arms. “Pass it here!”

But nobody passed it. They ran back and forth on the court, rubber soles clapping on the gravel. They attacked the rim. The ball bounced passed him. Someone finally threw the basketball at him, but Morgan lost his grasp when his thumb became squashed, bending backwards pressed into an enjambment, since the ball came at a wrong angle. 

The ball bounced away, and he cursed under his breath. He swore the next time he got the ball, he’d make sure he’d shoot it through the net and aim high for the round hole. After another seven minutes ticked on the stopwatch, he stole the ball. The players crowded around him, attempting to filch it back in their hands. 

“Get away! No!” Morgan cried. He whipped his elbows in a fanlike eddy, swiveling his joints like a mallet. “Get off me!” One of the boys named Andrew Chauffer got a grip of the ball from behind Morgan. “Get away!”

Morgan jabbed his elbow out, instinctively, and clipped Andrew in the mouth. Blood gushed out, running down the front of his t-shirt. Morgan dropped the ball and bounced it to the backboard. He shot it, springing up off his two feet, and the ball glided in the net, making the swishing sound. Morgan clapped and laughed.

He went to another part of the court and acquired his hands on a hula-hoop. The girls stared, while, in the distance, Andrew howled with tears and pain—a wail that never stopped.
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Meredith, stood wide-eyed, clutching an insect killer spray and trembling as she rounded a corner in the kitchen. She imagined spiders dancing on the walls and hiding in shadows. She remembered how large that black mass was in the milk, how, when it spread its legs, it expanded twice its size. 

Meredith felt sick it was midday, and she still couldn’t find the damn arachnid. 

“I’m telling you, it’s not there,” Don said, as she rejoined him at the table. She plopped down and sighed. “I checked everywhere. There’s nothing here.”

“It has to be somewhere,” she said, fingers twitching. She set the canister down on the countertop.

“Well if it is, it’s gone now.”

“I swear to you, Don, it was huge…” she murmured, eyes rolling. “Like one of those Australian spiders I’ve seen on the internet.” 

“Surely, it can’t be that big.”

“Oh, believe me,” she nodded her head vigorously. “It was, huge. You saw how it moved the bowl.”

“Maybe it was the wind.”

“The wind?” she laughed, cackling a strange choked-up peal. “Ha! The wind. Oh, please. Don’t even start with me, Don.”

“What? What’d I do?”

“You know what? Get out of my house.”

“What? Why?” Donald pleaded. He stood back up and began to inspect the corners of the room. 

“Because you’re acting like a jerk.”

“Look,” Don said, spreading his palms. “I know I haven’t been visiting you recently. I’ve been caught up with work. Please, you know my predicament and what I do every night.”

“That’s not why I’m pissed at you.”

“Then what is it?”

“You come here last night and stay over, act all cuddly and shit, then have the galls to tell me I’m imagining shit?” Meredith growled. She flicked the crumbs of cereal with a backhand off the table. “Are you serious? You’re a real piece of work, you know that?”

“I don’t understand,” Don said, clutching the mop that had been used to clean up the soggy mess. “I wasn’t here last night.”

“You weren’t what?”

“I said I wasn’t here last night. I showed up today because I was concerned for your safety. I wanted to make sure that sinkhole wasn’t going to end up swallowing your property.”

“You weren’t here last night?”

“No.”

“You’re bugging the shit out of me. Tell me the truth, Don—are you telling me you weren’t with me last night?” Meredith’s voice wavered as she said it.  

Donald stared at her with a pale face. “No.”

Just then, the telephone started to ring.
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She rushed to the school. The principal had called to let her know that her son was involved in an accident, which he had triggered, and he had split open a classmate’s lip. 

No, not her boy, Meredith assured herself. Morgan would never do such a thing.

Yet, as she entered the principal’s office and observed her son sitting in a chair, head down with downcast eyes, she knew he was in a world of trouble. They shook hands. The principal’s name was Sandy Wilton. Clumps of mascara pasted on her eyelashes, eyebrows, and jowls like freshly pressed wallpaper. She dressed in a casual brown suit, and her skirt was hiked up just above her knobby knees. 

She sat across from Meredith behind a long horseshoe shaped desk, oval, a half semi-circle. 

“How are you doing, Mrs. Brewster?” she said, pulling in the chair. 

“Not so well. What did Morgan do now?”

“Do you know why I called you?”

“Please tell me what’s going on,” Meredith implored, glancing at Morgan and at Sandy. “If my son had done anything, you can be certain he’ll be disciplined.” 

The principal picked up a pencil and scratched something on a notepad. “I don’t think this can be fixed by punishing your son. I’m afraid your son cannot come to our school anymore.”

“What? What did he do?”

“He didn’t do anything, except cut another child’s lip.”

“That can’t be the reason why he’s being expelled,” Meredith stood up. “Tell me, what happened here.”

Sandy watched Morgan play with his fingers. He tapped his open palm, rattling his fingers like the legs of a spider. Sandy forced down the fear cracking to break out. Earlier the previous week, she had been infested with spiders under the skin. They worked their way into her blood veins, protruding the vessels as if they were boiling in hot water. The pain was unbearable—the same pain that was besieging her now. She stopped doodling and scratched her hands. 

“Your son is dangerous.”

“Like I said, what did he do?”

“Under penal code 860, it’s illegal for your child to cause harm or threaten the safety of others. If by any reason, the public’s safety is in danger, that danger must be removed.”

“My son, a health risk to others?” Meredith asked in disbelief. “No, you’re wrong. This isn’t grounds for expulsion. You can’t do this.”

“Mrs. Brewster. Your son was levitating. He was three feet off the ground. A number of teaching staff saw this. And so did I,” Sandy said calmly. 

She had something in her. She itched. She scratched her skin, running her long fingernails across, breaking the skin and spurting blood. A thin trickle sprouted like a flowing streamer. There was black infestation under that skin, burning up the arteries. It hurt, dear God. It was worse around the boy.

Meredith gestured to Morgan. “My son is not dangerous. What you’re saying is beyond credibility, makes me wonder what kind of environment my son has to endure. We’re leaving now.”

“Yes, you do that. And don’t ever come back.”

“You’ll hear from me again,” Meredith warned. “And from the school board advisors.”

The Brewster family left, and Sandy brooded. She would not leave the school premise tonight.
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She hung herself. She looped a belt around her neck, tightened it, and knotted it around the ceiling fan. The assistant principal found her the next day, swaying, as though there was a light breeze in the room, but all the windows were closed. 

Inside the walls, between the insulation and plaster, she heard a skittering. 

 



 
   








 
  

Chapter four
The noise from outside woke Embry, hazy snatches of his nightmare lingering in his mind. It was his wife falling in a hole, except… it didn’t feel like a dream. It felt real, an amalgamation of fiction and reality. His sister in law was missing and in his dream the woman who jumped shimmered between his wife and her sister, which added to the intensity of the dream. In reality, Embry’s wife was beside herself with worry and had been badgering the police, without success, to investigate the interior of the hole to see if she had happened to fall in. There were more lingering memories from his dreams, all of which seemed to revolve around spiders.

He tried to recall specifics, but, as it always was with his dreams, it had faded away into frustrating obscurity. He coughed, reached over, grabbed his cigarettes, and upon finding the pack empty, began to poke around the overstuffed ashtray, looking for a decent sized butt worth relighting. Outside, horns honked and raised voices were heard. It was enough to make Embry forget his craving for nicotine for the time being.

He climbed out of bed and walked to the curtain, pulling it aside, and squinting at the clarity of the day.

The hole was bigger. His hedge and part of his lawn were gone. 

He looked at the scene and could read well enough what had happened. Somebody, it seemed had fallen into the hole, which raised gooseflesh on his arms as his nightmare flashed into his mind. The police had arrived and cordoned off the hole as fire crews pointed and gave orders.  Men in camouflage jackets and boots directed the curious citizens to move back, making Embry wonder what the hell the army was doing getting involved.

Down the street, beyond the blockade, were news vans, an ambulance, an unmarked RV, and beyond that, anxious news crews were assembling their equipment, hoping to snatch a decent piece to go on the evening news. 

Embry was trying to work out who was in charge when a jolt of electricity hit him. A sharp, agonizing heat in his stomach made him wince and double over in agony. 

His cancer was awake.

He squeezed his eyes closed, and counted backward from ten, hoping the pain would pass. Often it did, but sometimes it would leave him incapacitated, curled up on his side and praying for death. Today was the worst it had ever been; it was ravaging his insides. His cancer seemed to be growing at the same pace as the hole. Embry continued his countdown.

At the count of four, he could open his eyes. By one, he was almost back to normal. He looked out at the scene below. His wife’s coupe was out of the driveway, away at work. There was a teenage girl there with her father. She was crying—crying about someone called Isis.

He sighed, dressed, and went downstairs to take a closer look.
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“Okay, let’s go over this one more time,” Clifton said as he folded his hands on the table and watched Candy intently. James Clifton was an ex-marine who worked for the bureau, a secret investigative force who tackled terrorism and developed counterterrorism methods. 

“I told you already,” she replied, still shaking as she picked at the lip of her polystyrene coffee cup. “Eddie went into the hole. Then he never came back out.”

“So, he fell?”

“Yes, I think so. I don’t know. But I think that’s what happened.”

“But you didn’t see it?” Clifton shot back, a faint ghost of a smile forming on his lips. 

Sporting a blonde crew cut, he was built like a tank and somehow squeezed his massive frame into his expensive black suit. Candy looked at him again. She thought he would look more suited in army khakis, clutching a machine gun and chewing on an oversized cigar.

“Miss Robins?” Clifton pressed, fixing his cold gray gaze on her.

“Yes— no— I mean…” she sighed and took a nervous sip of her drink. “ I didn’t actually see him, but I know he fell.” 

“I see,” Clifton said, giving her time to find the words.

“Look, I didn’t make it up,” she blurted, wishing he would stop staring at her.

“Oh, we found his rope, there’s no doubt he had every intention of climbing down there. I just happen to be of the opinion that he changed his mind.”

“You should be searching for him.  He could be dead or hurt or…” she trailed off and looked at her hands as if the answers were written there and would present themselves if she stared hard enough. She looked around the room. Windowless and small. Clifton followed her gaze and smiled.

“This is called a MOCOM. Or Mobile Command Unit. It’s a place for us to operate in the field.”

“Are you with the army?” she asked.

“Government. I can’t say too much, and to be frank, it’s skirting the issue here. Now I understand you have explained and, for the record, I have no reason to disbelieve you. But I don’t think what you’re saying is the absolute truth.”

“Why would I lie, what would I—”

He silenced her protests by holding up a large, calloused hand, then smiled and leaned forward.

“Miss Robins, please, calm down.”

“I don’t understand why you’re interrogating me,” she said, sobbing. 

She banged the desk in frustration. Clifton smiled, a predatory expression that revealed his perfectly veneered teeth.

“This is far from an interrogation, Miss Clifton. If it were, I would already have my answers.”

There was no mistaking the threat in his voice, and the more frightened Candy became, the more he seemed to enjoy it. 

“Now let’s try again,” he said. Leaning back in his seat and cracking his knuckles. “Tell me what happened.”
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Embry had trouble even leaving his own house. He had been forced to argue his way through the barricade outside his gate, and only once there did he consider it might be even harder to get back in. Although it had looked warm from inside, there was a chill in the air, and now that he was close to the sinkhole, he could detect a faint smell coming from it. It reminded him of the time he had left a chicken fillet in the fridge and forgot about it for two weeks, it had a putrid, ammonia-like smell. His stomach churned as he looked over the barricade into the pitch black of the hole where he was certain he had seen his wife throw herself in. He shuddered.

“Deep, isn’t it?”

“Jesus!” Embry spat as he whipped his head around. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

“I think so. My mom said I don’t have to today.”

Morgan was looking up at him, his eyes darkly curious. Embry's eyes went from the kid to the jar.

“Holy crap, kid,” Embry said as he crouched down. “That’s some big ass spider.”

Morgan grinned and held the jar up for Embry to inspect it. Inside was a large blue-green spider with a brown abdomen. Embry looked at the boy, then back at the spider. It was way too big to be a house spider, its proportions more like that of a tarantula.

“Where the hell did you get that from, kid?”

“Found him. His name’s Greeny.”

“I’m not sure you should be messing with that. It could be poisonous.”

Morgan shook his head. “It’s not. I read about him, it’s a…” Morgan furrowed his brow as he tried to ensure he got the pronunciation right. “He’s a Chromatopelma cyaneopubescens, but most people call them Greenbottle blues.”

Despite himself, Embry grinned. “You know a lot about these things, huh?”

Morgan nodded. “Yeah, I have lots of ‘em. You always have to be ready.”

“Ready for what?” Embry asked, somehow knowing that the answer wouldn’t be one he wanted to hear.

“To go down there,” Morgan said with a smile, nodding towards the sinkhole.

Embry followed the boy’s gaze, and for the first time wished he was nowhere near the hole in the ground. Morgan’s mother rushed towards them, wringing her hands.

“Morgan Brewster, in the house, please,” Meredith said, still flustered by the events at the school the previous day. The boy obliged, and stood beside his mother, who looked at Embry mistrustfully.

“This is quite the distraction,” she said awkwardly, trying to force some conversation. Embry nodded, realizing that although they had lived across the street from each other for three or four years, this was the first time they had spoken.

“It is,” he said, glancing into the sinkhole. “I just hope the thing stops growing before it eats any more of my lawn.”

“Yes, I saw that. I’m sorry.”

“Me too.”

Embry nodded towards Morgan, who was staring into the jar.

“He’s a bright kid.” 

“Thank you,” she said, pulling her son closer to her.

“He knows a lot about those things,” Embry said, nodding towards the jar.

“Excuse me?” she said, a frown crossing her face.

“His spiders. He knows a lot about them.”

A flashback to skittering, fast moving bodies entered her mind, but she forced herself to smile politely.

“He’s a good boy, but easily distracted,” she said, avoiding eye contact.

“I’m surprised you’re so comfortable with him keeping those, I know I’d freak out if I had something that big in my house,” Embry said, nodding to the beautifully colored arachnid in the jar.

You should see the one that was in the milk.

She almost said, it, and was sure it was going to come out, but she smiled politely, glancing every so often towards her son as they stood in awkward silence.

“Well,” Embry said, shifting his weight and looking around. “I ought to be going. Busy day.”

“Yes, me too,” Meredith said, relieved to be off the hook, and desperate to be behind closed doors so she could drop the fake smile.

“Take it easy, kid,” Embry said to Morgan, tipping him a wink. “And make sure you feed that thing. It looks hungry.”

“I will, mister, I’ll go do it right now,” Morgan said brightly, tapping the jar. Embry nodded and left, and Meredith ushered Morgan back to the house. She looked at the jar in his hands, and then over her shoulder at Embry, who was busy trying to argue his way back into his house. Her eyes flicked back to the jar carried by her son, and she wondered what was happening. 

The jar was empty.

 

IV

 

Candy had explained to Clifton what had happened for the fourth time, and despite her obvious distress, still he kept his neutral gaze on her, and his predatory lion’s smile firmly in place.

“Look, I don’t know what else you want me to say,” she sobbed. “I told you everything I know.”

“I’m sure you think you know what happened. But it’s not what I think happened.”

“Look, you’re wasting time, you need to get down there, send someone after him I—”

“No,” Clifton said sharply, as he leaned forward. “Look, I’ll be frank with you, Miss Robins. I think your boyfriend had every intention of going down into that hole to impress you. Kids of that age do stupid stuff like that all the time. But I also think that when you walked away and left him to it, he realized he had no reason to go through with it, so he changed his mind.”

“He wouldn’t just leave me, or his car,” she sobbed.

“I think he was embarrassed and thought you might be more likely to forgive him if he thought you were worried about him.”

“He’s not like that, he wouldn’t…”

“And let me be clear here. I’m not prepared to put lives of good men at risk by sending them into an unstable sinkhole because you ‘think’ your boyfriend fell down it.”

She was weeping silently. Clifton watched indifferently.

“So what do I do now?” she said softly.

“My advice?” he asked, relaxing a little, “Go home. Wait for him to get in touch. My guess is you will hear from him before the day is done.”

“Can I go now?” 

“Of course. Go right ahead,” Clifton said, dismissing her with a wave of his hand.

She stood and walked to the door, stepping out into the sunshine, and away from the intimidating man. She could see the hole, and knew that Eddie was down there. Possibly in pain, but nobody believed her. She was wondering what to do when she felt someone tap her on the shoulder.

She turned and couldn’t quite comprehend what she was seeing.

“Hey babe,” Eddie said with a smile.

 



 
   








 
  

chapter five
Somewhere along the old elm trees which lined Maple Street, an owl hooted.  

A quarter after three am, as the residents of the street slept soundly and the crowds and police were long gone, something slithered out of the hole. As it rose on its hind legs, it began to take shape, forming into a figure hooded in darkness. It limped toward Candy’s house. Reaching the front edge of the porch, it knocked three times. When nobody answered, the cloaked figure shuffled around the back, entering the fence that separated the backyard and the driveway. Its shadow slid along the long stalks of carefully groomed lawn. It crept on the side gate and pitched stones on the upper window where Candy slept. 

Pebbles bounced off the glass with a rattle. As the stones hit the casement windows, the energy in the air became thicker, leaden with a heavy feeling of despair and hopelessness, as the size of the stones became larger. Finally, one smooth-faced rock broke through the glass. 

Inside, Candy’s father, Partridge Robins, bolted wide awake. He bounced off the bed and slipped into his slippers. Mrs. Robins snored serenely beside him. He bent over, opened the drawer, and grabbed his semi-automatic pistol out of the box locked inside. It was a black 9mm Beretta and he verified the cartridge wasn’t a blank. The gold slugs gleamed back at him in the gloom. He popped it back in the gun and walked to the top of the steps, peering down into the gloom.    

“Who’s down there?”               Partridge called out, hairs on his arms standing on end. He felt an unflinching terror as he heard the back door open and close. Something rustled down there, a movement. Someone was crossing the floor near the living room. His heart whacked in his chest with a sickening cleaver thud. If an intruder had come in the house, he knew the alarm should have been triggered, yet, he heard nothing. He swallowed hard and started down the stairs.  

Partridge raised the gun. Mouth dry, he extended his shaking arms and thumbed down the safety. 

“Whoever it is, if you’re out there—I’m armed,” he said, as his feet touched the ground floor. “And I’m not afraid to use it.” He looked left, then right, eyes adjusting to the murkiness of his surroundings. Bracing himself, he padded across the hall, nervously twitching. A cold draft seemed to spill around his ankles and pajama pants.  “If anybody’s out there, tell me now.”

Something rustled down the hallway. He inched around the corner, creeping across the corridor into the adjacent living room. In the gloom, he saw a figure. It was a moment of recognition (an intruder), and his hand closed around the handle, finger pulling the trigger, his one-stop motion already exploding a muzzle flash. It was trying to come at him, a thing in the dark, whispering across the floor. 

It reminded him of the nightmare he woke up from. As he slept next to his wife, he saw an intangible leg scuttle out of his Nancy’s mouth, a thing of many legs shaped by wispy crepuscular blackness. It was like ectoplasm but with a definite form—the form of a fully grown spider. He woke up screaming every night. The dreams were so real; he felt he was still awake. 

Like now. 

The nightmare came unbidden, shuddering in the gloom. It shifted in the dark, a full-bodied apparition. It had long arms, and glowing rings of fire which were its eyes. And it was lurching towards him. Mr. Robins strangled a scream and fired over and over again, almost emptying his entire clip, before the thing slumped on the floor. 

“Don’t move,” he shouted, panting. He was wired with fear coursing throughout his body. 

He didn’t have to worry about that since it lay splayed with its arms distended and legs curled up in a fetal position.  He went to the wall and switched on the lights. He looked back down and saw her huddled in a ball. He recognized that body—that shape—that small frame. 

“Oh my God,” he whispered, face blanching, wanting to throw up. “Oh my God,” he repeated.  There was blood. Why was there blood? He extended out trembling fingers. “Oh my God. Please tell me it’s not you, baby, please tell me it’s not you!”

But it was her. The nightmare had become fully realized. It had come back full circle as he turned over the body of Candy, he realized the horror—the magnitude—of what he had done. The immensity of his actions would come back to haunt him and manifest itself in the coming weeks, months, or even years.  

He had shot his own daughter.

Candy looked up at him as blood streamed out of her nose and mouth. She spat out red lilacs in the waning moonlight. Partridge heard thudding footfalls as his wife raced down the steps. He saw her come around the corner and shriek with apprehension, nails digging into her face.

“Candy, talk to me. Are you all right?” Partridge yelled. “Tell me you’ll be okay, baby.”

“Eddie,” she burbled, propelling more blood as it splattered on their clothes.  Grief and anger, more at himself, poured out of him in tears.  

“What’s happening here? Who’s that on the floor?”

“Get away. Don’t come any closer. She’s gonna be fine. Right, honey? You’re gonna be alright, right?” He broke down, bawling. 

Nancy got closer and saw her husband cuddling their precious girl, brunette hair spilling in a mass, she shrieked and shrieked. She climbed back up the staircase, screaming in agony. Mr. Robins wrapped his precious daughter in his arms and wept. From afar, he heard the sound of a little boy giggling.

And then, the earth trembled and moved underneath their feet.
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Two hundred meters away, the girl standing outside also giggled. She was a Pakistani twelve-year-old, who came out every night to find her lost dog. The dog’s name was Isis, and she had seen it run into the hole. 

She heard the loud report of gunshots. She walked to the hole, clutching her flashlight. There she stood over it, gazing in. She remembered weird things happening. One time, she watched ants all clustered streaming around the hole, as if some magnetic force pulled them there. All the insects seemed to skitter down that dank hole.

Every night for the past three days she came to the hole to talk with Isis. She knew he was alive because she heard his bark. It echoed. It sounded faint, but she knew it was the unmistakable sound of their lost puppy. Bark bark bark. Strange how there was nobody around her at this time. Tina Singh looked in the hole. The wind picked up and fluttered her long-sleeved shirt. Her father always told her to cover her head with the shawl, and that’s what she did. 

“Isis! Isis!” she called out. “Are you in there?”

She heard something, a faint mewling noise, echoing down inside the walls of the fissure. She swept the beam of light as far as it could go, the dazzling cone revealing the pipes and underground network of sewage ducts, all of which were intact. Soft soil tumbled in the void. It clinked as it scattered in a fine spray, vanishing down the gulf. 

The elm trees shifted and moaned. Another warble of the sirens pierced the night and ebbed away. Then a voice whispered out to her.

“Tinaaaaa…” 

“Dad?” she asked, jerking her head up. Her dog barked from down the hole. “Isis,” she said, returning her attention. “Isis, I don’t know how to get you out!”

Bark bark bark…

“I know, I told my dad but he said you were dead. There’s no way you survived the fall. The police came too, do you know that? They don’t believe me either!”

Silence.  

“Isis! Are you there?”

After a moment, the barking continued. They were faint, and growing fainter. The Pakistani girl went to her knees and extended an arm. In her hands, she was grasping a frozen meat she had stolen from the pantry of her parent’s apartment.

“Don’t go, not yet. I have food for you!” 

A cold draft of air billowed out fluttering her hair. Tina smiled, wide and large, her teeth showing. “Hungry, aren’t you?” She tore a section of her meat and dropped it. It fell, plunging into the dark and merging with the black.  

“Are you hungry, Isis? Is that what you’re calling me for? Would you like another piece?”

The sounds of barking had completely dropped off. She listened to her heavy breathing and heart pumping oxygen to her lungs.

“How far are you down there? What’s down there? Are you full now?”

She hummed Itsy bitsy spider went up the water spout. Down came the rain and washed the spider out. Her pupils dilated and Tina sprung back on her feet. She had heard something menacing, hiss through the hole into her left ear. What had it said? Join us? Was that it? She stepped back and nearly slipped, falling backward. Suddenly, all the cars in the lot growled to life. The engines sputtered, hitched, and turned on. Headlights cut through the dimness, splashing Tina and revealing the hole behind her. 

Tina stared in disbelief. All the cars lined up and down the street were coming alive—by themselves. The cars transmission gears dropped to drive. They began to roll linear at a slow pace like insects at a cafeteria, as they steered along the side of the road. She couldn’t believe it. They were all going into the hole. Stretches of cars, SUVS, trucks, big and small, disappeared inside the opening of the yawning chasm, one by one, plummeting into the darkness.  

 

III

 

Nancy Robins checked on her three children, opening every door to their rooms in turn. First was Madeline’s. The ceiling lights flooded the two separate beds, the computer desk, and the bookshelves full of stuffed animals and YA fantasy stories.  In one of the beds, Madeline slept soundlessly. The second bed that was supposed to Candy’s was empty. Down the hall, Nancy rushed to another room. Victor, the youngest child, awoke and rubbed his eyes. 

“Mom?” he said in a tiny voice.

She went in and hoisted him up on her chest as she returned to rouse Madeline from her sleep. 

“Is everything okay?” she asked. The ground moved suddenly. “What was that?”

“I’m scared, Momma,” Victor said. 

“Kids get your most important things and go. We have to move,” Nancy said, rushing around in a flurry of activity. She set Victor down on the floor. “I think it’s an earthquake,” she said, pulling luggage bags, opening the wardrobe cabinet and the dressers, dumping clothes inside the bags. “You two, take all your necessities the most basic stuff you need.”

“Where we going, Mom?” Madeline cried. “Are we leaving?”

“Hurry up and do as I say. We don’t have much time.”

“But Mom—” Victor started. “What about Dad?”

“I said NOW!”

Nancy left the bedroom. She crossed the narrow hallway and stood in front of the master bedroom. She heard a shuffling noise from inside.  

“Mom,” a voice called out to her behind the doorframe. It sounded exactly like Candy, but that didn’t make sense because her daughter was lying in a pool of blood downstairs.

“Candace, is that you?”

Silence. 

She twisted the knob and entered the room. It was dark in there. Cool air blanketed her face and prickled the hairs on her skin. They stood up, goose bumps forming. She flicked the light switch. No light came on. The nightstand where Nancy’s favorite lamp was positioned glowed feebly. Next to the table, the blankets on Nancy’s bed bulged as if someone was sleeping underneath it. The coverlets undulated with each respiration, rising and falling. The sheets rippled. 

“Who are you?” she whispered. 

Clamping a hand over her mouth, Nancy grabbed the blanket with her other hand and yanked it away from the lumpy contours. That’s when the overhead lights snapped back on and something hideous and bulbous slithered out from under the covers. Nancy reeled as a slim figure with shadowy legs crawled out, rising on its hindquarters. 

It darted to the back wall and rushed up to the ceiling, where it stared at Nancy with unblinking eyes. Then, as Nancy watched, it turned into a man. It was Eddie. He crawled on the ceiling and passed over the light bulbs spreading an incandescent yellow. As he passed over it, grinning upside down, the bulbs shattered. Glass tinkered downward. Nancy was screaming. 

The door slammed shut behind her. And, as she tried unsuccessfully to open it, the thing came closer to her. It was right behind her. She tried the knob again, screaming for help. “Maddy! Victor! Somebody! Help me, for the love of God, help meee!”

She felt something tighten its grip around her chest, and she was paralyzed. She couldn’t move her arms and feet anymore. Through the doorway, on the other side, her children banged on the wooden frame. A black mist shrouded her body, enveloping her. Her feet were lifted off the ground. Nancy levitated four feet into the air as she rocked near the broken lights. 

That’s when the entire house trembled on its foundation and collapsed in on itself. 
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The ground under Candy’s house gave way. The foundation tore loose; floorboards lurched upward, bending out of shape. Walls cracked and whipsawed, sending dusty powders of plaster ringing in a heap. The entire frame of the house buckled and shuddered, squealing away rusty nails and insulation that ripped out like a motorized bull. The rooftop canted to the right, and then, to the left. Chandeliers fell, showering jewels. Lights flickered on and off. 

The entire house lifted off its structure and canted over, tilting badly. Shingles dropped like domino pieces. The ground started to vanish. Floorboards lifted up. The hole expanded and grew larger. A root of an elm tree that was exposed during the sinking caught the base of the house, preventing it from falling farther into the hole.

The Robins’ family screamed, trying to find a way out. Mr. Robins opened the front door and saw the black chasm reaching up to him. He closed it shut, eyes widening in disbelief, as he rubbed his mouth with a bloody hand. Helping Candy was out of the question. How could the paramedics or ambulances access their front driveway, when there was no driveway? 

Upstairs, the door banged open, and Mrs. Robin’s children spilled inward, almost simultaneously. They saw their mother dangling in the air like a magician’s trick. Then she fell, six feet. She tumbled on top of them, Victor and Madeline all crashing on the hardwood. Candy’s desk and bookshelves and computer slid across the floor and smashed themselves on the other side of the wall. All the furniture began to move, hurtling through the room, scraping across the panels.

Partridge Robins came through the door, screaming. “We have to find a way out of here!”

“It’s not an earthquake?” Madeline asked. She teetered and tottered, maintaining her balance. 

“We’re going under. No, it’s not a fucking earthquake! We’re being swallowed up by the sinkhole!”

“We should’ve left while we had the chance… we should’ve left while we had the chance,” Nancy wailed. Victor mentioned something about the attic window. They sprinted toward it. Partridge pulled down the stairwell from the ceiling and mounted it. Dust floated down like spices.  All of them were in the attic now. Partridge kicked out a window. The glass tinkled, glittering the painted white walls of the house.

They were up on the roof, right below the edge line. One by one, they surveyed their surroundings, or the lack of it. The house was going down the void. The backyard bordering their neighbor’s fence was free of any fault line or breakdown of the soil that seemed to cave in. They had to jump.

Madeline held Victor in her arms. Partridge and Nancy glanced at each other. Nancy’s face was flushed, hair in disarray. She had a crazed expression on her face, and underneath that, a simmering ire. Partridge knew what was on her mind, and he felt a sudden leaden guilt fill his gut. But no matter how despondent he was, it could not compare with the brass bullets which were inside his first daughter. He had killed his own flesh and blood.  

He had left their daughter on the living room floor without any help—he had left her to die. Partridge puked over the side of the house, raining last night’s dinner in a green stream. After he was finished voiding his stomach matter, he picked himself up, swiping a hand over his mouth. He spat the rest of the vinegary taste out and wiped his clammy face with his shirt.  

“We have to jump,” Partridge shouted into the wind as he felt the house shudder once again. 

“No, no, no—I can’t do this,” Nancy gibbered.

The jump appeared to be around twelve feet high from their spot. The landing looked rough. They had to drop down on the back porch or the soft grass of their backyard. Hopefully, it was soft.

“It’s not a matter of what you can or can’t do. Take Victor in your arms. Aim for the shrubs. Maybe catch the hedge as you’re falling.”

“No, please don’t make me do this.” 

“It’s not the end of the world,” Partridge said, knowing full well what his wife was thinking.

“God is judging us,” she answered.

“No, he’s not. You can do this.” 

“I’m tired. I’m just, oh so, tired.”

“We have to. For the sake of our kids,” Mr. Robins snapped. “Do you want our kids to see us fail?”

“No… but how could you?”

“What?”

Nancy was resolute. “How could you not know it was her?” 

“This isn’t the time dammit!” he raged. He grabbed a hold of his son, hoisted him up, cradling him on his back. 

“You killed our daughter—” she began.

“You don’t think I know that?” he groaned, blinking away tears.

“—she’s still in there!”

“I’ll get her, okay? I’ll get her. 

“And Eddie, I—I saw him.”

“Ok, kiddo, hold still and don’t let go,” Partridge said, ignoring her. His son tightened his grip, afraid of the coming fall. “This is gonna be fun. At the count of three close your eyes, okay?”

“Dad, will we make it?”

“Of course we will, son.”

“What if we don’t?”

“We have to, or we’ll die. You want to die, Victor?” Partridge said, hating how cruel he had to be to make his son understand the gravity of the situation.

“No,” he said, mouth trembling.

“Okay, just be brave,” Partridge said as he crab-walked to the edge of the roof and got ready to leap. 

“Don’t hurt us.”

“I won’t.”

“What about us?” Madeline cut in, regarding them with enormous eyes.  “What about us? Don’t leave us here.”

“I’m not, Maddy,” he reassured her. “I’ll be back.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.” 

Partridge Robins jumped off the peak of the building. He landed, two feet planted squarely in the lawn. The overgrowth and brambles had broken his fall, slowing him down. As he came to a rest, he set Victor on the ground. He viewed his house at the bottom and realized how different the perspective was to watch in horror the feeling of helplessness, of hopelessness, of all their life-belongings at the verge of being eaten away by the sinkhole, until there was nothing left.   

All the memories gone in a single moment. 

He needed to work fast or his wife and daughter would be gone too.

 

V

 

Overhead, a drone picked up signs of life on the rooftop and sent the feed to a hub center in West Virginia. In the main headquarters of the control room, men in uniforms watched the events transpire on the black and white screens, several hundred miles away. 

Many had frozen looks of consternation. Others leered with excitement. Even more personnel prattled above hushed whispers, speculating as to what they were seeing. They observed in amazement as the figure in their thermal imaging camera showed him scaling back onto the house—the house which was ready to fall inward. 

The man behind the controls, Ray Winsted, couldn’t believe what he was witnessing. He backtracked, toggling the joystick, so the drone flew by over the house on Maple St. again. Inside the window of the leaning house, a shadow drifted across the rectangular glass pane. Humans showed up as a fuzzy, grayish color. This figure was pitch black, blacker than even its environment. 

There was intelligent life inside the home.

And the man, whom the agents had worked together to determine his name to be Partridge Robins, was clambering back into the shattered attic window.

 

VI

 

A ladder.

Partridge had found a ladder in the garage and retrieved it, placing it against the side of the craning house. He climbed up, almost stumbling and tripping on his shoelaces. He was the only one with shoes on, since he had fetched his loafers at the front entrance before running up to his wife. He was doing the same now, one rung at a time, praying to God the foundation would hold, that it wasn’t too old.

He made it to the top with a desperate sigh of relief. He had to get them off the house—that was the most important thing. 

“Nancy!” he screamed up. “Nancy!”

The wife looked at him with an aloof expression. Her pupils expanded, muddy as a riverbed. 

“Maddy, get down the ladder!”

She didn’t have to be told twice. She was up and over, scrambling down with celerity. Nancy was left now—only Nancy. She was staring into the hole, ever yawning and growing larger, spreading its fiendish mouth. 

“Nancy!” he screamed again. “We have to go!”

They were still there, watching her. Those spidery looking beings with lean torsos and wiry arms that flexed along bobbing heads. They were clustered around the hole, three or four (oh so many more) manifesting. You could see right through them, an inky mass of—

Partridge shook his wife by the shoulders. “Snap out of it!”  

She had a droopy look as she turned toward him; lips curled up to one side, she screamed all of a sudden, howling like a wounded creature. Spit slobbered down her chin.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Partridge bellowed, fancying a blow to her face. “We have to get down or we’re fucking dead. The house is almost gone!” And it was. Mr. Robins could feel the entire frame quivering, wanting to give up like a drug addict and collapse into the hole—the hole that stretched on for infinity to nowhere. “Nancy, we’ll die! It’s collapsing, it’s going under!”

“Then let it.”

Partridge felt like someone had slapped him.

“What?!””

“You killed her.”

“I’m sorry. I told you I was sorry.”

“You didn’t say shit,” she snarled. Lunacy was in her dilated pupils; a stark, raving mad woman who had slipped over the edge. 

“I can never live with myself knowing what I’d done. But please, honey, we must get off. You have to live for me.”

A squealing groan echoed throughout the house, as the roots holding up the base of the foundation gave free. 

“Why do I get to live?”

“What do you want me to do?” Partridge hollered, wobbling on his feet. Strangely, his wife stood erect. She appeared glued to the house frame. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

“Get her,” Nancy growled, saliva dripping from the corner of her mouth. “Get her body.”

“Okay,” he said. “Just get down off the house.”

She obeyed his order. He watched her till her feet settled on the soil. He waved. 

“I love you,” he said. She didn’t respond back; she was taking care of Maddy and Victor.

Partridge took a deep breath and disappeared inside the house.

 

VII

 

The drone picked up the latest activity. After the father figure crept back, the house gave way. A loud, shrill scream could be heard from inside. The house finally gave way and tumbled into the hole.

Partridge let out one last bloodcurdling scream as he fell into the darkness with his daughter a few meters from his reach. He was screaming because he saw his daughter coming back from the dead, rising to her feet, but it was all just a dream, a slight hallucination in his broken, strained mind. 

They were both falling now—and the end never came. It was interminable.

Overhead, the drone monitored the house disappearing into the hole and out of sight forever. What the drone could not see was the sliver of a smile spreading on Nancy Robins’ lips. 

.



 
   








 
  

chapter six
There were wide suspicions that perhaps the hole was created by an incendiary device, detonated with a blast as an attack on their home front. That belief was debunked when they saw it was natural and the sewage pipes running underground were intact and left out in the open, twenty feet below. 

James Clifton knew terrorists had no part in creating the sinkhole, so when he heard orders from the top to investigate Tina Singh’s father, he was hesitant. He came out of his mobile unit command center and down the street of where the sinkhole was forming.  

The first thing he noticed was that there was no transportation. All the automobiles were gone. The people on Maple Street woke up to their driveway empty and the parking garage door crumpled outward and their cars vanished in thin air. The first call to the 911 dispatchers came in around 5:43 am. 

His name was Sheppard Singh, and he had a thick Middle Eastern accent. 

“My daughter says she saw our car run by itself,” he said into his cell phone. The signal was being hacked by TSP, otherwise known as Terrorist Surveillance Program authorized by the NSA to intercept all calls without warning in the Maryland headquarters. 

The dispatcher sighed and typed the info on the keyboard. “Your daughter said what?”

“Our car is missing. Do you understand? Someone might’ve stolen the car.”

“The car you say…”

“Every neighbor’s car. They’re not here.”

“Sir, what is the reason you’re calling? Are you in trouble? Do you need help?”

“The sinkhole, you know the sinkhole? Why are you so stupid?”

“Sir, please don’t curse at me or I’ll be forced to terminate this call,” the dispatcher said soothingly with an undertone of intimidation.

“You people make me sick. If I said there was a bomb I bet you’d be here in no time.”

The line chattered back to Maryland as the agents ears perked up. 

“Sir, we’re doing our best here. Threats won’t help the situation.”

“I’ll say what I want,” Sheppard said, mockingly, into the phone. “You Americans come after all the warnings are too late, but never before to prevent it.” He hung up.

Messages were relayed to the nerve center in Washington D.C. as orders were given to investigate. .

 

II

 

In the morning light Embry’s wife, Hanna, stood in what remained of her garden. She saw the sparkling dew drops on the lawn and inhaled the fresh, crisp air. A wind picked up the scent of disheartening moldy stench from the sinkhole, which ruined the serenity of the morning. She looked across the yard to the outer edge of the hole to where the partridge house had once stood.               Now there was nothing left other than a few loose timbers and bricks, the earth jagged and broken where the house had fallen into the void. She wondered why they still hadn’t been evacuated yet when it was clear the hole was unstable. Already the men in suits – agents who were plainly working for the government-were milling around, speaking in groups or whispering into radios as they swarmed around the hole and the place where their neighbor’s house once stood.

She glanced upward and noticed something strange. The azure sky (with tinges of yellow) was filled with black dots that were moving. She shielded her eyes and tried to get a better look at what they were. The last time she’d seen anything like that was in the basement of her home. Her eldest son had yelled up at her, screaming spider spider spider!

She had gone down to see what the fuss was about and, in the corner of the ceiling, she noticed a mother spider had laid eggs and the sac had broken open, revealing millions of little squirmy arachnids scurrying and climbing up and over each other. 

The spiders in the sky weren’t little or small or childlike. They were all the size of golf balls, some even larger. They were thousands of these critters, hanging in the air, the thin thread of cobwebs arching across the canopies of the elm and the lamp post and the electric poles. These large marker-shaped spiders roved the sky, crawling back and forth, as if they were onyx oil paints with long draping legs. 

A sparrow flew across the horizon and became trapped in the netting. It fluttered its wings trying to pry itself off the sticky, gossamer web, entangling itself even further. Twenty large spiders banded together, covering the entire bird with their hairy, black bodies. The sparrow trilled once, a sharp penetrating shrill that seemed to beg for help, then was silenced.

Instead, what was left of the sparrow was its mangled body, de-fleshed and without its feathers, its bone gleaming in the sunshine like bath salt. The body dangled in the sky. Shuddering, Hanna rubbed her eyes in sheer disbelief at what she had seen. The spiders as one started to fall, jettisoning from webs in perfect synchronicity. 

It was raining spiders.

 

III

 

Chaos.

That was the word which entered Clifton’s head as he pulled up on the edge of Maple Street. He thought he had seen it all, but spiders falling out of the sky were something else. Although he didn’t have arachnophobia by any means, he still felt his flesh crawl at the sight of them. Despite reports to the contrary, he still suspected it was some kind of terrorist attack; some new biological threat which had somehow been hidden from them. Clifton fastened his black jacket, slipped his handgun into the holster under it, then climbed out of the car and jogged to the makeshift command post that had been set up midway down the street. He was grateful as he approached that someone had decided to put up an awning over the myriad of computers.

 “Who is in charge here?” Clifton said as he strode into the tent.

“I am. I’m special agent Grimshaw,” replied a thin waif of a man sporting horn-rimmed glasses. 

“Not anymore. You answer to me now,” Clifton shot back, giving the thousand yard stare.

Grimshaw nodded and turned his attention back to the piece of machinery that he was configuring on the table.

“What the hell is that?” Clifton said, watching the man as he worked with precision at the machines innards.

“Drone. I was about to send it down into the hole, but I guess now that’s up to you to decide…sir.” 

Clifton noted the tone of Grimshaw's voice, but let it slide. He had bigger fish to fry.

“Go ahead and send it down, I was briefed on the way here. Anything else to report in the last twenty minutes?”

Grimshaw shook his head. “No. We have men evacuating the houses this morning after the one that was swallowed by the hole overnight, and a spider wrangler on the way in to have a look at these damn things that are falling from the sky. We emailed him over a photograph of one and he almost blew his load right there and then. Completely new species he says. He should be here soon.”

“Good work. What about that thing?” Clifton said, pointing to the semi-assembled drone on the table. “What will it be able to tell us?”

“More than any man could,” Grimshaw shot back. “We need it down there to gather data; there have been reports of… noises down there.”

“What kind of noises?”

“I’m not sure, sir, that’s what we intend to find out.”

Clifton rubbed his temples, trying to stave off a headache which he knew was on its way.

“How many men do you have here with you, Grimshaw?”

“Just eight, sir, including me.”

“Understood. I’m going to make a few calls. Within the hour, we will have a full military presence. I don’t want the public panicking and throwing themselves down that damn hole in the ground.”

“Most of them are scared enough to leave without resistance, sir.”

“Good work. I want regular updates as you get them.”

“Excuse me, sir, but I was under the impression that you were staying here to oversee the operation?”

“I am,” Clifton said. “But first, I’m going to go and stop that kid that’s standing on the edge of the hole from falling in.”

Grimshaw looked up from his work and saw Morgan standing on the edge of the hole, holding an empty jar in his hands. Clifton felt a tugging in his guts as he looked at the kid. For all the chaos, all the shouting and screaming, he looked  at ease and serene, and Clifton wanted to know why.

“How long until that drone is ready to go?” Clifton said, not taking his eyes off Morgan.

“Twenty minutes, tops, sir.”

“Be ready. I want that thing down in the hole as soon as it’s operational.”

“Yes, sir,” Grimshaw said, but Clifton wasn’t listening. He was already striding towards the edge of the hole, shoulders hunched and collar tight against his neck as the spiders continued to fall.
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“Something’s wrong,” Morgan whispered, staring into the dark.

He had already sent six spiders down into the hole, but whatever was down there was still moving. He frowned and looked into its black depths. All around the street, people were panicking as the men in suits ushered them out of their houses. He thought he heard his mother calling to him, but he couldn't answer. Not yet. He had to concentrate. He took the jar, the big one that he had been saving for a day like this and held it up, the murky glass diffusing the mid-morning sun. Inside, the enormous goliath bird-eating spider waited, watching Morgan as he readied to send it into the hole. 

Morgan closed his eyes and whispered the words – the words that he knew but didn’t know why— and then leaned over the hole and was about to drop the jar when a voice startled him from behind.

“What are you doing there, son?”

Morgan turned, frowning as he sensed whatever was in the hole growing restless.

“Nothing,” Morgan said, lowering his eyes and clutching the jar to his chest.

“What you got there?”

 “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers, mister.”

“I’m not a stranger. My name is Clifton. I’m here to help you.”

“You can’t help,” Morgan said as he flicked his eyes towards the hole.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Clifton replied, smiling warmly at Morgan. “You see, I work for the president of the United States. It’s my job to fix problems like this.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Morgan said, and Clifton saw the first flickers of fear in the boy’s eyes. “They’ll get everyone, eventually.”

Clifton felt his heart rate increase, and it wasn’t because of the screaming people or the spiders which still fell from the sky, it was because of this enigmatic child. “What do you mean, son? Who are they?”

Morgan didn’t answer, and he didn’t have to. He shifted his eyes towards the hole, then back to Clifton. 

“Someone down there? In the hole? Is that what you mean?”

“They’ll get us all eventually. You know that, don’t you?” Morgan said. 

Clifton wasn’t sure if it was the resigned way in which Morgan said it or the haunted look in the boy’s eyes, but Clifton felt a ripple of fear surge through him which he hadn’t experienced since his last tour of Iraq. The ground shifted slightly as the hole widened even further. Clifton saw that the heel of the boy’s shoe was now hanging over the sinkhole.

“Why don’t you come away from the edge of the hole there, son?” Clifton said, trying to ignore the wet, slithering sounds coming from inside.

“I’m fine,” Morgan said irritably. “They can’t hurt me.”

“Who can’t? Come on kid, talk to me.”

Morgan looked Clifton in the eye then, and he wasn’t a child. His eyes were deep and serious, and the five words that he uttered, Clifton believed entirely.

“You’re all going to die.” 

Clifton stammered, caught without words for the first time in as long as he could remember, and was struggling with how to respond when the man jogged across the lawn from the house bordering the hole.

“What’s going on here?” Embry said as he nodded at Morgan, and then shifted his gaze to Clifton.

“I’m just trying to get this child to safety,” Clifton shot back, glaring at the man who had interrupted them.

“Looked more like an interrogation to me,” Embry said, flinching as a spider floated past his face.

“I was asking him some questions. I’m with the government.”

“And that gives you the right to harass kids?”

“Are you the child’s father?”

Embry glanced at Morgan, who pleaded with his eyes.

“Yeah,” Embry said. “He’s my kid. Who the hell are you?”

“I’m in charge of this situation,” Clifton said, feeling his cheeks flush with anger.

Embry looked at the chaos around them, then coolly back to Clifton.

“Looks to me like you ain’t in charge of shit, buddy. You might want to concentrate on finding out why the earth is swallowing the street and why it’s raining spiders before you start harassing little kids.”

A deep rumble emitted from the hole, and a deep pungent smell billowed out. Clifton retched, and almost vomited, but when he looked up, neither Morgan or Embry had reacted.

“You don’t smell that?”

Embry and Morgan shared a quick glance, and then both wrinkled their noses, too.

“Yeah, who couldn’t?” Embry said, waving a hand in front of his face.

They’re lying.

Clifton knew liars. He knew how to read people, and he was starting to suspect that whatever was going on here on Maple Street, this man and kid were pivotal to it. Another rumble from the hole stopped Clifton mid-thought, and he could almost swear he heard a grunt or even… a growl

Impossible.

But even so, he was uncomfortable with the situation, and that icy daggers of fear danced down his spine again.

“Look, I’m not here to argue with you. Get the kid away from the hole and get yourself indoors.”

“Whatever you say, chief,” Embry said with more than a hint of sarcasm. “Come on kid, let’s get inside.”

Morgan nodded and walked towards Embry, then paused, and turned back to the hole. As both Embry and Clifton watched, Morgan held the jar out over the hole and dropped it. They all waited to hear the sound of it landing, but nothing came. Morgan said nothing; he walked to Embry and stood beside him. 

“That should stop them for now,” Morgan whispered, then before Clifton could ask any more questions, Embry ushered him into the house. Clifton stood and looked up at the sky.

The rain of spiders had stopped.

“Who the hell are you, kid?” Clifton muttered to himself as he  began to walk back to the command center. Despite his hopes, the headache that he had hoped to avoid was now a raging Tsunami in his head, and it was laced with questions to which he had no answers.

 

V

 

Resembling a large dragonfly, the S3257-X was the very latest in military designed drones. Small and compact with a carbon fiber body, the drone was both lightweight and incredibly durable. The nine-inch long unit was equipped with an array of data recording equipment, including two high-definition front facing cameras, audio recording facilities as well as sensors to accurately record outside temperature, air pressure, and wind speed. It was also equipped with the very latest night vision and infrared cameras, and with its multi-directional fins, it could be maneuvered with pinpoint accuracy. Combined with its lightweight Lithium-ion batteries, it could fly without issue for up to twenty-three hours. Clifton was impressed.

“And you say you can control this accurately from here?” he said, pointing to Grimshaw’s laptop.

“Yes, sir. It’s like flying a miniature helicopter. By using these controllers and watching the feed on screen, we can see in real time as the drone explores the hole.”

“Well, let’s see if you’re right, Mr. Grimshaw. Proceed when ready.”

Grimshaw nodded and activated the drone. Like a model helicopter, it whirred into life and lifted off the ground, hovering at the lip of the sinkhole. Clifton watched as Grimshaw popped on his headphones and settled down at the controls.

“Okay,” Clifton said. “Send it down.”

Grimshaw licked his lips, and maneuvered the drone over the edge, and started to descend.

Clifton watched, mesmerized by the images on screen and almost forgetting that he was above ground and not on board the drone as it moved down the hole.

“Fifteen feet,” Grimshaw said. “Temperature is surface minus two.”

They watched as the dirt and exposed sewer pipes gave way to the smooth inner surface of the tunnel, which in turn grew dark as the drone left daylight behind.

“Sixty-two feet. Temperature surface minus five. Switching to exterior lights.” As he said it, Grimshaw pressed a button on his laptop, and the dirt walls were illuminated with light from the twin high power spotlights on the drone's underbelly.

“How damn deep does this thing go?” Clifton muttered, not expecting an answer.

“I can sonar ping down the hole to see if anything bounces back,” Grimshaw said as he continued to carefully maneuver the drone.

“You can do that?”

“Yes.”

“Then go ahead and do it.”

Grimshaw pressed another button on the laptop.

“Ping released.”

They waited. 

“No response from ping,” Grimshaw said, a note of fear in his voice.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I can’t detect any bottom to this hole.”

They watched as the descent continued. One hundred feet. Then two. Grimshaw had been quiet for some time, and Clifton didn’t like the waxy look his complexion had taken on.

“Talk to me, Grimshaw. What’s happening?”

“Temperature has increased. Now surface plus seven.”

“Plus seven? That would make it almost fifty degrees down there,” Clifton said, cracking his knuckles nervously.

“There’s something else.”

“What is it, Grimshaw?”

“I’m hearing… noises, sir.”

“What kind of noises?” Clifton asked as replays of those slithering sounds he thought he heard at the holes edge came back to him.

“It… it sounds like voices.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Grimshaw. Nobody could fall in there and survive. You have faulty equipment, that’s all.”

Grimshaw shot a quick glare at Clifton and unplugged the headphone jack from the computer. Immediately, Clifton could hear it. A female voice, moaning, crying for help.

“Someone’s alive down there. I don’t know how, but they are.”

“That’s impossible, sir.”

“Why?” 

“We still don’t have a reading for a bottom to this thing. Those voices are floating in the air.”

Clifton opened his mouth to say more, then realized he couldn’t think of a single worthwhile comment. The image on screen began to flicker, and break up intermittently.

“What’s going on?”

“Some kind of interference I—”

They both saw it. A flicker of movement, a dark shape on the very periphery of the screen, and then the feed became static. 

“Grimshaw, get the feed back online. Do it now!” Clifton barked as Grimshaw fiddled with the controls.

“I can’t.”

“I thought you were the expert with these things. Get me a damn visual.”

“It’s gone,” Grimshaw said, his skin pale.

“I can see that. I want you to get it back.”

“Not the feed,” Grimshaw said, turning towards Clifton. “The drone. It’s gone. Something destroyed it.”

Clifton straightened and chewed his lip as he soaked in the information.

“What are we going to do next, sir?” Grimshaw asked.

“I need to make a phone call,” Clifton said as he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and punched in a number. He waited until the line connected.

“This is Clifton. Get me the President. We have a situation on our hands.”

 



 
   








 
  

chapter seven
After the sinkhole took the Partridge’s house, it stopped growing. Local government officials blockaded the area as a red-zone, restricting it as dangerous. Those who wished to stay could stay but at their own risk. Down the block and across the other side of the hole, Meredith stepped into the shower. She realized two things. Morgan would probably have to transfer to a new school, a problem compounded by the fact that she couldn’t afford leave due to her financial situation. Besides, this was her town. She had lived here for fifteen years so she knew the neighborhood. She was a part of the block. 

She grabbed a sponge and lathered her back and face. She scrubbed down to her crotch and wished all the hurt away under a jet of water. She sighed. After the incident at Morgan’s school, the teachers had held a staff meeting. They sent a round of invitations to all the parents of the kids who attended their school to discuss the evils of bullying. It was a staff meeting being held in the auditorium in three calendar days and Meredith was invited to voice her opinions on the matter, as if her opinions actually mattered.

Her thoughts turned to Morgan, more specifically, what could be wrong with him. The past few nights she had spotted him in going in and out of the basement, humming an eerie tune. Since her son’s expulsion, she was trying to find any avenue to enlist him back to the school properties with no such luck. They were terrified of him. 

She asked herself if they might be right, and if there was something off about him. She had started to dream, awful terror inducing experiences in which cold fingers touched her, or heavy footsteps walked on floorboards upstairs. She thought she heard them when awake too, and yet whenever she would pluck up the courage to investigate, there was nothing there. For a time, she thought it was Morgan playing tricks on her. One night, she waited for the sounds to begin and raced upstairs, hoping to catch her son in the act, yet the hallway was empty and when she opened her son’s bedroom door he was sound asleep, snoring lightly. There were other dreams too. 

In one, she had received a packaged in a mail. The handwritten note said it was a present. She unwrapped it, slicing off the ribbons with scissors. The ribbons were made of wires looped around like bent paperclips. When she opened the box, the bomb went off, exploding in her face. She felt burning sensation crawl up her neck and cheeks as the blast seared her skin off. She ran out the house engulfed in flames. She was greeted by a horse and carriage. They were all black. Inside the stagecoach, a man in funeral attire appeared. 

As he grinned at her, she realized with sickening trepidation that is was her ex-husband who had taken his own life. A complete skeleton rode the carriage and gazed at her with a grin. His charred remains looked upon her, lower mandible unhinged and dropping open, revealing gleaming white teeth. 

An inhuman shriek cut through her like nails on a chalkboard, which was always the moment she sprang awake, twisting in her bed sheets. She looked around and settled down, heart thumping. She looked down at her legs and inhaled sharply. Across her skin, three deep marks slowly rose to the surface. They looked like scratch marks and drew blood that didn’t trickle. 

As she rinsed her hair, she tried to forget the nightmares which plagued her and instead turned her attention to matters closer to home, namely her fiancé.

For the past week, she had barred him from seeing her. She needed the space and time away, a little breather, a little bit of time to think about what she really wanted. The simple, undeniable fact was that Donald Sheridan was becoming overbearing. He had  taken control of almost every aspect of her life without her realizing it. When he needed help monetarily, she provided him the service, always lending out money to support him during the tough times. She wore what he suggested. She ate what he recommended. She slept with him when he wanted to sleep with her, even letting him do the dirty, painful things she didn’t even like. She even did her hair the way he wanted: long and with a ponytail. She ultimately helped him with the paperwork for his job search, typing out his minimal, stunted resume to a grandiose tribute. He had plentiful of work experience, she fibbed. 

Was it all worth it, though? It didn’t seem so.

Maybe, Morgan was right about him Almost from the start he had voiced his disapproval about Don, and had pleaded with her not to have him over. She dismissed it at the time as the regular behavior of a child who was clinging protectively to his mother in a desperate attempt to keep her attention firmly on him. Guilt ran through her as cold as the shower water was hot, and she wondered if perhaps her son, as young as he was, had been right all along. Certainly, it was something which he deserved to be a part of as far as any decision about the future went. She would have a talk with Morgan, later today, after her shower. 

She shut off the valves and the sprinkle trickled to a dribble. The last drops of water dashed her feet while she stepped out of the stall. She stopped in her tracks, eyes bulging out of their sockets. She gaped at the mirror that had steamed over. But she wasn’t looking at her opaque reflection, but the words scrawled on it. It was written in big block letters, all capitalized, which said: PRAY TO YOUR GOD.

 

II

 

Jealousy inflamed Hanna’s thoughts. Whenever she saw her husband and that freakish child together, she kept dreaming about her own. They named him Gus, and he was a good boy. Then the horrible accident occurred in the corner of Liam’s and Maple Street as he waited for his school bus.

She didn’t know the details about why the driver hadn’t seen the cluster of people standing there, but the truck had gone out of control and barreled into them. Her child was one of them and just like that, his life was extinguished. She supposed, she could thank God he died quick and painless, but the fact an all mighty generous God could take a child so early away from her—that was no God. He was cruel and unjust.

The marriage became worse. Embry, who had all but quit for their firstborn, took up smoking again. She hated it. They tried conceiving again, but the thought of their second child being taken away scared her so bad, she deliberately made sure she couldn’t anymore. She had her tubes tied. Her husband never knew, so whenever he talked about having another baby (or tried inseminating one, implanting his seed) he was sure he would have one. But to his chagrin, the outcome never produced the desired effects because Hanna never told him the truth.

Eventually, Embry started drinking again, just as she feared. She spent most of her time with her sister and mother, in the apartment down the street. They told her to work at it. If something’s broken, you have to try and fix it. Don’t give up. Embry’s a good guy, just lost.

A good guy? If he was such a nice guy, he would be searching for Heather.

He knew how much Heather meant to her. To have him ignore her pleas infuriated her. 

Just how could he be sure she hadn’t jumped in the hole? How could he be so certain? 

Then a sensible side of her spoke up—the logical one. 

Why do you have thoughts about killing your husband? Why do you wish he would die in a car accident? That it had been him rather than your Gus?

Hanna knew her sister had been in an abusive relationship for many years, until she  found courage enough to put an end to it. The fall out was her ex threatening to kill himself and succeeding. 

Thank God, they didn’t have any children, she thought to herself, picturing how much worse it could’ve been if they had. The pressing question was her sister. Where was she? Nobody was helping her. Not even the police.

Hanna washed her hands in the sink, after pulling the weeds out of the front yard. As she left the house to visit her mother, across the street, she had no way of knowing, today was her last.

 

III

 

Morgan, Momma has to talk to you.”

He was asleep. He rolled over on his side. 

“Morgan? It’s morning. You have to get up.”

“Why?” he mumbled, still half asleep.

“It’s morning. We need to get you in the habit of soaking up vitamin D. So rise and shine.” Meredith said, pulling away the venetian blinds. 

“Why are you doing this to us?”

“Who’s us?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the bed. “What are you talking about?” Upon closer inspection, Meredith realized her son had not awoken, and was still mumbling in his dreams.

“Morgan?” she said, worry starting to set in. “You have to get up. I need to talk to you about what you did in the bathroom. It’s dangerous to be standing up on the sink like that.”

It was then Morgan said something that froze her heart. It missed a beat, seemed to suspend itself in the air, until it came crashing down from her throat.  Meredith heard her son talk about her husband as if he was alive. Her son’s bedroom seemed to close up on her, the walls converging, snuffing the air out of the dimming drywall panels. She could’ve sworn it was getting darker, even as the sun climbed higher. 

“Dad,” Morgan muttered. “Who do I protect?”

“Honey?” she said, stopping short of shaking him awake. “Dad’s not here, anymore. How many times do we have to go over this?”

“Why her?” he said faintly.  He tossed and turned, raising his arm, and then placing it back to his side. “What did she do wrong?”

“Who are you talking about? Morgan, get up. Snap out of it!”

“Dad, don’t do it. I’m scared.”

“Morgan, please,” Meredith said, pulling away the sheets. She gripped him by the ankle and pulled. 

“Get off me,” Morgan grunted. “Get off me. I command you in the name of—Mom?” His eyes flew open at the same time, and he slowly subsided into silence. 

“Hey… hey…” Meredith said, affectionately. She tousled his hair. “It’s over now. You don’t have to worry. Momma’s here.” 

Morgan pulled himself up in a sitting position, back to the headboard. 

“Did you have a nightmare?”

He remained silent.

“What was it? What were you dreaming about?”’

He pulled his knees to his chest. Still no answer.

“I heard you calling for your dad. Why?”

“I don’t remember,” he whispered. 

Meredith didn’t know whether to laugh or to scream. “Enough of these silly games. Were you awake just now?”

“No, why?”

“Because somebody had come in while I was showering and had written something bad on the mirror. Why would you do something like that, baby?” Meredith asked, smoothing the sheets, and pulling them back up in their original position. “You know I pray to God.”

“I didn’t do that, Mom. Daddy did.”

“But Daddy’s dead,” she said, patting Morgan’s legs.  “Remember how I told you—”

“Daddy’s here.”

“Yes, I know,” Meredith said, feeling sad. “He’ll always be here, looking over us. Remember I told you that he’s here in our hearts.”

“No, Mom,” her son explained. “He’s here.”

Meredith glanced around the room. “Where?” Just then, the radio clock came on—at always nine in the morning—to blare Disney radio hits. But the dial was moving by itself, going from one frequency to another, and under that wavelength of disconnected crooning amongst variety of singers, she heard a whisper, someone (or something) moaning in a low hushed tone. 

“How are you doing that?”

“I’m not,” Morgan said, staring at the radio.  

“Then who is?”

“I told you. Dad.”

The voice that emanated through the airwaves was a voice all too recognizable with her.  It was her husband, Nick who had died in a car accident, an accident she still didn’t know the details to. Unmistaken and clear, the voice had the same unruffled quality she’d known for eleven years. 

Honey… 

Meredith’s eyes grew wide, round like two craters.

... die… we die together…

She pulled the cord. The radio shut off, but the static hissing continued. 

“Stop it now! Stop scaring me.”

“I’m not doing anything!” Morgan said. Then his face grew serious. “It’s the hole. The hole has bad things inside.”

The radio faded out and plunged the room into silence.

“What’s inside the hole,” Meredith whispered, eyeing the broadcasting transmitter.  

“It’s not a hole.”

“What is it?” 

“We meet them there. Like a meeting, mom, like at school.”

“Who’s them?”

“Us,” Morgan said, furtively. A smile played on his lips. “We meet us there.”

“You’re not making sense.”

“There’s no way to close it.”

“Close what?”

No way to stop it.” Morgan said, softly, shaking his head.

“Stop what?”

“What’s done is done. Unless—” He glanced up, tired and drained. All the energy seemed to have been sapped from his body.

“Unless?” Meredith implored. “Morgan, tell me how you did that. Did you hurt the others at school? Was what the principal said true?”

Morgan broke down and cried. Big, sloppy tears wet his cheeks, polishing his skin with a reflective luster. In that moment, Meredith loved him the most. Those tears signified hurt and pain, a child who was lost and needed steering in the right direction—a child who needed his mother.  

Jesus, she thought, as she hugged him close to her, stroking his hair. “That man from across the street. He told you to say these things, didn’t he?” she asked. 

“He’s my protector,” he responded.

“I don’t like it. I don’t want you near him.”

“He’s sensitive.”

“I don’t care if he’s sensitive or not. Mr Embry’s not a man I want you befriending. He’s not good for you.”

That was the last thing Meredith said before she left his room. She tried to keep the swelling fears at bay, but her mind kept going back to the marks around his neck. Three distinct lines, scratches, enflamed like rings. They were scratch marks, the same kind that cut across her forearms. One for the father, two for the son, and three for the Holy Spirit. 

 

IV

 

Something was brewing in Sheppard Singh’s mind. Allah had abandoned him. In pursuit of the American dream, the father of an only daughter and a deceased wife whom he had killed, he had set his sights on everything monetary. He worked long hours, slogged through tenuous business affairs. 

All for what? For the financing of a corporate dream? None of the money actually made him happy. In fact, it did the opposite and made him resent those without it. Now, his SUV had disappeared and with it the important things he had been keeping in the glove compartment. His daughter wasn’t a liar; he knew that. 

The government was out to get him. He felt them closing in. He was certain he had caught a couple of spies photographing him, covert agents tailing him in the city limits and scoping out his premise during the nights All because he had written some stuff against the Americans, against the corporation and big businesses. How he’d love to blow it up. 

Amazing how fast the government came to the aid of terrorists eavesdropping but never hunger or education. He looked out the window. The helicopters were rotating overhead. Convoys of trucks were in position. 

“Daddy,” Tina said. “I heard Isis in the hole.”

“Not now,” Sheppard mumbled, looking out at the street from the apartment balcony. He watched law enforcement personnel congregate around the complex and other secret service agents shouting out orders for the public to get inside their houses.

“Daddy, do we have to leave?”

“No,” he said. “How can we without transportation?”

“We can take the bus or a taxi,” Tina piped up. 

“We have money that will last us a week. The rest is frozen in the bank account. The government has been spying on us. They searched our emails and listen to our phone conversations,” he said, staring at the hole. “They’re very bad people.”  

“What will they do to us?” Tina asked.

“I won’t let anything happen to you, little one. Nobody will harm you, God willing. If Allah wills it, it will happen. Do you believe that?”

“I believe, Daddy.”

“Then good,” he said. “Do as I say.”

 

V

 

Mandatory evacuations were in order. As Hanna walked past Morgan and Embry chatting with the rest of the crowds, she turned the corner. She headed down the street where the boy’s mother resided. 

Her cell phone rang. It was her mother. They talked pleasantries as she knocked on the door. 

 

VI

 

“Who is it?” Meredith said. Looking through the peephole, she noticed the same woman who stared at her from the house across the street. She had second thoughts about opening the door, but when Hanna spoke about her son, she was compelled to answer.

She unlocked the front door and drew it open. Two women stared at each other. An uncomfortable silence filled the air.

“Come in,” Meredith murmured. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

 

VII

 

The last time the two women met was six years ago, when Morgan was no more than eight weeks old. Even then, her child exhibited a quaint aura about his overall being. He rarely cried, and those eyes appeared to stare straight at her soul. They settled in the seats—Meredith, on her loveseat, and Hanna, on the sofa—as they eyed each other. Meredith had brewed tea, for her guest as well as herself. 

“So your son—” Hanna started.

“Don’t bother,” Meredith interrupted. 

“What’s his name?”

“It’s Morgan.”

“After his father I take it.”

“And you must be Gus’s mother?” 

“Looks like you’ve done your research,” Hanna said. 

Meredith didn’t know if she was being sarcastic or not as she blew on her cup. 

“Do you have a problem with that?” Hanna asked.

“No, I don’t,” Morgan’s mother said, glancing down. She tried to compose herself, the nerves in her right eye twitching. “I—I saw you watching me through the window.” She looked up.

“I watch you every day through the window,” Hanna sipped the green jade elixir. “Whenever the time need be.”

“Well, you need to stop.”

“Am I bothering you?”

“No, you’re bothering my child.”

“At least you have a child,” Hanna said. 

“Look, I’m sorry.” Meredith started.

“Besides, from the looks of it, your boy has taken a shine to my husband.”

“Your son. We never meant him any harm. I know how you’re feeling—”

Hanna’s brow furrowed. “Do you, now? Just what do you know? Have you had your child taken away from you?”

“I know what it’s like to lose a family member. You’re not the only one.”

An awkward silence encircled them. Meredith placed the cup down on the coffee table. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, “The accident that killed your son… My husband… He wasn’t right. His mind was…” she cleared her throat. “What I’m trying to say is that I know how you must be feeling. If there’s anything I can do-”

“May I use your bathroom?” Hanna said, getting up and blinking away tears. 

“Of course. It’s just down the hall to your left.”

“Thank you.”

On her way back from the bathroom, Hanna stopped in the kitchen and picked out the biggest knife in the drawer.  She packed it in the back pocket of her jeans, and returned to the sofa. 

“I’m not here to talk about my son,” Hanna said, smiling. “What I have a problem with is your son’s constant visits with my husband.” 

Meredith picked up the brew and drank. “And that’s a problem? How?”

“It’s unhealthy for Brian to be reminded of Gus.” 

“Why do you think it’s unhealthy?” Meredith asked, sensing something awry with Hanna’s posture. 

“Spending that much time with a kid that’s not his own, will have him half believing that child is his,” Hanna said. “That’s not what I want, especially with the state of mind he’s in. He’s not well.”

“I spoke to Morgan about this this morning. You think I want my boy hanging around that husband of yours? I see him smoking all the time, and let’s not talk about the smell of drink on him. It’s not like I can stop him. He’s a kid, a smart one at that. No matter what I say, if he wants to spend time with your husband, he’ll find a way.”

“Your son is reminding him of Gus. He’s an alcoholic. It’s making him drink even more.” 

“That’s not my problem. Do you know what I think the real issue is?”

The shadows on the floor appeared life-like, almost human in form. As the light spilled in from the windows, it cast a strange oblong figure, pitch-black and hulking. The shadow stretched from Meredith, attached to her feet as it stretched across the room. Hanna tightened her grip on the knife. 

“If my son was still alive, would this even be an issue?”

Meredith stopped drinking. “I think you’re making excuses for yourself.” 

“If your husband hadn’t killed himself, and my son, it wouldn’t be a problem. Would it?” Hanna said, voice rising in anger. 

Meredith shot a look at the front door, the coffee table, and then, back to the guest in her home—a guest that was unwelcome, and the more Hanna spoke, Meredith regretted her decision of inviting her in. 

“Look I’m sorry for what happened in the past, but the past is the past. I can’t change it. No one can. If I could, I would. I said, I was sorry. What more do you want?”

Hanna stood up. “I’ve heard enough. I’m leaving.”

“No, wait.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have come here. This was a bad idea.”

Meredith stood up, also. “Please, stay,” she said, putting down the cup on the table. That’s when Hanna went for the throat. She pulled out the knife and sprung on Meredith. It was one quick motion, but Meredith’s reflexes were as sharp as the blade, and she leapt backwards out of range of the whistling blade that sliced through the air. 

Hanna jumped over the table and landed on top of Meredith. The second and third slice made contact, opening flesh like peach skin.  Meredith screamed, holding out her arms in a defensive posture, the knife slitting open her upraised hands. Blood spurted down on her face. 

“Stop! Help! Stop it!” Meredith wailed, sobbing with tears. “Why are you doing this?”

There was no why. It just was. Her neighbor was killing her.

“You fucking bitch!” Hanna yowled, full of anger. She worked frenziedly. “How can I fix it for you? How can you fix it for me? Get a taste of this blade, you cunt!” The knife slammed down over and over again. The blade struck her breasts, arms, abdomen as Meredith tried to wriggle out from the death grasp. Her lungs filled up with fluid. The white blouse she wore was drenched in blood. She could feel the life sapping out of her as the blade plunged deep, again, striking her collarbone and loosening the skin there so it dangled. Meredith howled, screaming one horrible roar and kicked out both legs, connecting Hanna in the gut. She went down hard.  Meredith toppled backwards and crawled around the table to the sofa. 

Fresh drizzles of blood rained on the carpet. She looked over her shoulder to see where her attacker was (back on her feet with the knife, advancing), splattering blood on the remote control, coaster, and insect-fog killer. Blood sprayed in splotches from her numerous wounds. A single drop of blood landed in the cup of tea, fading like water paint. 

Meredith screamed, voice boiling up like a vat, as she gripped the fog killer off the table. She crawled around the sofa, hands to knees, fast. She felt Hanna grab her hair and pull. Her neck strained, muscles exposing, as she turned around, screeching at the top of her lungs. She pulled the tab off the canister and depressed the nozzle. The can of insect killer exploded open, fizzing out a streamlined shot of noxious vapors. 

Meredith aimed the fogger directly into Hanna’s face. Hanna inhaled, before shrieking herself as she reeled back, wincing and coughing, pulling her arms up to protect herself. She counterbalanced and tottered, tripping over the table, and landing on her head. Meredith stumbled, staggering as she weaved past the furniture and dropped on top of her neighbor. She was going to kill me, Meredith thought, unable to believe it. The bitch was about to kill me!  

Meredith bent down, incredulous vehemence corrugating her mind. Her hands played on their own, acting a winning performance. Then she took the fogger and smashed it over Hanna’s head until she passed out. Then, those same fingers pried open Hanna’s jaw and jammed the insect fogger into her mouth. 

“Eat shit, bitch. And fucking die.” Meredith shrieked, holding down the canister. It was still loaded and spraying. “Breathe it all in, puppy love. That’s right. Just like that. That’s a good girl.”

Hanna’s face turned purple and bloated as the toxins jetted down her windpipe. Hanna gargled, foaming at the mouth, as she writhed underneath Meredith who was still gushing blood out of the gashes on her breasts and abdomen. 

“Eat it and die!” Meredith cackled. “Eat it and die! Eat it and die!” 

.



 
   








 
  

chapter eight
The President of the United States initiated executive order for his national defense. He made several calls to his elected officials and declared Maple St. too hazardous to drive, work, or reside in. It was unfit to be a properly governed municipal. The citizens were losing cars by the dozens. 

He feared the backlash that might come with the inadequacy of the government unable to do anything. In recent years, a certain group of the political sect, the right-wing, had gone nuts with the higher taxes and less wages. This was another factor, in their agenda, that they might use to stop his progressive ambitions. He could not, for the love of God, understand why citizens only thought for themselves, never sharing or considering that the air they breathed was a unit for a clearer whole.

The world was a scary place and the victims within had to be fundamentally changed to appreciate the solace his infrastructure provided.  Homeland Security, US Marshalls, and National Guards, the CIA, NSA, TSA, and FBI were all there to help his people, if only they could see that the President was their leader.

Lead. He had to lead now at the time of great calamity. A rouge terrorist had infiltrated a certain section of Maple Street. His name was Sheppard Singh, they told him. He might have something to do with the hole in the middle of the road, since the hole went down over a hundred feet, and no natural made sinkhole went as deep as this one. The idea it was actually growing distressed him, greatly. 

Would the citizens blame him for this one also? Perhaps, now, they would realize the constitutional rights were antiquated and unfit to follow—written by men who lived in times that were different from the way his people were now. The technological advances seemed to push them two steps back instead of propelling them forward. The President crumpled the briefing papers into a wadded ball of waste and lobbed it in the wastebasket. 

So the question was, should he or should he not? Were the citizens of Maple St. in such an imminent threat that the culprits had to be blasted away from the sky?

He picked up the phone connected to the land line. Even now, there were phones in the White House still traveling through wires and not cell waves. The hand phone was big, black and lofty. The president placed two buffered shoes on the desk, just as black, and crossed them. 

“Use everything you got,” Mr. President said. “If by any means you find the threats to be substantial, you guys are cleared.”

The voice on the other end spoke, wavering. “Do we have the go ahead?”

“You guys are cleared,” he repeated. “If they don’t come out of their house, we’ll compensate whatever amount of money to those who lost their belongings or innocent life.”

“Okay, Mr. President,” the voice fizzled back. “Mr. President?”

“Yes,” he said, sighing. “What is it?”              

“Where do you want us evacuating the people of that area?”

“Isn’t that your job?”

“Any suggestions would be beneficial.”

“A school auditorium? I don’t know. A park? Just do your work. Find a place.” 

“Okay, Mr. President.” The phone hung up. He put the receiver back on its cradle.

“Never squander a perfectly good crisis,” the President said, clasping his hands. He ruminated about the future, where the next photo shoot locations would be, how he’d appear in front of the camera and live video feed, and what they’d perceive him as. A helper—a Messiah? He needed one more smoking gun to corral the masses. Perhaps, this was it.

Never let a good crisis go to waste, he thought. 

But the President didn’t know just how bumpy things would become, how bad, how dreadful. 

 

II

 

They called it the Maple Massacre, where ten casualties, and a hundred forty injured civilians, were pulled into waiting ambulances and rushed to the hospital. Looters broke into the small section of the neighborhood, wreaking mayhem and sowing destruction. This is how it happened. 

At eleven forty five am central time a forced evacuation order was issued. The 95th Regime Infantry entered the premise with their automatic rifles drawn. Tanks rolled down the street. Military convoys ejected a platoon of National Guard. The secret service, agents, police officers, and military might of the U.S. government worked in unison to declare the simple message through a loudspeaker. 

RESIDENTS OF MAPLE STREET, BY THE ORDER OF MARTIAL LAW GRANTED BY JURDISCTION OF MAPLE COUNTY, WE HEREBY DECLARE YOU ALL A DANGER TO THE SAFETY OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD. 

Meredith stopped cleaning the blood with a rag. She couldn’t let her son see her like this or the death scene splattered all over the living room.  The carpet would have to go. Just ten minutes earlier, her fiancé, Donald, had arrived to witness the bloodshed and butchery. She had called him. Out of all the people she could call, it was him. He came through the door, panting through his shirt as he tried to block the smell of the insecticide seeping through his cloth. He opened all the windows. What little light, there was, crept inside. He added pressure on the towels to stop the bleeding and used a ripped cloth for bandaging her up.  When he checked Hanna’s pulse, he said it was weak. The cell phone in her shorts began to vibrate. It was a call from a woman who claimed she was Hanna’s mother.  

YOU HAVE TO EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY FOR THE SAFETY OF YOUR WELL BEING. THE HOLE IS A DANGER TO EVERYONE AROUND IT.

When?  Sheppard Singh thought, watching the situation unfold on the TV and outside on the third floor balcony. His daughter had left a few minutes ago, down the elevator to the underground parking, with her pink bicycle she had learned to ride a year ago. It was her favorite. He had observed her cycle down the street, past the ever yawning hole, and now waited patiently. She was headed to the convenience store to purchase canned fruits, loaf of bread, and water—the essential to survive for a few weeks, until the craziness settled down. Sheppard walked to the refrigerator, opened it, and rifled through the tomatoes and spoiled cabbage. He never got around to finishing those, even after the turkey sandwiches he made for himself and Tina. He pulled out a potato and parked it in the microwave. He hit five minutes and “start.”

 

I REPEAT YOU MUST EVACUATE THE PREMISE WITHIN THE NEXT TWO HOURS….

 

Overhead, on the fifth floor, unbeknownst to the apartment residents, two Saudi Arabian nationals, who had lived in the U.S. for five years now, halted the construction of their twin bombs. They had amassed a stash of illegal fertilizer compound and placed it in a pressure cooker with black powder. They spoke Arabic, swearing at each other, that they should’ve set the bombs a week ago when the hole first began to form. They could have ambushed the infidels, and what better way than a group of military personnel flocking to one area with their news camera convoys? Now, look at them, a shit stuck in a pie-hole.

 

RESIDENTS OF MAPLE STREET, BY THE ORDER OF MARTIAL LAW GRANTED BY JURDISCTION OF MAPLE COUNTY, WE HEREBY DECLARE YOU ALL A DANGER TO THE SAFETY OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD. 

 

Down on the second floor, Hanna’s mother watched the legion of squads assembling like a pack of ants, milling around the hole, like the corn stalks around a crop circle. If these men thought for a second that they’d misplace her in some ghetto stadium without food or water and running restroom, they were wrong. She’d rather die here with her daughters. Where was Hanna? 

 

RESIDENTS OF MAPLE STREET, BY THE ORDER OF MARTIAL LAW GRANTED BY JURDISCTION OF MAPLE COUNTY, WE HEREBY DECLARE YOU ALL A DANGER TO THE SAFETY OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD. 

 

Nancy Robins drove in a truck with the radio on and only heard static. She was headed to the hole. It was calling her, drawing her, magnified by the voices calling through the airwaves.  She popped the clutch in third gear and rocketed past the red lights. Nancy’s own mother had taken her children in, but something about the hole called to her. So she was going back. Yes, mother knew best.

 

III

 

Donald Sheridan entered the hallway of the second level apartment. The paint peeled off the plywood of the dry walls. They were an olive lime color, faint greenish that appeared the same shade as kelp in some areas, and, as Donald shuffled down the corridors he realized they were fungus. Mold had seeped in the corners of the cracked plaster. A strange odor emanated in the linings of the burgundy carpet.  He wished to God he wasn’t here, but the moral fiber pleaded against it. He had to tell Hanna’s mother what had transpired in his fiancé’s home. 

He stepped in front of the room #208 and knocked. Nobody answered. He knocked again, a soft rap that echoed in the passageway. Many of the tenants’ doors were ajar. Few personal belongings were left abandoned, outside. A child’s shoe and a teddy bear leaned on the end of the wall. Several of the tenants had already evacuated. 

Don lifted his arm to rap on the door, and he noticed the hinges creaking as it shifted and opened halfway. It wasn’t locked. Strange, Don thought, pulse quickening. He stepped inside the gloomy interior.

“Hello?” he asked, pausing to hear the faint trickle of running water. “Ma’am? Are you in here?”

Don had spoken to Hanna’s mother with Hanna’s maroon-streaked cell phone, when the mobile handset didn’t stop vibrating. The way the pants pocket bulged, wiggled and squirmed, brought dread in his throat. He picked it up without a second thought.   

“Ma’am, are you still here?” Don said, aloud. She had said she was, he thought. She had given him the address and correct room number. He treaded deeper inside. To his right, a foyer angled to the bedrooms. Straight ahead there was the family den, and further ahead, the balcony overlooked the outside neighborhood. The piano key blinds shifted and rays of light distilled into the room. Passing the kitchen, Don spotted a hulking figure sitting outside. It was the elderly woman, with white frizzy hair, resting in a wheelchair. 

“Ma’am?” he asked, sweeping aside the blinds, and standing behind her. He rested a hand on her shoulder. “Ma’am? Can you hear me?”

“I can hear more than just you,” she sighed. He was spooked. He recognized that voice from somewhere. It sounded like the girl from the Exorcist. “Do you see the hole?”

“Yes, I do. There’s been an evacuation order.”

 

AGAIN, THIS IS AN EMERGENCY RESPONSE… blared the loudspeaker.

 

“You don’t think I can hear? You don’t think I know what’s going on?”

“I don’t believe your deaf, ma’am.”

She turned to look at him. To his relief, he saw her face was normal and there was nothing demonic about it. 

Must’ve been the years of smoking or something, he thought.

“Where’s my Hanna?” she rasped.

“That’s what I came to you about. Your daughter is in serious condition.”

“What’s wrong with her? Did she try climbing into that hole?”

“I believe she’s dead.”

“Dead?” the old woman laughed. Her wheelchair rocked from side to side. “Why do you believe she’s dead?”

Don gulped, unable to understand the incompetence of this woman. What the fuck was wrong with her? Didn’t she know what dead meant?

“She has no pulse,” Don said, moving away from the wheelchair. 

“Oh Hanna, Hanna, Hanna,” she whispered, clucking her tongue. “Tsk… tsk… tsk.”

“Should I take you to her?”              

“What for? Let God handle it.”

“But—” he began. “You have to convince the paramedics or cops that my wife had nothing to do with it.”

“Did she try to kill your wife?”

“I don’t know what happened in there. That’s what we gotta find out.”

“Oh, Hanna, Hanna, Hanna,” she murmured again. She turned to look at Don, and this time her face exploded with blood. It spilled over her forehead in gushing rivulets. He was hitting her over the head with the wrench he hid in his pocket. 

What the fuck was wrong with me? Oh my God, what was I doing?

His hand came down over and over, clutching the steel bar tightly. Blood spattered on his shirt.

No witnesses, son. There can be no witnesses.

Hanna’s mother wasn’t dead nor was she dying. She was shrieking with laughter, doubling up belly over. Phlegm came out of her throat like a backwash, splashing and dribbling on her clothes and soiling the fabric.  

“Don’t you know what’s in the hole?” she screeched in a high-pitched crescendo. “Don’t you?”

“What—what’s in the hole?” he screamed back, pounding her face in. It caved in; one eye staring blearily, damaged and turning bloodshot, her mouth leered from her hag-like face. 

“Don’t you? Don’t you…”

After it was all said and done, Don dragged the wheelchair into the apartment’s restroom. He turned on the faucet. The water in the bathtub hissed and gurgled, filling up the acrylic interior. As the irrigation rose above ankle height, Don pulled Hanna’s mother off the chair and dumped her inside the tub. Her heavy body rolled and an arm smacked the outer edge. She sank to the bottom as the flood of water rushed near her head, cascading her hair like a limp brush. 

Don shut off the valves and watched the blood sluice with inky texture. The entire bathtub full of water was turning from pink to scarlet red. He tugged the shower curtains closed; he was spared from the view of the corpse in the water.

He washed himself in the sink, slathering his forearms and face with soap.  He rinsed under the splashing current. He stared in the mirror, observing his hollow cheek and gaunt eyes. The man looking back wasn’t him—it couldn’t be him. He wasn’t a monster; he had never killed another human being until now. Was he a monster? No, he wasn’t. No, he fucking wasn’t!

Then why are you cleaning up after yourself, Don? Only a person with premeditation would do such a thing. 

“Shut up—shut the fuck up,” he growled, staring at his reflection. What had come over him? He slammed his fist into the mirror, shattering it. Jagged shards of aluminum glass tinkered down, cutting his knuckles. He breathed onerously, slapping himself across the face. “Wake up, man, wake the hell up.”

He checked his pocket and felt the wrench there, matted with stringy, ticklish hair. He pulled the implement out and ran it under the streaming water. The showerhead came on in the bathtub stall. 

Don’s eyes skated to the shower curtains again. The water rushing out of the bathtub spout was suddenly coming out of the overhead nozzle. Had she moved? Was she still alive? 

Don held his breath. He reached out, gripped the yellow vinyl, and drew the curtains open. The light in the restroom slanted downward, lighting up the dead woman, revealing the corpse still reclined in the same position, an arm angled over the tub. He let out a watery breath of air and turned off the faucet. 

The last of the water trickled as his shoulders went limp, head hung, and the tightened muscles in his back and neck loosened. He walked over to the toilet, unbuckled his belt, unzipped his fly, and liberated his bladder. 

A discharge of neon yellow lapped at the bowl. He heard something chilling, something odd the way his urine splashed inside the toilet. It wasn’t making any splashing sounds, no noises at all. He looked down and let out a bloodcurdling scream. He saw the most horrifying image of his life. Within the inner walls of the toilet bowl, a woman’s head stared up at him, mouth moving up and down like a rotor. 

It was the head of Hanna’s mother. Her lips widened in a ghastly grin. She smiling face covered with piss. The unleashed drainage became leashed, and all the fluids trickling out of Don’s urethra shut off. 

He screamed again. 

“Donny boy,” it said in a rough, guttural rasp. Did you think you could kill me?

Don flushed the toilet to no avail. The water rose to the brim, spilling out, but the head never disappeared; it stayed submerged, grinning. That’s when he heard the loud report of a gunshot going off, somewhere in the building, above him. Before he passed out, he saw the headless corpse rising out of the tub behind the curtains. She was strangling him—she was… 

 

IV

 

A girl on a pink bicycle with extra safety wheels skirted on the sidewalk. Tina hit a bump as her bicycle bounced up and down. She maintained her balance and breezed past the military trucks and tanks. In her basket, brown paper bags ruffled with the canned goods inside and orange juice. She pedaled up a hill then down an incline.    

She turned at the corner of Westborough and Maple and got off her bike. She inched forward, pretending not to see the soldiers and police officers all congregated in one area, four feet away from the hole, assembling their A team. 

It was dangerous, but she knew they would find her dog. That hole couldn’t be more than couple of feet deep. It was just an illusion that the darkness made it appear there was no end in sight. Of course, there was, and her Isis would be rescued. 

As Tina pedaled her way across the street onto her block and traveled on the sidewalk, a soldier named Pino caught the child from the corner of his eyes. 

“Hey! Girl!” he yelled. His partner named Slim turned his attention to Tina rolling her bike, nonchalantly. They were both part of the SWAT team, both donned in black mask and goggles and tactical gear. Tina rode faster. “Hey, I’m talking to you!”

An army unit in green camouflage clothing got off his convoy and headed toward where Tina had stopped. “Are you lost?” he asked, stooping down and inspecting the bags in the basket. “You can’t be around here. It’s not safe.”

“What’s safe to you?” Tina asked. “I’m going to my dad.”

“Your dad? Does your dad live close by?”

Tina pointed to the apartment complex that housed the supposed terrorist. Slim and Pino radioed in their suspicions. They heard there was movement behind the vertical blinds. The man, who called in to having a bomb, was pacing near the sliding glass door connected to the balcony. 

“Why hasn’t he left? Will he be leaving?” the National Guard reserve named D’Shawn asked the girl. Before she could get a word out, Slim joined the questioning. 

“Kid, what’s your dad’s name?” he cut in. 

“Sheppard,” she said. “Can I go now?”

Slim’s eyes flicked over to Pino. 

“Don’t think you can do that,” Pino said, reaching the others. His goggles were up. “We need to have a talk with your dad.”

“Why? What’d he do? I’m supposed to bring food to him. He was going to make us dinner.”

“Is there somebody else with you?” D’Shawn asked, digging through the grocery rations. He picked out an animal cracker and opened the box. “You think I can have some of this?”              

“I don’t want to get in trouble, mister.”

“D’Shawn, my name’s D’Shawn,” he said. He popped a couple of rhinos into his mouth. “I’ve been here all day and I’m very hungry. Sorry about that, Tina.”

“How’d you know my name?” Tina asked, perturbed. All three regulators glanced at each other. 

“Nobody’s getting in trouble, kid,” Slim said. “We just want to talk with you. You think you can do that?”

“We’ll give your dad his food, later,” Pino said. “So don’t worry.” Pino grinned at Slim. 

Slim smiled back, chuckling. “Yeah, no doubt.”

“My dad’s expecting me,” Tina said. She started to roll the bicycle again. 

“Can you come with us?” D’Shawn said, beaming brightly. “We’ll replace your snack with something better.”

“With what?”

“Animal crackers.”

“No,” she said and resumed her walk.               

“Kids these days,” he said and bear hugged her, hoisting her up as she kicked and screamed. He raised her off her feet, and, as he turned to take her to the mobile unit for further investigation, he heard a loud crack—the sound of gunfire.

 

V

 

Her father watched this entire incident through the scope of a hunting rifle. The first shot hit its mark. The gun kicked back on his shoulder as he observed a spray of gristle and gore jet backward from the open wound of the soldier’s neck. 

 

VI

 

D’Shawn collapsed in a heap of blood as it gushed out of his torn carotid. Blood spewed up in a fountain, spraying on Tina’s shirt and face. She shrieked in horror. The victim dropped her and she quickly got to her feet. 

She ran without her bike or the food to the nearest home, crying, as assault rifles and guns detonated all around her, discharging muzzle flashes and smoke, as the regulators shot up the side of the apartment, spraying it with bullets. 

The nearest house was Embry’s. Morgan opened the front door to let Tina in. 

 

VII

 

Gunfire erupted in the midsection of Maple Street. They blasted onto the third floor. Helicopters picked up this scene and relayed it to the public. On ground level, Embry was still in his room, when he heard the firestorm of hot lead ricocheting and chewing into the third-story complex, blowing out windows, shattering glass. The balcony became riddled with holes. 

He couldn’t believe it. They were shooting on innocent civilians. Not all the people had evacuated. Embry extracted a cigarette with jittery hands, and lit the tobacco. He puffed, breathing streams of smoke out his nostrils. 

“Jesus Christ,” he said. “Stay away from the windows.” Both children stared at him with trepidation. Tina was crying, cheeks flushed and wet, wanting her daddy. Morgan looked calm as ever. Embry went to his bedroom and fetched his semi-automatic pistol. He checked his clip, slammed it back into the chamber, and hustled to the living room. He took his cell phone and snapped pictures, videotaping the incident happening beyond his front yard. 

His mind wandered to whom he’d call—his wife? Where was she? She had gone out earlier without telling him where she was headed. When he called, she didn’t answer her phone. His voice messages were still unanswered in her inbox. He knew. He tried his mother-in-law’s number. That didn’t go through, either. What if they were hurt? What if—

He whirled around when he felt a hand touch his leg. It was the Brewster kid

“They didn’t make it,” he said.

“Who?” Embry asked as the gunshots kept cracking. He had to shout to make himself heard. “Who didn’t make it?”

“The woman.”

“My wife?”

Brewster nodded. Just then, a ringtone began to chime, and Embry rummaged in his pocket. It wasn’t his phone, because his was on vibration. Tina picked up her pink smart phone.

“How do you know that?”

“The spiders told me,” Morgan replied. He cocked his head as the gunfire ended. Morgan had laid the tightly sealed jar on the ledge of the window. 

The sun dipped behind the clouds, then reappeared. The frumpy grey nest of haze was coming in from the west, growing darker—the sign of a storm brewing. The room inside Embry’s house dimmed and lightened up again, throwing shards of sparkle off the empty jar.  

“What is it with these spiders?” Embry asked. 

“They’re us,” Morgan said, gently touching the lid. “But it’s too late.”

“Hello?”  Tina said into the phone. “Dad? Is that you? Are you okay? Please tell me you’re okay.” 

“How are they us?” Embry asked, confused and afraid in equal measure.

“You know,” Morgan said with a half-smile. “You’ve seen how they took your wife. Didn’t you?”

Embry  nodded his head. For the past several days, Hanna had been transfixed with the hole. It was all she ever talked about. Yes, she wanted to find her sister, but, most of all, the damn hole was on her mind so much she had stopped going to work. She sat spellbound in front of the nightly news, pacing outside, toiling in the garden, coming back in as if it was a routine.  

“What is it? What are they, Morgan?”

“Souls,” Morgan said, smiling. “Souls.” 

“Souls?”

“Hello? Dad? Are you there?”

The whole thing was creeping him out, but there was logic to what Morgan was saying. Why else was bad shit happening? 

“So all of this has to do with the hole? Is it a portal, another dimension? What’s at the bottom?”

“She knows,” Morgan said, pointing to Tina who had hung up. The reception on the other line was shoddy and she heard nothing but static. “She knows,” he glowered. “And we have to kill her.”

 

VIII

 

The hole was getting bigger, Sheppard saw. He reloaded his rifle. He tried calling his daughter’s number again, but it went straight to voice-mail. He got a hold of her once and begged for her forgiveness, but he knew she couldn’t hear him because of the noise.

Right now, though, he had to leave. Surrender was out of the question. He stumbled out the front door of his apartment. He jogged to the emergency staircase and took the flight of steps two at a time, leading him to the exit. 

 



 
   








 
  

chapter nine
Slim and Pino were cornered as a barrage of bullets sliced through the air, pinged, and whistled, thumping all around them. A flea-pit of craters pummeled them from all directions. Pino didn’t know where the gunshots were coming from. 

Take cover!” he yelled, trying to determine the location of the shooter. “Everyone, get down!”

His fellow shooting partners looked dazed. What the hell was wrong with them? 

“You want to get yourselves killed? I said get down!”

Nobody listened. Officer Pino looked around, trying to find the muzzle flash and ra-ta-ta of the shells being pumped.  

 

II

 

In the apartment complex that housed Don, and Hanna’s mother (and seventy other residents who had refused to leave), two Saudi Arabian terrorists managed to direct a couple of pipe bombs, a few pressure cooker bombs, and several guns and ammunition into a laundry hamper and roll it down the corridor. 

The heads of residents poked out. The Saudis screamed in Arabic, threatening them with their semi-assault rifles, and the doors slammed shut. They made it to the elevator. One of them punched the down button. He waited, humming a tune of seventy two virgins in heaven.

 

III

 

Overhead, a drone was being piloted by Ray Winsted out in West Virginia. The news agency copters were grounded. All the cameramen were forced to stop shooting their reels. No aircrafts were allowed in the air space between the perimeters set up at a hundred kilometers in both directions. 

Ray saw a figure on the roof of the apartment building. It was dark under the thermal imaging camera, totally devoid of light. It glided across the roof and stopped still. It moved like a spider.

“Are we clear to engage?”

“You are clear to engage,” came the response.

Ray unlocked the safety button and initiated a hellfire missile. 

 

IV

 

It fell from the sky like lighting, exploding on contact and sending flames rolling into the air. The explosion could be heard from miles away as the walls shook and the glass reverberated across the city. 

Two more missiles rained down. The first one collided in the fifth floor elevator shaft as the Saudi men were pulling their explosives inside the sliding doors. Their innards burst outwards, charring and turning to ash, scorched up before they could get a word out.  The wall of fire blazed high and intense, burning everything in its sight. The emergency sprinkler system engaged went off, showering the floor. 

The second missile made contact on the floor below, pulverizing furniture, bedding, and walls. It ripped a hole in the floor below. Everything from the top fell down and crashed around Hanna’s mother, and then on top of Don, killing him instantly. 

 

V

 

Nancy Robins drove the truck headfirst into the group of armed military men. Some of the soldiers were launched into the hole. Others fired at the vehicle, pumping their brass on the hull. Nancy sprung out of the truck and she pulled the trigger of her deceased husband’s firearm. 

Her shot was perfect, hitting Slim in his face. Blood splattered behind the goggles and mask. He screamed. Fresh blood rushed out, streaming, meat hanging on his cheek. 

The state and federal agents and guards continued firing. The SWAT and police officers regulated their peacetime treaty, each blowback sending plumes of smoke and powder, scenting the air with the end of their barrels. Clifton joined, popping his .45.

A thousand rounds were fired in total.

Yet Nancy still staggered and lurched, spitting blood out of her mouth. Her eyes showed white. She gargled, heaving a column of ruby wine and what looked like spiders out of her mouth.  An infestation. They crept and crawled and wriggled in masses. The mounds appeared to take shape into a human form, piling higher and higher.

“Burn that shit!” James Clifton shouted, giving orders. Nobody was taking control, so he would. “Burn her down!”

A soldier with a flamethrower squeezed a squirt of liquid accelerant, shooting flames in her general direction. Her body caught on fire, then sizzled and cracked. The spiders squirmed, and then, disappeared as if they never existed at all. 

“Did you fucking see that?” An officer screamed, hoarsely. “Did you see that?”

“Oh God,” Pino whispered, pulling his friend, Slim, closer. “You okay? You okay?”

“My face!” Slim shrieked up toward the sky, gripping his gouged cheek. “My face! Where’s my face!”

“Let me look at it! Let me see!” Pino said, eyes frantic. He wanted to help his partner, but, first, he had to know the extent of the damage. Slim  removed his friends clutching hands from his face. Pino pulled to the side and vomited. Slim viewed Pino with one eye. He fished his pistol out of his holster. Slim aimed and shot Pino in his chest as he bent up.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Pino screamed, flinching in pain as his Kevlar vest protected him. Slim kept firing. 

“They’re here! They’re here!”  Slim rambled, shrieking with laughter. “I see them!”

Pino stumbled, fumbling for his own gun, unhooked it, and shot his friend in the head. Slim slumped on the ground, gyrating, feet drumming as his scalp gushed blood. Something yanked Slim into the hole. He managed to grip on the edge with whatever strength he had left. His nails chipped, then broke, and then, he disappeared into the void.

 

VI

 

The fleet of convoys and trucks began to follow Slim, one after another.

 

VII

 

The spiders twitching in the sky slowly dropped down on their webbings, in the hundreds, in the thousands. The soldiers and secret agents fired into the sky. When the bullets entered the spider’s bodies, they vanished in a wisp of dark haze. The bullets that were fired into the sky fell back to earth, striking the soldiers below. Blood flowed in torrents.

The hole opened up and grew larger—large as a crater.

And, the carcasses of these men slid inside the hole, dropping and tumbling. 

 



 
   








 
  

chapter ten
“What the hell happened here?” Clifton raged. Smoke and flames licked at the shattered remains of the apartment complex. Bullets hailed from all directions. 

Occupants screamed. The air tasted of fear and hot blood, and even Clifton, the man who had seen it all and thought that such feelings were behind him, felt his stomach knot and his muscles tense as he surveyed the carnage.

In response to what looked like an unprovoked attack on the building, the waiting public sat back numbly, wanting to fight back, but dared not. Driven by fear, the forces opened fire, indiscriminately mowing down citizens who came too close to the scene. More helicopter gunships were now on the scene, hovering above the chaos and waiting for the command to open fire.

Although it was impossible to hear amid the screaming and gunfire, the hole thrummed and pulsed as it fed on the symphony of emotions resonating on Maple Street. Only Morgan noticed. His eyes flicked towards the window, and he knew what he had to do.

Clifton, on the other hand, didn’t. He stared bug-eyed as society began to crumble around him. The street was now a thriving mass of activity, as the public rioted and attacked the army, who fought back without mercy. 

Bodies littered the street, and although Clifton had shouted himself hoarse trying to call a ceasefire, nobody it seemed was listening to him. He knew well enough when things were out of control, and this was one such situation. He glared at Grimshaw, who for his part looked completely horrified.

“Get me some support in here. I need more men.”

“Is that wise, sir? I—”

“Do it now or so help me I’ll throw you down that damn hole myself.”

“What do you need, sir?”

“Call in and tell them to send everything they have over here right now.”

Grimshaw reluctantly made the call.

 

II

 

Embry glared at Morgan, and then shifted his eyes to Tina. 

“Nobody is killing anyone, I don’t want to hear talk like that. It’s bad enough out there.”

“It will get worse,” Morgan said again, flicking his eyes towards Tina. “If we give her to them, they said they’ll make it stop.”

Embry strode over and stood in front of Tina, putting a barrier between her and Morgan.

“Look, kid, I know you have some kind of gift or ability, but killing isn’t an option.”

“You don’t understand. This is bigger than she is. You need to do as I say.”

“Look outside, kid, it’s chaos out there.”

Morgan smiled. “It’s not as bad as it will be. It will get worse if we don’t give them something.”

Embry went cold at the way Morgan said it. There was something about the kid; some magnetism and presence that made his words seem completely believable. The chaos outside was deafening, but Embry’s world consisted only of the boy from across the street. Fear surged through him, and Morgan shook his head.

“Don’t be afraid. It makes them strong.”

Embry stared at the child, and something passed between them. Some kind of bond or knowing. The boy nodded. 

“Let me show you,” he said, then walked to the front door.

“Hey, wait! You can’t go out there!” Embry said, taking a half-hearted step toward Morgan. The child smiled.

“They can’t hurt me.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not scared,” he said, then opened the door and stepped outside. 

“Hey, kid! Wait!” Embry said as he ran to the window. He knew he should follow, but the truth was that he was afraid. War was easy to watch on TV, but when it was right outside the window, it was a different story. Even so, the thing he saw was so unbelievable, so impossible to comprehend that Embry found himself opening the door and watching from the doorstep, Tina beside him. At that moment, the hell on earth that surrounded them was thrown into insignificance, all because of a child named Morgan Brewster. 

 

III

 

Sheppard clambered to his knees in the ravaged remains of the apartment complex, trying to make sense of the world which had exploded around him. His apartment was somehow still in one piece, and he felt bad for thinking that his god had abandoned him, for his survival truly was a miracle. The air was thick with the taste of smoke, and the intense heat of the fire. His ears were still ringing and, when he wiped a forearm across his brow to rid it of what he thought was sweat, he was surprised to see his sleeve bathed in claret. 

Coughing, he crawled to the shattered remains of his window and looked at the chaos below. The hole seemed to have grown even larger, its bottomless depths seeming somehow a haven of peace compared to the hell surrounding it. He saw two things in quick succession that first filled him with hope, then fear that perhaps there was more in this world than humanity gave credence to.

He could see his daughter, Tina. She was across the street in the doorway of a house with a wiry looking American who seemed to be offering her protection. It took a moment for him to realize what was troubling him so, and then it registered in his mind, which was still hazy from the explosion. 

They were both gawping open mouthed at the same thing. Sheppard followed their line of sight and locked on to what they were watching. He began to pray then, silently under his breath, and at that particular moment, he didn’t care if it was Allah or any of the other gods who heard him, for he was witnessing a miracle.

Morgan walked through the chaos. He did not rush, nor did he deviate. As he walked, thousands of spiders began to crawl out from under his clothes, and as Sheppard watched in terror, more came from his ears, mouth, and nose. They covered him, completely encasing him in a mass of jittering black bodies and scrambling legs. At first, Sheppard thought they were attacking him, but it dawned on him that their purpose was different.

They were protecting him.

A smattering of gunfire cut down two battling civilians in front of him, and although Sheppard saw clearly enough that at least two bullets hit the arachnid -covered boy, he neither slowed nor deviated from his path. Instead, where the bullets should have torn through his fragile body, shearing away muscle, and shattering bone, they stopped inches from the spiders and fell to the floor, crushed beyond all recognition. A soldier approached the boy, holding out a restraining hand to stop him. The spider covered shape made a simple gesture, a flick of the wrist, and the soldier launched through the air, twisting like a rag doll before slamming into another battling group of civilians. The spiders changed, melting together and transforming into a fine green – blue mist, which enveloped the boy as he walked through the chaos, safely shielded from both gunfire and violence alike. 

One of the army transport trucks was parked horizontally across the road, giving Clifton’s command post a little shelter from the battle, but even its fifteen-ton frame couldn’t stop the boy. With another gesture of his hand, the vehicle slid back enough to give him free access. 

Sheppard’s lips were dry, and he looked around for the bottle of water that had been on his table before the building fell down around him. It was then that his eyes landed on the hole in the roof, and the things that had fallen into his apartment from the one above.  

 

IV

 

Clifton shouted to make himself heard over the din of the riot. He had his field telephone nestled in the crook of his shoulder, speaking to the secretary of defense, whilst simultaneously staring at a hastily acquired map of the area in order to try to bring some kind of control back to the situation.

“Yes, sir,” he shouted into the headset. “I need air support now before this situation gets out of hand, sir.” 

He pointed to the map then looked at the platoon commander at the opposite side of the table.

“Get men here, here, and here, but do not open fire. I—” he turned his attention back to the telephone. “– No sir, the men I have now cannot handle it, otherwise, I wouldn’t be requesting support. Tell the president that things are going to get real ugly, real quick if I don’t get what I need.”

He looked back to the platoon commander and covered the mouthpiece of the phone with his palm. “Are you waiting for a personal invite? Go, get to those positions,” he growled and then turned his attention back to the phone.

“I’m sorry, sir, if you haven’t been briefed, but we are dealing with a potential terrorist attack on this country which I was assured I had full clearance to deal with.”

Clifton stalked around the tent, rubbing his temples with the thumb and forefinger of his free hand as he listened to what the secretary of defense had to say.

“With all due respect, sir, this situation is much more important than discussing reelection plans. I need that air support, and I need it now. Please, verify with the president and call me back.” Clifton hung up the phone and shook his head as another two officers entered the tent bearing more bad news. Clifton and the men pored over the map, trying to figure out a way to bring the chaos under control. Nobody noticed Morgan walk into the tent. He approached Clifton and came to a halt behind him.

“Sir,” he said timidly, his words snatched away by the surrounding chaos and panicked chatter around the map.

“Sir,” Morgan repeated, a little louder this time. 

Still, he went unheard, so he cleared his throat and took a step forward, tapping Clifton on the back. Clifton whirled around, glared at the child, then at Grimshaw. 

“How the hell did this kid get in here? This is supposed to be a secured area. Get him out of here.”

“Wait,” Morgan said, as Grimshaw grabbed him by the arm and led him firmly toward the exit of the tent. 

“Wait,” he said a little louder. 

Still Grimshaw steered him towards the exit. 

“STOP!”  Morgan screamed. 

Instantly, Grimshaw was launched into the air as if Morgan was  charged with thousands of volts of electricity. He slammed spine first into the edge of the desk, then crumpled to the floor. 

Silence befell the tent, all apart from Grimshaw’s moaning on the floor. Clifton looked down at him, and could see that the palm of his hand where he had been gripping Morgan’s arm was burnt and bleeding, then in a single fluid motion, pulled out his pistol and aimed it at Morgan’s head.

“What the hell are you, kid?”

“I’m here to help you,” Morgan replied. 

Clifton barely noticed. He simply stared in morbid fascination as the ghostly blue spiders scurried and clambered all over the child, who for his part seemed oblivious. For the first time since he was a wet-behind-the-ears G.I, fear surged through Clifton, and to his horror, as he watched, the spiders started to split, tearing open like overripe grapes and releasing yet more tiny spiders, which looked for shelter in the folds of Morgan’s clothes and hair.

Morgan smiled. “Fear makes it worse, I—”

Clifton fired.

From a distance of fewer than three feet, Morgan should have been killed, his head exploding in a shower of claret and bone, however, the reality was that he didn’t even flinch. Instead, Clifton saw the most bizarre thing he had ever experienced. He saw the bullet crumple in the air inches from Morgan’s face and fall to the ground. The boy looked at them, and then shook his head.

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Why not?” Clifton said.

“Because now you’ve made them mad.”

The boy walked out of the tent, clambered up onto the top of one of the armored trucks which were parked across the street, and looked at the hole. His curiosity replaced by fear, Clifton followed, climbing up to stand beside the boy and look out at the carnage. As they watched, a deep, rumbling groan emitted from the hole, making it grow ever wider. Embry’s mailbox, which had stubbornly clung to the perimeter of the hole for the last few hours, finally succumbed and slid down into the dark. The people started to panic, attacking each other in their attempts to get away from the ever-widening sinkhole. 

“Do something!” Grimshaw shouted, glaring at Clifton as he clutched the wrist of his burnt hand, his teeth gritted in pain.

He had no response; he could only watch, his command of the situation now free of the already loose hold which had been retaining. 

“Sir!” Grimshaw shouted as the people started to brawl, and others still began to wrestle guns from the soldiers and fire indiscriminately.

Clifton turned to Morgan, staring wide-eyed at the boy, who was watching events unfold with a troubled frown.

Why isn’t he afraid?

Clifton asked himself, then with no other option, knelt on the floor beside Morgan.

“What do we do? How can we stop it?”

Clifton didn’t notice, but Morgan’s eyes flicked towards Embry and Tina, who were still watching from the door of his house.

“They want her.”

“Want who? Who do they want?” Clifton bellowed as the noise built into a deafening roar.

Morgan looked at Clifton, and although his eyes still had the childlike innocence that would be expected, there was something else, a darkness hovering just below the surface, and that alone brought the horror racing back to Clifton.

“I can fix it if you let me,” Morgan said, not breaking eye contact with Clifton. 

He hesitated, and then cast an eye to the full-blown riot on the streets below.

“Do it. Do whatever you have to,” he screamed, staring at the child with a twisted half grimace on his face. 

The boy nodded, and squinted up to the sky.

 

V

 

The MH-60L Direct Attack Penetrator hovered thirty-five feet above the street. Pilot Lance T. Crebble, was holding station above the smoldering remains of the apartment complex. As he looked at the violence unfolding below, he was grateful to be in such a lofty position. He adjusted the position of the helicopter, enabling him to get a better view of the hole. Although he was curious, he was always of the opinion that not thinking about what something could be was better than dwelling on it too much. It was like when he was in Baghdad. It’s easier to fire missiles into a compound when they are just a bunch of monochrome smudges on a monitor screen, something that he was sure would be infinitely more difficult if he thought to consider those inside as people he was—

Get out.

The thought appeared forcefully into his head, and was so strong, so alien; he almost passed it off as someone speaking it into his ear. He glanced around the cockpit, but as expected, he was alone.

Get out. NOW.

It wasn’t a thought, nor an idea, but a command. Given to him with such authority that he felt his skin tingle with fear.

Jump. Before it’s too late.

He looked down at the street below and saw no place with which to safely land. He tried to lower the chopper towards the ground but was dismayed to find that the controls were not responding. 

The helicopter was moving towards the hole.

 

VI

 

Clifton watched open mouthed as the young boy pointed at the helicopter, and seemed to drag it across the air with his hand. Clifton watched as the pilot jumped clear, landing hard in the back of a flatbed truck, his legs breaking on impact. The chopper was spinning now, slewing in ever accelerating circles as it raced towards the hole.

“Are you putting it in the hole?” Clifton shouted, his voice an octave too high as he stared at the chopper, performing maneuvers that no human could hope to ever replicate.

“No,” Morgan said, not taking his eyes off the chopper as he raced it through the air. Clifton realized then that this was no mere boy, this was something else. Something not covered in any of his training exercises and manuals, something that nobody could have prepared for. 

Morgan closed his eyes and launched the gunship towards Embry’s house.

 

VII

 

She has to die.

Morgan’s words echoed through Embry’s mind as the MH-60 slewed towards the house. He couldn’t move, and like a deer caught in headlights, he stared at what he was certain was his coming death. The chopper banked as it neared, its rotor blades exploding in shards of lethal steel as they connected with the concrete. Although he had learned to hate his existence and had welcomed death with open arms, now, at the end, he realized that he did want to live, and that life actually did matter to him. It was, however too late, and he let out a hoarse scream and threw his arms up instinctively to protect himself as the chopper slammed into the house, its fuel tanks igniting, and, in turn, exploding the three remaining hellfire missiles on board. Embry’s house exploded in a deafening roar, Fuel-fed flames tearing through the structure with ease and bringing the entire building down in a fiery explosion. 

Embry had always been of the belief that when faced with death, a person’s life would flash before their eyes, but for him, nothing happened. He wasn’t sure if it was because that particular myth was purely bullshit, or, more likely, that he hadn’t done anything worth remembering.

The house collapsed in on itself, the flaming, blackened skeleton of the chopper sliding straight through the building, and taking with it a portion of his neighbor’s house too, leaving it without an upper corner wall. 

Thick, black smoke and intense heat combined with the thunder of shattered concrete, exploded wood, annihilated glass. Embry’s home was completely brought to the ground.

He was still screaming, and it was then as he opened his eyes that he understood. He was surrounded by the remains of his house. Smoke billowed from shattered furnishings; rooms, which were once part of his living space, were now nothing more than pulverized rubble. He, however, was unharmed. He stood upright and reached a tentative hand out to touch the semi-transparent blue dome which surrounded him. Within, no damage had occurred. The carpet which had covered his living room was plush and untouched within his sanctuary, yet beyond was lost in a mountain of debris.

His heart felt as if it had relocated into his throat, and pounded there as he squinted through the thick, black smoke and shimmering heat haze. 

Tina was gone.

All that remained within Embry’s dome was her one singular smooth hand, still clenched into a fist. He looked at it in fascination, noting that it was cleaved smoothly at an angle just above the wrist. There was no blood, and as Embry looked, he could see a sickening cross section of the inner workings of her arm. Twin white circles of the Radius and ulna bones were clearly visible, as was the cross section of muscle, nerves, and skin. The rest of her was gone, destroyed in the raging fire and utter destruction in what used to be Embry’s home. Recovering a little, Embry glared across the carnage to the boy, who was still standing atop the truck. It was then that he realized that there was silence. The rioting had stopped, as had the shooting. Even the hole was now silent, seemingly, for the time being satisfied with the boy’s offering. Now, everyone’s attention was fully on Embry and Morgan.

 



 
   








 
  

chapter eleven
Sheppard  gripped the jagged remains of the window frame, ignoring the sharp, bitter pain as the glass punctured his skin. He had seen what the boy did, and worse, he had seen what Embry had not – his terrified daughter being killed as the chopper exploded into the house. He watched now through gritted teeth as the man somehow walked out of the rubble and into the street, and the people parted as if he was some kind of god on earth. The boy also seemed to have some kind of power, and almost instantly, Sheppard’s grief transformed into rage. He had always tried to live a good life, to avoid the fanatical support of Allah that some of his countrymen chose as their lifestyle, but this single incident had not only tested his faith, it had destroyed it. It was only now, with his nostrils filled with the stench of acrid smoke, and his ears ringing from the concussion blast of the explosions, that he considered what to do. He glared at the man and boy who had caused his daughter’s death and was further enraged, for they were being neither detained nor arrested. Instead, they were both in polite conversation with what looked to be an army general. If he didn’t know any better, Sheppard could quite easily imagine that they were discussing the weather or perhaps a recently watched television program. He squeezed the window frame even tighter, the tips of his fingers turning white with the pressure of his grip. 

Bastards.

His throat was dry, and he could taste the soot and dust from the explosion. He looked around the shattered remains of his apartment, looking for something to drink when his eyes landed on the backpack on the floor. It had fallen through the gaping hole in the roof where, two floors above, the Saudi men had been holed up. It had fallen through not one, but two apartments in order to land on his floor, and he crawled over to it on hands and knees, ignoring the sting of pain from razor sharp diamonds of glass which littered his floor. He also ignored the other stuff, the chewed up, fleshy remains of the people who had lived upstairs. Thankfully, although he could tell they were parts of people, they were too mangled for him to identify where on the body they came from. However, just the sheer fact that the grisly, fleshy pieces now littered  his apartment, made him even more furious at the American government and their insistence on flexing their military muscles at every opportunity. He reached out a bloody and shaking hand and dragged the khaki backpack towards him, brushed the glass off the top and opened it. 

The device inside was alien to him, as he had never seen such a thing before. He knew well enough what it was, of course, he watched the news. He knew a bomb when he saw one, but to actually hold one in his hands, to have one in his apartment made his heart race. Tucked beside the device was a note. Sheppard pulled it out and opened it, reading the Arabic with ease.

Salem, 

By the time you receive this, we shall already be with Allah. 

The infidel Americans will pay dearly for their continued ignorance.

Take this device, my friend, and join us in glory. 

Allah be with you.

Sheppard looked from the note to the device, then over his shoulder at the ravaged remains of his apartment. He realized then that he had nothing left. Nothing at all. No wife, and now not even his child, his sole reason for carrying on for so long without putting a bullet in his brain. In fact, his entire being felt empty, an alien vessel housing his consciousness. He knew the government had been watching him, had been sure of it for weeks, and now they had tried to kill him, and by some twist of fate, he had survived and his beautiful daughter had perished. Hot tears stung his cheeks as a single word started to fill that empty void that housed his consciousness, and as that word grew, the more it seemed like a plausible idea. 

Revenge.

Wiping his eyes, Sheppard looked into the backpack, wondering if he could even figure out how to use the device in the first place. His prayers were answered when he found the second envelope, the one that gave detailed instructions on how to arm and detonate the weapon. It seemed that Allah was with him after all, and as a man with nothing to lose, he could, at least, ensure that the man and boy who had caused the death of his daughter joined him in hell. He opened the instructions and began to read.

 

II

 

Jim Roberts had been chief of staff to the president for the last twenty-four years. At fifty-six, he had been lucky enough to serve under some of the best and most gracious men ever to lead the country. As he walked through the wide corridors of the White House, Roberts thought that on the presidential quality scale, current White House occupant, Francis Evans, was frankly out of his depth. 

A good president will have clarity of thought, an open mind, and a certain integrity, which inspires people to excel. Evans had none of these things and was, in Roberts’s eyes, still more concerned with opinion polls and how the public perceived him than actually making sure the country was run with some degree of competence. Roberts had been certain he would only last for a single term and was surprised and a little disappointed when Evans somehow managed to secure a second spell in charge. It seemed that now, though, the people were starting to tire of his empty promises and insincere bullshit and look towards the future.  That kid from Ohio, Dixon, was looking good for the role and was everything that Evans was not. There was a wave of optimism and excitements about how he might change things for the better, and at just thirty-seven, had the energy and drive to finally move the country forward, if only Evans would release his death grip on the controls of the good ship U.S.A. that was.

Roberts had seen this before, desperate old men trying to cling on to power, knowing that without it they would be just another citizen, just another man having to live under a country’s rules set by somebody else. It was the equivalent of a quest overstaying their welcome. Eventually, the host reached breaking point and kicked the guest to the curb. And not a moment too soon, because some of the president’s recent decisions had been bordering on crossing the line into abuse of power. Roberts knew well enough that the president danced to the beat of his own drum, that he had his own agenda and ready-made cast of cronies— yes men, designed to stroke his ego and tell him what he wanted to hear. He would never be a Lincoln or a Washington. Hell, he was barely a Clinton or Bush. 

Roberts arrived at the door to the oval office, took a deep breath, then knocked and entered. President Evans was sitting at his desk, poring over reports of the incident on Maple Street. He waved Roberts in and pointed to the seat opposite. Roberts sat and watched the tired old man finish reading the file, then close it.

“This is all going to hell, Jim,” he said with a sigh, rubbing his temples.

“Mr. President, I’m not sure if containment is the answer. If there is a threat to national security I—”

“We can’t afford this to leak, not so close to the election,” Evans interjected, turning his cool blue gaze on his chief of staff.

“Forgive me, sir, but isn’t public safety more important than politics right now?”

Evans flashed a smile which reminded Roberts of a crocodile, then folded his hands on his desk. “You don’t understand, Jim. I know you have been here for a number of years, and your commitment to this country is second to none. Nevertheless, the fact remains, that until we have a clear indication of the circumstances surrounding the incident on Maple Street, then we must contain it. We cannot afford national panic.”

“Sir, I just don’t see how we can keep a lid on this. With modern communication I—”

“It’s already dealt with,” Evans said, raising a hand. “There is a strict three-mile perimeter around the street, and beyond that, citywide evacuations. We have also blocked all outgoing telephone and internet signals and imposed a ten-mile no-fly zone around the radius of the incident. The ‘lid’ as you put it, is firmly in place.”

“And what about the terrorists, sir? What if there are more attacks?”

“There won’t be.”

“Again, sir, shouldn’t we prepare for every eventuality?”

President Evans stood and walked to the window, folding his arms behind his back. For a few moments, there was silence, and then Evans turned towards Roberts, and for the second time in five minutes, flashed his reptilian grin.

“Look, Jim, I know you mean well, and I know you have been here a hell of a long time; however, I remind you that I am commander in chief. The buck stops with me. So if I deem this as the best course of action, then I expect you to stand by me.”

“Mr. President, I’m trying to offer an alternate viewpoint. I meant no disrespect.” 

The words grated on Jim, and second by second, his hate for the vile man in charge of the country grew. Evans sat and folded his hands on the desktop, then looked Roberts in the eye.

“This country has been living on edge since 9/11. Of course, we tell the people we have it under control, but you and I both know that there are more terror groups out there than we can ever hope to monitor. We lie to the people not through cruelty, but because it’s vital we maintain calm.”

Jim watched impassively, half thinking that with some tweaking, this dialogue could go straight into a reelection speech. Evans went on.

“You and I both know the polls aren’t in my favor. That kid from Ohio is the new people’s favorite, and the truth is, I don’t think he’s ready. I think he is four or five years away from being ready to run this country, and I wish him luck. 

Four of five years, Jim thought to himself. Just enough time for you to squeeze one more term in. Convenient.

“What I don’t want, Jim, and I’m sure you will agree, is for this country to put the wrong man in charge.”

Too late for that. 

Jim ignored the thought and continued to give the president his full attention.

“If there is one thing that the history of this country tells us, it’s that the people secretly enjoy a good crisis and more so the action that follows. We already have confirmation that there is a small terror cell in the area, but is that enough? Is it an Iraq war, or a 9/11 type situation where the country as one look to their leader for both guidance and swift action?”

“I don’t quite understand what you are saying, sir,” Roberts said, barely able to hide his sheer disgust.

“What I’m saying, Jim, is that we need this crisis. Sure enough, the people don’t know what it is yet, but only because we don’t either. Once we do know what’s in that hole, and what its threat level is, then we can destroy it. By any means necessary.”

“Any means?” Roberts said, leaning forwards slightly. “Are you suggesting nuclear?”

Evans squirmed and licked his lips. “I’m not suggesting anything, not yet. Not until we know more. All I’m saying is that if we decided that it was a viable option, and with the political landscape so fragile for this administration, then I think it would be acceptable to do so covertly.”

“Covertly?” Roberts said, unable to hide his frustration. “We aren’t talking about a quick smash and grab here, sir; you are talking about a nuclear weapon with a blast radius of over five miles. The loss of life would be catastrophic.”

“I agree, and I pray we don’t have to resort to such an extreme response. I’m just suggesting that by isolating the situation, we can put the blame squarely at the door of these terror groups, do what we need to do and then I can lead this country in pursuit of these vile groups for the remainder of my term, at least until Dixon, or whoever the public deem fit for the job can take over.”

Roberts knew what was happening, and worryingly, was sure he knew exactly what Evans was planning. It was textbook. Discover situation, escalate situation, find a scapegoat, promise revenge, stay in power. It was both brilliant and nauseating. Roberts shuffled his position and looked Evans in the eye.

“May I speak freely, sir?”

“Of course, go ahead.” 

Roberts relaxed a little and leaned closer in his seat.

“Look, Francis, my role here is to support you and advise you, and with that in mind, I implore you to think about what you are suggesting here. You are talking about dropping a nuke on a populated area, then spending trillions of dollars chasing ghosts in the aftermath, just to keep in office. Maybe it’s time to let someone else take the reins. Spend some time with Angela, go fishing. Enjoy retirement.”

“You forget that these bastards struck first. They put this damn hole in the road and detonated suicide vests. God damn suicide vests!” he bellowed, flecks of spittle landing on the desk.

“You might mean well, Jim, and I appreciate it, but I’m in charge here, and I know what’s best for this country. Do I have your support?”

Jim hesitated, licking his lips as he swallowed back the answer that he wanted to give, and with it the tirade of abuse that he wanted to send across the desk to the pig-headed, self-serving man in charge of the nation.

“Do I have your support?” Evans repeated, this time with more conviction.

“Yes, sir, you have my support,” Jim said, just about able to hide his disgust.

“Very good, now please, I have work to do.”

Jim nodded and stood, then headed to the door. He wondered how it was that he was now more afraid of the President and what he might do than of the situation on Maple Street. Ignoring the quiver in his stomach and the weak, jelly-like feel of his legs as he walked, Jim left President Evans alone to contemplate the destruction of Maple Street and all in its surroundings.

 

III

 

Both Clifton and Embry stared at Morgan in wonder and anger respectively. The three had relocated to Clifton’s mobile command unit as the rest of his men worked on processing and organizing the now calm crowd ready for transport.  Despite the no smoking signs, Embry lit a cigarette with shaking hands and inhaled gratefully as he cast a mistrustful eye towards Morgan, who was absolutely calm as he sat opposite Clifton. The room was also surrounded by armed guards, who were weapons ready, even if they weren’t directly pointing them at Morgan and Embry.

“Okay,” Clifton said, looking at Embry. “Somebody talk to me and tell me what the hell is going on here.” 

“You guys are the army, if you don’t know, we really are screwed,” Embry shot back, inhaling deeply on his smoke.

“Care to tell me how you survived that explosion just now?”

Embry inhaled, coughed, tasted blood, swallowed it back down, and then inhaled again. “I don’t know.”

“We ought to have someone take a look at you. That cough sounds bad.”

“So it should. Cancer,” Embry said, managing a smile. 

“I’m sorry,” Clifton said, unsure quite how to respond.

“Me too,” Embry replied as he blew smoke out of his nostrils.

“She had to die.”

Both Embry and Clifton looked at Morgan; who was staring at the tabletop, tapping it with a forefinger. 

“Who did?” Clifton asked.

“The girl. They said they wanted her. She was spoiled.”

“Which girl? Who wanted her?”

“There was a girl, a young kid, in my house before that chopper of yours crashed. She didn’t make it.” Embry glared at Morgan as he said it, but the boy ignored it. 

“Do you know what’s in the hole, son?” Clifton asked, trying to coax the information out of the boy.

“Yes.”

“What is it? What’s down there?”

“Fear,” Morgan said, smiling at Clifton.

“But you aren’t afraid of them, are you, Morgan?” Clifton asked.

“No, I don’t need to be. Neither does he,” the boy said absently, jabbing his thumb towards Embry.

“Why?”

“Because we’re protected. They can’t hurt us, no matter what.”

Embry looked just as surprised as Clifton and gawped at Morgan.

“And what about us, the rest of us, I mean.”

“It’s too late.”

“Why?”

Morgan looked Clifton in the eye, and the smile melted from his lips. “Everyone else is already dead. You can’t stop them.”

“Then who can, Morgan. Please, what can we do?” Clifton was pleading now because he was afraid. The hole was unnatural, it had an aura that he could feel even here down the street in his command unit, and he would do anything to be rid of it.

Morgan looked at Embry, then back to Clifton.

“Come with me,” he said, hopping off his seat and towards the door. The armed guards bristled and visibly tensed, but Clifton stood them down and followed Morgan outside, Embry in tow.

The incident with Embry and the helicopter had given the army enough time to regain control of the streets. Already, there was a heavily armed line as people were processed and sent to waiting buses in the adjoining streets, ready to be shipped out to temporary refugee camps which had been set up at the shopping mall a quarter of a mile away from Maple street. Although it was now empty, the street told its own story, and was littered with debris from the burning buildings and the crashed chopper, as well as spent bullet casings and occasional pockets of blood, which were already drying into the concrete. 

All paled in comparison to the void. 

It now covered the entire width of the street and seemed to thrum with an energy and power of its own. Morgan walked towards it and, as he followed, Clifton noticed that his watch had stopped working, and that the air tasted like the very edge of a coming storm after a sticky, hot summer. Morgan walked down the middle of the street, absently sidestepping the occasional twisted shard of rotor blade or chunk of concrete debris. He came to a halt around twelve feet from the hole and looked around at the empty houses which surrounded them. Embry watched, fascinated and more than a little afraid as the boy frowned, chewing his lip as he  looked at the surrounding houses, then he slowly dropped to one knee, and placed his hands palms up on the asphalt at either side of him.    

They came instantly.

Out of the dark places, under window frames and eaves, from under rocks and shadow-draped corners of homes they skittered on spindly legs towards Morgan. He closed his eyes and waited, and still they came, clambering onto his upturned palms and waiting there for the rest of their brethren. Embry and Clifton watched, mesmerized by the display as spiders of all shapes and sizes attached themselves to Morgan, climbing over each other in order to retain a hold. Soon enough, his palms were fully covered, and so the spiders started to spread up his arms. Embry felt his cancer ravaged innards squirm a little as he watched the bizarre display, and not for the first time wondered how the hell he had been pulled into such a situation.  

The public, those who were still being processed, were now watching the spectacle, and the excited whispers grew into a nervous chatter as people gathered close, straining to get a closer look at the boy in the middle of the street.    

“What the hell is this?” Clifton said, looking at Embry with a face that appeared stretched and exhausted. 

“I don’t know,” Embry replied, unable to take his eyes away from Morgan and his arms full of spiders.

 

IV

 

Sheppard had cleaned himself up as best he could, and amid the chaos, blended in perfectly with the crowd as they waited for the military to process them. Images of his daughter exploded into his mind, and it took all of his will to stop himself from reacting there and then. He pushed through the crowd to get a better look, keeping a cautious eye on the soldiers, who were, much like the public, staring at the boy who now had twin sleeves of spiders. Sheppard didn’t know how or why he had done such a thing and cared even less. His only concern was for revenge, which throbbed and pulsed at the very center of his being like a rotten tooth. 

He pulled the baseball cap lower over his eyes, and adjusted the backpack on his shoulder, shifting the weight of the bomb and its devastating payload across his spine. The idea of what he was about to do didn’t frighten him as he might have expected, in fact, the tight knot in his stomach was one of anticipation and excitement at avenging the death of his daughter. He nudged past a family, the father glaring at him, but perhaps seeing the emptiness in Sheppard’s eyes, averted his gaze and steered his family towards the line for processing. Sheppard moved closer, getting to the barrier less than ten feet from the boy and the two men. Under his shirt, he wore a vest packed tightly with blocks of C4 explosive, which in turn were wired through the back of his coat and into the backpack, where the bulk of the device was located. 

He held the trigger in his hand, a simple push button device. When depressed, an electric charge would instantaneously detonate the C4, then the container within the backpack, which was filled with iron nails, ball bearings, and other shrapnel. The effects would be devastating, the loss of lives severe, and yet he could accept the casualties because it would mean that he had avenged his daughter, and done so with glory. He cautiously eyed the soldiers, who were still watching the spectacle unfold in the middle of the street. Discreetly, Sheppard reached under his sweater and armed the device. He took a deep breath and prepared to commit the ultimate sacrifice. 

He was ready.

 

V

 

With his arms now a skittering mass of spiders, Morgan stood and looked at both Clifton and Embry.

“This way. Let me show you,” he said, and then walked towards the lip of the void. Embry and Clifton followed cautiously, both aware that for now, they were just bit part players in whatever Morgan was trying to show them. As they neared the hole, both Embry and Clifton were more aware of the energy, which emitted from it. There was a palpable energy, a sense of not only immense depth but of incredible power. 

Morgan was fearless as he walked to the edge, allowing the toes of his sneakers to hang over the edge.

“Not too close, kid,” Embry said, but his voice felt somehow muted, changed by the atmosphere around the hole. Embry looked down and was overcome with an intense feeling of vertigo as the black depths of the void stared back at him.

“It’s okay,” Morgan said. 

Clifton could only watch, his tongue limp and useless as it sat on the floor of his mouth.

“Watch,” Morgan said and extended his arms out over the hole.

The spiders reacted, releasing their grip on Morgan and tumbling into the void. Embry and Clifton stared as spider after spider launched itself down into the depths.

“I... I don’t understand…” Clifton managed.

“They’re not afraid. If you’re not afraid, it makes them weak.”

“But people are calm, people aren’t afraid now.” 

“This isn’t for what has already happened, this is for what comes next.”

“What do you mean? What comes next?” Clifton asked, flicking his eyes to Embry, who looked every bit as shell-shocked as he was.

“For the man. The man with the bad thing.”

“Who? What man? You’re not making any sense!”

The last of the spiders fell into the darkness, and Morgan sighed as he watched them fall.

“What is it kid, what’s happening?” Clifton pressed. “Tell me about the man.”

“He’s here,” Morgan said, then turned and pointed back towards the street.

Sheppard had already cleared the barrier, and was racing towards the three of them, his face set in a determined grimace. Embry saw the backpack and the trigger in the man’s hand, and he saw the same features of the girl who had been obliterated in his front room, the one who had left only a smooth pale hand behind, and he knew that it wouldn’t be cancer that finished him, but this man who was bearing down on them. 

For Clifton, the situation was different. For the first time in the last hour, this was a situation that he not only knew, but he could also control. 

“Stop that man!” he roared, whilst at the same time smoothly drawing his sidearm. 

“Stop! Don’t move!” Clifton bellowed.

The man didn’t listen. If anything, he increased his speed. Embry could only stare at the trigger clutched  in his hand, and wonder if death would come quickly, or in agonizing slow motion. Clifton fired, the bullet tearing through the man’s shoulder, but it didn’t take him down, or even slow him. Clifton went to fire again, but Morgan pushed his arm, making him miss.

“God-damn it, kid. I—”

It came out of the hole. A wet, black protrusion, bringing with it that stomach-churning stench that had so far been subtle from the edge of the void. It grabbed Sheppard, wrapping around his chest and face and lifting him into the air. As quickly as it had appeared, the tentacle-like appendage retreated with its prize, pulling Sheppard past the trio and into the void. The three of them looked down as he disappeared into the darkness, and with a last defiant glare, Sheppard depressed the detonator.

The trio’s world filled with a brilliant flash of light, followed by a searing heat which launched them back through the air as the bomb exploded.  Fire and smoke erupted from the void, sending debris falling down into the hole. The sound was deafening, and, although most of the blast had been contained, some shrapnel still escaped, zinging through the air and causing the recently calmed crowd into another bout of blind panic. Embry covered his head with his arms, and then felt himself grabbed roughly under the armpit.

“Get your damn ass up!” the hot-breathed voice yelled in his ear.

Embry looked up to see Clifton, the unconscious Morgan held under one arm as he pulled Embry to his feet with the other. Clifton’s face was covered in a mask of crimson, his eyes staring out wildly as he dragged them to safety. Soldiers raced to meet them, pulling them behind the barrier.

Clifton and Embry sat on the grass, looking at the void, which was now billowing with smoke. The ground began to rumble. It was subtle at first, but grew in intensity, breaking windows and dislodging more rubble from both Embry’s house and the ravaged apartment building.

“What is it, what’s happening?” Clifton said, wiping the blood from his face with the forearm of his jacket as Morgan moaned and sat up, rubbing his grimy head with a forearm.

Morgan stared at the hole, and for the first time, fear was etched onto his face.

“They’re coming,” he said.

Clifton and Embry looked towards the hole, and once again, Maple Street descended into chaos.



 
   








 
  

chapter twelve
In the city, hospital rooms filled quicker than the overstretched staff could handle. Soldiers and special force agents came in with gunshot wounds, wheeled in gurneys, as nurses dashed to and fro to sedate the screaming men.  One of them, Pino, shot out a bone-chilling gargle, as he felt an unbearable pain race from his lower abdomen down to his left leg. He looked down while the doctor worked on him, stabilizing his pulse, and injecting him full of saline solution for hydration. 

The bone under his skin was exposed. Muscles hung in tatters, their network of flesh hanging limply like raw, minced steak.  Cut cleanly in half, the shin bone jutted outwards at a strange angle. He was about to pass out, barely hanging on. He concentrated on the good things: his wife back home, his two kids, an eleven and a fifteen-years-old. Overwhelming pain washed over him in waves. He stifled a shriek as the medical surgeons placed him on the operating table. They said it was unsalvageable. 

What—what was unsalvageable? Dear God. But, he knew, it was his leg. They discussed at what location they should remove it as if they were ordering take-out dinner. That’s my leg, for god sake! They said the other one had to go too. The hospital staff watched the nurse administer a sedative through the intravenous tube that could knock out a horse. Before, the drugs kicked in, Pino heard the electric saw whir to life, making its metallic buzz. He replayed the events back in his head, the last forty minutes of it all. 

He saw the recoil of his glock pistol, and the brain gushing outward in a volcanic eruption. His friend—he had shot his friend, in the head. The fucker had gone crazy! Mad! Bat-shit insane! Then it all went to hell. The citizens were shooting from every direction, from every house windows that lined the street. Who could’ve known so many Americans owned guns? What was it? Seventy million? One in three Americans owned firearms? Why would they shoot at him?  

Then after things had died down a bit, he’d felt a blast; a denotation that rocked his whole body, sent him flying. It threw him off his feet. Just a forward momentum of a bomb ejecting shockwaves with propulsion-like accuracy, ripping his tendons below his knees. 

Now, here he was in a twisting, writhing agony. He saw black and a rush of lightheadedness and then, in a second or two, he was out cold. 

 

II

 

Conflicting reports were dispatched to the President of the United States. The first news that trickled in was the hole had gotten wider. Second, there were casualties. A few guards had taken substantial damage when an explosion went off. Many derailed in deep psychosis, turning psychotic, claiming the neighborhood had gone berserk.

“What do you mean berserk?” Evans shouted into the phone. 

“Mr. President,” said his advisor. “The secretary of defense just got word from the homeland department that a suspected terrorist by the name of Sheppard Singh was seen screaming for his daughter before detonating an explosion.”  

“How’s that even possible? I thought our airstrike took him out.”

“He must’ve escaped, sir.”

“Wasn’t he on target?”

“Yes, he was.”

“Who gave the go ahead orders?”

“You did, sir.”

“This is why we shouldn’t have closed Guantanamo,” he snapped.

The president looked out the window. Sprawling green grass freshly cut “How could something like that slip us by?” He swept his hair with a jittering hand. “Have they found any survivors?”

“None. We’re doing door to door seizures now. Except, I’ve been informed that there are human remains in the elevator shaft. Looks like there’d been an explosion and the whole elevator had been severed from its cable. A firefighter found the bodies as he made his way in, or what was left of them.”

“Has the fire been extinguished?”

“The fire has been contained, yes. Mr. President, I know this isn’t what you wanted to hear—”

Evans whirled around and nearly tripped on the golf bags placed on the floor, after a few rounds with the secret service, yesterday evening. “You damn well should know this is not what I want. Another terrorist attack on our soil? This is going to be a PR nightmare.”

“I understand that, Mr. President.”

Evans picked up a golf club and swung at an invisible white pin.  “So what’s the bad news?”

There was a pause in the intercom. The commander in chief heard the soft labored breathing of his lower down through the speaker phone. “The bad news is that we were able to identify the remains going by the mailing list and by their cell phone records.”

“And?”

“And, they’re Saudi nationals.”

Evans stopped swinging and placed the golf club back into its black bag. He took off his white gloves and hurled them at his desk. 

“I don’t believe this”

“I’m sorry. If the company had known the occupants of that building housed foreign students who were the heirs of the prince of Saudi Arabia, we wouldn’t have recommended using a drone strike.”

“It’s too late for hindsight now.”

“Nothing’s too late, Mr. President.”

“What do you mean?”

“You do what you had planned before. Under the terms of the condition, you can run for a third term. And you must apologize to the Saudis, even if their sons had been radicalized. Otherwise…” the voice trailed off.

“Otherwise, the citizens will blame me for the inaction of rising gas prices. What’s the price at the pump, now?”

“It’s six dollars, sir.”

“That’s cheap compared to last year,” Evans said, trying to rub the headache away. He’d send his wife or the vice-president on Air Force One, first thing come next morning. “We need to get this shit back in order. We’ll do whatever it takes. You understand?”

“Yes, of course. We are always humbled to know that you’re sitting in the presidency seat. We wouldn’t be here without you.”

“Keep me informed.”

“Yes, sir.”

There was a click and the buzzing silence of a dead ring tone.
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The emergency response crew shifted through the debris. The stealth copter had broken up inside Embry’s home. It burned the hallways, the smoldering ashes billowing up and out of the gaping hole where the roof one stood. 

A moan escaped Edgar’s mouth. The co-pilot of the fighter bird unbuckled his harness and crawled out, wondering why the pilot, Lance had jumped just seconds before his world was engulfed in fire and white light. He had third degree burns on much of his upper torso, an agonizing fire within a fire. Pus oozed out as the skin blistered, turning salmon red. His fingers were charred and blackened. He could see his bones through the melted flesh as he dragged himself out of the hatch. 

He heard the sounds of a rescue dog. It was barking in the distant.  Pain ignited all over his body as he tugged his lifeless feet and burnt boots across the floor.  Blood thumped in his eardrums.  

A little girl’s voice called out to him. “Hey mister, you don’t look so good.”

Footsteps approached him. Those small legs belonged to a childlike figure with long brunette hair. Tina’s face had been bent out of shape when the wooden beams had fallen on top of her. She had also burned in the fire, her skin blackened and cracked, her eyes hollow sockets that shone beams of light, spilling radiation outward. 

The sides of her stomach were ripped open, where the ribcage joined the back of the spine, protecting her kidneys. What Lance saw horrified him as he tilted his head to better see the impossible abomination. 

The girl had hairy insect-like legs protruding from her sides.   

Her actual feet didn’t touch the ground, and the sounds he had heard, the peculiar scraping noise of footfalls, were those of Tina’s extra appendages which clicked and clacked on the hardwood floor. 

Lance screamed, again, this time in absolute fear, pure and baseless. He tried to maneuver away from the monstrous child, limbs feebly moving, only to hear the growl of an overgrown mastiff, over his exposed neck. Tina’s feelers touched the backside of Lance’s burnt skin and hairless head as it caressed his dissolved clothes and open, simmering skin. 

He heard rescuers drawing closer. “Help me! Somebody, help me!” he gargled, just one voice in a chorus of hundreds dying and wounded. He saw the rippling reflection of the K9 unit dogs surrounding him. He turned his head and caught a glimmer of the girl diving into the floor, meters ahead of him, and disappearing into a cutaway hole, giggling. 

Isis… she chuckled. Isssissss… 

She grinned, her mouth a yawning maw and winked a dead eye before vanishing like an oily substance.   

The rescue dogs came on the run, and they refused to stop. By the time their masters caught up, Edgar was already dead. 
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Meredith hacked into the body with a handsaw. Her neighbor, Hanna, mumbled something through her teeth that were shattered. Her gums flapped as she shrieked loudly, body gyrating, a propulsion of blood splattering upward. Meredith had covered the basement floor with a plastic tarp, as flies settled down on Hanna’s skin. Two feet had been severed at the ankle down. Meredith pulled up to finish off one of Hanna’s hands. 

For the past couple of hours, she had been working furiously on disposing her neighbor’s body. She didn’t hear the gunshots outside or the crash of something metallic and a loud boom, nor the sirens of ambulance and fire trucks just outside her door. It was meaningless. They all meant nothing in the grander scheme of things. Except for the phone calls.

At four in the afternoon, her fiancé Don called. He seemed far away; faint, as if he was calling through an electrical line. Static masked the monotonous tone of a man knocked under. He was breathing heavily and said he needed help.

“Where are you?”

Have you been doing as I say?

“Donald? Is that you?”

I need help. Come to me.

“Where are you?”

We need to get rid of its body. 

“Did you find who was calling on her phone?” Meredith looked down at the corpse. Her eyelids showed white. Mouth frozen in a gaping hole, Hanna had finally succumbed to the other side. “What is it?”

You know, don’t you? You’ve always known.

“No, I don’t know—I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she murmured, sweat pooling down her neck and coagulating on her collarbone. Her arms pumped up and down as she sliced into the neck.  

It’s me, your husband. The voice on the other line changed, and it sounded like the man whom she had loved for six years before he died in the fiery accident, crashing his vehicle, and plowing into innocent bystanders. It’s me, honey… 

The phone was full of static again. She turned off the handsaw and put it down.

“You’re not alive. How can you be here?” she whispered, angry, confused and upset.

You must destroy them. You must stop them from getting in to this world. 

“That’s what I’ve been doing,” Meredith whispered, covering her mouthpiece with one hand. “She wasn’t human. I had to kill her. I had to use self-defense.”

Your son. 

“Morgan? My Morgan?”

Find him… 

“What do you want me to do with him?”

Do you want to die? Do you want him to die?

“No.”

Kill him…

“Why? He hasn’t seen what I’ve done.”

He sees everything. 

“It wasn’t my fault.”              

For God so loved this world. They’re everywhere. The line went dead silent. 

Meredith woke up from a nightmare. She showered. She rubbed the foggy mirror with a hand, wiping it clean. Her son knew what was going on—he said he saw things which weren’t there. She stared at herself in the hollowed eye-sockets, wild and brimming red. She inspected herself, watching her youthful body age forward in a flash sequence, small petulant body sagging—the belly once retaining its youthful beauty, loosening and drooping. She had washed all the blood away, her skin spotless from the sacrificial blood of the lamb. 

She awoke to a fresh start. She hid the dismembered body in a roll-away laundry hamper. It was time to find her son. 
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As the forensic teams gathered the evidence near the sinkhole, Morgan and Embry were told to go to a shelter, a refugee center at the school called Hillside Elementary. There was a meeting in progress. Fifty people in the community sat in retractable chairs which were placed side by side in the auditorium. 

When darkness fell, and the clock struck eight o’clock, the vice principal, Valerie Jun, and few board members settled in their seats behind a long hickory table. They took questions. Originally, the meeting was about the rampant bullying that had affected the school inner grounds, but  the questions eventually turned towards the sinkhole. 

“Can you believe the gall of our officials?” one man asked in the back. “They’ve been taking away our rights.  So what if the hole took away Mr. Robin’s home? Our homes are intact. Why are they forcing us out?”

Another person spoke up, this time a female with long red hair. “They shot up my house for no reason. Thank God, my family had gone out or I dread to think what could have happened.”

“This has turned crazy. Absolutely crazy. What are we going to do about it? Are we just going to sit back and watch our lives turned upside down?” Another one asked. A rustling of murmurs buttered the auditorium. Creaking metal chairs and the shuffle of footsteps along with raucous coughing echoed within the space. 

“Bad things have been happening since that god awful hole,” Valerie Jun agreed, drinking a bottled water. “But how will we get past the current situation to put our emphasis on the children’s education?” 

“Lady, are you crazy?” a parent of a student shouted up at the stage, where the school administrators resided. “How can we be concerned about what’s going to happen at school when we don’t have a home to be in? How about we worry about our children’s safety and their housing before we talk about education or bullying?”

“Yeah!” a chorus of parents shouted. Their children watched with wide eyes. 

“Okay, then, what should we do?” Valerie asked the masses. 

And so the meeting continued, unbeknownst to the force standing outside. Red Cross set up perimeters granting food and water to the survivors. On the playground, tents were pitched up and barbeque pits were roiling. Inside, a clatter of noise spread throughout the hall as the frightened parents and children of Maple Street tried to make sense of their plight.
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At purple dusk, Clifton walked over to the sinkhole and peered down. A blackness to shame all nights, reached out for him. Most of the residents had been evacuated except for a few stragglers. The mayhem which had ensued had at last been contained. An hour earlier, he had visited one of the local churches in the district to get his mind off the carnage that took his men. 

He sat in the pews, praying to the God whom he had abandoned years prior, only to be sitting there yet again. He prayed to the almighty that he’d come out of this alive. He didn’t want to serve the country anymore; his heart was not in it because it meant terrorizing his fellow companions and snooping on his citizens.

When he first got the job, he was a proud member of the secret service. That all fell to the wayside as he realized he had to commit to shady transactions and deal in order to reach his goals—to gain what the higher up wanted of him, even if it meant planting evidence. 

He had a conscience; he was different. He wasn’t the same as his partner or fellow agents. Therefore, he was here, hoping for a safe passage back home to his family. Both his wife and children were extradited and under the hawk-like eyes of the US government. After committing treason by leaking sensitive information of the NSA and the CIA works, James Clifton ultimately was allowed a deal to create a justification of the disarmament of its citizens. 

The first order was to down the birdie in a way to make it look like friendly fire. After the helicopter crashed into Embry’s home, Clifton ordered the feds to find any form of weaponry to make a case against Embry. None could be found, except the box compartment where a semi-automatic had gone missing.   

He felt pity for his boy, Morgan, or whatever the hell his name was. He didn’t like the loss of innocent lives. But he knew where he worked (within the shadowy confines of the underworld) the ends justified the means.  

He issued Embry and the boy to head to the temporary shelters, the one housed at the school. They agreed and told him to give them more time to pack up their belongings. Since the copter had made an unwarranted landing into his home, Embry deserved that chance. With or without the owner of the house, the mission had been successful. The stratagems were moving according to plan. 

“Go ahead,” Clifton said. “Come morning, the armed forces will escort you to a safe haven.”

“Thanks,” Embry had grunted, placing a hand on Morgan’s shoulder, and turned to his boy. “Did you find your mother?” He asked, cigarette as always dangling from his lip.

“Mommy doesn’t answer,” Morgan replied as he was led back to the house. 

Clifton watched them go. Now, here he was at the stroke of midnight, his back to Embry’s damaged home. He surveyed the ravaged street, which rather than suburban America resembled one of the war torn shit holes of the world. Smoke still hung in the air, leaving a hazy mist which burned the throat. Immense cranes had been ordered in, each fitted with floodlights which illuminated the aftermath of the massacre in stark clarity. Not the hole though. Even the high powered beams couldn’t penetrate that darkness.  Curious, he walked over to the edge of the sinkhole. 

A wind buffeted his dark suit and black tie. It fluttered, kicked up, and wrapped around his neck like a scarf. The trees lining the sidewalks appeared to tilt at an odd angle as if leaning to touch him. 

He looked around to ensure the street was empty, then he pulled his zipper down, spread his legs wide open, and urinated. His yellow piss arced out and dribbled down the deep, dark chasm. From far off, he heard a whimpering. His head snapped up as he whirled around to pinpoint the sound. He saw nothing. A rankle of fear emanated from his pores as he whisked up his boxers, looped his belt tighter, and deftly walked away. His polished boots clicked on the asphalt. As he made his way to the mobile command unit, he heard the faint sounds of a little girl weeping.
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Meredith stepped in view of the hole. She observed the man in charge retreat to his quarters. For the past few hours she had been washing her sheets and sofa cushion at the laundromat. Once she packed her clean sheets back in the hamper, she pushed the handcart down the block, whistling a mournful tune. 

As soon as she entered her house, she remade her sofa, and pulled the cut-out carpet off the floor. Anything with blood had to go. She placed the used fabric and black garbage bags into the pushcart and wheeled it down to the sinkhole.  

She pushed the handcart toward the cliff, and then let go. It dropped down the inky void, hurtling through the abyss, and all the evidence went with it.

 



 
   








 
  

chapter thirteen 
The hole swallowed it all up. The bag plunged downward. The momentum of the gravity caused the plastic to rip. Inside a headless torso, severed arms, limbs, legs, feet, and hand tumbled into the earth, down the natural chute. 

They continued to fall—the body parts of Hanna—plummeting down the sinkhole. The hole seemed to widen and grow in length, broadening the circumference. 

Darkness, then sudden blinding light as the torso fell into a chamber of blackened walls and craggy hills of soot. These were magma rocks which had cooled and became coals. Yards and yards of mountainous coals appeared out of the earth-like ship yard. The torso propelled downward, down past the vast coal system, and into another hole beneath the valleys and gorge, down the gullet of mother earth. 

As it fell, the torso seemed to distend, swelling outwards. Hanna’s torso cracked and huge appendages chattered out of the ribs. A head began to grow. Arms and legs began to reattach themselves. And, in the dark cosmos, its eyes opened.
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Meredith approached the shattered remains of Embry’s house. She saw two figures picking through the rubble and wiped her sweaty palms on the front of her dress. Morgan saw her and ran to meet her in the street, throwing his arms around her neck as she crouched to meet him Embry followed, leaning on the charred remains of his doorframe and watching mother and son reunite. “Your son wanted you. He can remember numbers very well.”

“He’s good at that,” Meredith said, kissing Morgan on his forehead. “Thank you.”

“It’s no problem.”

“I’m sorry about your house.”

“It’s just stuff. In the grand scheme of things, it could have been a lot worse. Id invite you in for coffee, but I don’t have a kitchen anymore.” Embry said, scratching his five day stubble.”

She managed a half smile, something which after everything that had happened she thought she would never do again. Instead, she sat on the porch steps, brushing away wood and glass. Embry sat beside her.

“So, do I just call you Morgan’s mom, or do you have a name?”

She smiled again, and felt a pang of attraction which was unexpected and unwarranted under the circumstances.

“Meredith,” she said, watching Morgan as he looked at the police cars and fire engines parked in the remains of the street from the lower step between her legs.

“I’m Brian.”

“Yes, I met your wife.” 

Morgan spoke up, interrupting the adult’s conversation. “Mom, you smell funny.”

“What do I smell like, Honey?”

“Like bleach.”

“Yeah, I bleached my hair, kiddo,” she said, smiling ruefully. She patted his head. 

“I don’t suppose you saw my wife today did you? With everything that happened, I lost track of her and can’t seem to get her on the phone.”

Try the hole

She almost said it, and had to swallow either a cackle or scream. She wasn’t sure which. Instead she stared at the gaping maw where she had tossed the remains of Embry’s wife.

“I saw her earlier, out in the street.” Meredith said quietly. “She was getting out of town. I think I saw her getting loaded onto one of the evacuation busses.” 

“She wouldn’t do that not without telling me. It’s not in her nature.”

“A lot of what’s happened today isn’t natural,” she fired back.

“Still, she wouldn’t just go.”

“She seemed pretty keen to get out of here when I last saw her.” 

And to kill me. Did I mention that part?

“Don’t be surprised if you don’t see her for a while,” she mumbled.

Embry looked at her, brow furrowed. He was about to ask her to elaborate when Morgan cut in. 

“No, she didn’t leave,” Morgan said, his voice more strained and serious than any child’s should be. “Hanna’s here.”

“Where?” Embry and Meredith said at the same time.

“I sense her.”

“Where?”

Morgan pointed behind them, into the shattered remains of Embry’s living room.

As all three looked on, they heard it. A strange scratching noise coming from the fireplace. Something was coming down the chimney, and it sure as hell wasn’t Santa Claus. 

“What is that?” Embry muttered as he walked into the house and without thinking grabbed the closest thing to him that he could use as a weapon, an iron poker which had somehow remained in place against the brick chimney side wall despite the destruction.

“Stay back, Morgan,” Meredith whispered.

Morgan inched toward his mother as Embry neared the fireplace. He peered into the hearth, tilting his head toward the inside of the chimney. The brick walls were a narrow column that climbed higher, covered in soot, blackened like a child’s foot playing outside.               Except, there was a foot. 

And a shin, and knee, an elbow, a leg sutured wrong—something that was the horrific vision of a Dali painting where acute angles and oblique laterals all came together to form a beastly creature. It was human in its textural quality, but not human. Hanna’s face peered out toward them and blinked rapidly. It had eight eyes, as she crawled out onto the chestnut floor planks, her appendages moved unilaterally, each joint bending around her like devils’ wings. 

Embry lurched back as it dropped into the fireplace, almost falling over a shattered beam which lay across his living room. Meredith stared open mouthed, unable to comprehend the impossibility of what she was looking at. Morgan just watched. He seemed completely unafraid.

Hanna’s face puffed up. Her eyes glowed golden yellow. They dripped down her torn cheeks, exposing tendons and muscles. It tried to speak, but her lips were flapping grotesquely like a hunk of kite. He could see her teeth through her open gash. Her mandible gleamed through. Without thinking, Embry raised his gun. He couldn’t help himself; all those years of wanting to kill his wife (in a figurative sense), here he was actually aiming his pistol at her head. 

“Jesus Christ,” Meredith whispered. Her legs wobbled and she feared she might faint, yet she stood her ground. “Shoot it. Shoot the damn thing. It’s not your wife!”

Embry pulled back and raised the semi-automatic. It shook in his hand as he felt the cold steel brush up against his finger. 

Honeeyyy, it moaned, its head cocked. Whyy are youu doing thiisss? 

“Shoot it!” Meredith screamed.

Heelllpppp meeeeee…

Both eyeballs exploded outward, streaming pink veins and ruptured sclera. They spattered onto Embry’s clothes, face, and skin.

Sheee killleed meeeeee…. sheeeeeee

“What the fuck—what the fuck is this!” he shouted, his voice a few octaves higher than normal. He pulled the trigger over and over again. No recoil.No sound of gunshots ricocheting in the darkened living room space. Then a boy’s voice calling out in the moody atmosphere. 

“You’re feeding it. Stop it, all of you!”

Meredith wrestled the gun out of Embry’s hand and pumped the trigger to no ill effect. It was stuck. The fire mechanism had jammed. Hanna grew taller, her skinny mangled legs somehow allowing her to glide across the floor as her joints cackled and popped. 

“Look at me!” Morgan called out, summoning their attention. “None of that is going to work!”

Meredith’s legs stiffened. She stood frozen as the creature towered over her, almost reaching the ceiling that divided the second floor, drawing closer with its knobby legs. It extended a finger toward her, and she saw broken nails painted red.  It brushed Meredith’s face, lightly. 

Abrupt visions of her husband flashed sporadically behind her eyelids. Their wedding night, their first fight over their child, their custody battles, their fear of losing their house, the one-time Meredith lost her footing on a hiking trail and nearly fell off a cliff until her husband snatched her from death’s grip, pulling her back in the nick of time. She had thought their fights would subside, but they only grew worse. The last death knell that tore them apart was Gus, the death of Hanna’s child. 

“I’m sorry,” Meredith mumbled to the being that wasn’t human. “I’m sorry,” her knees gave out.

“Mom!” Morgan yelled. “Mom, it can’t hurt you! Stop being afraid.”

And just like that, she accepted. She accepted who she was as an individual, someone who was truly unmerciful to the circumstances around her, and wanted only what she desired without even listening to anyone else’s input. Her fears died down.

It turned its attention on Morgan. “Do you think you can kill me, little one?” it panted. 

To the adult’s ears, it sounded like a shutter of clicks and clacks. Morgan, however heard it loud and clear. 

“Think good thoughts. Think happy thoughts,” Morgan exclaimed one last time. “. It can’t touch you if you don’t believe.”

Embry glanced at Morgan, then back at the thing that used to be his wife. He didn’t cower, nor did he shy away. Instead he controlled his breathing and took a step towards it.

“I don’t believe in you. You can’t hurt us.” He said, looking the ghastly thing in the face. “You won’t hurt us. You can’t hurt us.”

The four faced beast turn her head and shrieked. She grew smaller and smaller until she turned into a spider.
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A tweet spiraled into a conflagration. The residents of the city, sent off a viral storm of electronic messages. One of them was a flash mob, coming together as one cohesive unit to vandalize and steal the small mom and pop stores lining the Maple district. 

It started with a simple message of downing the new world order.

Bro, I bet that sinkhole was started by the government. 

--Yea, they’re always trying to steal from us.

You know, we don’t always have to sit by and watch things turn to shit. Just recently, the energy company decided to bill my parents more—who have cancer, by the way—just because a few other people wanted to go solar and help the environment. 

The place is practically abandoned. 

What place are you talking about?

They came in hordes. Teenage boys and girls rushed through the sections, snapping up everything as they went, and charged the register stand and the Bangladesh cashier working behind it.

Out in Maples. The government forced all of them in trucks and sent them away to some camp like refugees. All because of a hole.

What do you expect? A city in Chicago shut down an entire area for one person. 

So does that mean the cops won’t do anything now since they don’t have a population to control?

Best time to hit these neighborhoods. I heard they weren’t allowing the people to go back to their houses. We can get free shit.

But they’re not rich folks.

It’s free stuff.

They stole everything and anything they could get their hands on. Candy bars, beer, wine, hard liquor, packs of smokes, magazines, condoms. Nothing was left untouched. They surged ahead, ransacking the cash drawer and beating the employee over the head with pipes and baseball bats. 

The Bangladesh man’s head cracked open like an egg shell, and blood splattered on the walls, as he slumped to the ground. Two hundred, three hundred, a thousand teens crowded into the store and then began to mill out onto the intersection of Maple and Hughes.

“Look at that shit,” a teenage boy said. They snapped photos of the sinkhole with their smart-phones.  The Molotov cocktails, they’d prepared, burned in their hands. 

“This is a restricted area,” Clifton ordered. “You cannot be here.” He received orders to shoot. Houses doors were burned down. The flash mob entered the different buildings, taking as much possible as they could. Orders were given to subdue the demonstration. The National Guard fired off bean bags, round after round. Pepper spray and canisters of tear gas grenades exploded, setting off white smoke. 

Yet there seemed to be no end in the human forms of retaliation. Their lithe bodies came at them, throwing homemade bombs. One soldier aimed at the flock of teenagers. He shot round after round of rubber bullets to disperse the masses. A rubber bullet penetrated a girl’s right eye socket, and she crumbled to the asphalt. Not many supervising adults were in the vicinity, but her father was, and he ran to her, screaming and crying. He stooped down and cradled her head—her limp head.

Finally, they were using real bullets. 

Then, the tanks rolled in. 

The teenagers were ripping the body parts of the soldier and tossing them into the hole. They crowded around him like bees in a beehive. Heads piled up like a monument. The heads of dead soldiers and the heads of dead students were top-heavy. The death count for the young Americans grew exponentially as the National Guard cut through them with their sub machine-guns and machine-guns mounted on the tanks.  

The streets bathed in blood. 

Something came over the soldiers working on protecting their citizens, a rush, a hunger to correct the years of abuse handed down by the younger generations. Kids who had no morals, no justifications for their abhorrent actions—kids who changed history to play devil’s advocate. Arab fall in the Middle East, the wasted lives of young soldiers sent to Israel to protect the Zionist colonies that were eventually eradicated, anyways. 

This was the mindset as they prayed and sprayed, indiscriminately, shooting into the herds of mindless rabbles. They saw no difference between the rabbles and rebels; they were one in the same. The sinkhole yawned, opening up more. A hiss fluttered out, and then, a sigh. Lightning crackled and thunder rolled across the darkening clouds; it started to rain. 

During the bloodshed, as the soldiers had no choice but to shoot, praying it hit somewhere amongst the hordes of college kids and high school kids, Morgan walked up to the hole and dropped two more jars down the abyss. Then he returned to his screaming mother.  Embry yelled for Morgan and Meredith to leave with him, after stealing an army truck.  They left for the school.
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The parents watched their children being slaughtered on the nightly news. The rain came from the eastern front and pummeled the playgrounds of the elementary hillside. A flash of blinding white thundered overhead, pouring the rain in violent cloudbursts. 

“They’re killing our children,” one father yelled. The television was hooked in the center of the auditorium as Valerie Jun tried to keep the assembly under control. The itch on her hands and shin became worse. 

“That’s not fucking right,” another yelled. “They did nothing wrong!”

“Please keep calm. Going out there is going to make things worse,” Valerie said over the ruckus. “Please don’t do anything that might jeopardize the situation. It’s just a demonstration. Everything will be under control.” 

“You call that a demonstration? I’m getting text messages and video clips of a bloodbath,” an agitated mother bellowed. “The news isn’t even showing the whole picture. My son is saying he just went there to party and now the cops are shooting at them. The cops are shooting at them!”

“Fucking pathetic groups of teabaggers!” Valerie shouted, eyeballs popping outward. “I said calm the fuck down! CALM DOWN YOU SHITHEADS!”

A voracious silence gobbled down the interior halls of the gymnasium which had been converted to an auditorium. The original lecture theater, in the opposite wing, was shut down due to renovations. The wind wailed against the high rise windows. Branches of elm trees planted alongside the outside of the gym wall moaned and shrieked. 

Nobody spoke. None of the parent figures could utter a word; they’d never seen or heard the vice-principal curse in such a manner.

“You are a pathetic excuse for a school board member, you know that?” a parent hollered from the back.

“This is not a civil rights movement!” a black member of the administrator rang out. “You need to understand that. So sit your ass down, all of you.”

A white board member spoke up. “We can’t do anything about this,” he said, pointing at the TV monitor then out the doors. “They wouldn’t even allow us to anyway. We’re under martial law, people, don’t you get it?”

“They can shoot us, at will, if they wanted to,” Valerie said. 

“By whose orders?”

“Your own government.”

All of them turned to the tank. On the tube, they all saw the heavy machinery of the US tank rolling in on screen. 

“We’re all leaving now. They’re kids. They don’t deserve to die at the hands of a monster.” a burgeoning hero said. 

A slow rebellion began to form from the inside. Parents would defend the younger generation at the hands of another younger generation inside the military.  

 



 
   








 
  

chapter fourteen
Vanity plagued this generation. It reached the hearts and minds of the little ones. As time progressed, the younger generation became worse and worse, and Tina wouldn’t have it any other way. It helped her mission and accomplished her goals. Riding the gravy train, allowed her to manipulate the goofballs screwing up their lives thinking the world owed them a favor. The more highly they thought of themselves, the shallower the pool of insight was which made them perfect to become possessed. 

Kids these days, she thought, as she sidled her way into the army tank. They did her bidding without them knowing. They wanted the brand name without any of the hard work. 

Tina licked her lips, gliding her forked tongue over her glossy yellow fangs. Her fragile twelve-year-old hands picked up a soldier inside the hatch and snapped his neck. His companion stood up, hands to his holster, panicking, pulling the butt of his gun, but it was already too late. Up in the air, her eight legs, protruding from her sides, punctured his skin and worked themselves in frenzy. 

Her sharp clawed dug into his organs as he screamed. His eyes rolled up to show white. Blood pumped out of his mouth, and then, he was ripped in half, torso disconnecting with his abdomen, splashing organs and bodily fluids like a broken hose. She tossed him against the rear of the tank. Spasms rolled through her body as she toggled the switch on, turning the eyepiece of the turret. It rotated a hundred eighty degrees, as she looked in the scope, her fingers fluttered over the red button. She pressed it. It sounded like a bomb had exploded, except the shell had landed outside and blew apart the mobile command unit stationed a short distance away.

She giggled a high pearly laugh. It was a freak-house; she loved turning the neighborhood into a circus. She watched teenagers killing adults, adults killing teens, men killing men, all a ghastly shadow stretching and waning, huffing and screaming, underneath a moonlit backdrop. She started the heavy machinery.

The tank clinked and clanked, its wheels groaning to life as it moved across the pavement with a lumbering momentum. She shot another blast of heavy artillery shell, blowing the vehicles obstructing her path. National Guard splattered in a wall of blood. 

She drove it without any hands, her arthropod legs turning the dials and controls, making sure the tank moved forward. It rolled over several teens and an army officer who couldn’t get out of the way in time. The guard was trying to pull and innocent bystander off the street, and then, Tina was on top of them, squishing them like a roll of dough. She heard the bones crunch underneath as the bodies sprayed gory guts. 

Tina chortled with delight as she maneuvered the tank in the direction of the tunnel. The tunnel led out to the main highway where it twisted toward the refuge center, several miles down the block. She ripped through the wall of concrete, snapping street lights like toothpicks, and barreled through the ten ton brick walls. She exploded on the other side as she crashed over cars after cars with the occupants still inside. She left bloodied tread marks of human entrails. At the end of the tunnel, she plowed through a truck carrying butter, and the entire yellow grease lubricated the outer hull of the giant machinery. It hummed and growled, busting through another wall, as it barreled down the street towards the Hillside Elementary school.
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Embry, Meredith, and Morgan piled out of the truck with their belongings. They had arrived at the checkpoint. Military men circled the vehicle like hawks. At four am in the morning, a large center of guards held their guns slung over their shoulders. Red Cross worked on the disabled and the injured. Tents flapped. Rain spiraled down. Sleek overcoats of the guards dripped with wet rivulets. 

“Where you guys headed?” one of the officer asked.

“We were told to come here. Do you have a safe place for us to rest?” Embry asked.

“Is this your truck?”

“No, but it’s the only transportation we had,” Meredith said, supporting her neighbor. “It’s a death camp over there. Riots.”

“We heard,” said the enforcer. “Come in.” 

They did a routine check, fumigating the tires and inside dashboard. One of the personnel hopped in the front seat and put the gear in drive. Another security officer waved the drive through the gates. Embry held Morgan’s hand as he walked in. Meredith followed close behind, arms crossed. Rain drove cross hatchings across their sullen faces. They didn’t know what horrors would await them in the library adjacent to the school. 
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So you’re saying that the girl was calling for Isis?”

“Yes,” Embry said, leaning against a shelf. “Peering down a hole and calling for somebody in there. That’s when I saw a row of cars just drop inside.”

Meredith opened up a textbook and rifled through the pages. 

“Did you find anything on her?”

“It says here Isis is an Egyptian god who was made from the god of chaos, Nun, and then Ra-Atum who swallowed his seed and spit out Shu and Tefnut who then mated and gave birth to Geb and Nut who then gave birth to Isis,” Meredith said. Morgan slipped quietly around an aisle and browsed through stacks of books. “That’s a lot of gods.”

“Wait, did you say he ate his own seed?”

“That’s what it says here,” she observed. “Why are there so many Gods?”

“That was how it was done in the old days,” Embry said, coughing. 

“That thing back there we saw, what was it?” she asked. 

“My wife,” Embry said, his voice cracking. Meredith touched his shoulder. 

“No, I mean the half spider freak of a thing,” she paused. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Nothing makes sense.”

“I hear you. Whatever this is, that hole is at the center of it.”

“You think it’s some kind of curse?” he said, taking a seat beside her. “Armageddon maybe?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. She put her head down on the cool library table. “I just want this to end.”

“Your son, Morgan,” Embry said, rubbing his head. “He claims he know who the little girl is. She calls herself Tina, but in another moment, he claims she’s Neith, a goddess of war—”

“Are we safe here? What does she want?”

“Apparently, your son.”

“But my son has nothing to do with this,” Meredith said and checked on Morgan. She got up and tracked him down to a reclining chair where he was fast asleep, snoring on his side. She returned to Embry. 

“What’s going on?” Meredith trembled, wiping away her tears. “I don’t know what’s happening…”

“You’re not the only one, calm down. Remember what Morgan said, that it feeds on fear.”

“He’s just a child. Why are you so intent on believing him?”

“Because he hasn’t been wrong yet.” Embry replied.

Meredith sighed and glanced at the chair where her son slept.

“If that sick little girl’s name is Neith—or whatever the hell it is—then why does she keep mentioning Isis,” she asked, standing in front of Embry and stretching, realizing just how exhausted she was. 

“I’m lost as you are. We just have to play it by ear,” Embry answered, standing and gently embracing her. She hugged him back. 

“It’s gonna be all right. We’re safe here.”

Meredith shuddered underneath. “Thank you, Brian. I’m so glad you’re here for me. I don’t know what I’d have done.” She trailed off, lowering her eyes. 

He touched her chin, lifting her face towards his. Something happened then, and they fell on each other, grief, need and desire combining into an intense need to feel physical warmth and love.”

They moved in whispery stealthy claps, the wetness overcrowding everything else out as they fulfilled their needs with each other. 

Morgan slept silently down the hall and dreamt.
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Embry awoke when the doors to the library banged open. One officer in black gear came in and motioned for Meredith. “You have the right to remain silent,” the guard rasped harshly. He had been feeling ill for the past few hours, and his skin itched. “Anything you say can be used against you in the court of law. Do you understand your rights?”

“Wait, what’s going on,” Meredith said. “I don’t understand.”

“You’re being detained for questioning regarding a murder, please come with me.”

Embry protested, but the officer pulled out his gun. “Stay there,” he growled.

“Where are we going?” Meredith said. She was being led down the corridor of the school’s lobby. She had been separated from Embry and Morgan. The keys jangled in the belt loops of the guard’s heavy slack. “Where are you taking me?”

He moved her down the hallway into an empty room. It was dark inside. Meredith heard the door close behind them. 

“What’s going on?” Meredith asked, the fear rising in her voice. The guard set the gun down on the principal’s desk. He began to unbuckle the straps of his belt. 

“If you say a word, I’ll fucking kill you,” the guard whispered gruffly. He pulled the buck knife from his second holster and slid the tip across her throat. He slammed her down on the desk. Meredith screamed, already knowing where this was all headed. The scent of the attacker’s sweat was cloying and unctuous. He smelled of all things wrong with men.

“Please. You don’t have to do this.”

“Shut up—just shut up. And stay still,” he growled, ripping her shirt off. Next, the bra tore open and fell to the floor. She pulled away from him, facing him, as she slapped his brawny, tanned hands away, clawing his face. She shrieked, struggling harder. 

“I have a child. I have a fucking child!” she hollered, working like a madwoman. She saw the face of Embry’s wife in his face. It rippled underneath. Her pants were removed. 

“I’m going to teach you what happens to little schoolgirls who spit on their master’s face.”

“You’re going to pay for this, you hear me?” Sweat dripped from Meredith’s tangled hair. “Don’t think you can get away with this, you sick fuck.” She spat in his face, again. The first time was for her son. This second was for her dead husband. She snorted a wad of mucous back and plastered the guard’s face. 

He turned his head away. It splattered on the ridge of his brow and ear and then he clocked her in the face. Meredith’s head snapped back as she banged her hip on the desk. Overhead, she had the sudden image of dangling feet crowding in her periphery. Somebody was dangling from the ceiling fan. Then, it was gone. The air squeezed shut as her assailant’s hand wrapped around her neck.  She pulled feebly at the hands. Her face turned a darker shade of purple, veins popping out. 

“Help,” she wheezed, gasping. She struck the arms clamping her down, over and over. A clanking noise emanated in the background. The rain whipsawed back and forth, thrumming on the window that overlooked the parking structure outside. She heard the strange noise getting louder, and then the wall to her left exploded in a shower of plaster and concrete as the tank, driven by Tina, crashed into the principal’s office.
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It took out the guard no problem. Watching a rapist get sucked under the mighty wheels of a lumbering beast was poetic, sweet justice. Meredith rolled to her side, in the nick of time. The desk split in two, coughed up in a splinter of wood, spraying everywhere, as the tank rolled back out. 

She saw the turret rotate around and aim out the hole in the wall. It detonated, rocketing a blast so powerful that the shockwave blew her off her feet. 
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The shell landed just short of the gymnasium. A fiery explosion surfaced on the map. A Google search showed a hole that was the circumference of a silo. A second live round fell from the sky, blowing apart a section of the stadium that was connected nearby. 

The armed men aimed and fired into the tank. Volleys of ammunition streamed toward the outer hall, pinging and zinging, causing sparks to take wing. The tank rolled effortlessly through the structure, blowing down wall after wall of the school’s interior, cutting a swathe of destruction. 

It barged toward the meeting. 
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Inside the gymnasium, the soldiers processing Embry and Morgan were overtaken by the coup raised by the parents. A few citizens were wounded. A man screamed for medic as blood poured out of the gaping hole in his shoulder. The other citizens, about twenty in all, tied the guards down and closed the door preventing other military men from shouldering in. 

The guards protecting the vicinity were told to raise their hands. They complied. Their guns confiscated, the group of Maple street house owners strapped them down to the folding chairs. 

“You’re either with us or against us,” one parent said, pointing a finger at their captives. 

“I’m with you all the way,” Embry said, raising his palms out flat. “Aren’t we, Morgan?”

“Yes, we are,” Morgan looked toward the end of the atrium. “It’s here.”

They heard the whistle seconds before the deafening explosion that reverberated throughout the hall. Rocks rained down, pitter-pattering on the hardwood surface of the gym.

Another boom. This time closer, the wall in the east side exploded inward, sending debris crashing into the gym. The chairs flew and hunks of floor board disintegrated into cascading shards of particle. A couple of parents soared, getting knocked off their feet, and slammed across the room, sliding on the floor. Panic spread throughout the building. Everyone screamed, especially the guards, begging the coup to release them from their bindings. 

Embry picked up Morgan and his backpack and made his way to the emergency exit in the back of the gymnasium. It was adjoined to the locker area. He tore one backward glance over his shoulder and saw the two double steel front doors blast inward, ripping from their hinges, as the thirty people who had crowded around to escape, blew up with it. The third shell landed on target, wiping human flesh into buckets of blood, tissue, and bone fragments in an abstract splatter. 

The entire gym started to reek of burnt flesh and was deluged with blood. Hands and missing feet, limbs and torsos appeared all over the court like small islands. Heads still attached to their neuron motors, opened and closed their mouths like stranded fish.     

The tank burst through the wall. It twirled its turret, demolishing the basketball hoop like a twig, and aimed straight ahead for the locker doors. Dust particles billowed outward as if in a sandstorm.

“Watch out!” Morgan said, ducking his head. 

“Holy shit,” Embry shouted, as he dived behind the benches. Behind him, another explosion blew the doorway, twisting it apart as fiery flames belched out smoke and gathered plumes of grit and dust. They were almost annihilated, holy God, cooked to ashes. 

They heard a little girl cackle from the hull’s inside. And then, a discordant voice surfaced, moaning the name: Isisss… Isssissssss… 

She pushed the fire button, but there were no ammunitions left. 

Lucky liars… pants on fire… Tina Singh sang over a whisper. She smiled a shark’s grin. She opened the hatch and placed an arachnid leg outside.  

“It’s here!” Morgan yelled. “Remember, don’t be afraid.”

Tina levitated, using her massive chelicerae legs as crutches, propping herself up. 

She towered over Embry and Morgan and sidled down from her queenly precipice.
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The bullets flew past Tina. They didn’t penetrate her body. They went past her, like shooting through a mist of fog, feeding her dark mass—feeding her energy.

It was done already. She didn’t need any more of this army scum shooting at her with brass pellets. She got what she was looking for.  

Morgan Brewster.

 



 
   








 
  

chapter fifteen
News reporters scrambled to be the first on scene. The following chain of events occurred in minutes. First, a mob had been quelled at the site of the first sinkhole. Precise causalities were not known, but many had been killed. 

Second, the hospital, where the wounded were taken, was long gone. It had been swallowed up by a second sinkhole. Geologists couldn’t understand where and how these anomalies were forming. 

Third, the President of the United States had canceled a meeting with Chinese leaders over the recent attack on Maple Street and would convene a photo op near the sinkhole site, expressing his condolences. 

Fourth, a group of conjurers and sorcerers began to call for apocalyptic sacrifice to appease the gods since the hole signified something spiritual and or religious offering. Satanists and Pagans all came out of the woodwork. Protestants and Catholics all portended the hole was the coming Judgment, the end of the world as we know it.                 

It was quite close. Fear jumped lines and raced through electric cables and lines, promoting fear into the lives of the households watching television near the concentric area of Maple Street. Fear was an entity in itself, creating a soupy dark blankness for the beasts and horrible monsters to etch their faces in the white slate. The fears propelled them to grow stronger, wiser, and even harder so that they traversed the eons through the vacuum to cross the other side—our side—the physical realm. 
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The President ordered the bodies to be tossed down the sinkhole. The National Guard and the federal agents scooped up dead students and soldiers and poured them into the dark. The idea was to pretend something other than the government had caused the carnage on Maple Street. 

He would blame the Middle Eastern country or China for creating the hole. It was a good idea. And he would slowly put it into action.

As the soldiers swept the blood-soaked street and hosed down the butchery, something fell from the sky. It was the deceased head of the soldier’s partner. More heads began to fall. It was raining decapitated heads of those killed during the mob melee. 

The heads of men, women, and children fell from the sky.
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“It’s time to go, Morgan,” the thing that used to be Tina said, its voice distorted and deep. It smiled a horrific rictus which, despite the intense heat, made goose bumps prickle up on Embry’s arms.

“Morgan, run. Get out of here,” Embry screamed, staring wild-eyed at the spider-legged Tina.

“No,” Morgan countered, standing up straight and showing no fear.  “It can’t hurt us if we’re not afraid.” 

The Tina thing laughed, a wet, rasping sound which made Embry grit his teeth and cover his ears.

“I don’t need your fear, Morgan, there’s more than enough here to go around.”

Embry watched where he cowered, quite unable to believe what he was seeing. Morgan stepped over debris. Wood, pulverized concrete and even sloppy, charred fleshy chunks of what used to be people, and stood tall in front of the towering Tina.

“Don’t hurt anyone else,” Morgan said, barely audible above the crackle of fire and the moans of the dead and dying.

“You know what I came here for,” Tina said, holding out a gnarled hand. “It’s time to go.”

“Morgan, no!” Embry snapped, lurching to his feet and charging towards Tina.

It took only a flick of her head in Embry’s direction to throw him through the air, sending him crashing into a mangled mass of smoldering debris.

“Please, don’t hurt him!” Morgan shrieked.

Tina smiled, her jagged teeth slick with saliva.

“Then you know what you have to do,” she said, flicking her eyes to her extended hand.

Morgan looked around at the destruction. Fire. Smoke. The dead and dying. Embry semi-conscious in the rubble. Fear tried to grasp him, but he forced it aside and looked Tina in the eye.

“I’m ready,” he said, reaching out to take her hand.

“Wait,” she hissed, turning her head to look over her shoulder. “Get down.”

Morgan did as he was told. Seconds later, the sound of army boots on rubble echoed through the building. Weapons were loaded, instructions given. 

She could smell the fear on them.

Twenty of them came out of the smoke, weapons trained on her. She turned towards them, ignoring their instructions to give herself up. Extending on her thick spider legs to full height, she offered a wet, cracked smile which stretched much further across her face than should be humanly possible. Horrified fingers poised over triggers, and for a moment there was silence, then the thing that used to be Tina skittered forwards, and the air was filled with the deafening sounds of gunfire and screaming.

 

IV

 

As per protocol in a national security threat, President Evans had been moved to the underground bunker deep beneath the white house. The situation room was a hive of activity and noise as his staff processed reports coming in from the situation on Maple Street and tried to figure out what to do.

“Why isn’t this situation contained?” Evans asked, locking eyes with his chief of staff.

“Sir, it’s not that simple. Something is going on out there, and to be honest, some of the reports are quite hard to take seriously.”

“I take everything seriously when it comes to our country being under attack.”

“I appreciate that, sir, but people are saying it’s been raining human heads out there.”

That particular comment was enough to bring the meeting table to silence as all eyes fell on the president. Evans paced and rubbed his temples, hoping to delay the migraine which was lingering behind his eyes.

“Everybody out,” he said, running a hand through his wispy white hair. 

The staff around the situation room table stared at him.

“I said everybody out!” he bellowed, slamming his fist on the elongated oak desk.

His staff obeyed, abandoning the reams of documents and maps that littered the giant desk.

“Not you, Jim,” the president said, placing a hand on his chief of staff’s shoulder as he also stood to leave.

Everyone else filed out of the meeting room and closed the door, leaving the two men alone. The president sat down hard, rubbing his temples with his fingertips.

“What do I do, Jim?” he sighed.

“Well, Mr. President, I—”

“Cut the Mr. President crap. I’m asking you as a friend. What the hell am I supposed to do here? What do we know?”

“I wish I could tell you, but the fact is whatever is happening on Maple Street is dark. All we know for sure is that there are a lot of fatalities and whatever it is, it’s spreading.”

“Why can’t we get eyes down there? What about a drone?”

“We tried, but that damn hole is giving out some kind of interference. We’re completely dark down there.”

“Then send more men in, Jesus Christ. It can’t be that hard to get eyes on the situation.”

“We tried that. We can send them in fine, but then we don’t hear from them again. There are a lot of people hurt and confused down there. Not just our guys, but civilians.”

“What happened to our intelligence networks? Why weren’t we prepared for this attack?”

“I’m not convinced that this is a terrorist attack anymore.”

“Bullshit it isn’t. We had confirmed reports that Singh was there right around the time this thing went off. Whatever is going on down there you can bet he and his people had something to do with it.”

“Francis, please…”

“No, Jim. I won’t let this situation get out of control. Not with the elections just around the corner.”

“Elections? We’re dealing with a national crisis here, elections shouldn’t matter,” Roberts spat, glaring at the frail and tired looking president.

“Then give me something, anything. A course of action. A plan.”

“We’re recalling troops to their respective bases in the area, and drafting in everyone we can. All major cities have been put on high alert, but frankly we’re understaffed.”

“Then recall everyone,” the president said.

“We already have, everyone who was on leave has been recalled–”

“No, I mean everyone. Start pulling troops out of Afghanistan if you have to. We can’t be seen to be weak and have these people attacking us on our own soil.”

“Until we know what we’re dealing with, we could be sending them to their slaughter.”

“We are dealing with men. People. Terrorists. Nothing more, nothing less. Don’t give them the satisfaction of making them out to be more than they are.”

“Francis, please, listen to me. This is a mistake. Look at how many we’ve already sent in? Look how many we’ve already lost.”

“We need to keep a lid on this. If the voters-”

“Damn it, Francis, forget the vote!” Jim said, slamming his fist on the desk. “This thing is out there, it can’t be contained. The world knows about it and people are asking questions. Any hope of sweeping this under the carpet is long gone. We need to act, but sending more men blindly into the fray won’t help anyone...sir.”

The president leaned on the table on his elbows and put his head in his hands. For a while, neither of them spoke. Then President Evans stood and strode to the door and beckoned the secretary of defense into the meeting room and closed the door. 

Jim felt an uneasy stirring in his gut. At sixty-two years old, secretary of defense, Phil Bradshaw was cut from the same cloth as the president, and like the commander in chief was old and trying to cling on to his position way past his better days.

“Come in and sit down Phil,” the president said, pointing to a vacant seat. The wispy-haired old man obliged.

“As you know, things are escalating here. If we don’t find a way to contain this situation, who knows what the consequences could be. I want to know what other options we have here.”

“We could mobilize a ground-based assault. Get some armor down there,” Bradshaw said.

“No, no good. We already sent in some ground units and we lost contact,” Evans said, flicking his eyes to Jim and then back to the secretary of defense. “Give me some other options.”

“Frankly, Mr. President, that’s all we have right now. Until we can gather more intel, we’re flying blind here.”

Jim just about managed to suppress his smile. The barrage that he had been waiting for hadn’t come, and it seemed the secretary of defense, as old and past it as he was at least had enough sense to not want to have men killed needlessly.

“Okay,” the president said, pursing his lips as he looked at the two men in turn. “What about nuclear options?”

“Sir, I would advise any talk of nuclear action to be an absolute last resort. Until we know that we cannot contain this, then I would be hesitant to suggest it.”

For the second time in quick succession, Jim was surprised by the rational thinking of the secretary of defense. He decided he ought to weigh in and help if he wanted to avoid a potential disaster.

“Frankly, sir, I agree,” Jim said. “Nuclear action seems to be overkill. Like trying to kill a mouse with a bazooka.”

“I don’t need to remind you both that we’re under attack here,” the president said, his mouth narrowing into a thin pencil line sneer. “They’ve attacked us on our own soil.”

“They?” Jim cut it, his anger taking over his mouth. “We don’t know if there even is a ‘they’. We don’t know anything, and that’s the point.”

“The point is that we are under attack on our own soil, and be it from terrorists or whatever the hell else is out there, that sinkhole is the epicenter. My job is to protect this country, no matter the cost.”

“I understand that,” Jim countered, “but dropping a nuclear bomb on our own soil isn’t the answer no matter how you try to swing it.”

“You don’t understand the pressure I’m under. Do you have any idea how it will look if I do nothing and another hole opens? What if one opens outside your house, Jim? Would you be so keen for me to do nothing then?”

“Sir,” the secretary of defense cut in, “Nuclear action would result in a death toll in the thousands. Not to mention the fallout which would make for an uninhabitable zone for at least the next twenty years. We would have another Chernobyl on our hands.”

“I understand that people might die,” Evans shot back, “but people are already dead. And even though it might mean causing more collateral damage to fix this, sometimes tough decisions have to be made.”

“Are you saying that you want me to put a nuclear scenario into action, sir?” Bradshaw said, his eyes calm despite the fear that raged in his gut.

Evans didn’t answer. His migraine throbbed, his heart pounded and his throat was dry. It dawned on him that whatever he chose, the answer would be wrong. He looked at the secretary of defense, a man who he had regarded as a friend and a man who, now that there was a tough decision to be made was waiting and watching, knowing that whatever decision was to come wouldn’t reflect on him and that he would simply be following orders.

“Sir?” Bradshaw repeated.

“Give me options. Nothing else at this stage. I want scenarios. I also want realistic evacuation protocols put forward. Time is critical here, Phil.”

“Understood, Mr. President.”

“You can’t be serious?” Jim said, slamming his fist on the desk. “With all due respect, Sir, nuclear options shouldn’t even be on the table. We can contain this with more manpower without resorting to dropping a nuke on our own people.”

“Remember who you’re speaking to right now, Jim. Be very careful with the next words you say.”

Jim straightened his tie and tried to remain calm.

“All I’m saying is that a nuclear resolution won’t help anybody. Think about it, you will go down in history as the president who dropped a nuclear bomb on his own country.”

The president twitched, just a flicker of the cheek. He glanced over to the secretary of defense, but he was staring at Jim, quite unable to believe what he was hearing.

“You think I’d go out there and broadcast this? You think I’d call a damn press conference to say I intend to drop a bomb on my own people? I think we all know that’s not how it works. The integrity of this administration is paramount.”

“Then how do you propose to get around it? How can you convince the public that this would be in the best interests of this country?”

“Nobody needs to know it’s us,” Bradshaw cut in. “We can use unmarked planes, deny all responsibility. God knows, we have enough enemies.”

“You would drop a bomb on a populated city and deny it?”

“Come on, Jim,” the president said. “This is about the greater good. Sometimes, we have to do things that leave a sour taste in our mouths, but regardless of that, they still have to be done. It has happened before, and it will happen again.”

“Thousands will die, you know that don’t you? Even if you start the evacuation process right now, you can’t get them all out.”

“I understand that. This is why I’m hoping those people out in the hall and you two fine gentlemen can come up with a viable alternative. Let me make it clear that this is an absolute last resort, but also know that if I have to I’ll do it. Like I said, sometimes we have to consider the greater good. Now do I have your support?”

“Yes, sir,” Bradshaw said with little conviction. 

“What about you?” the president said, turning towards Jim.

“No, I’m afraid I can’t stand by you on this, sir,” he said, standing.

“If you don’t support me than I will have no choice but to seriously consider your position here in my administration.”

“I’ll save you the trouble, sir—I would like to formally notify you of my resignation, effective immediately.”

“Please, Jim, think about this. I know this is a bitter pill to swallow, but we–”

“I’m sorry, sir, but you’re wasting your time. I won’t play any part in this. For the record, I think this is morally wrong. I can’t be involved in the potential slaughter of thousands. There is no changing my feelings on that, Mr. President.”

“What if I refuse your resignation?” Evans said, locking his cold gaze onto Jim.

“I would like to think you wouldn’t, sir. Not after the years I have given towards serving my country. If I am forced to, I will stay in my position, but cannot guarantee my efficiency to complete any tasks set from here on in.”

“I see,” Evans said, folding his hands. “And presuming I accept your decision, how can I be assured of your confidentiality regarding the conversation we have just had?”

“Sir, you don’t have to worry. I won’t breathe a word of it, and that isn’t out of loyalty, it is because when this all goes to hell, I don’t want people to know I knew about it in advance. All I want to do now is just go home, sir.”

“Then it is with regret that I accept your resignation.”

Jim pushed his chair back and headed towards the door. He grabbed the handle and then turned back towards the president.

“Sir, if I could speak freely before I go?”

“You have so far, Jim. Go ahead.”

“I know any decision you make can’t be easy. I also know that you must be under tremendous pressure. All I ask is that you consider the ramifications of this, not just now, but in the long term. Nothing good can come of this if you go ahead. Nothing at all.”

“I appreciate your sentiment, but those matters no longer concern you,” Evans said, his tone cold and robotic. “Now if you wouldn’t mind, the rest of us have work to do. Send the others back in on the way out would you?”

Jim hesitated. There was more he wanted to say, more that he felt he should say before he left, but no words came to him. Instead, he cleared his throat, opened the door and left. As he walked through the corridors of the underground bunker to get his things, he wondered just how bad things must be at the hole for nukes to even be a consideration. 

Whatever it was, it must be bad.

 



 
   








 
  

chapter sixteen
Gunfire zinged and fire roared as Tina walked down the center of the street. She had extended on her spider legs to full height, Morgan walking beneath her and flinching with each explosion. The air was thick with smoke, and smelled of burnt hair and boiling blood. Clifton cowered behind an overturned school bus, grimacing as he saw Tina draw closer. Behind her, a platoon of soldiers fired their weapons, the bullets doing no harm as they either passed straight through or fell to the ground before they touched her. Clifton saw a grenade thrown towards her. With a flick of the wrist, she made the grenade change course, skewing off to the right and exploding a Starbucks, showering the troops with splintered wood and shattered diamonds of glass. Clifton picked up the radio and screamed to make himself heard.

“Can anyone out there hear me? Hello?” he bellowed, knowing that it was fruitless. The channels were either dead or there was just too much noise to hear. Another explosion caused Clifton to flinch, and as he peered around the edge of the school bus he saw the burning wreckage of a troop carrier drive headlong into a storefront window. It's trapped soldiers screamed inside as they burnt. Tina scrabbled, relentless, as she headed back towards the hole which awaited her on Maple Street. 

Another platoon of soldiers appeared just in front of Clifton’s position. Their armored carrier slid to a halt as the men dismounted and took up their defensive positions. Clifton screamed at them to clear the way, but the volume of the screams and the gunfire was so loud, they drowned out his voice. Instead, he watched in sick fascination as they opened fire on the approaching Tina, their bullets zinging straight through and causing the team who were behind her to duck and cover. Clifton snatched up the radio again, hoping against hope that somebody could hear him.

“Tell them to ceasefire, I repeat, ceasefire. Blue on blue. I say again, blue on blue.”

He was greeted with static, and could only turn back and watch. Tina absorbed the bullets. They went into her flesh but left no wound or mark. The soldiers stopped firing and looked at each other as Tina raised her arms towards the heavens, and thrust them down. 

Clifton couldn’t believe his eyes. Human heads began to fall from the sky by the hundreds. He saw the first one hit the ground, exploding like a watermelon in a sick, wet crunch. As the skulls shattered, they released their bounty. Hundreds upon hundreds of spiders swarmed toward the soldiers. Clifton could only watch as more heads impacted the concrete and released their passengers. Others still bounced from car hoods and rolled unbroken, only for its cargo to push out through the mouths and nostrils of the dead. 

Clifton had seen flocks of birds which moved as one midflight, and it was that he was reminded of here as the spiders skittered towards the soldiers. Horrified by what the soldiers saw, they abandoned formations and orders and started to shoot at the approaching arachnids, sending great gouts of concrete into the air as the bullets chewed up the pavement. Clifton gritted his teeth and took cover as more severed heads landed. His instinct told him it was no longer safe, and he lurched to his feet, half crouched as he ran, trying to ignore the sharp, wet crack of bone on concrete, and the zing of gunfire as the soldiers were swarmed by the spiders. 

A bullet hissed inches past his ear and smashed the window of the car beside him as he ducked for cover. Two F14 fighter jets circled overhead, awaiting orders. Something exploded, and now there were screams mingled in with the chaos, his own included. Just ahead of him, and now undisturbed by the soldiers who were busy fighting for their lives, Tina scuttled back towards the hole on Maple Street. 

Clifton saw a soldier, what remained of his face a stumpy, charred mass. He ignored it as he pulled the radio from the poor man’s death grip. Static filled the air as he tried in vain to communicate to someone – anyone in fact who might be able to bring some sort of order to the chaos, but the channels which weren’t dead were filled with sounds similar to those that surrounded Clifton – screaming, gunfire and explosions. He tossed the useless radio down on the ground and was about to decide upon his next move when he froze, his eyes unable to comprehend what he was seeing. 

The circling fighter jets had now broken formation and were racing towards the street where Tina continued the walk back towards the hole. Clifton had seen enough to know that they were in attack formation, and looked around for somewhere, anywhere to take shelter amid the chaos. He ducked behind an RV, knowing that it would do little to protect him. He watched the tell-tale flash as both jets launched twin hellfire missiles, which streaked towards the ground, leaving a trail of curling black smoke behind. 

Clifton barely had time to draw breath before the missiles impacted Tina's position, and his life was extinguished as the explosions destroyed the street, sending an enormous fireball fifty feet into the air. Stores exploded; car alarms raged in protest; debris rained down. An entire section of Main Street was devastated by the blasts. 

From the bowels of the fire, Tina and Morgan emerged unscathed. She hadn’t even broken stride. She turned onto Maple Street, her spider legs clacking against the concrete as she weaved around abandoned cars and rubble from the earlier chaos. The people saw her coming and ran; a mixture of soldiers, government officials, doctors, police and press who were united in their desperation to flee the horror which was skittering towards them.

“We’re almost home now, Morgan,” she said, her voice a wet, slobbering croak.

“I don’t want to go down there,” Morgan said, cowering away as the hole loomed.

“That’s where we belong. That is where you have to stay until it’s over,” she responded, then reaching a clawed hand down, took his wrist. 

The sinkhole loomed large. Although Tina could see the mass of people fleeing the scene, she ignored them. They didn’t matter, not anymore. Morgan started to squirm and pull, desperate to free himself. Tina laughed the wet rasp cutting through Morgan like nails on a chalkboard.

“You can’t stop it, nobody can,” she said.

Dragging her kicking, screaming prize behind her, Tina approached the edge of the hole and skittered over the edge, impossibly walking down its smooth side and into the darkness.     Instantly, the chaos came to a stop. 

The heads stopped falling from the sky, and the spiders which were their cargo disappeared, drifting into a purple-blue smoke like a magician’s effect—one second there, the next gone. 

Once again, Maple Street fell silent.

 

II

 

The people had seen Tina drag Morgan into the hole. As calm returned, someone decided to light a candle on the hope of the boy’s safe return. That candle became two. By the time Embry and Meredith arrived, the entire perimeter of the circle resembled something of a shrine. Candles flickered in the gloom, people held hands and prayed to whatever god they believed in.     Someone produced an acoustic guitar and led the people to sing hymns and prayers. It was a surreal scene.

Embry cut through the crowd, back towards the sinkhole He led Meredith by the hand, her face ashen, eyes wide and staring as she struggled to cope with what was happening. 

“What’s going on here?” Embry asked a group of people who were holding hands, swaying by the edge of the hole.

“It took the boy into the hole,” one of them replied, his face caked in dried blood. “We’re praying for his safe return.”

“Prayers?” Embry said, fighting the urge to laugh, having seen what Tina was capable of. 

“Where’s my son?” Meredith whispered. 

Embry tightened his grip on her hand and turned to face her. She locked her haunted eyes on his and repeated the question.                                                                                                            

“Look,” he said, steering her away from the hole to the porch steps of what used to be his neighbor’s house. “I need you to stay calm for me. I—” 

He began to cough, turning away and covering his mouth with the crook of his elbow, the other hand on his knees. A few of those holding vigil watched him as he spat up blood in great gouts on the pavement. He wiped his hand across his mouth, and turned back to Meredith, ashamed and embarrassed at his weakness.

“Sorry about that,” he said and broke eye-contact.

“How long have you had it?”

“What?”

“Cancer.”

“I don’t…”

“Don’t lie to me. My grandmother had it. I know the signs.”

Embry sighed. It was as if the wind had been knocked out of him. He sat beside her on the steps, and for a moment, they sat in silence and listened to the vigil’s prayers, songs, and chatter.

“Couple of years now, I guess. I was officially diagnosed around five months back. It was already too late to fix by then.” he said, fishing the crumpled pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. He looked at them, and then tossed the pack on the ground. “Lungs. Stomach. They say it’s even spread into my bones.”

“I…  I’m sorry,” Meredith stammered, looking at his gaunt face in profile.

“Don’t be, I learned to accept a while back what’s coming to me.”

“What about treatment, something to make you more comfortable…”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not interested in that. No, use in prolonging the inevitable.”

There was no answer to that, and so again they sat in silence. The man with the acoustic guitar was just about managing to string together the right chords for the Lord’s Prayer and had been joined in enthusiastic song.

“I was going to kill myself you know,” he said.

Meredith looked at him but gave no answer, letting him speak at his own pace.

“When I first found out about it. At first, I was mad, then frustrated and angry. I didn’t want to let it beat me. I fought it. I fought it with everything I could muster, but like an express train, it kept on coming. There was no fighting it. So, I gave in. Took myself down to the coast to the cliffs. See, I was determined not to let it win. I stood there, looking down into the waves as they crashed into the rocks below, and wondered what would be first to kill me—the fall or if I would drown. I don’t know how long I stood up there. It felt like a lifetime. I knew that just one single step was all it would take to put me out of my misery. To make sure I won.”

“What happened?” Meredith whispered.

Embry shrugged and gave a half smile.

“Lost my nerve. I have never been good with heights. I was desperate not to let it beat me, but the fact is that I don’t have the guts to end my own life. That was when I became resentful. Started willing the damn thing to just finish me off rather than drag it out. Here I sit today, a shell of the man who once was. A man who is bitter and spiteful and just wants off this rock.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

Embry didn’t answer at first. He stared into the crowd of people, his eyes shimmering in the glow of candlelight.

“Something changed. I don’t know if it’s because I have come so close to the end, or because of this situation, but now… now I think want to live. I can’t remember the last time I was able to say that, but it really is true. That boy of yours, he brought something out in me. He reminds me of my own son. He’s dead now but…” Embry swallowed, then changed the subject. “You know he’s special, right?”

He turned towards Meredith, and she squirmed under his gaze.

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve seen what he can do. You know he’s different. Somehow, he’s the key to all this.”

“He’s just a boy. My boy. And he’s lost and alone down in that hole.” She broke down, her sobs coming in great, wet gasps.

“I want to do what’s right. I want to fix it.”

“How? What can you do, what can anybody do?” she said between sobs.

“I can go in there after him.”

“You can’t, you won’t survive…”

“Morgan told me that these things can’t hurt us if we don’t. As crazy as it sounds, I believe him. Up here, there is so much panic and fear that it’s impossible to control. Down there, though, down in the hole, I think I can stay strong enough to beat it. Either way, I’m willing to risk everything in the hope that he was right.”

“What if you die…” she whispered.

“I’m already dead. We both know that. Maybe this is why this disease has let me live for so long. Maybe this is what I was meant to do.”

They were both aware of the silence. They looked up to see that everyone was watching them, flickering candles held in hopeful hands. They looked at Embry as if he were some kind of god, a man willing to risk everything for a boy he barely knew.

“You don’t have to do this. If this is some way of trying to make me feel better…”

“It isn’t,” Embry said, shaking his head. “This is something I want to do. I know it sounds crazy, but this is the most alive I’ve felt for as long as I can remember.”

“Aren’t you afraid?”

“I’m terrified,” he said, his voice wavering a little. “But I want to do this. I need to.”

“Promise me you’ll bring him back…he’s just a boy.”

He held her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“I’ll do whatever I can. That I promise.”

He stood, trying to ignore the discomfort at the army of eyes on him. With his heart slamming against his ribcage, and legs which felt ready to give up on him at any time, he began to walk towards the hole, the people parting in front of him as he approached. There was absolute silence. He reached the edge, the tips of his shoes hanging out into oblivion. He was reminded of that day at the cliff top and found it ironic that back then he was plucking up the courage to try and die, this time, he was hoping he would survive.

Behind him, somebody started to sing, a low murmur which was haunting in the silence. Another voice joined in, then another. Embry could hear Meredith sobbing where she stood behind him. A puff of air came to him from the void. It was rancid and seemed to have been sent in order to dissuade him from what he was about to do. Now the chorus of song was growing louder, and people once again started to link arms, surrounding the perimeter of the hole in a human chain as they swayed and sang, offering prayer and encouragement. 

Embry looked down into the inky depths, and like a gaping, sightless eye it looked back. He could feel the malevolence, the pure hatred seeping out of the hole. But he could also feel the hope, the admiration and the warmth of those who now surrounded him. He clenched and unclenched his fists, trying to force himself to move, to step off the edge. The words of Morgan Brewster echoed around his brain, telling him not to be afraid—telling him that they couldn’t hurt him if he wasn’t afraid. The singing around him now was extremely loud; almost chant-like in its conviction. He shuffled again and then relaxed. Drawing a deep breath, and with much more calm assurance than he ever expected to find, Embry stepped over the edge and fell into the darkness.

 

III

 

President Evans had ushered everyone out of the situation room. Grateful for the silence, he paced the deep red carpet, hands clasped behind his back. He caught a murky glance at his ghostly reflection in the window and quickly looked away. The man who first got sworn in all those years ago had withered and aged due to the pressures of the job.  He had made some tough calls over the years. Continued wars that could have ended. Agreed with policies which he knew were better for him personally than the country. But now, he was faced with the biggest decision of all. He walked to his seat at the head of the table and laid a hand on the telephone. With a deep sigh, he punched in the code he had committed to memory and that he alone knew, and waited for the line to connect. 

“The launch is a go. Evacuate as many as you can. I want that hole sealed.”

He hung up the phone. Outside the situation room, his staff burst into a flurry of activity as they followed his instructions. Sitting alone, the president leaned on his elbows and put his head in his hands.

 

IV

 

Embry fell, the wind rushing against his skin, he could see the expanse of the sinkhole, the light ebbing further away. If he wanted to, he could drop all the way to the finish line, never worrying about what he was leaving behind, never fretting about the cancer extending throughout his body—and then, he thought of Brewster, Meredith’s little man, and he felt a sudden surge of anger rising out of his soul. He was supposed to protect that child. In a way, Morgan Brewster, had become a standin for his own son—the very child he couldn’t keep from harm’s way. 

The space around him closed in, the walls of dirt and clay seeming to wobble like a concave mirror, only Embry was staring at limestone, granite, and molten rocks on all sides of him. As he dropped, he still didn’t see the bottom of the sinkhole. Embry turned on his penlight he stowed in his cargo pocket, the one he had found abandoned in the street, probably by a soldier who had long since fled. 

The greenish light lit up the interior. The shadows fell away, and Embry could see clearer. And that’s when he saw the holes, big as caves, carved into the sides of the mountainous walls. In one, he thought there was a human limb, a part of a severed arm with a wedding ring on its finger. Embry suppressed a scream. He was moving, sucked towards one of the cavernous openings, a fly trapped in the world’s biggest spider web. For all his intentions to hide his fear, Embry couldn’t help but be terrified as he was sucked into the dark.

“Mr. Embry!” Morgan called from somewhere in the dark. It was his voice, but Embry couldn’t see the child anywhere. His head snapped up, heart pumping so fast like a blown carburetor. 

“Morgan?” Embry replied, on edge. His voice echoed all throughout the nightmarish chamber.  “Morgan is that you?” He pulled himself to his feet. He was in the inner sanctum of the void.

 

V

 

In the subterraneous caverns of the sinkhole, Morgan called out to his spiders. They did not come. What came were Tina’s feelers as it put him down in a lair. It chattered through its gaping mouthful of fangs. 

“I know what you are,” he said. 

Isssisssss… Tina said. 

“You are who you say you are,” the child said, as he sat in his hindquarters and drew into the gravel. Stalactites and hanging precipices dripped water within the underground sinkhole. It was a whole new netherworld just below the fabric of city life. 

“And you,” Tina lifted Morgan by his feet. Gum and spare change tumbled out of Morgan’s pocket, clinking on the granite. “Do you know who you are?”

Morgan said nothing as he gathered his inner strength. Don’t be afraid, he told himself. If she wanted to kill you, she would’ve done it already. Then it was the voice of his mother, reassuring and soothing in its hushed tone. 

Don’t be scared, Morgan.

Oh, how he wanted to hug her now, to take him away from this hellish nightmare. He pictured her right now, hugging him at night, telling him how monsters didn’t exist. Oh, how wrong she was—how terribly wrong. Tina set him down, brushing her tongue across his pallid face. 

“Do you, little child?” Tina’s many eyeballs rotated, blinking rapidly. She squatted next to him. “You are my Orin, my brother.”

“No no no no no no!” Morgan said, eyes bulging. “You’re a liar! I’m not your brother!”

“Oh, yes, you are. Look inside yourself and you know.” 

Morgan’s face twisted in a bundle of knots and tears coursed down his cheeks. “You’re not my sister. Who are you?”

“I search for Isis.”

“Who is Isis?”

“The God of this universe,” she simpered and chuckled. Her mandibles clicked and chattered. “The mother to this world.”

“I don’t know any God.”              

“Oh, yes you do,” Tina said. Her real fingers touched his hair and caressed it, patting it down. They whispered, slithering in between the tangles of his black hair. His body tugged upward as the strange sulfurous gassy air blew into his face. Morgan coughed, covering his mouth. He thought of his jars, and how he needed them now. But she was tangible. She was present and alive, and everybody could see her. There was no use trying to capture her in a jar. She wouldn’t fit! 

“You do very well,” Tina said. Her eight legs stripped down her clothes and she hovered naked before Brewster. Hairs grew from every part of her body. She was shrouded in a black carpet of downy fur. Her lower tailbone curved outward like a spike, prickly studs dotting the edge of the spine. It grew longer as she inched closer, hissing. Closer, she came, closer still—until their skins touched. She sighed as she formed a bond, merging together as they became one flesh.

 



 
   








 
  

Chapter Seventeen
The silence is what unnerved him. Not being able to hear any auditory sounds, other than his own, disorientated Embry. As the tunnel sloped downward, he heard the grit-grit sound of his knees scraping and hands digging in the ground. He swallowed around the dry sandpaper that was his tongue. His saliva felt as if it had turned into cement. There was not enough of that to go around. He wished he could fill the entire sinkhole with it to the top.

With shallow, rapid breaths, Embry knuckled himself into another subterraneous chamber. This time, he could stand upright. He stood, feeling lightheaded, a little shaky in the ankles. Pins and needles worked up and down the soles of his feet. He pounded his boots on the mineral floor, trying to shake off the suffocating feeling that enshrouded him. The lack of oxygen flowing in the cramped space unsettled Embry. He wasn’t getting enough oxygen throughout his circulatory system, something which only made his cancer ravaged body weaker. Worse still, he could actually hear his own blood flowing through his veins.  

“Morgan?” His voice died down completely. It made no echoes in the cavern, failing to even register a reverb. The vocal sounds floated in the air and dropped in its thick, soupy oppression. As Embry traveled farther into the narrow passageway, the walls closing in, it got quieter and quieter. 

This was insanity, he thought. This must be what hell feels like. 

Inside the fissure, the small section of the passage made a sharp left. It dipped downward and then upward, coming to a stop at a fork in the channel. To the right, gloomy black shadows beckoned him. Straight ahead, a soft cast of ambient light flickered, permeating slightly toward his left. He adjusted his penlight, directing the greenish glow at the walls of limestone. He squinted, peering hard down the corridor, craning his neck. He pointed back toward the dark gloom, then at the faintly lit passage angling downward. He turned off his penlight.

The light was still there.

And there was something else…  

Stowing his light, Embry gripped the handle of his Swiss army knife, unsheathed it, and slowly moved around his wife’s high heel—black and scuffed—and descended into the madness that awaited him.  

 

II

 

He saw. What he saw frightened him to the core—sucked the air right out of him. It was a grand stadium carved out of rock. It was as if a hand of God had created this indoor amphitheater. Music played shrilly—his wife’s favorite French song of a murdered loved one. 

Embry couldn’t tell where it was coming from. He had the distinct feeling it was being sung by someone right next to his ear. It sounded far yet close, unable to pinpoint the precise location of the wailing woman. He got closer. Shadows danced on the walls. He walked down the steps, built in the cave. He heard the click clack of his boot heels striking the floor. A soft moan trailed out within the fissure. He saw movement behind a boulder, a craggy rock that lifted off the ground four feet high. 

It was here, Embry witnessed the most horrifying scenery he could never imagine. There on a solid slab of granite was his wife, legs parted, torso at a wrong angle, and being screwed by a half human, half beast with bull horns and red eyes. This creature was fucking his wife—his dead wife. But his wife’s eyes were wide open and her mouth a gaping cleft. Blood spilled down her sutured neck. It painted the rocky walls each time the Minotaur thrust into her. It howled an inhuman shriek, tendons in his neck bulging; then, it turned to face Embry. As it did, he realized it wasn’t a creature that was half beast, but Donald Sheridan, a neighbor down the street. It was the man whom his wife had cheated on him with. 

Beyond the shadows, another figure appeared silhouetted in the maroon darkness. This time, it was Johnny—the same Johnny who made his life a living hell, nearly causing a divorce between him and his wife. The young one who screwed better than him, and the many nights how Hanna had told him, that Johnny was more compatible—if you had showed enough attention, if you weren’t so involved with your six pack cases and forty ounce bottles, I wouldn’t have done it— basically saying it was his fault, she hungered for another man’s cock. 

Now, here she was—a dead beat wife being torn open from the inside out. Another dark shape formed outside of his vision.  Terrance, the black stallion who took his wife for the ride of her life. They were all here. All the men whom Hanna had screwed and fucked behind his back raping her dead body. Indeed—a sight to behold.

Embry screamed at the nonsensicality of the sight.         

“Get off her,” he bellowed, a lump knotting in his throat. “GET THE FUCK OFF HER!”

But they kept going, each one taking turns like a piston. What  turned Embry insane was the sound of his blood surging through the capillaries mirrored what was enfolding before his eyes. 

(whoosh dup whoosh dup) 

And then, the one with the bull’s head turned his head and grinned. “Do you want to join us? Do you want to feel your wife’s spring that runneth dry?” Donald snorted, just as a bull would, and cackled inside the dark caverns, eyes lighting up like a jackal. And then, Hanna’s head turn as well, whites of her eyes rupturing out of their sockets, as viscous fluid dripped down her face. Each thump of her head opened up the knife wound that had been sewn shut, and her neck  bent, hanging like meat. 

Dear God, he could see the muscles and arteries behind that loosening skin. A sudden hunger overwhelmed Embry to eat her flesh. Something about the scent of blood—something about that lifeless body put together like a nightmarish cubist artist and that stink of fish—he envisioned himself chopping her body up in blocks and cooking it as stew.  

He heard something; a scattering noise—something in the dark, rustling. He aimed his penlight in that direction. Empty stone walls beckoned him. 

He felt an urge to strip down, grab the biggest piece of jagged rock, and slice his own genitals. Some sort of demonic force compelled him to masturbate while pulling his testes out of his scrotal sac and burst them like grapes between two fingers.

Pocketing the penlight, Embry lifted the biggest rock he could find and threw it at the inhuman monsters gang raping his wife. His aim was bad, and the rock bounced off the wall, clattering to the ground. When he looked again, he saw that they had disappeared, leaving a trail of laughter.

Someone—or something—snickered in the dark. 

Out of the gloom, in the blackest corner of the crevice, a shadow emerged. It was the small frame of a little boy with tousled hair. The child’s eyes were completely white. His boy stood there, Gus!  A heart-pounding screech articulated in his throat, as Embry stumbled backward, raising his hands in shock. 

“Gus! You’re alive?”

Daddddyyyy… it whispered. Gus lifted both his arms as if wanting a hug. His hands opened and clenched shut. Daddddyyyyyyy…

Embry wept, tears rolling off his face. He sobbed heavily, coughing and clearing his throat. 

“I’m sorry, Gus,” Embry moaned, taking a half-step forward. “I’m sorry for not being there for you.”

I dieeed because of youuuu…

“I know that,” Embry said. “I’m sorry for that. Can you ever forgive me, Gus?”

Dadddyyyyyy….

“What, baby? What is it?”

You’re a horrribbblee daddddyyyyyy…

“Don’t say that. I’m not. I should’ve been there for you—I know I should’ve been there for you, but I did the best I could, given the circumstance. I—I, I love you, baby…” Embry moaned, losing his sanity. 

Bringing back reality in this dark hole was too much to bear. His mind drifted, slowly fracturing as he watched his boy glare up in a half-leering scowl. He heard Morgan’s voice stir deep inside the recess of his soul, a sudden cry that leapt out at him.

(Don’t be afraid. It can’t hurt you if you’re not afraid)

Embry’s boot dragged on the ground as he walked closer to his boy. Gus raised up a bottle of marshmallow flavored vodka. “Drink,” it said, leering. “Drink and be merry…” 

This thing standing before him was not his child; he knew that. But the overwhelming feeling of pretending he was felt liberating. All he had to do was hug him close to his chest, and then, down that sucker, glugging away the ethanol like a cattle mower. 

Get a grip of yourself, old man! He thought. Embry pulled out his knife, again. He moved closer, seemingly catatonic, gripping the handle behind his back. Don’t be fooled. It’s not your son. You can pretend he’s alive all you want, but you know when you envelop him in your arms, you’re a dead man. Gus died years ago in a car accident, because you weren’t around. You were there when they covered his casket with soil. 

Embry was three feet away from Gus. The boy appeared solid, nothing looking out of the ordinary. He could almost smell him, the scent of Gus’s body. It was his boy.

It’s not your son! Stop confusing the two! 

“Where’s Morgan?” Embry asked, gulping and taking another step. The blade felt heavy in his hand. 

Gus smiled, lips turning the corner and revealing ultra-white incisors that gleamed in the tunnels of hell. Gus rose, almost floating, and then, Embry realized he was. The boy started to levitate in the air and, as he did, the top of his cranium opened up like a wastebasket removable lid; except here, Embry was seeing Gus’s skull burst open like an eggshell, and out of the top of his head, a fetus of an unborn child presented itself on top of Gus’s skull. Embry screamed, backtracking. A blast of air blew him off his feet and he toppled backward, landing hard on the ground.   

“You bastard,” Embry yelled, rage and pain surging through him

Gus was gone. Now all that remained was Tina, standing on her hind legs with Morgan clutched in one talon. 

 

III

 

Embry picked himself up as best as he could. He reached for the knife, hoisted it, and launched himself at the entity, screaming. He rammed himself straight ahead, charging into the gigantic spider. His right leg dragged, behind, twisted in the fall. He slashed through a part of her hindquarters. She reeled back, a mewling squall shifting bitter tears.

Tina dropped Morgan, skittered around the wall, and hung upside down. Her front legs reared up and crashed down on Embry, pinning him to the ground. Morgan looked just about as blanch as flour. He laid limply, chest rising and falling.

“Morgan!” Embry shouted, wheeling his head to see where his switchblade had fallen. It glittered well out of reach.

A long, curved talon skewered down and impaled Embry’s pants just below his groin, nailing him to the floor. Tina’s mutated face with dagger-like bristles leaned in close, a dull growl coming from its throat. Morgan tossed a rock at Tina’s head. Tina whirled around, clacking her fangs. She let go of Embry and scuttled toward her brother.

Embry got up and shuffled over to the knife, bent over, and grasped it clumsily in his hand. He limped the rest of the way and stabbed one of Tina’s legs. She hissed, shrieking, as she reared up. 

Morgan cried out in his little boy’s voice, eyes humongous. “Don’t Mr. Embry! You’re feeding it. Stop being angry!”

Ohh, little one, so you’re on his side now…

Embry slashed through one leg. A long pair of hairy hindquarter covered in hair drooped. It spewed bubbling blood which splashed all over him. It got in his eyes too. He screamed, pulling back. 

“Stop!”

“What do I do?” Embry yelled at the boy, rubbing the sticky excrement from his face.

“The fear made her whole,” Morgan whispered as the Tina spider directed her eight eyeballs in his direction. 

Orinnn… she said. A new pair of legs began to grow.  Why did you throw that at me?

“What—the rock?”

Yes, the rock!

“I don’t want you killing my friend!” Morgan shouted, baring his chest. He moved forward. “If you want to kill somebody, you should take me. You let him go. He has nothing to do with us.”

Lurching, Embry made his way toward Meredith’s child. “Run Morgan. Get away from it!”

“I can’t”

“Why the hell not?”

“She’s my half sister…”

“Your sister?!” 

The answer came to Embry then. He knew what to do, as much as the thought of it repulsed him. Tina watched Embry grab a fistful of Morgan’s hair and pull him back. He put the knife to the little boy’s throat.

What are you doing? Tina hissed. Her legs clattered with agitation. Put him down. 

“Back off, or I swear I’ll kill him.” Embry grunted.

Tina scrabbled forward, neck rotating, hissing. She pulled her stinger back as she poised to spray a jet of acidic web from her lower thorax torso. Embry depressed the tip of the blade into Morgan’s neck, drawing a drop of blood. 

“Don’t even try,” Embry hollered. 

Tina stopped moving. 

“Remember the spiders?” Embry whispered, his breath hot in Morgan’s ear. “Call them to you. Use them to get you out of here.”

“But I don’t want to leave you…”

“I’ll be okay. You know this is how it has to be. I have to handle it—or her—or whatever it is.”

“She’s a God.” 

A pity… it drawled, slobbering its two separate mandibles. It teetered on its crawly legs and rocked its fizzing abdomen at Embry in a hypnotic sway. Funny children… I was going to possess your body, Embry, and compel you to finish off his mother… Just the way his mother killed your wife… 

“Meredith didn’t kill Hanna.”

“Oh yes, she did. Ask her. Ask Orin,” Tina chittered, saliva dripping from her fangs. 

“Meredith didn’t kill Hanna.” Embry repeated 

Take control of your emotions. Don’t let her get to you. It gets stronger when you show fear and or anger. Keep calm. Keep centered, think happy thoughts. 

Morgan sensed what was happening and closed his eyes, mumbling the words only he knew. Immediately they began to come, crawling out of the walls and the dark places towards him. 

“I’m not scared of you. You have no hold over me.  For years I felt responsible for my son’s death, but I know now it’s not my fault.

I can cure your cancer… Tina muttered, displaying signs of unease. Her talons, on the tip of her legs, fretted and clicked on the inner earth’s surface. She skittered from one wall to the other side, waltzing to and fro. Let him go. This is between you and me. 

“Damn straight it is. I came here for Morgan, and I’m taking him.”

Can’t do that… He won’t go with you…

“Morgan,” Embry said, “Do it now.”

They swarmed over him in their thousands, all the spiders he had ever dropped into the hole. They covered him in a protective blanket and dragged him away, back towards the exit, back towards the surface.

Tina screeched and scrambled over the walls and knocked Embry off his feet. Her spiny legs pinning him to the wall, raising him up high as Morgan disappeared into the dark, covered in a blanket of spiders. 

Embry shook, unable to breathe. The wind had been knocked out of him, and, as he tried pulling the pincers off his neck, the stinger on Tina’s lower body pierced Embry over and over again, penetrating his organs. Embry bled, feeling the life seep out of him. Pain rocketed in his stomach, lungs, and lower ribs as Tina shrieked at him “That’s where your cancer lies, Embry, my boy! It’s here and here and here and here!!”                Stabbing him over in different parts of his body. 

Morgan Brewster was dragged through the tunnel and finally at the edge of the cavern, on the ridge crest of the sinkhole where it went down to its murky depths. 

ORINNN!! She shouted. COME BACKK!!!

“Fuck you,” Embry spat. He mustered all his strength, all the pain and hurt he experienced during his entire life, and drove the knife into one of its eyes. He pulled it back out and thick, coppery blood exploded in a misty spray, spattering him with its skein full of orange-black fluid. 

Tina screamed—an earsplitting squeal which blew cold wintry breeze on Embry’s face. 

You fool, it cried. What’s your last wish before you die?  She sliced his right ear off. Instinctively, Embry raised his hand to stop the blood flow, screaming. He held the knife in his other hand and swung it downward and started to laugh—slow guttural bubbling peals of laughter that sounded like a madman in a lunatic asylum. Tina recoiled, flinching. What is so funny, old man?

Embry giggled at the insanity, and then stopped, wisdom filling the void in his eyes.  “You can’t break what’s already broken. I don’t fear you you’re nothing—a fucking nobody,” Embry dug his hands into Tina’s jaw and stretched, using the blade to disconnect the muscles and tissues. “Do you hear? Just a fucking nobody!”

He sawed into Tina’s mouth and rammed his head in. He crawled and slid into her mouth, distending her jaw, breaking it.  Tina reeled backward, staggering on her hind legs as she wailed. Her tongue turned a bluish tinge as he maneuvered past it, crawling in, sliding past it. He slid down her gullet, down the pipeline that was Tina’s esophagus, and he settled in the fiery pit of her stomach juices, ripping through the tubing with his knife. Stomach acid pumped into the chamber as the fluid ate into Embry’s skin. 

Tina shrieked. GET OUT! GET OUT! GET OUT OF ME!

He was Jonah; and she was his whale. 

Embry howled in the gullet of the beast as more stomach acid swirled around him, smoking his skin and melting off the flesh. Embry didn’t just have third degree burns; he was liquefying.  Embry jammed the knife in the soft pouch of inner digestive factory, bringing his arm down again and again. The handle softened and broke loose, and, now, Embry just held the blade in the palm of his hand, crying and screeching, as he slashed this way and that. 

“Die you pitiful shit! Die!” he wailed, lips peeling off as they dissolved. “Die!”

Meters away, at the edge of the sanctum, before cliff veered down and away into the hole that went for many miles further, a gang of dragonflies upended themselves and flew toward Morgan. These were the malfunctioned drones which the government had sent in weeks before, but came unhinged and broken down two hundred feet down into the hole. These same dragonfly drones woke up, fluttered their wings, and soared toward the boy. Twenty, forty, now a hundred of them coalescing and buzzing as they formed a thick soupy mass and Morgan swung around and began to levitate in the air. These mechanical drones whirred and buzzed, picking Morgan up and raising him straight out of the sinkhole as his spiders broke away, falling back into the abyss. 

Morgan closed his eyes and meditated, humming a prayer.

 

IV

 

Out of the darkness, a young boy with pallid face and huge, wet eyes reached up as the drones set him down on the ground, then like the spiders before them, returned to their tomb. He ran toward his mother and encircled his arms around her neck, crying. She lifted him up and asked, “Where’s Mr. Embry?” holding him close, covering him with kisses.

“He’s not coming,” Morgan sobbed into her neck. “He’s not coming.” He repeated.

They held each other and cried at the edge of the sinkhole. They both looked down into the gloom.

 








 
  





V

 

Word of the impending air strike had reached Maple Street seconds after Morgan was freed from the hole. The soldiers who were informed were giving evacuation orders using large bullhorn speakers. Despite their requests that everyone leave in an orderly fashion, most people screamed and ran, racing for what they deemed to be the safety of their homes. Others still were already frayed to breaking point by the events of the last few hours and wandered around the debris littered war zone that used to be where they lived. It was when the soldiers themselves shared panicked glances and abandoned their posts, clambering into a personnel carrier and tearing away from Maple Street did Meredith begin to think that something was seriously wrong. It was this that enticed even those who were in a daze to figure out that something serious was afoot and to relocate as far away from Maple Street as they could. 

Within minutes, the street was deserted, and only Morgan’s tears punctuated the silence as he hugged his mother. Sunlight began to creep over the horizon, warming Meredith as she clutched her son tight. She held him at arm’s length, her own tears flowing freely. She wasn’t sure if it was a trick of the light, or just that she had never looked at him before, but he looked different. Changed somehow. He was still a boy, but there was a knowing in his eyes, a timeless age that told her that he had seen things that no human should ever see. None of that really mattered to her anymore, though, because she had her son back, and that was the important thing. It was then, as Morgan stopped crying, that she heard the unmistakable sound of an approaching jet. She stood and looked down the full length of the deserted street, and could see it. A speck on the horizon. A blemish on a beautiful blue-purple sky. 

Her stomach tightened when she thought of how people had run. How the soldiers had sounded so shrill and afraid in the urgency of their evacuation orders before tossing aside weapons and abandoning expensive military equipment. There could only be one reason for that, and she suspected she knew what it was. She cupped a hand over her eyes to shield them from the sun and watched the plane draw close.

 

VI

 

The triangular matte black B-2 stealth bomber sliced through the pre-dawn sky as it raced towards Maple Street. Its payload, a 2,500lb B83 class nuclear bomb was nestled in its flat underbelly. Armed with its maximum 1.2 megaton warhead, which would devastate a five-mile area surrounding the impact point from which nothing would survive. Its deployment and the orders to drop it on a street in suburban America had raised eyebrows for pilot, Karl Groves. However, he was trained not to think, and only to act on orders, these particular ones having come from the president directly. As the first rays of dawn began to creep over the horizon, the bomber began to lose altitude as it made its final approach towards its target. As was customary,     Groves checked that the orders still stood about dropping the payload. The silence on the radio was agonizing and seemed to last forever. Every fiber of his being hoped that there would be an abort order. Even though he was trained not to think about what might happen on the ground (out of sight, out of mind, was what they always said in the academy), now, in reality, he couldn’t help but think about the devastation and loss of life that his actions would directly cause. Sure enough, the president was the one giving the orders, but it was him who would have to physically carry them out. Even though the leader of the country was holding the gun, it was him who was the bullet that would absolutely obliterate a huge section of his homeland. The radio crackled to life, and the pilot’s heart thundered against his ribcage. The seven-word response made him feel nauseous.

Orders still stand. Proceed with the operation.

He considered disobeying but knew that even that action was futile. They would just send someone else to do it, and he would still end up rotting in a military prison for the rest of his life for no reason. He activated his targeting system, already input with the exact coordinates of the hole. All he had to do was push the button. He held his hand over the release handle and made his final approach.

 

VII

 

Meredith scrambled to her feet, desperately looking for somewhere, anywhere that would provide them shelter or protection from the coming blast. Crying out in frustration, she knew that nothing would even come close to protecting them and that everything she had just gained back was to be snatched away from her again. The sound of the plane was growing louder now, and she could see the sunlight shimmering across its surface as it approached.

“Mom,” Morgan whispered, but Meredith was too horrified to listen. Perhaps one of the abandoned tanks could offer them protection? Maybe if-

“Mom,” Morgan said again more firmly. 

Meredith stopped flustering and looked at her son. He looked beautiful, framed there in the golden hue of dawn, a small boy with impossible age and knowing in his face, his elongated shadow a true reflection of the man he had become in such a short space of time. As she looked at him, she saw a wonderful and incredible thing. 

He was smiling. 

He walked towards her and stood at her side.

“It’s okay,” he said as he squinted up to the sky. The plane blasted overhead, and they both watched as she shimmering white object fell from its innards as it banked away. There was absolute silence as it fell, both of them watching its progress. Meredith felt Morgan’s hand gently grasp hers, it was warm and alive. And she somehow drew strength from his presence. She tore her eyes away from the falling bomb and looked at her son. There was an incredible kindness there. If he was feeling any of the horror that she did, then he wasn’t showing it. She was starting to wonder if perhaps he didn’t understand what was happening and that they were about to be vaporized into nothing but dust. His next words put paid to that idea and made it clear that he understood what the situation was. 

“Don’t be afraid,” he said, his gaze unwavering. “Just close your eyes. Enjoy the feel of the sun.”

She watched as he followed his own instruction, turning his face up towards the warmth of the day and the bomb that was rapidly approaching the hole. With tears streaming down her cheeks, she joined him, closing her eyes, turning to face their coming death, which was now whistling as it cut through the air towards them. She started to wonder if it would hurt if they would feel it as they were pulverized down to an atomic level. Just as panic was about to take over, her son’s words again brought her calm and peace.

“Remember,” he said. “Be strong. It can’t hurt you if you’re not afraid.”

Meredith tightened her grip on her son’s hand and felt him do the same. They stood at the edge of the hole, eyes closed and smiling. Meredith felt nothing but love as she stood with her son, and even as the whistling sound grew to a mighty crescendo, there was no fear.

Mother and son stood firm, hand in hand as they waited for the end to come.
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Michael has also worked on numerous collaborations, including several very successful extreme horror titles with bestselling author Matt Shaw, their complimentary styles quickly growing a rabid fan base of readers for the works they release together (ART – March 2014 MONSTER – March 2015  Home Video – July 2015)

With books sold in over forty countries and rights optioned for movie versions of his work, he recently signed with Media Bitch literary agency where he intends to take the next step in his writing career. He currently resides in Leeds, England,  with his wife Vikki and daughter Abi.

 

Albert Kivak

 

Living on the streets, he made a name for himself by spreading the good word of his works freely to the public. One scorching June summer day, a stranger came up to him and asked, "Why don't you publish it on the internet so that people can see your good works?" 

Emboldened by the words of encouragement, Albert sought out to write stories nobody could predict and sway the mindset of his entrenched disbelievers. For years, people have called his dreams of reaching the top a pipe dream. In June of 2014, he signed a three book deal with Permuted Press for collaborative horror novel called THE VOID.

He worked hard to get where he was, and if he could do it, almost losing hope and nearly giving up on his dreams, he believes so can you. 

A lover of words and all things written (with the exception of Satanic bible) Albert Kivak proudly presents his unseen works, before publication, before he became famous, stories so diabolical, they are beautiful to behold.  
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